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Thou huntress swifter than the Moon! thou terror
Of the world’s wolves! thou bearer of the quiver,
Whose sunlike shafts pierce tempest-winged Error,
As light may pierce the clouds when they dissever
In the calm regions of the orient day!
Luther caught thy wakening glance;
Like lightning, from his leaden lance
Reflected, it dissolved the visions of the trance
In which, as in a tomb, the nations lay;
And England’s prophets hailed thee as their queen,
In songs whose music cannot pass away,
Though it must flow forever: not unseen
Before the spirit-sighted countenance
Of Milton didst thou pass, from the sad scene
Beyond whose night he saw, with a dejected mien.
 
~from Shelley’s “Ode to Liberty”



PROLOGUE
My name is Gabby Mendoza, and I’m not entirely human. This is my story.



ONE
HUNTRESS
I was tracking a small group of undead through a wooded area just north of Camp Bullis, doing my best not to be seen as part of my “assignment.” My uncle Tony watched me from about a hundred yards away, from a small ridge that overlooked the trail I followed. Normally, I’d be working from cover. But this time, Tony had instructed me to track this small group and eliminate all of them without being detected. That meant I had to move fast and quietly, so I stayed on the trail to avoid stepping on leaves and twigs that might give me away.
These training missions, as my tío called them, had become more and more frequent. I’d been living with Uncle Tony since I was eight, when he’d rescued me from a refugee camp that was being overrun by the dead. My parents had been killed a few weeks before, and I’d ended up at the camp through sheer luck after being found by soldiers scavenging for supplies. If they hadn’t found me and taken me with them, I’d have died‌—‌that’s a fact. I guess that’s why I’ve always liked soldiers, and the idea of being a soldier.
Tony isn’t a soldier, he’s CIA. Or, at least, he used to be CIA back before the bombs dropped and the dead came back to life. I don’t remember him coming around much before the War‌—‌maybe only once or twice to visit around the holidays. My mom always said he had an important job, that he was too busy with work to visit. But he always brought me cool stuff when he came around. One time, it was one of those Russian wooden doll sets, where each doll fits inside the next larger doll. I thought that was pretty cool. Another time, he brought me a slingshot that could fit in your pocket. I liked that even more than the dolls.
Uncle Tony rescued me from that camp eight years ago. Back in pre-War times, I’d be learning how to drive right now. Instead, I’m learning how to kill. These days, when Tony brings me a gift, it’s usually something deadly. New bolts for my crossbow. Rounds for my pistol. A fighting knife. Anything that can help me stay alive and survive in a world that isn’t at all safe for children. Although, I’m not really a child anymore, not by a long shot. I might still look like a kid, but that’s just a side effect of the serum he and Aunt Lorena gave me‌—‌another gift to help me survive.
I continued stalking the path, paying careful attention to any sounds that might let me know I was close to the deaders I was following. I’d picked up their scent a while back, and their tracks were unmistakable. But deaders could be unpredictable, and it paid to be overcautious around them. You never knew when they might just stop and wait for you, standing completely still until you stumbled into them and they were chomping on your throat. Or, they might circle back around you without you realizing it. Although all zombies were stupid, some were smarter than others. The smart kind would hunt you like an animal. So I never let my guard drop on a mission.
I heard some movement around a bend up the trail, and skirted off the path into the trees for cover. Sure enough, one of them had gotten turned around and shuffled back down the path toward me. It wasn’t because the deader had heard me; if it had, it would have moaned loud enough to call all the other deaders in the area. No, this one had just decided to turn around for no good reason at all. They were unpredictable, and that made them more dangerous than they appeared.
I didn’t want to have deaders in front of me and deaders behind, so I readied my crossbow and took aim at its head. This one wore black pants, scuffed up black shoes, and a blue short-sleeve collared shirt with a name-tag on it. I couldn’t read the tag, but the deader looked like he’d been about sixteen or seventeen. A teenage boy from the looks of it, with dark hair‌—‌thin but athletic, and tall. I wondered if I would have dated a boy like that, if I’d been a teen before the War. My mind wandered for a moment, then I brought my thoughts back on task and shot him through the temple. Guess I’ll never know. The deader crumpled, and I was in motion before it hit the ground, moving swiftly and silently out of the brush to reclaim the bolt. I sprinted up the trail to catch up with the rest of the deader herd.
I found them farther on, crowded around a tree. A cat, hissing with fear, clung onto one of the tree’s lower limbs. Deaders preferred humans to any other animal, but they’d eat anything warm and freshly killed. Dr. Perez said it had to do with their innate desire to be alive again, and also because of instincts they inherited from the primary who created them. Primaries were dangerous: a much smarter, faster, and stronger version of regular undead. Tony hadn’t allowed me to hunt one yet, but he would, soon. First, I just had to show him I could take out these deaders without being seen or heard. Es pan comido, a piece of cake.
I snuck through the brush, moving carefully to avoid making a lot of noise. Some noise couldn’t be helped, but the deaders were too distracted by the cat to notice the small amount of sound my footsteps made. They were moaning loudly, and between their moans and the cat hissing and yowling, there wasn’t much chance that I’d be detected. I leaned out from behind a tree and put a bolt through one of their heads, pinning it to the tree trunk a few feet below the cat. The other four kept reaching and clawing for that poor tabby. Hang on, little guy. You’re about to be rescued. I moved to a new position and recocked and loaded the pistol crossbow as quietly as possible.
Once I’d moved to a new position and made certain I remained unseen, I let another bolt fly. It hit the deader squarely in the skull, and she dropped like a rock. None of the other deaders seemed to care that their companions were dropping like flies. This is too easy, I thought. Bored, I decided to stay in the same spot to take out the rest as quickly as possible, even though it went against what Tony had taught me. He’d always preached to me that I needed to hide, shoot and move, because staying on the move increased your chances of survival. But I felt hungry and tired, and I just wanted to get this over with.
I hit the third deader with a bolt, and was cocking the crossbow so I could end the last one when I heard a noise behind me. I flipped over and brought the crossbow up just in time to catch a ghoul sneaking up on me. Ghouls were the smarter ones, the ones that would hunt you sometimes. This one had snuck close enough to spit on me without me hearing it, and that pissed me off. I fired the crossbow, but it flinched and the bolt struck it in the shoulder. Great.
I crab-walked backwards as it lunged toward me, forgetting about stealth and now only concerned with staying alive. It grabbed my ankle with a grip that was so strong it hurt me when it squeezed and pulled. I kicked frantically at its face while trying to cock the crossbow, but it was pulling me closer and I was running out of time. I dropped the crossbow and pulled my .22 pistol, firing three times at it from close range.
Sadly, the small subsonic .22 rounds weren’t enough to punch through the ghoul’s skull. I was about to become a snack for this thing, unless I could plant one in its eye. I kept firing until I ran out of rounds, hitting it several more times to no effect. With no time to reload, I dropped the gun and pulled my fighting knife, holding it in a reverse grip so I could stab the thing in the skull when it climbed on top of me.



TWO
ERROR
Just as it was crawling up my legs to take a bite out of my gut, its head went flying off its shoulders and its body collapsed onto my lap, dripping gore all over my pants and stomach.
“Ugh, gross!” I shouted angrily as I rolled the corpse off me. I looked up at my Uncle Tony, who sighted in on the last deader as it approached through the trees behind me. A small report from his silenced 9mm pistol and the thing fell just a few yards from my position. He knelt and wiped the heavy bolo machete he always carried with him on the pant leg of the ghoul, then sheathed it at his left hip.
“I had things under control, you know,” I said with a scowl as I wiped the deader gore off my bare skin.
He pursed his lips and nodded. “It certainly looked like it, mija. I’m sure you would have ended that ghoul, right as it took a bite out of your estómago. And how would I explain that to Lorena, hmm?” He tsked and handed me a bandana. “See what happens when you get sloppy? You die. And someday…”
“I know, I know‌—‌you won’t be around to save me.”
“Exactly. Now, let’s hear your after-action report.”
I groaned as I pulled myself up from the ground. Giving an “after-action report” was Tony’s way of making me pay attention to minor details, which he claimed could be the difference between life or death. But I already knew I had to be aware of my surroundings at all times, and I thought these debriefings were overkill.
“Do I really have to? I mean, you saw what just happened. Why should have I have to repeat what you and I both witnessed just a few moments ago? C’mon, Tío‌—‌give it a rest.”
He shook his head. “Not a chance. I can’t be around all the time. You know they want me back in Midland to work on Project Cerberus at the central lab. Just because there’s no real government left, it doesn’t mean I don’t have people I have to answer to. Eventually we’re going to have the resources to put our countermeasures in play, and at some point that’s going to require me to leave you here with Dr. Perez. My job is to prepare you to survive on your own, without me or Lorena to look out for you. Quit stalling and give me your report.”
“Fine.” I rolled my eyes and played back the events of the last few minutes in my head, wiping goo off my clothes as I spoke. “Per orders, at 1425 hours operative began tracking six hostiles, and arrived at current location at 1545 hours. Operative was able to approach hostiles undetected.
“Prior to engaging main group, one hostile separated from main group and was neutralized approximately 20 meters east-southeast of main group’s location. Operative proceeded ahead after neutralizing lone hostile, and was able to observe main group of hostiles while remaining undetected. Operative then shot three hostiles in their heads with a primitive high-velocity projectile weapon, eliminating those hostiles without alerting the others in the group.
“Operative was flanked by a level two SNE, and fired on the subject with the projectile weapon and with her sidearm.” SNE stood for supernatural entity. Tony liked it when I used his CIA lingo, especially abbreviations. But it always made me feel like a dork talking this way. “Both weapons were ineffective, and operative failed to neutralize hostile. Operative’s handler arrived at that time and neutralized both remaining hostiles. Operative was unharmed.” I wrapped the bandana in a plastic baggie, placed it in a cargo pocket, and brushed my hands off on my pants. I sighed. “End of report.”
“Noted.” Tony chewed on a toothpick and looked around the area. His face was a blank mask, which meant he was analyzing my performance. I stood still and waited for him to say something. He pulled the toothpick from his mouth and gestured at the tree. The cat had long since vanished into the brush beyond. I hoped it was okay.
“How did the ghoul flank you?”
I took a deep breath and sighed. “I lost visual contact with it as I was moving to a secondary area of concealment.”
He nodded. “So you failed to count heads again after you arrived at your secondary vantage point.”
My shoulders slumped. “I thought it was on the other side of the tree.”
He picked his teeth and frowned. “You assumed. Assumptions will get you killed.”
I groaned. “Alright, I messed up‌—‌I get it. Now, can we just head back already? I’m tired, I have cramps, and I just want to eat something sweet and lay down.” That was my trump card. I’d only recently started getting my period, and it made Uncle Tony uncomfortable when I talked about it. The truth was, after all the training he put me through over the years, I barely even noticed it. I wasn’t going to let him know that, though.
His eyes bugged out a little, and I was pretty sure I saw him blush. “Oh. Okay then. That’ll be all. Um, let’s head back.” I hated to make him squirm, but living with him was a lot like being in the Army. At least, that’s what Lorena said. She had been a captain in the Army before the War, so I figured she knew what she was talking about.
“Hang on, Tío. I have to pick up my shells.” That was a rule he made me follow; we left no trace of our passing. Or, at least, as little sign as possible. He stood silently off to the side of the trail as I policed the area for my brass, and then waited as I hid the bodies and brushed the area with branches to disguise any sign of the fight. I was rushed, so it wasn’t perfect, but it’d have to do because I really did have cramps.
Tony looked the area over with a sweep of his gaze. “Good job, mija. Let’s go get something to eat, and I’ll make you some manzanilla tea when we get back to the Facility. Also, I think I have some ibuprofen in my kit if you need it.”
I smiled at him. “Thank you, Tío.” That’s the thing I liked about Uncle Tony. He was a hard man, but he always looked after me. I grimaced, hamming it up as I placed a hand on my tummy. “And I think I’ll take that ibuprofen now, please.”
I had to turn away to hide my smile as he rifled in his bag for the bottle of pain killers. Like Lorena always told me: if you’re going to put a guilt trip on someone, you may as well go all the way.



THREE
BEARER
On our way back to the Facility, we came across a group of punters. “Punter” was short for “people hunters.” They were major creeps. Punters supplied the slave trade in the area, and many of their clans worked for Them, supplying the level three and higher SNEs with fresh meat in exchange for safe passage and scavenging rights in the Corridor.
I guess I should explain how we classify supernatural entities, otherwise referred to as Them. Level one SNEs are your standard biters and shufflers: deaders that are slow, stupid, and easy to kill. Level two SNEs are a bit tougher; they tend to be stronger, faster, and smarter, but not anywhere near as smart as a human. A ghoul classifies as a level two SNE, and I think revenants do too, although I’ve never seen one up close. Level three SNEs are really dangerous, and often they’re primaries. Primaries are SNEs that can create other SNEs. For example, a nos-type vampire who is a primary can bite humans and cause them to turn into revenants or vamps. Lorena knows all about that stuff, but mainly I’d just been learning how to kill Them.
Now, level four SNEs and above… well, I don’t know too much about what they are, exactly. Tony and Lorena won’t talk about level fours, so I kind of think they’re a myth. I haven’t even killed a level three yet, so I guess there’s no need to worry about it. If there really are level fours, though, I’d hate to think about what sort of monster that might be.
It gives me the shivers, just thinking about it.
Anyway, the punters work with the SNEs, so we kill punters every single chance we get. The thing is, Tony and I have a cover story that allows us to go into punter camps and gather information. He’s been taking me out more and more with him lately, and people are starting to recognize us as our cover identities. So we can’t just kill any punter we come across, at least not out in the open. And we can’t leave any survivors, once we decide to take a group of punters out.
I guess it sounds weird for a teenager to be talking about killing people, but things are a lot different now than they were before the War. I sort of remember what it was like back then, but I try not to think about it. It just makes me sad. I don’t listen to music that was popular back then, and I don’t watch movies or recordings of TV shows from that era. In fact, I pretty much avoid anything that reminds me of how things used to be. Instead, I spend most of my time learning how to kill Them. And the people who help Them.
Killing Them and their cronies makes me feel better about losing my parents during the invasion. Not a lot, but some.
So, when we heard the punters coming up the trail and Tony gave me the signal to take cover and prep for an ambush, I was glad to have someone to take my frustrations out on. I was still upset about letting that ghoul sneak up on me, and wouldn’t mind ending a few punters to make up for it.
I know, I know; it makes me sound like a monster, or like I’m cold-blooded. Well, the real monsters took everything from me. They took my home, my family, my life. Since then, I’ve been living underground in a glorified fallout shelter for most of my life. I went from playing hopscotch and going to school like a normal kid, to learning how to avoid getting eaten by zombies and vampires. So if I have anger issues, I have my reasons.
I followed Tony off the trail and checked my weapons. I carried a small but powerful crossbow pistol, a silenced .22 automatic, and a Kabar fighting knife. Those were the weapons that Tony had trained me to use so far‌—‌all silent weapons that I was supposed to use to kill our enemies from concealment. Well, except the Kabar; that was supposed to be a last resort weapon. Tony said that eventually I’d be able to fight up close and personal, but I just didn’t have the muscle mass right now to even the odds.
Because I’d been treated with an experimental serum that’d altered my genes, I was faster than the average person. I had better endurance, sharper senses, and greater strength than someone my size normally had. But because the serum also made me age slower, I was much smaller than I should have been for my age. Basically, I was a sixteen-year-old trapped in a twelve-year-old’s body. Tony said I’d catch up by the time I hit twenty, but it still bothered me a lot. When we went into villages and settlements, boys my age wouldn’t pay much attention to me because I hadn’t really filled out yet. Not like Uncle Tony would let me have a boyfriend‌—‌but still, it’d be nice to have boys my own age talk to me every once in a while.
Tony told me it gave me a “tactical advantage,” because people would underestimate me. Tony could be a real pendejo sometimes. Like I said: if I have anger issues, I have my reasons.
We waited in the brush just off the trail, and I focused on listening to their footsteps, just like Tony had taught me. Tony was altered too, but he was different than me. I didn’t know how, but I did know that he was the most dangerous man I’d ever met. He could move without sound, and disappear into the shadows and undergrowth like a ghost. If he wanted to kill you, you’d never see him coming. He’d taught me how to use my abilities since they first developed, and it was always my job to figure out what we were dealing with‌—‌how many people or SNEs were in a group, what weapons they had, what their capabilities were.
You could tell a lot by listening to the sounds people made when they moved. I already knew there were three men coming up the trail, each armed with rifles and possibly pistols, and they weren’t well-trained. I knew how many they were by listening to their footsteps, and I knew what weapons they carried by the sounds their weapons made as they moved around and slapped against their bodies. That they made so much noise as they approached clued me in to their lack of training.
I used hand signals to let Tony know what I heard, even though he’d probably figured out the same things already. His senses weren’t as good as mine, but he could still hear, see, and smell better than a normal human. “Parahuman” is what he called us. I called us freaks, but he’d never hear me say that out loud, because I didn’t want to hurt his feelings. But I felt like a freak all the time, and resented that I didn’t have a choice whether or not I got treated with the serum. Once you had it that was it. You were changed forever. Tony didn’t know how I felt. I kept that secret from him, because I knew he was just trying to help me survive.
As the men came down the trail, we listened to their conversation. I tightened my grip on my crossbow and pistol, but Tony motioned for me to stand down. I hadn’t been paying much attention to what they said, because I usually tried to ignore men like them. Punters were disgusting, and I didn’t need to hear about all the sick and evil things they did. Sometimes it got me into trouble with Tony when I missed information, but it helped me sleep better at night. But Tony didn’t want me to kill the creeps, so I figured they must have been saying something important. I tuned into their conversation as they approached our position.
A nasally, high-pitched voice pierced the quiet of the woods. “Van don’t want just any slaves? Why’s that, Colt?”
A gruffer, older voice replied. “Cuz he’s looking for someone. A woman, Kara something-or-other. Redhead, real good-lookin’, too.”
A third voice entered the conversation, this one flat and emotionless. “What are the delivery terms?”
Nasally voice spoke up again. “Speak English, Roy. I cain’t understand you when you use all them college words.”
Colt, the older one with the gruff voice, responded in a tone of contempt. “Well, Jake, maybe if you’d pick up a book sometime, you’d be able to understand Roy here.”
Jake with the nasally voice replied in a quieter voice. “You-uns know I cain’t read.”
The other two laughed at his response, and Colt spoke again once their laughter died down. “Van wants her alive, but he didn’t say we couldn’t have some fun with her. That good enough for ya, Roy?”
Roy grunted in reply. Jake spoke up again. “What’s so important about this woman, Colt? Why’s he paying so much if we can find her?”
“She’s a scientist of some sort. College education, knows about pre-War tech. They’re building somethin’ up there in Austin. Don’t know what, but it’s somethin’ they’ve been workin’ on for a while. Guess they need this redhead to help ‘em.”
I thought about what I’d heard. What could the SNEs be building in Austin, and why would this woman be so important to them? Everything I knew about Them had led me to believe that they were only interested in two things: killing humans, and eating humans. I’d never heard of any of Them planning anything, building anything, or kidnapping humans for anything other than a meal.
Weird.
Then again, Uncle Tony and Aunt Lorena were secretive as hell. Like, super-ultra secretive. I knew there were things they hadn’t told me about the serum, and the Cerberus project Tony always hinted at. Not to mention what we were really doing living fifty feet underground by ourselves, in a secret laboratory that could’ve come straight out of one of Lorena’s old spy novels.
I was lost in thought by the time they passed our position. After they’d passed, Tony slipped quietly out from hiding and shot two of the punters in the backs of their heads with his silenced 9mm pistol. Then he choked the remaining punter into unconsciousness.



FOUR
SCENE
Shocked by how quickly he’d acted, I stepped out onto the trail with my mouth open wide enough to catch flies. I looked at the two bodies sprawled on the trail, their brain matter leaking out of their heads, and tried to keep a calm expression. I could never really get used to seeing the blood and gore, even though my uncle did nothing to hide it from me. But no matter how many times I saw a dead body, it still made my stomach flip a little.
Tony gestured at the bodies. “Help me hide these before he wakes up.”
I did as he asked, then helped him tie the guy up with zip ties and some paracord. Tony duct taped his mouth shut, just as he was coming around. “I need to interrogate him before it gets dark. Let’s carry him off into the woods, somewhere we won’t be heard.”
I grabbed his legs and helped carry him several hundred yards off, down into a depression within a thick stand of trees that would muffle any sounds we made. Although he wasn’t a tall man, he was older and fat, and that made it hard work. I wondered why Tony hadn’t made him walk, but figured he probably wanted the guy good and scared before he started questioning him.
Once we came to a halt, my uncle immediately began asking questions. It turned out the guy he picked was the apparent leader, Colt. Whether that was by design or by luck, I had no idea, but when Tony didn’t get the answers he wanted he went to work on Colt with a knife. Within less than a minute I couldn’t watch anymore, so I walked off into the woods and sat on a large rock. I still couldn’t tune out the muffled cries, the sounds of Colt begging for Tony to stop.
The noises went on for a long time, and then they faded as Colt’s breathing became more and more labored. Finally, all was still. Uncle Tony cursed quietly as I heard his footsteps approach. He gave a deep sigh of frustration and his brow was furrowed as he emerged from behind the thick foliage of a juniper tree.
“Come on, mija. Let’s head back before it gets completely dark.”
Without a word, I stood up and followed him back to the Facility. I looked at my uncle, wondering how a man could torture another human in the worst ways possible, and then speak so tenderly to his only niece, knowing that I’d heard it all as it happened. Who are the real monsters, Uncle Tony? Is it Them, or us? As tired as I was, I was going to have a hard time getting any sleep once we got home.

It took us a bit less than two hours to run the twenty miles or so back to the Facility. When we went out on training missions, we tended to range far from what Tony called our “base of operations.” This was mostly to prevent people from finding our little hideout. And by “little,” I mean freaking huge.
I sometimes felt guilty for keeping the Facility a secret, because living here allowed me to know comforts that few people had in the outside world. The Facility was a completely enclosed and self-sufficient underground area that was many times the size of the elementary school I had attended before the War. We had clean water that came from underground streams, filtered and purified of anything that might make us sick. We had electricity created by several different means, most of which I didn’t understand. And, because the Facility was underground, it stayed at a near constant temperature, comfortably cool during the hot Texas summers and warm enough to keep us from freezing in the occasionally harsh but short winters.
We also had tons, literally tons, of stored food and supplies. We had guns, ammunition, and thick steel doors and concrete walls well hidden from prying eyes. And most of all, we had the “pest control system”; or, at least, that’s what Tony called it. I didn’t know how it worked, but Lorena said it was based on the signals that level three and greater SNEs put out to control level one and level two creatures.
The government had done a butt-load of research into supernaturals before the War, and they had figured out a way to mimic that signal somehow. It kept us from being overrun by herds of deaders, and it also kept us from being found by level three and higher SNEs as well. They tended to avoid coming near the territories of the stronger supernatural creatures, mostly because of the survival of the fittest mentality they had. Or so Aunt Lorena said. I guess the pest control system made them think a serious badass lived around here. All I knew for sure was it kept us safe from Them.
After we entered through one of the hidden entrances‌—‌never the same one, always a different route‌—‌I dropped my gear off in my room and headed down to the research level to find Lorena. Captain Lorena Perez was my other adopted parent; she’d helped Uncle Tony raise me after he’d brought me here. She was also the person who gave me the serum, because she was one of the few people left who knew how to make it. Lorena spent most of her time down in the research levels, making more serum and trying to refine the effects, so one day we could make people who were powerful enough to drive Them back where they came.
At least, that was what I assumed the plan was. Not like they would clue me in or anything.
I ducked into the hidden entrance to the stairs that led to the sub-levels, and snuck into the labs as quietly as possible. This was a game Lorena and I had devised when I was younger, both as a way to keep me from going out of my mind with boredom, but also to teach me how to move silently. Rarely did I ever sneak up on her, but I’d learned that when I did it might earn me an unintended glimpse at the things she kept down there.
If you’re going to extract DNA from monsters in order to inject it in humans, you need to have monsters to take the DNA from, right? Well, down on the sub-levels is where the containment areas were, and in all my years there I’d never been told exactly what was living right below us. I’d guessed that there were things living down there that were much worse than anything I’d seen, and I’d been punished severely several times for trying to find out what they might be.
Talk about mixed messages. First they told me to try to sneak up on them, and then they punished me for sneaking around the place. I guess I was supposed to be sneaky, but just not too sneaky. How screwed up was that?
As I entered one of the lab areas next to a containment section, I noticed that the security door between the lab and the containment area was open. I padded silently through the lab and snuck along the wall, just outside the door to the containment cells. I held my breath as I peeked around the corner and into the containment room, and nearly gasped at what the dim light inside revealed.



FIVE
MIEN
As my head popped around the edge of the massive steel security door, it took a second for my better-than-human eyesight to adjust to the low light in the room beyond. The room was long, spare, and lined on both sides with the same uniform enclosures, five to a side. As the scene came into focus, I saw Lorena leaning forward with her hands on the thick, bullet-proof glass of the last enclosure on the right. Every other enclosure had a sliding shutter made from half-inch steel plate that was locked down over the floor-to-ceiling observation glass. But the steel shutter of the enclosure in front of Aunt Lorena had been opened to reveal what was hidden behind the glass.
The woman who had helped raise me was pressing her hands to the window in front of her while her forehead rested gently against the glass. Her breath slightly fogged the window as she took slow, shallow breaths. Her eyes were half-closed. It looked like she was trying to communicate with whatever was inside. It was dark on the other side of the enclosure, and deep shadows concealed whatever was held captive in the steel and glass box. I continued holding my own breath, not even daring to exhale for fear of letting her know I was watching. Moments of discovery like this were rare, and I was determined to see what was in that box.
Without warning, an insect-like face lunged into view beyond the glass. The face was humanoid, but in place of human eyes there were eight pairs of black orbs positioned in a cluster on either side of its face. Some were larger, some smaller. The thing’s jaw split into two large fangs, and each twitched as they rubbed against each other, dripping with what I assumed to be venom. A row of small, sharp, more human teeth lined the upper jaw and the mandibles to which the fangs were attached. Its dark, shell-like skin was sort of hairy but smooth and segmented, dotted with small gray flecks in odd patterns. It was the most alien creature I’d ever seen, and just looking at it made me gasp and pull my head back around the corner.
As I ducked back out of view, I heard the click of a large button being depressed, followed by the hydraulic sound of the security shutter dropping into place over the observation window. I stood there for a moment, leaning up against the huge, cold vault door, my breathing shallow and my skin clammy. The panic and fear created butterflies in my stomach, and my heart was beating like crazy. Never in my life had I felt so grossed out, or so afraid at just at the sight of an SNE. I realized that I was shivering, and pushed myself off the door. Rubbing my arms, I drew a deep breath to calm myself.
My adopted aunt hadn’t even flinched when that thing lunged into view.
“Gabby? I know you’re out there, so you may as well come in. Anyway, it’s high time I showed you how to operate the emergency security measures in here.”
Her voice sounded so human and warm. I had to remind myself that this was the woman who’d helped raise and nurture me for the last eight years. But the look on her face; had she been communing with that… thing inside the enclosure? I decided not to think about it, and closed my eyes as I took another deep breath and let it out. Get your shit together, Gabby.
Before I’d even finished releasing the air from my lungs, the touch of a cold, firm hand on my arm made me jump at least three feet in the air and several steps away from the door. I let out a little shriek as I did, opening my eyes and landing in a crouch with my Kabar in my hand.
As I scanned the area for threats, I realized it had only been Lorena. She stood in the doorway in her usual uniform, which consisted of combat boots, military cargo pants, a black t-shirt, and a white lab coat. Her thick black hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and her dark, almond-shaped eyes looked at me with a mixture of amusement and concern. As I gazed into those dark brown irises and large black pupils, I couldn’t help but be reminded of the glossy black eyes I’d seen on the creature just moments before. I gave a small shiver and sheathed my knife.
Lorena blinked demurely and smiled with unmistakable warmth. My adopted aunt might have just spooked me out, but she was still my aunt, and I loved her immensely. That smile was enough to make me relax a little and take a step toward her. A small step, that is.
“Sorry, Lorena, for being so jumpy. The mission didn’t go so well, and we ran into some punters on the way back. Tony‌—‌questioned one of them. It has me on edge, is all.” I chewed my lip while I watched her, still nervous about what I’d just seen. My aunt was a beautiful woman, and for as long as I’d known her I’d wanted to grow up to be just like her. Smart, strong, and stunningly attractive.
She was also confident and capable. On occasion, she’d leave the Facility and range out to provide medical care to communities that were within walking distance, or to scavenge for medical and lab supplies. To my knowledge, she’d never run into any trouble, nor had she ever even run afoul of the punters. I had no idea how she could go out alone into the badlands, or even the safe zones, without a care in the world. But I did know what Tony had told me once.
“Don’t worry about your tía, mija. Nobody screws with La Araña.”
But at this moment, I didn’t want to think about how she got her nickname, “The Spider.” I stood still and waited for her to respond. It didn’t take long for her to give me a pitying look and a quick hug. I tried not to flinch as she did.
She pulled away and held my chin gently in-between her thumb and forefinger and she looked me in the eyes. “Ay, mi corazón, sometimes I think your uncle is pushing you too hard, too fast. I worry that you never get a chance to be a regular teenager.” She stepped back and placed her hands on her hips. “I have an idea‌—‌we need to do a girl’s night in. Watch some movies, do a little makeup, maybe eat some chocolate ice cream. What do you say?”
Here at the Facility, we had a collection of movies from just before the War, but I’d never watched them. They reminded me too much of my parents. But Lorena liked the old movies, the ones with Jimmy Stewart, Rock Hudson, and Cary Grant. I personally thought that Cary Grant was dreamy, so I didn’t mind watching them with her. Those old films carried zero connection to my old life, so a night in the rec room hanging out with Lorena eating rehydrated chocolate ice cream sounded like just the thing to help me forget what I’d just seen her doing.
I smiled. “Sure, tía, that’d be great.”
She nodded. “Then it’s settled. Come on, let me show you how to lock this place down in an emergency. Just in case.” She winked at me, and all I could see in my mind were those dark, unblinking orbs staring at me from behind the glass.



SIX
TEMPEST
Lorena showed me how you could lock down the containment areas with a single switch… if you knew how to enter the specific set of keystrokes she showed me, which you had to do before you locked the place down. The only problem was, if you were inside the room when you locked it down, you’d be locked inside with Them too. The solution was that you entered a master enclosure first that supposedly kept you safe during a lockdown situation. But honestly, after what I’d just seen, I didn’t want to be anywhere near the place ever again.
After I’d rattled off the exact sequence Lorena had shared with me, I decided to speak to her about what the punters had said. I hadn’t caught every last detail of the interrogation because I’d been trying to block it out, but I had heard something about the woman they were looking for… and something about a reactor. I shared this information with my aunt, but she was suspiciously casual about it.
“Oh, it’s probably nothing. You know how the SNEs are always manipulating the punters. I’ll discuss it with Tony, though, rest assured.” She looked at me and tsked as I yawned. “But you, young lady, need a bath, a hot meal, and then I think you’d better sack out.”
“No ladies’ night in tonight?”
She shook her head. “No, we’ll save it for another night. Besides, I have work to do.” She briefly glanced over at the enclosure that held the spider creature. I acted like I didn’t notice, and gave her a quick hug and a peck on the cheek. Whenever I did, she always turned her face, like I was going to mess up her make-up or something. Of course, she rarely wore make-up except when we were messing around with it for fun, because apocalypse stuff. Still, I thought about how I’d never seen her kiss a man, or anyone for that matter. It made me wonder about how much she had in common with the spider creature in the enclosure.
Were-spider? Spider… person? I’d have to come up with a good name for it, if only for my own reference. Anyway, it was a mystery that I didn’t feel like investigating, because a closet that dark was bound to hold a skeleton or two. It was best that I just leave it alone, for now. Lorena could share her secrets with me when she was ready.
“Good night, tía. Don’t stay up too late working, alright?”
She laughed quietly and winked at me. “Now, who’s the adult and who’s the teen here?”
“Someone has to look after you two. I’ll bring some food down later for you.”
A concerned look crossed her face. “I‌—‌might be busy. Don’t worry about it, I’ll get something when I’m done.”
I frowned and nodded. “See you in the morning, then.”

Before I cleaned up and ate, I stopped by the range for a little practice. I wasn’t happy with how I’d missed that ghoul’s eye at close range, and it pissed me off that Tony had had to rescue me. I needed to clean my pistol anyway, so I figured it wouldn’t hurt to put in some target practice before I got it all nice and shiny.
Of course, shooting up six targets revealed there was nothing wrong with my aim. Which meant it had just been nerves. Sure, I could blame it on the ghoul moving around and yanking on my leg, but the truth was I’d just been too nervous to hit what I was aiming at. Way to go, Gabby‌—‌one more thing for Uncle Tony to rag about. I sulked and had a good time feeling sorry for myself as I cleaned my pistol and picked up the brass from the ground.
After I’d showered, I heated some water and made myself some rehydrated chili and macaroni with cheese, dumping it over some Fritos I’d found on a recent scavenging trip. We had plenty of fresh meat to cook, since we hunted for local game and had a small freezer where we could store meat. And we had fresh veggies that we grew in a hidden garden a few miles from the Facility. I was just too tired to bother with cooking, so I settled for junk food instead.
Once I was finished, I headed to my bunk to sack out. I put my headphones in and turned the lights out, trying to relax while listening to classical music. When I was a kid, I’d loved listening to pop. I’d been really into popular singers, the ones who had cool videos where they did intricate dance routines with a bunch of back-up dancers. But now, I couldn’t tell you the name of a single one. I’m sure I could find some CDs and listen to that music if I wanted to, but it would only remind me of life before the War. Too depressing. So, I listened to classical music like a solterona, an old maid. Yay, me.
I dozed off with the headphones on, and woke up sometime after midnight to the sound of Tony and Lorena arguing. I’d been having a nightmare about Colt. Tony kept taking slices off him, and they kept growing back every time he was cut. So I was actually glad they woke me up. Sure, the Facility’s outside walls were limestone, steel, and concrete, but the inside walls were thin, and with my hearing it was difficult for those two to have a private conversation. I think they suspected that I could hear them, but they probably thought I was asleep.
Tony’s voice was calm but insistent as he spoke. “You know this means we have to move our timetable up.”
Lorena’s voice sounded really upset. “She’s still just a girl, Tony‌—‌a teenage girl, who’s never had a friend, never been on a date, and who hasn’t spent a lot of time interacting with people besides us. She’s not ready.”
Tony let out a frustrated sigh. “And when will she be ready, Lorena? When she’s eighteen, or twenty? We can’t wait for her body to catch up with her brain and abilities. Right now, I need every asset I have out in the field, looking for Scratch.”
Lorena gasped. “Is that all she is to you‌—‌an asset?”
“No, of course not! But you and I both know he’s our only viable candidate at the moment, and the only subject from Cerberus prelims to survive both wars. We can’t take the risk that he’ll get himself killed before we have a chance to move forward with the treatments.”
“That’s if he’ll agree to go through with it.”
“Oh, he’ll go through with it. I don’t care if I have to drug him and hogtie him to get that serum in him.”
Lorena’s voice dripped with sarcasm. “Yeah, that’ll work great, I’m sure. Knock him out, dose him, and wait until he wakes up with superhuman abilities, pissed off and ready to fight.”
“Parahuman abilities, Lorena.”
My aunt practically screamed in reply. “I know very well what they are, Tony‌—‌remember, I helped develop the serum. Dios mio, I’m one of them.”
Tony’s voice softened. “Do you ever regret it?”
“Every day. But, what’s done is done, and it’s kept me alive all this time. But the sacrifices‌—‌do you really think you want to place that burden on someone else, without fully explaining the consequences of the treatments?”
Tony sounded lost. “What choice do we have? We did it to Gabby, and it turned out to be the right choice.”
“She was dying, Tony. Cancer was eating her alive. It was our only choice.”
A la chingada! What they hell were they talking about? I had cancer?
“Exactly, Lorena. The treatments saved her life. And now, I need her help to save someone else’s life so he can save the rest of us.”
Aunt Lorena didn’t sound pleased at all. “It’s too soon. She’s too young. I think you’re making a serious mistake.”
The rest of the conversation consisted of them going round and round over the same things. I finally got up and walked into the mess hall where they were still arguing, fueled by caffeine and stubbornness.
After standing there for a few seconds, they finally noticed me hanging out looking like a dork in my pajamas and fluffy slippers.
“I’m sixteen, it’s my choice, stop treating me like a little girl, and keep it down so I can go back to sleep.” They both looked at me and then looked away, embarrassed.
Lorena spoke up. “You’re right, mija‌—‌it is your choice. And I’ll support your decision, regardless of whether I agree with it or not.”
Uncle Tony took a sip of coffee. “I really do need your help. There’s no one else I trust who has your abilities, and the asset‌—‌this person‌—‌is flying solo right now. He’s been fighting against Them alone for years, and now that we’ve found him I’m afraid if we lose him, we’ll lose everything. He needs us, Gabby.”
I looked at the file on the table and saw a snapshot of a young, dark-skinned man in uniform wearing a tan beret. He had a lean face and some pretty serious scars over one eye and cheek. My mind was already made up. I had no idea what this Project Cerberus was, or how this guy fit into their plans to fight back against the SNEs, but I was tired of standing on the sidelines.
“You don’t have to convince me‌—‌I’m in. Now, if you’ll excuse me, my pillow awaits.” I left them there, staring, Tony smug and Lorena expressionless. Neither one said a thing after I left the mess hall, and for the first time in months I slept a dreamless sleep.



SEVEN
WAKENING
The next morning, I woke up early and started packing my gear. We usually traveled light, so there wasn’t much to pack. A bedroll, a mess kit, some personal hygiene items, basic first aid supplies, and extra ammo. That, my weapons, and some food from the kitchen, and I was set. Uncle Tony was waiting for me as I exited the kitchen.
“You ready, kiddo?” he asked with a grin.
“What are you so cheerful about? Or are you just happy that you finally won an argument with Lorena?”
He smirked. “Captain Perez has never lost anything to anyone. Trust me when I tell you that.” He paused and screwed an eye shut, twisting his mouth sideways as he looked my clothing and gear over. “Hmmm‌—‌did you grab a jacket and a hat? Could turn cold fast this time of year, and we could be gone for a while.”
“They’re in my pack.” I looked at him and waited, and finally couldn’t wait any longer. “Holy crap, Tony‌—‌are you going to tell me where we’re going?”
He chuckled. Man, was he in a good mood today. Sometimes I wondered what really made him tick, and why he was so eager to go after Them. I hadn’t been around a whole lot of people, but what I did know about humans was that most of them were only concerned with getting by. And who could blame them? The average person didn’t have the abilities or skills to take on even a level two SNE, never mind one of the really tough ones.
“I’m just happy to get back out there.” He smiled, and for a minute he was the same guy who used to tuck me in at night. “Finish getting ready, then meet me at exit B-7.”
As he walked off, I didn’t bother telling him I was already packed and ready to go. If I did, he’d find something stupid for me to do, or make me clean the mess or the toilets. Screw that. I knew how to keep my mouth shut. I pretended to mess with my gear until he was gone, and then I went looking for Lorena to tell her goodbye.

I never found my aunt, so I spent the next half-hour sharpening my knife and thinking about my uncle. Even I knew that our relationship was weird. Since he’d found me in the camp, he’d alternated between being incredibly caring and protective of me and treating me like an army recruit. I never knew how to take him, and I really never knew which Tony I was going to get when we were together.
Even before the War, he’d always been a mystery to me. My parents never spoke much about him, but he’d turn up at the house unexpectedly every six months or so and hang out for a few days, then disappear again. He always seemed to be interested in me, and was kind, but he was one of those adults who never really knew how to relate to kids. So our conversations were always awkward and short.
When I asked my dad what Uncle Tony did for a living, he just smiled and said he did important things for the government. That was that. I’d never known he worked for the CIA, or that he was involved in top secret projects, or that he killed people for a living. These days, Tony never told anyone about his past, ever. The story he went with was that he’d worked for the cartels as a sicario before the War, a hit man. It was a story that played well with the punters, since most of them had been criminals before the War, too.
But I still couldn’t figure out why Tony was so happy to be heading out again. I mean, we’d just gotten back. Although it had been a short trip, I’d figured we’d be staying home a few days at least to rest up. My best guess was that the intel he’d forced out of Colt had triggered him into action, for whatever reason. I finally decided that Tony was happy because he wasn’t going to be in a holding pattern anymore. No more waiting, no more preparing. Whatever events had taken place that were forcing him to act, he was ready to move. In a way, seeing him happy made me happy, too.
Lorena was another matter. I hadn’t seen her since I’d woken up, and she was normally up before me. She said that years in the Army had made her an early riser; I said she was twisted for being a morning person. But as we prepared to leave, she was nowhere to be found.
Once I’d screwed around long enough to keep Tony from finding me some busy work, I headed to the exit he’d chosen. “Where’s Aunt Lorena?” I asked as I walked up.
He shrugged. “Honestly, I think she’s angry. Not at you, at me. And she probably doesn’t want to show it in front of you.”
“Mom and Dad don’t want to let the kid see them arguing, huh?”
He winced. “Something like that. C’mon, let’s get moving.” Tony headed up the ladder to the emergency escape hatch he’d chosen. This one was hidden inside a small cave, about a half-mile north of the main entrance. A fake rock covered the hatch inside the cave. As he climbed the ladder, I kept bugging him about where we were going.
Finally, he stopped and looked down at me. “Are we really going to do this now? As in, right now?” He sighed dramatically. “Fine, I’ll tell you. First, we have to head to Austin to see what the Corridor pack is up to. And before you ask, no, we’re not going to surveil them directly, and if things go as planned you’re not going to see a werewolf. The idea is actually to avoid them, if possible. I’m just going to check in with some of my intelligence assets in the area, and see what they know.”
“Fair enough. And after that?”
He waited half a beat before answering. “Then, we’re heading into the safe zones west of Austin to find the guy I was telling you about.”
I sniffled and rubbed my nose. “Who is this guy, Tío? I mean, why is he so important?”
Tony listened at the hatch to see if there was any movement outside. “He’s one of the few people who have been exposed to the deader virus and survived. But he doesn’t know that. He was exposed before the invasion happened. He was one of the first, in fact.
“And he was selected by the government to take part in the serum trials, back when he was a soldier. Unfortunately, he was wounded in Afghanistan before my group could extract him and transfer him to our unit. So he washed out by default before he even knew he was in the running. Now, he’s the only person left from the selection process.”
I nodded. “Makes sense. But why is he so important to this project? Can’t just anyone take the serum?”
Tony shook his head. “Nope. Well, that’s not entirely true. Anyone can take the serum, but we’re looking for people who fit a certain profile.”
I frowned and faked impatience as he perched on the ladder, listening for any movement on the other side. It was fun grilling him when he was distracted, because it was the only time I could get any info out of him. I didn’t let up.
“What kind of profile? Come on, Tony‌—‌stop making me interrogate you, and just spill already.”
He chuckled. “Fine. My hands and feet are going to sleep, you know.” He readjusted his position as he cocked an ear and listened at the trap door above him before continuing. “Alright, the deal is that we have to be careful who we give the serum to. Put power in the wrong hands, and it could wreck the whole program.”
“Because some people wouldn’t want other people to have it, right?”
He smiled in approval. “Exactly, mija. Now you’re thinking.”
“But what makes him the chosen one?”
It was easy to see that Tony was carefully weighing how he responded. “He’s what we would call a ‘moral sociopath.’”
I frowned. “What the heck does that mean?”
Tony shrugged. “It’s a bullshit term, really, since in truth there’s no such thing. But in practical terms it means he has a strong moral compass, but he’ll do whatever it takes to get the job done. People like him are very rare.”
I thought about it for a moment. “Are you a ‘moral sociopath’?”
He hesitated before nodding. “Yes, but since I was involved in the early trials, I can’t take the latest version of the serum.”
“What’s so great about the latest version?”
“Honestly? For the right person, it can make them more dangerous than any supernatural creature.”
I snorted. “What, like give him superpowers?”
“No, not like that. Look, this is all classified and I’m not even supposed to be telling you this. Just know that once we get the serum in this guy, he might just save us all.” He looked up at the hatch. “Now, be quiet. I want to get out of here before daybreak.”
I nodded and said no more. But as we left the confines of the escape tunnel, my mind kept turning over everything he’d said. It sounded like we were heading into some serious danger to find this Scratch guy. I just hoped he was worth it.



EIGHT
PASS
We made good time after leaving the Facility. While we were in range of the pest control signal we didn’t have to worry much about running into supernaturals, so we were able to move faster until we left Camp Bullis. The thing about deaders was that they’d sometimes gather in a single area and just stand around in a holding pattern, still and quiet. They’d stay that way until something or someone came along to draw their attention.
Many a person had been killed by stumbling on a deader herd hibernating in a holding pattern, simply because they hadn’t been paying attention to their surroundings. For that reason alone it made sense to move as quietly as possible at all times, and also to stay constantly alert. My uncle had drilled that into my head from the time I was a little girl. So once we left the signal area, we slowed down to avoid running into deaders and other SNEs.
While we traveled, my eyes scanned our surroundings for danger. In some places, it looked as if man had never been there. Trees and brush had taken over where there had once been open fields, and animals wandered and fed among the weeds and bushes, in most cases unaware of our passing. In other places, though, the evidence left behind was apparent. Rusted out cars, abandoned homes, and the occasional skull or intact skeleton.
And, of course, the deaders. They weren’t as active during the day, but they were still always there. Usually they’d hide among the trees or inside an abandoned building to avoid the bright sunlight around this time of the day. Tony said it was because they didn’t like the sun, while Lorena said it was a primitive kind of self-preservation instinct. The sun dried them out or something, or made them decay faster; I could never remember which it was. But they avoided bright sunlight, which meant you always had to be super careful when scavenging buildings or finding a place to hide for the night.
Mostly, though, we stayed in safe houses while we were on the trail. The Outlands, that space between the safe zones and the Badlands, was dotted with them. Most people avoided the Outlands, except for scavvers, the caravans, and punters. Nearly everyone but the punters and the most adventurous or crazy scavengers stayed out of the Badlands. That’s where the worst SNEs were, the really bad ones. Revenants, vamps, and werewolves.
And that’s pretty much where we were headed.
We stopped at midday to eat a small meal and drink some water. Meals on the trail were never heavy or large while we were still moving, because overeating could make you groggy, and that could get you killed. So, we ate small pieces of jerky and dried fruit. While we ate, Uncle Tony quizzed me on my knowledge of SNEs.
“Deaders. Describe.”
This one was easy. “Level one supernatural entity. Enhanced strength and sense of hearing, reduced visual acuity and range of vision. Variabilities in other senses, depending on the condition of the reanimated corpse. Loss of motor function due to nervous system decay means they’re slow, clumsy, and typically only dangerous in large groups. No higher reasoning capabilities. Primary danger to humans is their bite‌—‌or to be more specific, their saliva, which carries a pathogen that kills then reanimates the host within two to twenty-four hours. Most reliable method to eliminate them is to destroy the brain stem.”
He nodded his approval. “Excellent. Tell me about vamps, of the nosferatu variety.”
“Superhumanly strong and fast. Visual acuity normal, sense of smell attuned to human scents. Hearing is able to detect a human heartbeat at ten meters under optimal conditions. Their metabolism is uniquely adapted to process and digest human blood for sustenance, and the more recently they have fed, the stronger they are and the harder they are to kill. Teeth and nails are adapted to be used as offensive weapons, and to facilitate bleeding human prey when feeding. Their saliva also carries a pathogen that can kill a human and cause them to reanimate as a revenant, or rarely, as another vampire. However, the nos’ must keep the victim alive and exchange blood with them in order for the transformation process to occur. Failure rate for this process is unknown.”
Tony pursed his lips. “And how do you kill them?”
“Destruction of the heart, since their bodies still have to pump blood. But that method is slower, and they can still fight for a time after being staked. Besides, their skeletal structure makes it difficult to stab them in the heart. So the best way to kill them is either decapitation, or destruction of the brain stem, as it is with most undead SNEs.”
“Nicely done. You’re a good student, Gabby.”
I smiled. “I had a good teacher.”
“No argument there.” He put his water bottle away and stood up. “Alright, let’s move out. I want to make it halfway to Austin by nightfall, check in at that punter camp in San Marcos.”
I grimaced. “Ugh. I know you have to deal with those people, but do I have to go in with you?”
“You do if you want to learn the trade. Handling assets is part and parcel to what we do, and it’s the best way to get intel when direct surveillance isn’t an option. Remember‌—‌”
“‌—‌’you can’t gather intel on a threat you don’t know exists.’ Alright, already, I won’t complain about going into the punter camp with you. But I hate the way they look at me, and they all smell.”
He chuckled. “Speaking of which, you’re a little too clean to be heading into a punter camp. Make sure you dirty yourself up a bit before we go in. Don’t want to arouse suspicion.”
“Or anything else, for that matter. Of course, I’d bet that a clean woman who smells nice is a major turn-off to those salvajes.”
Tony’s brow furrowed at my remarks. “Don’t be so sure, mija. Keep your head on a swivel, and stay close to me when we go in. Got it?”
“Yes sir, commander.” I mock saluted him, just as we heard the snap of twigs and moaning coming from some trees to the northwest. We grabbed our packs and drew our weapons, me the crossbow and him his silenced 9mm. You always grabbed your supplies before you grabbed your weapons, because most of the time running was a better choice for survival than fighting. At least, it was for most people. And getting caught out here without food or clean water? That was a death sentence, in many cases.
I peered through the trees, searching for what had made the noise until I spotted what it was. Bunch of deaders, and we just happened to be in their way. They were mindless, and could wander in one direction for a hundred miles unless they found something in their way, or someone to chase. It was just dumb luck that we’d stopped to eat in their path.
“Do we want to avoid them, or take them out?” I asked as we backed away and scanned for more threats.
Tony tilted his head as he made his decision. “They’ve already heard us, so we may as well take them out. Besides, it’ll be good practice for you, and you still need to redeem yourself after that mishap yesterday.”
“Oh, like you’ve never made a mistake on a mission before.”
“Not one that would get me killed, or I wouldn’t be here now.” He turned and looked at the few deaders coming out of the brush fifteen meters away from us. “How many?”
I’d already determined the size of the group while we were chatting. “I count less than a dozen, and one of them isn’t shuffling. Sounds like we have a ghoul.”
He cocked an eyebrow at me. “Think you can handle it?”
I was already moving forward at an angle to the group of deaders, who now approached us more rapidly. “Do you even have to ask?”
As I faded off to the right, firing my crossbow and reloading it on the move, I heard Tony mumble something about cocky teenagers under his breath in Spanish. I ignored his remarks and kept dropping deaders, straining my senses in an effort to locate the ghoul all the while.



NINE
UNSEEN
I’d put bolts in five of the deaders before I spotted the ghoul stalking Tony through the live oak and juniper cedar. Tony was more than likely aware he was being hunted, but chances were good he wanted to see how I’d handle the situation. We had deaders on three sides now, and the ghoul was trying to flank Tony and cut off his exit. I decided to open another route of escape before taking the ghoul out, and switched the crossbow to my other hand so I could draw the Kabar.
I ran silently through the trees and undergrowth, coming up behind a deader that had zeroed in on Tony’s position. I stabbed my blade into the base of its skull, pulling the knife out with a sucking sound and a slight pop as it dropped. I killed another in the same manner, which left the ghoul and four more deaders to deal with.
That ghoul was mine.
I kept the Kabar out and stalked toward the last place I’d seen the ghoul. I caught a glimpse of the plaid shirt it wore as it disappeared behind a stand of juniper. I followed the curve of the trees at a distance, certain I’d come up behind the creature and put a bolt right in its spine.
But as I rounded the last tree branch, all I found was a scrap of shirt, swaying in the wind. Shit. I pivoted and brought the crossbow up just in time to see the ghoul lunging for my back. I was still half-turned away from it in a crouch when I shot under my right arm in an upward angle, chambering the Kabar for a reverse stab. My bolt pierced the ghoul through the neck, leaving the veins and the last inch of the shaft sticking out of its windpipe. It staggered momentarily, and I stood up quickly, uncoiling my body as I drove the Kabar up under its chin, through the soft palate and into the brain pan.
The ghoul fell at my feet, wrenching the knife from my grasp. I scanned my surroundings as I drew my .22, nearly shooting Tony as he appeared from behind a large live oak tree not twenty feet away.
I realized what had happened, and instantly seethed with anger. “You set me up, pendejo! What the hell is wrong with you?” My eyes teared up as I processed how my uncle had just betrayed me. He must’ve torn off a piece of the ghoul’s shirt and left it on the tree for me to find. How he’d done it without the ghoul noticing was beyond me, but it was a nasty trick that had almost got me killed.
He raised his hands in an effort to calm me. “Settle down, hothead‌—‌you were never in any danger. I wanted to see if you’d make the same mistake twice. And, I had your back the entire time. If you hadn’t seen the ghoul, I’d have dropped it before it ever touched you.”
I believed him, but I was still pissed. I scowled at him and took several deep breaths to calm myself down. I supposed that I should have expected he would test me like this after the mistake I’d made the day before, even though I hated him for it. Well, hate was a strong word; let’s just say I wouldn’t be speaking to him in anything other than one-word replies for a while.
“Come on, mija‌—‌you know I’m only trying to make you strong, so you can be safe when I’m not around to protect you.”
I ignored him and wiped my knife down before sheathing it, checking my other weapons and gear for damage while Tony looked on. Once I finished my gear check, I began retrieving my crossbow bolts and hiding the bodies, not saying a single word to him. He began helping me, and we finished the task in uncomfortable silence. Neither of us spoke to each other the entire way to San Marcos.

We reached the punter camp shortly before dark on the second day, and snuck in by climbing the fence in the back. The camp was located inside an old junkyard, and the metal fence surrounding it was barely enough to keep out the deaders attracted to the noise and bustle of the place. The punters had roving guards walking the fence with makeshift spears to kill the deaders who crowded the fence, preventing them from knocking the fence down. We bribed a sullen, gap-toothed teen to let us sneak in, and headed along the outskirts of the camp to Tony’s contact.
The camp was a mash-up of old junked cars and trucks, trailer homes, campers, and metal shipping containers that had been converted into living quarters… if you could call them that. The punters didn’t seem to value hygiene or orderliness at all, and both the shelters and campfires were randomly situated throughout the junkyard. In some places, people lived in junked vans and buses; in others, cars made cramped, uncomfortable living quarters. The smell of piss and shit was everywhere, and I tried to look inconspicuous as I carefully avoided stepping on patches of ground that looked suspicious.
It didn’t work, though. As I walked alongside Tony, men began catcalling from their homes and campfires as we passed by.
“Hey, how much for the girl, killer? You know I pay good money for them young ones!”
“Yo sweet thing, take a break from your old man and see how a real man treats you. I promise I’ll be gentle.”
Even the women chimed in. “Oh baby, I’d love to turn you out. Mama gonna treat you good‌—‌real, real good. Make you my best bitch, never have to put out for a man again. C’mon, sugar, don’t be like that…”
I ignored them all. That was the rule, and that was really the only thing to do. In their world, a young girl like me was worthless‌—‌even less than worthless. Oh, don’t kid yourself, I was worth a lot as far as trading for ammo and other stuff. But my worth as a human? Nada. May as well be a pile of pig shit, for all they cared. Women and girls got traded and sold back and forth by punters all the time, and the ones who lived somewhat free only did so because they paid protection money to someone mean enough to keep the rest at bay.
So I kept my mouth shut, while Tony let them say what they liked as we kept walking. It was humiliating, but I never let it show.
It didn’t take long for us to reach our destination. I followed Tony closely as we strolled up to a small, dilapidated travel camper. A gas lantern shone through a sheer red curtain in a window. As we walked up, I heard the sounds of two people rutting coming from inside. I watched as Tony waited patiently, ignoring the disgusting chorus of grunts, heavy breathing, and smacking of bodies that could be heard through the thin aluminum siding. I busied myself with observing the other residents in the camp as they gave us nasty, sideways glances, and tried not to listen.
A few minutes later a fat, balding gringo came barreling out the door of the trailer. He pulled his pants up and buckled his belt as he stepped down onto the cinder block step below. He wiped his mouth on the back of one greasy sleeve and sighed, then noticed us. His eyes locked in on me.
“How much fer the girl?”
Tony stared him down. “Not for sale. Keep moving if you like breathing.”
“I’ll give you‌—‌” he dug around in his pockets as he hitched up his pants with one hand, “‌—‌three rounds of 5.56 and a round of .45. That’s better than anyone else’ll offer.”
Tony continued to stare. “Last warning.”
The man must’ve seen something in my uncle’s eyes that warned him off, and he backed away with his pants falling down past his ass. “Okay, okay‌—‌no need to get testy. But if you change yer mind, ask for Jimbo over at Filthy Pete’s.”
Tony continued to stare until the man was gone, and I wondered just how filthy someone would have to be in this place to be nicknamed Filthy Pete. My uncle turned to me and beckoned me to follow him.
“Let’s go. I’d like to get out of here and to the safe house as soon as possible.” I followed him inside the camper, curious to find out what a whore could tell us that we couldn’t discover on our own.



TEN
LEADEN
The inside of the camper was nastier than I’d imagined. There were old food cartons, dirty clothes, and other more disgusting things strewn everywhere. The place smelled like rotten food and rotten living, and I nearly threw up as my heightened senses were overcome by the smells. It was my first time here, but I wasn’t shocked at all that the myth of the virtuous hooker didn’t play out in real life. Gosh, who knew?
As we walked in, a voice called from the back. “Hang on just a minute, I just gotta get cleaned up. I’ll be right out to take care of y’all.”
The voice sounded young, but tired and whiskey worn. I followed Tony’s lead and waited in silence. Moments later, the unmistakable smell of someone smoking a meth pipe came from the rear of the trailer. One thing you could say about the apocalypse was that it was still easy to get drugs. Funny how that worked out; people were smart enough to make drugs, but not smart enough to make a better life for themselves. No wonder we’d ended up like this.
“Big surprise,” I muttered, and Tony gave me a dirty look that told me I should be thankful for what I had. I immediately felt bad, and remembered that this person was just trying to get by in a rough place. Bad choices were bad choices, but I did feel lucky that I’d never had to make them. I decided to keep my mouth shut until we left.
Not long after, a bone thin woman in her late thirties came walking out a doorway wearing nothing more than panties and a worn out and stained silk slip. Her tiny, sagging breasts flopped around inside her clothing as she strolled out, trying to be sexy while flashing us a goofy smile that revealed several missing teeth. Her hair had been braided several days past, and the frayed ends of the braids were already matted and starting to turn into dreads. Should have just gone with dreads, I thought. Headed that way anyway. A lot of people had dreads in the apocalypse, because it was an easy way to wear your hair. There weren’t a lot of barber shops and beauty salons around, so options for hairstyles were pretty limited.
As she stepped into the lamplight, I had to change my guesstimate of her age by a few decades. She was young, but drug use and a hard life had put years on her body and face. I decided that she probably wasn’t more than four or five years older than me.
Now I really felt bad.
She looked up at us and her dreamy, drugged out expression changed in an instant. “Oh, it’s you.” She spoke with a mixture of relief and disgust, as she stooped to pick up a dirty and torn terrycloth robe from a pile of clothing near her feet. She wrapped herself in it and flopped down on love seat that had seen better days before I’d been born.
“Did you bring me any junk, Tony?”
My uncle shook his head. “No, but I can pay you in bullets, and you know that’s just as good.”
She waved a hand and made a sour face. “Not even. Supplies have dried up around here, what with the wolves coming around and stuff.” Her eyes narrowed at something she saw in Tony’s expression.
“You didn’t know about the wolves coming here, did you? Here, hand them over, and add half again to whatever you were going to pay. Talking about the Pack is dangerous business these days.”
Tony crossed his arms and grunted. “Not until you tell me what you know. C’mon, Cinnamon‌—‌you know how this works. You talk, and if what you tell me is worth my time, I pay.”
She snorted and a bit of snot came out of her nose. She wiped it away absently with the back of her hand. I noticed that her nails had been polished once, but now they were chipped and jagged, as if she’d been gnawing on them for days. There were also scabs all across the back of her hands, and up and down her arms‌—‌and track marks along the inside of her forearms and elbows. Man, this chick was messed up.
“Fine. Sit down and I’ll tell you what I heard.”
Tony’s face was flat and expressionless. “I’ll stand. Talk.”
Cinnamon looked over at me as she pulled out a roll-your-own smoke and lit it up. It was probably ditch weed; a lot of people grew wild marijuana these days. Smelled like a skunk, that was for sure. She gestured with the cigarette at me.
“Maybe your little girl wants to sit down.” She smiled that gapped grin at me. “You want something to eat, honey? I got some noodles from a scav not long ago. They’re real good. I can heat some water up if you like.”
I didn’t smile, but I wasn’t rude, either. “No ma’am, we just ate. Thank you.”
She looked me up and down. “Polite, too. Better watch after her, Tony. Punters’ll steal her in a second.” She coughed up some phlegm and swallowed it, then took another hit of the weed and settled into the couch.
“Alright, this is what I heard. Mind you, this is all just rumors, but I heard the same story from three different customers, so it’s pretty solid.” She puffed on the joint and coughed again for several seconds before speaking. “Rumor is, the Pack and some bigwig from the vamp clan in Dallas are trying to fix a power plant in Austin. Folks are saying they’re trying to make Austin like Dallas‌—‌you know, all fancy and stuff. Water, electricity, and things like that.”
Tony rubbed his chin and sighed. “That doesn’t make sense, Cinnamon. There’s nothing in Austin but a bunch of the dead, a few crazy punters and even crazier scavs, and an old dried up nos’ who’s long past his prime. Nobody wants Austin, because there’s nothing left there worth having.” He gave me the signal that we were leaving and turned to walk out. “I think you’re just bullshitting me to get your fix. Next time, don’t waste my time.”
Cinnamon sat up quickly and leaned forward with panic in her eyes. “Where you goin’? You ain’t even paid me yet, and that’s good info, Tony.”
Tony ignored her and kept walking to the door. This was part of the game; never let an asset think they were in charge, always keep them off balance, and always make them think you’re ready to walk away. In other words, screw with them until they’re begging to tell you what they know. I hated it, and what really sucked was that Tony was an expert at this sort of thing.
His hand turned the door knob as she continued. “Wait‌—‌wait, wait, wait. One of ‘em said something else‌—‌something about a nuke you something. Nook-u-lare. That’s it. That’s the power plant they’re trying to fix. Nukalear, maybe.”
Tony paused, his hand still on the door. “There aren’t any nuclear power plants in Austin. Closest one’s in Bay City, along the coast.”
Cinnamon was getting frantic. I figured she was low on meth. “I don’t know!” she cried as she pulled her hair. “I’m telling you, Tony, this is just what they said. C’mon, baby‌—‌if this ain’t good enough, I can take you in back and make it worth your while.” She pulled up the terry cloth robe and slip and spread her legs suggestively. This time, I did barf in my mouth a little.
Tony reached inside a cargo pocket and threw her a plastic baggie that clinked when she caught it. “People I took these off of didn’t need them anymore. See to it that you get something decent to eat too, Cinnamon.”
She was nearly in tears as she dug through the baggie. “Aw, thanks Tony. You’re a real sweetheart, you know? Always take good care of me.” She paused and wiped her eyes. “Sure you don’t want a quickie?”
Tony face sagged a little as he replied. “No, not today, Cinnamon. You take care, okay?”
She was already counting the bullets and sorting the other small packets in the bag. “I always do, Tony‌—‌I always do.”



ELEVEN
PIERCE
As we walked away from the trailer, I grabbed Tony’s arm and pulled him up short. “Not today? I seriously hope you haven’t slept with that skank.”
The slap wasn’t enough to really hurt me, but I never saw it coming.
“Watch your tongue, little one, and show some respect,” he hissed at me.
I guess I deserved it, but I could tell that Tony regretted it before he’d even dropped his hand. He’d rarely ever hit me outside of our training sessions, so I knew that what I’d said must have really pissed him off. His face was pained as he glanced back at the trailer.
“I’ll have you know that four years ago, she was a lot like you. Strong, happy, self-assured. That was before her family’s farm got hit by punters. They killed her dad and raped her mom in front of her, then they started in on her. Kept her chained up like a dog, raping her and beating her for months. I found her and rescued her, cleaned her up and tried to give her a new life.
“But sometimes, people are just broken inside. That’s what this world does to people‌—‌it’s what those monsters do to us. Before long, she ran away from the settlement where I’d placed her, and I found her six months later whoring here in this camp.” He pursed his lips and breathed out through his nose, slowly. “Be thankful you never had to go through what she has.”
I rubbed my face and nodded. Yep, I’d deserved that slap. “I am.” I looked back at the trailer. “What was in the other packets in the bag?”
He shrugged. “Makeup, and penicillin. She won’t survive long without the medicine.”
“You’re giving away our medical supplies? Best not let Lorena know.”
He snorted. “She’s the one that sent them.”
“Huh. And the makeup?”
“My idea.” He shifted his pack on his shoulders and scanned around to see if anyone was tailing us. “Let’s get going‌—‌I’ve had enough of this place for one day.”
I followed him to where we’d snuck in, and watched wordlessly as he paid off another teen to let us leave unnoticed. My uncle, the sociopathic charity worker. You learn something new every day, I thought as we hopped the wall and snuck off into the night.

Was I pissed about getting slapped? For a moment, but all it took was hearing Cinnamon’s story to set me straight. I’m sure people back before the War didn’t think it was proper to slap a mouthy teen, and it probably wasn’t. But, this wasn’t life before the War. This was the now, the apocalypse, the hard, unforgiving world of us versus Them. I was a soldier first and a child second; at least, that’s how I’d been raised. And Uncle Tony, for all his love and caring, was still a harsh teacher.
It’d kept me alive to this point. Besides, I’d been hit harder by him in training. That slap was nothing. Tony could be a real prick, but he was the closest thing to a dad I had. So I forgave him for being harsh.
Besides, I’d get him back the next time we sparred.
I thought about all these things as we approached our safe house outside of San Marcos. I was lost in my thoughts when Tony stopped suddenly and crouched to examine something on the trail. I almost tripped over him, which would have been a fantastic way to top off all my screw-ups over the last couple of days.
He beckoned me to look, and I crouched down next to him to see what had grabbed his attention. “Look here‌—‌’thropes have been this way. Cinnamon wasn’t bullshitting us. Hell and damnation, but this complicates things.”
I scanned the trees around us. “You think they’re still close?”
“No, but these tracks aren’t more than a few days old.”
I got my face down close to the tracks, sniffing them so I could remember the scent, and memorizing every detail so I could be sure to spot them again. They looked a lot like dog tracks, only much larger. More like black bear tracks, in fact. I felt one gently, with the barest touch of my fingertips.
“They’re deep,” I said. “Much deeper than a normal man’s print. How much do these things weigh?”
Tony sniffed. “Smaller ones, maybe 250. A fully-mature secondary, maybe 350 to 400 pounds.”
“A la chingada. What do they eat?”
“Us, if we aren’t careful. Let’s go.” I followed him as he cut off the trail, taking a shortcut that would actually take much longer to reach the safe house. We were taking a risk as it was by traveling at night. The punters kept the area more or less free from deaders, and the vamps they traded with helped as well, but we might still run into stragglers, or even a small herd wandering around in the dark. Heading off the trail would help us avoid the ‘thropes, but it could increase the chance of a random encounter with a deader.
Or a vamp, for that matter. Just because the punters traded with them, it didn’t mean they wouldn’t pick a lone traveler or two off for fun. Punters always maintained an uneasy alliance with Them, and the vamps were fond of reminding their allies who was in charge every now and again.
Once we reached our safe house, there was a complicated two-person system for revealing the entrance. It could be done with one person and a stick, but Tony had set it up this way to avoid accidental discovery, and it was faster with two people. Good safe houses were hard to find, and even harder to make. Tony had set this one up himself, which was a lot of work to waste by letting some pinche punter or scav see us tripping the lock. So we always made double-sure we were alone before we approached any safe house.
I walked up to the building, which had once housed offices for the local government, and stood next to a door which had been boarded shut. Tony walked over to a rusted out shell of a car nearby, sat in the driver’s seat, and pressed the horn. An electric buzz and a click from behind the boarded door resulted. I hit a hidden latch at the bottom of the door and pulled up on the boards, revealing a small opening that we had to crawl through to enter. I held the door open and waited for Uncle Tony to approach. He entered first, and I backed in with my crossbow at the ready.
Once inside, we walked silently through the halls and down a set of stairs to the basement level. We ducked under and around vents and ducts that belonged to a long-forgotten heating and air conditioning system, behind which was a metal door that was hidden from view, unless you knew it was there. The large HVAC unit that hid it had originally sat several feet from its current resting place, but Tony had somehow moved it to hide the door. He said the hardest part had been making the floor look like it had never been disturbed. Some grey paint and concrete patch mix had taken care of that. Once we were behind the unit, Tony produced a key for the deadbolt and door knob, and we entered the safe room.
Inside was a cramped but cozy cinder block room with two cots, a table, and a small oil lamp. A locked metal cooler rounded out the furniture, which we used to keep the rats out of our emergency food rations. Tony lit the lamp, and I took the bunk on the left, farthest from the door.
“Sorry I slapped you. But what you said was disrespectful and unnecessary.”
“I know. Sorry I said it.” I sat on the cot and watched him as he fidgeted with the covers on the bed.
He continued facing away from me as he spoke. “I hope you know that I would never‌—‌I would never take advantage of a girl like that.”
“I know. I was just pissed at you, for the thing you did with the ghoul.” I took my boots off and laid back on the bed, staring at the ceiling. “We’re good, Tony. I mean, we’re family. Besides, it didn’t even hurt. I deserved it.”
“I won’t do it again.”
I didn’t know if that was true or not. Men like Uncle Tony weren’t exactly predictable, even in the best of times. He was absolutely reliable, but he could lose his temper in an instant. I often wondered if it was due to the experimental version of the serum he’d taken; but if it was, he’d never said. And I’d never asked.
“I know,” I lied. I stared at the ceiling a long time before I drifted off to sleep.



TWELVE
WOLVES
We both woke up early the next morning, not saying much to each other. We normally didn’t converse much on the trail anyway, simply because it was good field discipline. Or, at least, that’s what Tony said. I thought it also had a lot to do with the fact that he just wasn’t much into conversation. Before sunup, we both had our gear packed and headed out into the dark.
We were on the move before first light, having locked up the safe house securely and removing any trace of our presence or passing. We headed northwest from there, following a trail that ran parallel to old Highway 35, the main feature that marked the area known as the Central Texas Corridor. The Corridor was dangerous territory, even for punters. Especially along the highway, because deaders had a way of congregating in the towns along the freeway. Tony thought it was because they kept some of their memories from when they were still alive, and that caused them to stick close to these abandoned towns and cities.
Whatever the reason for it, there were a butt-load of them in the Corridor. We avoided the highway as much as possible and stuck to the caravan paths and deer trails that dotted the countryside, as well as paved roads that went through the decrepit and abandoned neighborhoods and communities that bordered the Corridor. We’d traveled about eight miles north of San Marcos and were within sight of what was left of the Austin skyline when Tony stopped and motioned me off the trail. I did as he indicated without question, since hesitation could kill, and because obeying him immediately had saved my life more times than I could count on one hand.
Tony melted into the brush with me, and motioned for me to continue backing away from the trail. I was expected to use absolute stealth in these situations, and that’s what I did. After we’d backed off the trail a good ten meters, he signaled that I should stop moving and hide. I slipped under some low-hanging cedar branches and hugged the ground in a crouch.
A few moments later, we heard a soft conversation coming from the trail north of us. I picked up four sets of footsteps, but three were different than any I’d heard before. Three of the voices were different as well‌—‌more deep and course, as if the speakers had dry throats, or like they were clenching their teeth.
As they came closer, I could just make out one of the gruff voices. “And you say these humans were asking about us at your camp?”
A normal human voice responded. “Yessir, Mr. Skull. They was asking that whore Cinnamon ‘bout y’all.”
“And what did she tell them?”
The person with the normal voice coughed. “Not much, just about what y’all are doing with that nuke stuff. But she got it all wrong. It’s nothing to worry ‘bout.”
The first voice responded with a menacing growl. “I’ll be the one to decide what I worry about, slaver. Don’t tell me what to do. Ever.”
The man who owned the second voice gulped audibly. “Yessir, I didn’t mean nuthin’ by it.”
I could now see them through small gaps in the trees. I leaned and stretched my neck to try to get a better look at them, but Tony motioned for me to sit still. I only caught a glimpse of four sets of legs. One was human, wearing jeans and combat boots, and the three others were heavily muscled, covered in brownish-gray hair, and jointed at the knee in the opposite direction.
‘Thropes. Madre de Dios! Real, honest to goodness ‘thropes. Shit!
As they approached the spot where we’d left the trail, the ‘thrope who had been speaking paused and the others stopped as well. I couldn’t see what he was doing, but I heard him sniffing the air and hoped that the scent of the unwashed human next to him and the strong smell of juniper cedar would cover our scents.
The human spoke. “Did you smell sumthin’?”
“If I did, it would be no concern of yours.” He waited another moment, and I knew that he was listening for any sign of us. For all the ‘thrope knew, we could have passed a few minutes or a few hours ago. Several more seconds passed, then they began moving down the trail again.
We sat very, very still and quiet for a long time after they passed out of sight and our range of hearing. I estimated that they must have been a quarter-mile down the trail when Tony gave me the signal to move as fast as I could manage while not making noise, directly west from our current position. We didn’t stop until we were more than two miles from where we’d seen the ‘thropes.
Tony sipped some water and I did the same. “It’s too dangerous to have you out here with me, Gabby. I need to take you back to the Facility.”
“But who else is going to watch your back? I’m here and I can help. We’re not going to let these jerks scare us away, are we?”
He grabbed my arm, almost violently, and pulled me close to him. His face was just inches from mine. “Trust me when I say this: you would not survive a face-to-face battle with a ‘thrope. Maybe when you’re older and you’ve grown fully into your abilities. But now, no.”
He reached for a magazine on the opposite side of his belt from his holster and changed out the ammo in his pistol. I knew he often carried silver rounds in case we ran into vamps on the trail, but these weren’t silver. They were strangely shaped and looked like no ammo I’d ever seen him use before.
After he racked a round in his pistol, he looked up at me with concern. “Gabby, we need to get moving, just in case‌—‌”
Before he could finish his sentence, a huge gray-brown shape came barreling out of the brush from the south. Tony spun, pulling me down and firing twice at the creature. The rounds hit it in the neck and stomach, and half the ‘thrope’s neck disintegrated into a bloody mist where the first bullet hit. The other round left a fist-sized hole in the ‘thrope’s torso, large enough to see daylight clean through its guts. I saw all this as I ran backward, pulled along by Uncle Tony as he dragged me through the brush at a jog.
I heard movement to our right and left, and I realized they had nearly surrounded us. Recognizing the danger we were in, I spun around and began running for all I was worth, knowing that my surprise and indecision were slowing us down. I soon outpaced Tony, and had a lead on him as we sprinted through the woods. As my uncle ran a few paces behind me, I heard the distinctive sound of his machete clearing the sheath. Tony’s machete was more like a short cutlass, and he favored it for close-in work. That’s when I knew we were in a fight for our lives.
Another wolf burst out of the trees in front of me, its massive clawed hand swiping at my face. I ducked and slid through the leaves and decayed vegetation on my knees, leaning back and arching my neck to see Tony dance around the ‘thrope like a matador in a bullfight. But Tony had no red cape‌—‌only a sword and his 9mm pistol, and that was all he needed. He fired at the ‘thrope’s head, and it moved just enough to dodge the round. But Tony was an artist, and his every move was planned to set up the next. As the wolf leaned away from the muzzle of his pistol, Tony sliced its leg nearly in two at the thigh, and the leg buckled. Then my uncle slashed with his machete and severed the beast’s head from its shoulders.
All this happened while I was still sliding on my knees, before I hopped back to my feet.
Two more ‘thropes leapt from the trees at us, and one slapped the gun from Tony’s hands. I drew my crossbow and shot that one in the shoulder as Tony danced among them, slashing and spinning, cutting and twirling in a way I’d never seen him move in sparring practice. He was both graceful and brutally efficient, hacking and stabbing in places where his movements would have the most effect. One of the ‘thropes fell to Tony’s attacks, and the other backed away, perhaps to wait for reinforcements.
The lull in the battle gave Tony time to turn and look at me, and our eyes locked for just for an instant as he screamed a command.
“Run, Gabby‌—‌run!”
I ran.



THIRTEEN
SWIFTER
My first thought was to run back to the safe house and hide out there, and wait for Tony to show up. I honestly wanted to help him, but he looked like he could handle those ‘thropes, and he didn’t need me there to distract him while he was fighting. If my presence caused him to lose focus, it might get him killed.
Besides, he was right; I wouldn’t be much help to him. That ‘thrope hadn’t even noticed the bolt I’d put in him. It may as well have been a flea bite, for all the good it did. Nope, I was no help to him in a fight against those things, and thinking about it brought tears of anger and frustration to my eyes. I wiped them clear and ran on at a full sprint, not caring about stealth, just trying to put distance between me and the ‘thropes.
And Uncle Tony.
It was best that I didn’t think about that right now. I kept reminding myself that he’d looked to be doing just fine against them, even outnumbered. The way he’d taken out those two wolves had been on a level I’d never seen from him before. For the last several months I’d been holding my own when I sparred with him. Or, at least, I thought I had. Now I knew that he’d been holding back, and I wasn’t quite as dangerous as I had thought‌—‌at least not in hand-to-hand combat.
The serum had ended up being both a blessing and a curse to me. On the one hand, I could run longer, see further, smell and hear better, and react more quickly than any normal person. I was very grateful for the ability of running quickly at the moment. On the other hand, my growth had been stunted, or halted, or slowed. I really didn’t know which. Sometimes I had nightmares that I’d be trapped in a twelve-year-old’s body all my life, like this creepy little vampire girl from a movie I’d seen at a friend’s house before the War. That kid had been a real bitch‌—‌not my friend, but the girl in the movie. I didn’t blame her, though, because I knew her frustrations well.
I kept running the attack through my mind, replaying the events to see if there was any point where I might have been able to turn the tables, or at least give Tony an advantage. I realized that I’d been virtually useless from the moment they attacked. Leaving Tony back there had been difficult, but it was the best decision from a strategic standpoint. Even so, I wished I’d been able to do more.
Being small for your age was one thing when you still looked your age. But for me, I looked at least four years younger than I was. That was bad enough on its own, but when you added the physical disadvantages of being small it made it even worse to live with. I had all this training, and all the abilities the serum gave me, but this battle had revealed a harsh truth. Against a really dangerous enemy, I was worthless. No, I was worse than worthless. I was a liability.
Still, whining wasn’t going to do me any good if I ran into those ‘thropes again. And despite my size, what could I have done? I dunno, maybe shoot them in their gross backwards knees? Actually, that wasn’t a bad idea. I knew from what Tony had taught me that ‘thropes healed fast, but planting a bolt in a knee might at least give me the chance to escape, if I ran into another one. Hopefully I wouldn’t have to put that idea to the test.
In the distance behind me, I heard a wolf howl, then I heard another howl in response. I had to assume that they were tracking me, and I also had to assume that Tony was dead if they were. Or, maybe he’d escaped? I couldn’t be certain unless I doubled back, which was probably the last thing the wolves expected, anyway.
I stopped with my hands on my knees, panting but not tired much at all. I reached into my pack for my emergency bag of tricks. I pulled out a plastic bottle full of deer urine and poured a small amount over my hands. Then, I rubbed it all over my bare skin and clothes. The smell of it was awful, and it overwhelmed my sense of smell instantly, but hopefully it would cover my scent and throw the wolves off my trail. While I tried to avoid breathing through my nose, I headed ninety degrees to my left in a southerly direction, stepping on rocks and fallen logs as much as possible and working very hard to leave no trail or sign of my passing.

After traveling a half-mile south, I turned west and headed back to where we’d been ambushed. When I was within a quarter-mile of the site, I slowed down a lot and focused on moving unheard and unseen. Along the way, I stalked right by a momma deer and fawn bedded down to escape the midday heat. Neither one was aware of my presence until I was right on top of them, and the doe blinked at me in shock as I passed, not moving an inch in hopes she would remain unseen. I imagine that the smell of buck urine confused her even more, and figured that she had no idea what to make of me. I moved on, listening intently for any sounds that might let me know a ‘thrope was near.
Then it occurred to me that if a predator was still in the area, the deer and her fawn would be long gone. I also heard birds in the trees, which was another good sign. I decided to move with caution just the same, and it took me thirty minutes to reach the area where we’d gotten jumped.
The first thing I saw was a ton of blood where Tony had killed the first wolf. But there were no bodies to be found. Apparently, the wolves had taken their corpses. Some folks would burn their dead, for fear of them coming back. Others would cut their heads off and remove their hearts, Romanian style, to prevent them from coming back as a vamp. It was pure superstition, of course; you had to be bitten to come back from the dead. But Lorena had once told me that some of the SNEs believed that their bodies could be used in magic rituals, so they guarded their dead with care. As I recalled, ‘thropes were among those who followed that custom.
Based on what I already knew and what I’d seen today, it seemed to me that the wolves were more human than other supernaturals. That was information that might come in handy later. While I tried to remember anything else about the ‘thropes that might be of use, I continued to search the area for any sign of what happened to my uncle. I also hoped I might find his pistol, because that special ammo he had used could come in handy. A wider search of the area still turned up no bodies and no pistol, which was a good thing, since it meant that Tony might have escaped. There were a lot of werewolf tracks, though, and I found Tony’s tracks among them near where I’d last seen him.
How many wolves were there? I wondered as I looked around. There were so many tracks, it was difficult to make out how many of them had been through here. Maybe a half-dozen of them or more from the looks of it, but I was just guessing. For all I knew, it could have been a dozen, given the way the ground had been marked and torn up in the struggle and chase.
I studied the ground carefully and saw that he’d fought two wolves, and it appeared that he’d killed both of them. The tracks I found suggested that their bodies had been carried away to the northeast by other ‘thropes. But Tony’s prints headed off to the northwest. I followed his trail to a concrete drainage culvert that led to a paved road, and that’s where his trail vanished.
Well, he was alive. That was something. I figured he’d head back to the safe house and wait for me to show. That was our standard plan; if we got separated we’d rendezvous back at our last camp, if it was safe. As far as I knew, the safe house location hadn’t been exposed, so that’s where I headed. I comforted myself with the knowledge that in a few hours I’d be back with Tony and everything would be alright.



FOURTEEN
TRANCE
Once I got to the safe house, I used a stick and a length of fishing line to get inside. I wedged the stick against the horn to release the lock, and pulled it out with the line before I entered the building. But there was no sign of Tony anywhere‌—‌not in the building, not outside the building, not even a note or rumpled covers on his cot. I decided to wait, thinking that he might be leading the ‘thropes away before heading back here. I stayed up until well past midnight waiting, and then turned off the lamp and fell asleep.
That night I dreamed of being chased by wolves, and of Uncle Tony being savaged by their long sharp teeth and claws. I didn’t sleep well at all, and woke up groggy and miserable. I sat up on the bed and saw the empty bunk next to me, and my heart sank a little. Maybe Tony had gotten killed, or captured; maybe he wasn’t coming back. I pushed the thought out of my mind, and dug around the place for some instant coffee while I waited for water to heat over a can of Sterno.
What the heck was I supposed to do? I hadn’t spent a whole lot of time outside the Facility, just training missions and the occasional trip to a punter camp or outpost with Tony. I didn’t really know anyone out here, and I’d never been out by myself. Sure, I had skills and I wasn’t exactly human, so I had advantages. But getting back to the Facility on my own without getting caught seemed like a tall order. I wanted to badly for Tony to show up, to walk through that steel door and tell me everything was going to be alright.
But I suspected that wasn’t going to happen. If Tony had gotten away clean, he’d have already arrived. He was either hiding out at any of a dozen safe houses we had set up all over the central Texas area, or he had ditched the ‘thropes and headed back to the Facility without me. Or, they caught him and took him away or killed him. No matter the outcome for Tony; if he didn’t show up soon, I really was on my own.
I sipped my coffee and enjoyed the warmth and bitter taste while I considered my choices. Option one, wait for Tony to show up. I had enough food for a few days, and we had water to last a week in here. That was probably the safest plan; wait it out for several days, and if Tony didn’t show I could head back to the Facility after things had settled down.
Second option: go look for him. That was a stupid idea, and I’d already risked a lot by doubling back to look for him. Even now there could be a wolf on my trail, just because I’d been stupid enough to not just keep running once I was safely away from the ‘thropes. I ditched that idea right away.
My third option was to head back to the Facility immediately. I liked that idea best since it didn’t involve waiting, which I was horrible at, and it meant that I could get Lorena’s help and advice on finding Tony. But I decided to compromise and wait around until noon to see if he showed. Tony never came, and after spending five hours pacing the small room, I knew that it was time to head out. I ate a small meal, packed my bag, and locked the place up tight. Once outside, I stayed hidden and listened for several minutes, making sure nothing was waiting for me unseen. Then I headed southwest toward home.

About three miles from the safe house, I started thinking that maybe Tony had hidden out at the punter camp. It would make sense if he’d been hurt, or if he thought I might head back there to look for him. I was grasping at straws, but I wanted to be thorough, and it wouldn’t take me far out of my way to stop by and ask Cinnamon if she’d seen him. I changed course immediately and headed for the camp. Once I was within sight of the walls, I stayed hidden until nightfall.
Sneaking in past the kids they had guarding the walls was easy. Tony wasn’t nearly as stealthy as I was, partly because of his size, but also because I was just better at moving unseen. I stayed out of sight as I snuck through the camp and to the back entrance of Cinnamon’s trailer.
I had to wait several hours while she plied her trade with an assortment of men. I tried my best to filter out the disgusting sounds they made and their X-rated conversations, but I ended up getting a crash sex ed course instead. Even though I’d lost my uncle, and I’d nearly been killed by ghouls twice in two days, and I’d also been attacked by werewolves who were probably still looking for me, the few hours I spent outside Cinnamon’s place was not the highlight of my week.
Yep, definitely a low point in my life. No doubt about it.
After the last punter had left, I waited a few more minutes and knocked softly on the back door. I heard Cinnamon yell sharply from the bedroom. “I’m done fer the night‌—‌go away!” I knocked again, louder this time, and heard her tromping from the back room to the door, which swung open so fast I had to lean back to avoid getting clobbered.
She looked down at me with contempt, and then her face softened and she cooed with pity. “Aw, girl, what’s happened to you? And where’s Tony?” She stepped back from the door and looked me up and down. “C’mon inside before someone sees you. C’mon now, I don’t bite.”
I entered the place and looked around, not really sure what to say. Cinnamon waited for me to speak, and I worked up enough courage to say what had to be said. “I lost Tony. You seen him?”
“Aw, sugar‌—‌I sure haven’t. Why don’t you sit down and I’ll make you some hot tea? Go on, have a seat, and let me get somethin’ hot in you. It’ll make you feel better.” I did as she asked, and busied myself by fiddling with some crumbs on the table while she prepared the tea.
“We got jumped by some ‘thropes several miles north,” I said. “I went back to look for him, but he was gone. I guess he got away‌—‌unless they took him.”
Cinnamon gave me a motherly look and clucked her tongue.
“I’m sure Tony’ll be fine, sweetie. He’s a tough one, that Tony. Always was good to me, he was.” She sashayed over to the table and set a hot mug down in front of me. I figured the cleanliness of the cup was suspect, but I was mentally and emotionally exhausted and could use the pick me up. I sipped the tea and listened as she rambled on about Tony and how he rescued her.
“I’ve known Tony for years, ya know. He tell you that?”
I nodded.
“Yes indeed, Tony and I go way back. He rescued me from some punters, tried to make me respectable.” She paused and blew some hair out of her eyes. “It didn’t take.”
She produced a joint from somewhere, and I wondered how I’d missed that. I’d been taught to always watch people’s hands, because that’s where the danger was. She lit it and took a hit, and watched me through squinted eyes.
“Bet he didn’t tell you that he was the reason them punters found us.” I shook my head, which was getting heavy. “Yep, he led them straight to us. He’d crossed them over sumthin’ and got shot. Came to us for help, which we gave.
“And what we got in return was my mom and dad dead, and me stuck in a living hell for months, least till Tony found me.” She inhaled and held it, then continued speaking as she let the smoke out of her lungs. “Ah, but why am I rattling on? You don’t give a shit about me. I see how you are‌—‌fed, clean, healthy. Cain’t fool me none, girl, just with a little dirt under your nails.”
She looked me up and down as my eyelids started to droop, and I found that I couldn’t keep them open any longer. Nor did I really want to.
“You gettin’ tired, sugar? Well, just come on over to the couch and have a rest. Go on now, it’s alright‌—‌Cinnamon’s gotcha.” I was incredibly tired and my head felt like it was stuffed with cotton. I allowed Cinnamon to lead me over to the couch, and almost fell on my face when I plopped down on it.
The last thing I remember was Cinnamon looking down at me with her arms crossed, tapping her foot with a sly look in her eyes.
“Now, I wonder what those assholes at Filthy Pete’s will pay me for a pretty little thing like you?”



FIFTEEN
LIGHTNING
When I regained consciousness, I heard the sounds of conversation coming from the next room. Cinnamon had moved me to her bedroom, and I cringed at the thought that I was lying on top of the filth of countless men. Although I was pretty grossed out, I stayed still and pretended that I was still out cold while the fog faded from my brain.
Something we’d figured out soon after I started the serum treatments was that my body would get rid of any drug or poison very, very fast. It was a drag when I had a headache and wanted to take something for it, because the drug wouldn’t work as well and it wouldn’t last as long either. But at this moment, I was thankful that the effects of the serum had done their magic, because in a few more minutes I’d probably have been tied, gagged, and on my way to auction.
As I shook off the last of the cobwebs, I tuned into the conversation taking place outside the room.
“That’s bullshit, Stacy! She’s worth two times what you’re offering and then some. Why you always got to be an asshole about things?” Cinnamon sounded really hacked, and it looked like she was getting screwed over by the punters. Yeah, just wait till I get my hands on you. Then you’ll really have something to be hacked about.
A man’s voice replied. “Well, I gotta make a profit too, you know. Besides, once Skull sees that this is the girl they’re lookin’ for, I’ll get a lot more for her, and I’ll kick some back to you. But ain’t no way you want to go traipsin’ up to Skull demanding to get paid. He’ll gut you like a fish and not think twice. Just let me handle it, and you’ll get what’s yours.”
Oh yes you will.
“Oh, alright. But I want part of my share now.”
The man named Stacy chortled. “Good ol’ Cinnamon, I can always count on you looking for your next high and next customer to blow.”
“Screw you, Stacy.”
“I might take you up on that, once I get back from talking to the wolves,” he said with a hateful tone in his voice. “Now, where’s that little bitch at?”
By this time I’d already checked my exits and knew that I’d have to go out the way I’d come in. The windows were stuck, and the only two doors in the place were in the other room. Cinnamon had taken my weapons, probably to sell them, so I improvised by grabbing a pair of barber’s scissors from her dresser. I laid back down on the bed and hid the scissors under my leg where I could get them quickly.
“She’s in here. I roofied her, so she’ll be out for a good long while.”
A second man grunted like a hog in heat. “Hmmm. Stacy, maybe we should have some fun before we take her to Skull.”
Stacy chuckled. “Well, I’m sure Cinnamon won’t care if we borrow her bedroom for a bit. Will you, Cinnamon?”
Cinnamon’s voice was flat. “So long as you pay me, I don’t give a damn what you do with her.” So much for Tony’s virtuous whore story. I didn’t give a damn what happened to her either, and at this point I was inclined to slit her throat with a dull knife and watch her bleed out. I thought wicked thoughts and slowed my breathing as they walked into the room.
The second man spoke first. “Aw, she’s a pretty one. Little on the small side, but she’ll do.”
“I go first,” Stacy replied.
“You just make sure you don’t hurt her, least not before we get paid,” was Cinnamon’s only comment.
I waited until Stacy had his hands on me before I moved, and stuck the scissors through his right eye, deep into his skull. They stuck there and I couldn’t pull them out, so I grabbed a skinning knife off his belt and threw it by the handle at his partner‌—‌a fat, greasy-looking guy with a matted black mullet that went down to his shoulders in the back. The blade hit him in the throat, blocking his windpipe. His hands immediately went up to his neck, possibly to pull out the knife.
Fat chance, tubby. I was already rolling off the bed as I landed a kick on his knee that buckled it backwards. He fell straight forward on his face, forcing the knife through his neck until it poked out the back. I left him there to choke on his own blood, standing up slowly and walking over to Cinnamon, who had backed against the wall.
“Don’t you come no closer, missy!” She produced a fillet knife from somewhere under her slip. I didn’t want to even think about where she’d been hiding it. She lunged at me and cut. I dropped and spun, sweeping her legs out from under her so she fell flat on her back. I heard the “woof” of air coming out of her mouth as she hit, and the sound of her head bouncing off the shag carpet. Aw, that looked like it hurt. Good.
I kicked the knife out of her hand and knelt down next to her, grabbing a fistful of hair as I did so. She blinked a few times as she tried to gulp in air. I pulled her head back and up, exposing her windpipe so I could drop an elbow on her throat and end her miserable existence.
Then I thought about what Tony told me about her, and that gave me a momentary lapse of ruthlessness. Sure, she was a worthless excuse for a human being. Yeah, she’d just tried to sell me to the local pimp. And no doubt about it; she didn’t care about anything except where her next high was coming from.
But after what she’d told me about Tony being the reason those punters attacked her family… well, that made me feel sorry for her, if only a little. The truth was, I sometimes felt like Tony had screwed my life up too. He was family and I loved him, but he was also ruthless and cruel and a pain in the ass to live with. And since he’d found me, I never had a chance at anything close to a normal life, not with him training me to be a cold-blooded killer.
So how was I any different from Cinnamon?
As I considered what to do with her, my thoughts were interrupted by a loud commotion from outside the trailer. I tuned my hearing into it and determined that it came from the front entrance of the camp. As I paused to listen, Cinnamon’s eyes rolled about wildly as she clawed at my arm and face. She was bigger than me, but I was still stronger, so no amount of struggling was going to free her. It wasn’t just the serum; it was also the fact that she was a malnourished crank-head. Meanwhile, the commotion from the other side of the camp got louder. I heard a sound that chilled me.
The howl of a wolf.
With no time to spare, I slammed her head down on the floor once, then again. Her eyes rolled back as she slipped into unconsciousness. For a moment I hoped I didn’t give her permanent brain damage, then I realized it wouldn’t be the worst thing that might to happen to her, now that the wolves had arrived.
“Looks like it’s your lucky day, Cinnamon,” I said to no one in particular. “You get to stay here and explain to the wolves how I escaped.”
I got up and rifled around until I found my things, then I slipped out the back door and into the night. I was over the fence and running in less than thirty seconds after I exited her back door. With any luck, I could get a head start on the wolves and be halfway to the Facility before Cinnamon woke up and they figured out what had happened.



SIXTEEN
ORIENT
I ran for most of the night, although I never heard any sounds of pursuit behind me. Still, I thought it was best to put as much distance between me and the wolves as possible. The only problem was that I had run helter-skelter from the camp, and now I was a little lost. I was also tired, not just from running and a lack of sleep, but also from the after-effects of whatever Cinnamon had slipped me. Whatever it was must have been strong, because I had a major headache and my limbs still felt a little heavy.
I hid myself in a small, thick grove of cedar and tried to decide what to do. I figured that I’d covered at least ten miles since leaving the punter camp. That was slower than my usual pace, but I’d been trying to avoid leaving a clear trail for the wolves to follow. At least I was far enough away from the Pack to be safe, for a while.
I yawned and my head nodded as I leaned against a tree trunk, sipping from my water bottle. The early light of dawn was peeking through the trees to the east, and I felt tired and hungry. I decided to look for a place to hide so I could get some sleep, find my bearings, and continue the journey home.
I decided to head east, since that would take me closer to the Facility. I hadn’t crossed the highway in my rush to escape, so I wasn’t completely lost‌—‌just a little turned around. Before long I came to a small neighborhood of run down single-story houses that all looked pretty much the same. I avoided the local deader population and snuck inside the first one that looked secure. The previous owner had installed bars on the windows and doors, so it looked like my best bet. I picked the locks on the back door and made as little sound as possible as I entered.
Inside, the place smelled like it had been shut up for a while: musty and stale. I was in a small kitchen with cheap laminated counters and a white tile floor, practically a carbon copy of dozens of similar homes I’d been in while scavving. I listened for any sound of movement and heard a soft bumping noise from one of the rooms. It was probably a deader that had gotten locked in after it turned. Or one that someone had locked in because they didn’t have the guts to kill it. Either way, I needed to put it down now, because as soon as it heard me it’d start making an awful racket.
I crept down the hall with my crossbow in hand, pausing in front of the door where the noise came from. The steady insistent banging made the cheap bedroom door vibrate slightly with each bump. I waited for the pause between the bumps, then swung the door outward with my crossbow pointed at head level.
That is, head level for an adult. But what was waiting for me on the other side of the door was a child who’d been turned, no more than ten or eleven years old at most. She could’ve been a younger version of me‌—‌a sister or cousin perhaps. The deader girl was slightly built, with willowy arms and legs that met a long, graceful torso. She might once have had delicate features, but now her face and skin was dried up and drawn tight, and her lips were pulled back from her teeth in a permanent grin that reminded me of a bad guy from some superhero movie before the War. Long dark hair framed her face, and her eyes were glazed over and clouded white. She practically fell on top of me before I had even moved.
I guess I froze a little at the sight of her. It just wasn’t what I had expected. At that range, she pawed at me before I could readjust my aim, and I found myself hitting her in the head with the grip of the crossbow while I backpedaled until my shoulder blades hit the drywall behind me with a thud. The crossbow fired as I hit and the bolt stuck in the ceiling, but the girl was still grabbing at me, clawing her way up my arms and bringing her hungry mouth closer to my face with every second.
I came to my senses and threw the crossbow down while keeping her away from my face with a hand shoved into her throat. The feel of her dried out skin under my fingers gave me the heebie-jeebies, and I felt momentary nausea as I pulled out my Kabar. I swung the knife around in a large circle, around to the side where I had some space for movement. The arc of the blade ended as it pierced her skull below the ear, and she crumpled like a rag doll at my feet.
I braced myself on my knees, then turned my head and vomited bile all over the floor. I retched a few more times, then wiped my mouth on my sleeve and caught my breath. I looked down at the girl, then knelt and pulled my knife out of her head. I noticed she was wearing a Harry Potter shirt and Bedazzled jeans. Just some poor kid who had had the bad luck to get bit. It could’ve easily been me, if not for Uncle Tony.
I gently picked up her body and carried her back into the room in front of me. The walls were covered in pop star posters and more Harry Potter stuff. There were toy animals everywhere, and several were scattered all over the bed. I laid her there in the center of them and spent a few moments arranging them carefully around her. I didn’t really know why I was doing it, except that I might have thought that in death she would find a small bit of the comfort she’d lost in life.
After I was done, I closed the door quietly and cleared the rest of the house. It was empty, so whoever had looked after the girl before she’d been bitten had probably abandoned her here. Not that I blamed them, but it made me miss Uncle Tony even more. Whether I missed his company, or just the way I always felt safe and secure in his presence, I couldn’t say. But I sure wished he was here with me now.
I felt a rumble in my stomach and decided to search the house for something to eat. I found potted meat and stale, but edible, unopened cereal in the pantry, and spent a few moments getting some calories in me before completely crashing from exhaustion. The potted meat was gross, but a safe bet; that stuff never went bad because it had enough salt in it to kill a horse. And the cereal had more preservatives than a deader corpse. Neither one was going to make me sick, and even if they did, the serum would make it a minor annoyance at best.
While I ate, I looked around the place and remembered bits of my former life. Life before the War had been so much simpler. Wake up and eat a breakfast that was not too different from the meal I ate now. Head off to catch the bus, and spend the day learning stuff and hanging out with my friends. Watch some cartoons after school, and wait for Mom and Dad to come home. Eat dinner at a table just like this one.
I rubbed the smooth wood of the table’s surface, remembering what it was like living with my parents. The last time we’d had a normal day, I’d been seven. It had been fall, and still warm outside. We’d planned to take a trip to visit my grandma in the Valley that weekend, and I remember packing my things and looking forward to the trip.
That night, the bombs fell on San Antonio and Austin, and our lives were flipped upside down. We took off for a ranch that my dad had hunted on for years, and we stayed there until the dead started showing up. Then we headed to a refugee camp, where my dad thought we’d be safe.
He had been wrong.
I pushed my memories aside, and thought about what I’d need to do to get through the next few hours. First, sleep, then I’d need to figure out where I was. I went back to one of the unoccupied bedrooms to do exactly that. Not wanting the sleep in the open, I pulled a pillow and a comforter under the bed with me and cried a few silent tears before fading off to sleep.



SEVENTEEN
LIGHT
Later that day, a loud bang from the kitchen woke me up from a deep sleep. I had my hand on my pistol and was sliding out from under the bed before I’d even identified the sound. As my mind caught up with my reactions, I realized that it was the sound of a can of beans or soup falling off a counter. I heard whispering coming from the kitchen, and froze in place to identify how many people I might be fighting to get out of the house.
A young girl’s voice was the first to break the silence. “Raleigh! Be quiet, already. Sheesh. How many times do I have to tell you to be quiet when we’re scavving supplies?”
“Aw, heck, Violet‌—‌ain’t no deaders in here. If there was, we’d have already heard them.” It was a boy’s voice, not yet past puberty.
“Duh! I know that, stupid. But what if there are punters around? This place has been shut up tight every time we’ve checked it, so someone had to have unlocked that door. Besides, the deaders outside can hear pretty good. You want them waiting for us when we leave?”
The boy released a frustrated sigh. “Why you always have to be on my case, Vi?”
“Stop changing the subject. I’m always on your case because you’re my stupid little brother, and I don’t want to have to explain to Dad why you got eaten by a deader. Now, c’mon‌—‌let’s pack this haul up and get it back to the house.”
“Alright. But let me check the back rooms to see if there’s anything worth taking.”
“Gah! You and your toys,” the girl named Violet replied. “Go ahead, but don’t take long.”
I ducked back under the bed, and waited while Raleigh rifled through the other rooms. I almost bolted for the front door, but was worried that the girl might spook. There was no telling what weapons they carried or who they might tell about me. After my run-in with the punters at Cinnamon’s place, I wasn’t in the mood to risk getting shot or ratted out. I waited quietly and hoped that the boy wouldn’t find me.
I heard him enter the girl’s room. “Ugh, gross,” he exclaimed. “Nothing but girl stuff. Moving on,” he muttered. Soon he was inside the room with me, opening drawers and rummaging through the closet.
“Clothes, clothes. More clothes.” He stopped searching for a moment. “Hey, nice jacket. Don’t mind if I do.”
Raleigh continued rattling around the room, tearing through drawers and searching the place thoroughly for anything of use. I remained completely still and waited patiently for him to finish and leave. Soon I heard his footsteps heading toward the door, and nearly sighed in relief.
“Oops, almost forgot.” He turned on his heels and plodded toward the bed.
You have to be freaking kidding me! Just my luck to get the one kid who was the most thorough scav in all the Outlands. I slid my pistol from the holster and held it ready.
He walked over to the bed and knelt down, drawing the sheets back that I’d pulled down to hide my presence. The first thing he saw was the muzzle of my pistol a few inches from his chubby, freckled face. Shock and panic registered in his expression, and his eyes widened along with his pupils. I prepared myself to slide out and tackle him if he screamed or ran.
“Yell, and I pull the trigger. Then I’ll kill your sister too.” I was just bluffing, but he didn’t know that.
Raleigh gulped and stayed very still. Then, his eyes narrowed, and he gently pushed the gun a few inches to the left so he could get a good look at me. What the hell was up with this doofus? Was he stupid, or just crazy?
He tilted his head as he looked me over. “Huh. You’re just a kid like us. You ain’t gonna shoot me.”
“I will. I just killed two men, right before I came here.”
I tried to sound as mean and dangerous as I could, which was difficult considering how high my voice was at the moment. Even though I was pissed at being found, I was pretty keyed up still from what had happened at Cinnamon’s and the werewolf attack.
Raleigh screwed his mouth up and squinted. “Maybe. But if you were going to shoot me, you already would have.” His blue eyes lit up, and he reached around to the satchel at his waist. “You hungry?”
I moved the barrel of the gun back in his face. “Careful! What are you reaching for in that bag? Pull it out, slow now.”
He gulped again, and drew a pack of black licorice from the bag. “I found it in the cabinets in there.” He nodded toward the kitchen. “Good haul we got, but I don’t like licorice. You can have it.”
I stared at him, not sure to make of this middle-school aged boy who couldn’t help but be kind to someone who pointed a gun in his face. I honestly didn’t know whether he was just slow, or the nicest person I’d ever met. One thing I did know, though, was that people like him didn’t last long. Stupidity and kindness would get you killed. At least, that’s what Uncle Tony always said.
He tried to hand me the licorice, and then set it gently on the floor when I didn’t take it. He licked his lips, and his eyes darted back over his shoulder to the kitchen where his sister waited.
“Look, you can’t stay here. It’s too dangerous,” he whispered. “We got walls and men who can fight, not far from here at my pop’s farm. You stay here, and you’re going to get taken by the Boogey Man. Sure as shit, you will.”
I smirked and chuckled. “The ‘boogey man’? Are you serious?”
His eyes got wide again, this time more out of excitement than fear. “For real! This ain’t no regular deader, and it ain’t a rev’ nor a vamp. It’s worse. Been stealing kids from Austin to San Antonio, all up and down the settlements closest to the Corridor. Going on about two weeks now. We had to sneak out to do this run, because our dad don’t want us out alone. Gets boring, though, so Vi and I took the first chance we got to slip away for a little while.”
He seemed to be telling the truth, but I didn’t trust him. I wanted to tie him up and leave him with a sharp piece of glass nearby, so I’d have enough time to put some miles between us before he could tell anyone about me. But then I’d have to deal with his sister; it was too risky.
He stared at me while I decided what to do. I really didn’t have much choice but to let him go and trust that he could keep his mouth shut. Just then, his sister called out from the front of the house and made the decision for me.
“Raleigh! C’mon, let’s go! Dad’s going to be back from the fields soon, and he’ll be pissed if we’re gone. Get your butt in here before we get in trouble.”
Raleigh looked at me with remorse. “I gotta go. But if you want a place to stay, come to the farm six miles due west of here, the one with the windmill. I can hide you in the barn‌—‌you’ll be safe in there and Dad’ll know what to do with you.” He turned to go, then thought better of it and gave me one final look.
“But seriously, don’t get caught out at night round these parts. The Boogey Man is for real. I’m not shitting you.”
I held the gun on him as he backed away from the bed.
I cleared my throat and whispered at him. “Gabby. That’s my name. Please don’t tell anyone I’m here, Raleigh. People are looking for me‌—‌bad people.”
He looked at me in confusion, then he smiled. “Oh, alright. Your secret is safe with me. But you know where to find us if you need a place to hide for the night.”
“Raleigh, right now, damn it!” his sister whispered loudly from the kitchen.
Raleigh rolled his eyes. “I gotta go, Gabby. See ya later, I hope!”
Then he was gone. I was left wondering what the heck this “boogey man” could be, and how anyone could be that nice after living in this shit-hole of a post-apocalyptic world all their life.



EIGHTEEN
FLOW
After the kids left the house, I sat alone in the silence for a moment, considering what Raleigh had said. I thought it sounded a bit far-fetched, that there could be a paranormal creature that Tony and Lorena had never told me about. Then again, they’d never told me about that thing that Lorena had been looking at the other night. I was starting to realize that there was a lot they hadn’t told me, from the fact that I had cancer as a kid to why Lorena never even hinted at dating or sleeping with a man, to what she and Tony had planned for this Scratch guy.
After giving it some thought, I realized that maybe Tony and Lorena hadn’t told me about this boogey man because they didn’t know about it either. I’d lived most of my life working on the assumption that they knew everything there was to know about the SNEs. But I was starting to think that they didn’t know it all, and that maybe what they didn’t tell me had a lot to do with what they didn’t know.
Adults. They were always trying to hide things from kids, like the fact that they didn’t control the universe. As if we couldn’t figure that out on our own.
Another possibility that I thought of was that Raleigh’s boogey man was just a rumor, or a figment of someone’s imagination. Or maybe it was just a rev’ or a nos’ stealing kids. Maybe one of them had gotten a taste for young blood. If punters could be that sick, then surely the PNEs could be just as twisted, or even more twisted than us humans.
Well, one thing I knew was that I was hungry and lost. I didn’t think it would hurt to check things out and see if Raleigh could sneak me a hot meal. I bet he could also help me get an idea of where I was, too. Stupid that I hadn’t asked him while I’d had him at gun point, but I hadn’t exactly been thinking at the time.
Exhaustion, hunger, and the fact that I was lost helped me make up my mind. First, I’d track Violet and Raleigh back to their farm. Then I’d find Raleigh, get him to sneak me some real food, figure out where I was, and take off for the Facility. With any luck, if I traveled all night I could get there by morning.
I gathered my things, filled my water bottle by tapping the house’s water heater, and headed after them.

The kids weren’t exactly careless, but they were pretty easy to track. I followed them closely while staying unseen until they reached their farm. Once or twice they nearly caught the attention of some deaders, mostly due to Raleigh’s talkativeness. Violet constantly told him to be quiet, and I started to like her more and more. Yet I couldn’t help but admire Raleigh’s childlike enthusiasm, not to mention his bright and sunny outlook.
Sure, he’d be in deep shit if he didn’t change his ways. But kindness was such a rare thing in my world, I couldn’t help but be fascinated by his attitude. I wondered if that was what it was like to be a regular kid: carefree, not living in fear, and sure that things would always turn out okay. It sounded like a pretty nice way to live.
But I still thought living that way would get you killed.
I hung back in the trees as I watched the two approach the farm. The place was a standard two-story farmhouse, not much to look at. It sat behind a barricade made from concrete highway barriers stacked high and topped with barbed wire. It must’ve taken a lot of work to get all those chunks of concrete and rebar in place, and I imagined that it had to have been done right after the bombs fell, when gasoline and diesel fuel could still be found.
Most of the heavy work these days relied on technology from the Middle Ages. Lorena had taught me that. She’d made sure I knew history, math, reading, and even some science, because she said that knowledge would be lost if it wasn’t passed down. It was a sure bet that Raleigh and Violet’s dad had a mule or two to help him plow the fields and stuff. No way they could run a farm without large animals to help them out.
The sentry on the wall pretended that she didn’t see them as they slipped through a small grate that was in the wall so water and sewage could flow out of the enclosure. That was a dangerous gap in their security, and I couldn’t believe the guards allowed them to use it as a way to sneak in and out. If Tony was in charge of this place, he’d have that crap locked down in a heartbeat.
Yeah, Uncle Tony. I tried to put him out of my mind, and also I tried not to feel guilty for wasting time here. I couldn’t do anything about it now; I needed directions to get back to the Facility so I could get him some help. I waited until nightfall and snuck into their enclosure, the exact same way the kids had. The only difference was that the guard on duty never saw me.
Once inside I took a look around the place. It was bigger than it had looked from the direction we’d approached. Besides the house, there were other living quarters scattered inside the walls, including a trailer home and several converted metal shipping containers. I estimated there had to be a few dozen people living inside the place, making it more of a small village than a farm.
There were also several barns and outbuildings that helped make up the outer walls, with metal bars and roof panels welded on top to extend their walls higher for added security. These were also topped with barbed wire, and they had guards watching at opposite corners of the long, rectangular-shaped area.
It wasn’t ideal, but it was adequate. Still, it wouldn’t keep out a determined nos’, at least not based on what Tony had taught me. And if I could sneak in unseen, you could bet your ass that any pinche vamp could too.
Stupid farmers. How we would ever survive as a species was beyond me.
I stayed hidden behind some bushes that should’ve been cut back before they got big enough to hide someone, and I listened for the kids. Minutes later, my patience was rewarded when I heard Raleigh leaving the back of the house.
“Sure thing, Dad. I’m just going to go slop the pigs, and I’ll be back to help with the dishes,” he said loudly. I snuck along the wall until I saw him head out to the barn at the back of the property. I followed him from the shadows and snuck up on him as he opened the barn door.
“Raleigh,” I whispered, from just a few feet behind him.
“Gah!” he cried as he jumped in the air, kicking the slop bucket over and nearly dropping the lantern in his other hand. He turned around and breathed a sigh of relief when he recognized me.
“Oh thank God, you made it. I was really getting worried about you, being out by yourself after dark.”
I didn’t quite know what to make of that, so I said nothing for a moment and waited for him to speak.
“You hungry?” he asked, after a few moments of painful silence.
“Sure, I could eat. I also need to know where I am.”
He nodded. “I told Vi you were lost! I knew it. She said there was no way a kid our age could get lost out there, so close to the Corridor, and said you had to be a runaway from the punter camps. But I said no, no way, she don’t look like no punter. Vi still said you were, though.”
“Wait‌—‌you told your sister about me? I asked you not to tell anyone about me!”
He shrugged. “Don’t worry, Vi won’t tell anyone. Besides, we tell each other everything. Wait till I tell her your hiding in our barn!”
I groaned with frustration. “Look, Raleigh, I appreciate the help and all, but I honestly don’t think it’s a good idea if your sister knows I’m here.”
A girl’s voice spoke from behind me. “Too late for that, I’m afraid.”



NINETEEN
CALM
I turned and saw that Raleigh’s sister had snuck up behind us while I chatted with him. I hadn’t been paying attention, because I’d assumed no one would follow Raleigh. Stupid move.
At first I thought she had a gun pointed at me, then I realized it was a black plastic spoon. She held it out to me along with the bowl she had in her other hand.
“Here, I brought you something to eat. Raleigh said that he invited you to stay with us, so I figured that when he offered to slop the pigs, he was really coming out here to see if you came.”
I was more than a little stunned by their hospitality and generosity, and wasn’t sure how to respond. When I didn’t say anything, Violet stepped forward and pushed the bowl into my hands.
“It’s stew. I made it myself. I went a little heavy on the wild peppers, though. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
Raleigh grinned at me. “Hurts worse the second time around.” Violet slapped his arm.
“Raleigh! Don’t be gross.” She gave me an apologetic look. “Sorry about that‌—‌he thinks he’s being cute when he says gross stuff.”
I took the pot from her and quickly sized her up. Unlike Raleigh, she was a Latina like me. Violet had dark hair and light eyes, maybe gray or blue; it was hard to tell in this light. She was shorter than me and sturdily built‌—‌not fat, more like stocky from hard work. Her hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and she smiled as my eyes met hers. I liked her instantly.
“Are you adopted?” I asked.
She laughed. “To the point, huh? I can dig it. Yeah, my parents died when I was little. They were friends with Raleigh’s family, and helped start this place after the War. Raleigh’s dad adopted me, so he’s pretty much my dad now, too.”
I nodded. “I’m adopted.”
Violet grinned. “Hey, we have something in common! I like your bracelets, by the way.”
Embarrassed, I moved my hands behind my back. The bracelets were made from paracord, and were just something my uncle had taught me to do so I’d never be without cordage and other things I might need. I’d braided them together with colored yarn to make them prettier. He didn’t like it, but he let me wear them anyway.
“They’re nothing. Just something I did because I was bored.”
Violet frowned. “Geez, learn to take a compliment, why don’t you?”
I felt my face grow hot. “I do‌—‌I mean‌—‌it’s just‌—‌”
She laughed and Raleigh rescued me. “Violet’s just messing with you, Gabby. Don’t take her seriously. She’s razzing you because she likes you, that’s all.”
I’d never had much interaction with other kids since the War, and even though Violet and Raleigh were a several years younger than me, I still found their sense of humor confusing.
“Um, thanks then?”
Vi slapped me on the shoulder. “You’re alright, Gabby. By the way, there’s no way you’re going to be sleeping in the barn. Dad won’t have it. C’mon, let’s go get you settled in one of the guest rooms.”
I stepped back and held a hand up in protest. “Look, I don’t want to be any trouble or anything‌—‌”
Her forehead creased and she shook her head. “Don’t be silly. Anyway, that food’s probably cold by now. We can dump that back in the pot and get you a fresh bowl.” She headed off toward the house without another word, and I looked at Raleigh for guidance.
He smirked. “Trust me, you might as well do as she says, because she won’t take no for an answer. Besides, Dad won’t mind. We have plenty of space right now because we lost two hands last week.” He pushed me gently after his sister. “Go on, I’ll be right in after I feed the pigs.”
Raleigh walked off and left me standing next to the barn by myself. With a sigh, I headed after his sister.

Their father was a stern-looking man, tall and lean with bright red hair‌—‌pretty much an older version of Raleigh. He asked me a few questions, and I stuck with the cover story Tony and I always used‌—‌that my uncle was a hunter, and I was his apprentice. I told them we had been traveling to a job near the Corridor when we’d gotten separated, that I was headed back home to wait for his return. It was close enough to the truth to be believable, which was how Tony had taught me to create a cover story on the fly.
Before the War that might have seemed like a tall tale, for an adult to take a kid into dangerous territory, or for me to just take off if we got separated. But people died all the time now, some to plague and disease, some to violence, and some to Them. It wouldn’t be at all strange for a hunter’s apprentice to assume the worst if she were separated from her boss and unable to locate him. The only thing to do in such a situation would be to head back to where they lived and wait to see if he returned. If not, if the apprentice was old enough, she would probably take over his workload, and likely see it as a lucky turn of events.
Harsh? Sure, but nobody said life was fair or kind in the apocalypse.
After asking a few more questions, their dad seemed satisfied with my answers and let me be. I did find out where I was, about twenty miles from the Corridor northwest of Canyon Lake. Turns out I’d run a lot farther than I’d thought, but I wasn’t all that far from the Facility, all things considered. I figured I’d spend the night and head out in the morning, and be home by noon if I ran the entire way. Piece of cake.
After I ate two bowls of Vi’s spicy stew, she and Raleigh took me out to one of the metal shipping containers that had been made into living quarters. It was roughly ten feet long by eight feet tall and wide‌—‌not much bigger than a small bedroom, really. Inside were a few cots, bedding, a table, a lamp, and a wood stove that didn’t need to be lit since it was still warm at night.
Violet looked around and spread her arms wide. “Well, this is as good as it gets around here. Still, it beats sleeping in the barn with the pigs.”
To me, it was a cozy as any safe house we used while on the trail, and I felt grateful for a safe place to sleep. “It’s great. Thanks for letting me stay here, and for dinner.”
Raleigh made a farting sound with his lips. “Puh-lease. We never get any other kids through here. Mostly it’s just adults who are looking for work and a place to stay. So there’s no one to talk and play with but Violet. Bor-ing.”
Violet nodded. “It does get boring, especially talking to this lunkhead all day. Hope you decide to stay an extra day‌—‌that way we can hang out.”
I barely remembered what it was like being around other kids before the War. I tried to remember what kids talked about and what they did when they “hung out.” The truth was, I wanted to get back and see if Tony had made it home. But I also liked Raleigh and Violet and found their kindness and playful natures to be a nice change from being around Tony and Lorena.
I didn’t want to hurt their feelings, so I decided to be noncommittal about it. “Sure, I might just do that.”
Violet grinned. “Great! See you in the morning, Gabby.”
She and Raleigh turned to walk out of the storage unit, then Raleigh turned back and leaned in to whisper. “Violet thinks I’m just being paranoid, but I talk to the farm hands and they say there really is a boogey man in these parts. Paco calls it a coo-coo-ee. So make sure you lock up before you go to sleep, alright?”
Cucuy meant “monster” in Spanish. It made me wonder what this Paco guy might know about it. But it wasn’t my problem, and I had bigger things to worry about.
“I will. Thanks, Raleigh‌—‌for everything.”
He looked confused. “Hey, don’t mention it. Anybody would do the same, right?”
I just nodded, and he smiled as he walked out the door. I followed him out and watched him walk across the yard. “Don’t forget to lock up, Gabby!” he shouted as he headed inside the house.
I thought about what he said, that anyone would do the same. It made me wonder how many other people out there were as kind and generous as these people. If there were people like them, they sure painted a different picture of the world than the one Uncle Tony had painted for me. I laid back on the cot with my head propped on my hands, and thought about it for a long time until I drifted off to sleep.



TWENTY
TERROR
Hours later, I woke to the sound of tapping on the cabin’s door.
“Gabby. Psst! Gabby, open up.” It was Raleigh.
I unlocked the door and opened it. “Raleigh, what time is it? And what the heck are you doing out here at this time of night?”
He stepped inside the little cabin and looked at me with relief. “Phew. I thought I heard something out here and was worried that something might have happened to you. So I decided to come out and check, just to be sure you were okay.”
I really didn’t know what to say. Honestly, I didn’t. This kid, who was obviously scared to death that some boogey man or cucuy was going to steal him from his house, had come outside in the middle of the night to check on me. On me. He wasn’t a hunter, or even a grown man. In a strange sort of way, I thought it was the bravest and sweetest thing anyone had ever done for me.
I cleared my throat. “Um, yeah‌—‌I’m fine, Raleigh. But should you really be out here at night? By yourself?”
He shrugged. “Probably not, but I was worried about you.” He looked a little embarrassed now that he saw I was fine.
“Raleigh, trust me, I can take care of myself. But I do appreciate you being concerned and all.” I looked him over, and nearly busted out laughing when I saw that he was wearing a pair of house shoes that looked like puppy dogs. They reminded me of the fuzzy slippers I had at home.
“Nice shoes, dude.”
He laughed. “Yeah, Vi thinks they’re funny too.” He looked around, embarrassed again. “Well, I guess I’ll let you get back to sleep. Sorry for waking you up.”
I shrugged. “Really, it’s not a big deal. My uncle wakes me up in the middle of the night all the time.” Raleigh looked at me weird, and I realized how that sounded. “No! Not like that‌—‌I mean to train and hunt and stuff.”
He nodded in relief. “Oh, cool. That makes sense then.” He laughed nervously and looked back out the door.
“Hey, if you’re scared to go back in by yourself, I can walk over there with you.”
He shook his head vigorously. “No, that’s okay. I mean, it’s only a short walk. I can do it by myself.”
“You sure?” I asked, trying to sound not the least bit judgmental.
“Yeah, I’m sure. See you in the morning, Gabby.”
“Good night, Raleigh.” I stood at the door and watched him take off for the house at a run. He was almost there and I was just getting ready to shut the door when a black blur came out of the dark and snatched him up, speeding off over the wall and into the night as he screamed.
Raleigh’s frightened voice trailed off into the darkness as he yelled for help. “Gabby! Daddy! Somebody please help meeeee!”
Within seconds I had my boots on and had snatched up my things. I was headed over the wall after them just as the farm yard lit up with torches, lanterns, and lots of people swarming around to see what had happened. Violet yelled at me from her back porch as I balanced on top of the wall, parting the barbed wire with my bare hands.
“Gabby, where’s my brother?”
“That thing grabbed him, and I’m going after him!”
The last thing I saw before I leapt into the night was a look of shock and horror on her face. But also, I saw a look of accusation there as well. Did she blame me for this? I wondered as I dropped off the wall to the dirt below. I tried to put it out of my mind as I followed the scent of Raleigh’s piss and fear into the dark.

I lost the trail sometime around mid-morning, and walked around in circles trying to pick it back up again until noon. Despite two hours of searching, I never did find Raleigh’s scent again. Frustrated and angry, I headed back to the farm to see if anyone there had turned up anything that might help me find Raleigh.
When I entered the yard through the grate the kids had used the day before, there were few adults around. Nobody seemed to know anything except that the men were out looking for Raleigh. I knew as much, considering that I’d seen and heard them tramping about out there while I’d searched for him myself.
I found Violet sitting on the back porch of the house, her eyes red from crying, with one of Raleigh’s puppy dog slippers in her hands. She didn’t even look at me when I sat down next to her.
“I’m going to get him back, Violet.”
She turned slowly to give me an incredulous look. “What can you possibly do that my dad and his men can’t?”
“Yeah, I know I’m just a kid. Doesn’t mean I can’t or won’t help.”
She laughed mockingly at that. “Just a kid. Right.”
Well, that came out of the blue. Confused by her meaning, I waited for her to say something more that might reveal what she meant. Then I thought that maybe it was nothing. She was angry and scared, and she had every right to be. Nothing I said would make her feel any better, and I had almost zero experience at offering people comfort. I avoided making another attempt at saying something to make her feel better, and we sat there in silence for a good long time.
Finally, she stirred, and her hands tugged and twisted at the slipper until I thought it might rip. “It’s your fault, you know. If you hadn’t come, he would never have been out there last night.”
I held my tongue, this time because she was right. I already blamed myself for what had happened to Raleigh. He was a sweet, stupid kid. If I hadn’t been there, he wouldn’t have been taken. It really was all my fault.
Violet sniffled and wiped her nose on her sleeve. “He’s all alone out there. Think he’s scared?”
I nodded. “I would be. But Raleigh’s brave. He’ll be alright until we find him.”
She laughed mockingly. “If you find him. That thing could’ve taken him halfway to Austin by now.”
“True, but it still has to leave a trail. And I’ll find it.”
She shook her head. “He’s gone, Gabby. And there’s probably nothing anyone human can do about it.” She stood up quickly and gave me a venomous look, then she stormed off inside the house hugging the slipper to her chest.
I sat there for a minute and beat my hand against the steps, raging that I hadn’t been fast enough to keep them in my line of sight the night before. After I stopped and calmed down, I sensed someone watching me and looked up to see an old Latino man sitting across the yard smoking a corncob pipe in the shade. He kept staring at me, so I got up and walked over to see what he wanted.
He was probably one of the oldest people I’d ever seen. His dark skin was wrinkled and scarred in places, and his gnarled hands looked calloused and strong despite the arthritis in them. Old people didn’t last long in the apocalypse, because death moved fast. The old and infirm generally weren’t quick enough to get out of its way.
So this old man was either really tough, or really lucky.
The viejo puffed on the pipe and motioned for me to sit down. I sat on a stump across from him and waited. It was a good ten minutes until he finished his tobacco and knocked the ash from the bowl. Only then did he speak.
“I know the one you’re looking for, the one who took the boy,” he told me in Spanish. “He is El Mantequero, and I know where he lives.”



TWENTY-ONE
PROPHET
I leaned in to listen as the old man sat back and chewed the stem of his pipe. He watched me carefully, sizing me up. He nodded and winked, and then he gave me a grim smile.
“I see you have some manners. You know how to listen to your elders, and not rush them just because they don’t move like lightning anymore. Bueno. But listen to me, little lion‌—‌you may have claws, but this thing you seek‌—‌he is more powerful than he appears.
“But first, introductions. My name is Don Francisco, but you can call me Paco.”
I laughed a little in spite of myself, and despite the gravity of the situation. Don Francisco had been the host of a variety show my grandma used to watch every Saturday night. He’d basically been the Latin American version of a game show host.
The old man frowned and huffed in indignation.
“Yes, yes‌—‌like that buffoon on Sabado Gigante. There was once also a Christian singer who shared my name. He wasn’t half bad, as I recall.”
“I’ll just call you Don Paco. How does that sound?”
He waved and looked off to the side as if ignoring me. “I suppose that would be acceptable,” he said.
Don Paco cleaned out the bowl of his pipe with a multi-tool he pulled from his pocket, then tapped it on his heel. He then filled the pipe and lit it again before continuing. I caught the scent of peaches along with the familiar smell of real tobacco.
“That smells good. Did you get it from a scav?”
He held up the pipe and looked at it. “This? No, I mix it myself. A bit of dried fruit gives it a pleasant flavor, and smooths out the harshness of the tobacco. But it is getting harder and harder to get good pipe tobacco from before the War. Perhaps I will die before we run out, yes?”
He puffed on the pipe and blew a lazy trail of smoke from each nostril.
“Now, where was I? Oh yes, we were speaking of this evil thing who took your friend. That boy is a pest, but he doesn’t have a single mean bone in his body. I will help you get the boy back, yes? But, I am old, and I don’t move as fast as I used to. You will have to do the heavy lifting, as these gringos say. I can only share my knowledge and my rifle‌—‌and the hope that it will be enough.”
I waited for him to continue, but he just looked at me and smoked his pipe. The smell was oddly pleasant, and it brought to mind a long-forgotten memory of sitting on my grandfather’s porch and listening to him tell me folk tales in his strict Castilian Spanish. Why I thought of it, I had no idea‌—‌except maybe that Don Paco reminded me of my grandfather. He was a kind, yet stern man. It made me want to trust Don Paco, which was foolish. I shook the thought from my mind, and got back on task.
“What is the thing that took Raleigh? Raleigh said you call it a cucuy, but that doesn’t tell me much. Anyway, I’ve only ever hunted deaders and ghouls‌—‌the slow ones, Don Paco‌—‌but I didn’t think that even vampires or werewolves could move as fast as that thing did.”
He gestured at me with the stem of his pipe. “You like to think problems through, and seek the truth of things, eh? You ask me what I think‌—‌what I know‌—‌instead of assuming you know already. I am liking you more and more all the time, leonita.”
He sighed. “I wish I had an apprentice like you twenty years ago. Then, perhaps this thing would not still be around to terrorize children today, hmm? But, we have no time to be thinking about the past. We must only deal with the present, if we are to stop this creature. So, to answer your question‌—‌the monster who took the boy is known by many names. El Mantequero is one, El Viejo del Saco is another, or sometimes his kind are called sacamantecas.
“He always comes alone, appearing as a thin old man with a sack in his hands, come to steal the children who misbehave.” He puffed his pipe and nodded. “Or so the children are told. In reality, he steals when it pleases him. The fatter the child, the better. El Viejo del Saco has been active in this area for months now. I have been tracking him for years, up from Mexico until I arrived here. But I am old now, and slow. Yet together we may be able to get the boy back and put an end to the Sack Man. Maybe. If we pray hard enough for El Espíritu Santo to protect us, eh?”
I shook my head. “I don’t pray much. That is to say, not at all.”
He sat back and puffed on his pipe. “You should start, mija. You should start.”

Don Paco gave me the rundown on what the Sack Man was and why he stole kids. Legend said that the Sack Man came around to steal kids so he could eat their fat. He was rumored to look like a skinny old man, wearing an old threadbare coat and a big, floppy, greasy hat. When captured, he was supposed to let out a high-pitched wail. But Don Paco said he’d never been successful in capturing the thing.
“I was an anthropologist before the War. I taught at a university in Mexico City,” he said. “I had a beautiful wife, and a daughter‌—‌you remind me of her a bit. She was spirited, and older than her years like you are.”
More than you realize, I thought.
His eyes grew misty as he spoke. “For my job, I traveled throughout South and Central America, chasing down myths and folk tales for my books and papers, and speaking to the curanderos to learn their ways. But I never really believed any of it. It was all just superstition and folklore to me.
“Until he took my Lucia. I brought her with me on a research trip, high into the Chilean mountains. She begged me to take her, and finally I relented.
“You see, I felt guilty for leaving my family so often, and for such long periods of time. Back then, my work was more important than my family. How foolish I was as a young man.” He sighed heavily as he recalled the painful story. “The elder in the village warned us, but I didn’t listen. I thought they were afraid of a puma, or perhaps that bandits were taking children for the sex trade.”
He stopped, and turned his eyes on me. “Still horrible, you see‌—‌but something within the realm of understanding of a learned man. And I carried a gun and kept my daughter close by‌—‌so what did I have to fear, eh?
“When the Sack Man took her, I lost everything.” Don Paco took a deep, shuddering breath and hung his head. “She was playing by herself while I wrote my notes. One minute she was there, and the next she had vanished. The village elder, he kept trying to convince me it was El Viejo del Saco, but I wouldn’t listen. I insisted she’d been taken by bandits, perhaps for ransom‌—‌I didn’t know what else to think.”
“And then what did you do?” I asked.
“What any fool would do. I organized a search party, and we combed the mountains looking for some trace of who might have taken her. Eventually, we came upon a small cabin, far beyond the last of the villages. When we got there it had been abandoned. But we found the bones of children, scattered all over the dirt floor inside, and human hair and skin at the bottom of a pot that had been used to render fat.”
I hesitated to urge him to go on, but I had to know. The more I could discover about this thing, the better chance I had at getting Raleigh back. “And your daughter?”
He shook his head. “We found her clothes in a pile in the corner of the cabin. El Viejo del Saco had taken her as his last victim, and then he disappeared. I returned home devastated. My wife blamed me, I blamed myself, and our marriage soon fell apart. I started drinking, and soon lost my position at the university. I would have died an alcoholic and with no purpose in life, if not for the intervention of a friend. A curandero I had once met found me on the street and told me my work wasn’t done yet.”
As tragic as it was, this was like a story from the fairy tales; not the newer ones, but the really old ones that always ended in violence. I was somewhat surprised to find that the sad old man’s story fascinated me. Hoping that I wasn’t being cruel, I pressed him further.
“What did he mean, Don Paco? Did he lose someone to the Sack Man too?”
Don Paco smiled sadly. “No. The curandero told me he had visions. He claimed that a voice in his dreams told him to find the disgraced professor and teach him the old ways, the warrior ways. As it turned out, that old man had been hunting and killing Them since before I’d been born. He helped me sober up, and then he started teaching me what he knew.”
I nodded. Finally, it all made sense.
“You’re a hunter, like me.”
“Yes, leonita‌—‌that is what I became. And I have been hunting this thing ever since.” His eyes narrowed as he leaned forward, and his voice became low and serious. “And you are going to help me finally put an end to El Viejo del Saco.”



TWENTY-TWO
AWAY
Don Paco shared what he knew of The Sack Man. He liked living up high for some reason, he always worked alone, and he was supernaturally fast, tough, and strong. Don Paco had located him in the past, but he’d always been one step behind the monster.
“He steals children, eats them, and then he leaves to hunt somewhere else. In this way, he avoids being caught. But this time, I think we might be able to stop him. Maybe this time I will not be too late.”
I filled my water bottles and packed them in my bag while I listened. Then I checked my pistol to make sure it was loaded, and examined the string on my crossbow as well. I looked up at Don Paco and nodded. He had an ancient hunting rifle over his shoulder, and a long machete on his belt. He carried a light knapsack on his back, but I saw no other weapons on him.
“You said you knew where this thing lives?”
“I think he is living in an abandoned cabin, not far from here.”
I arched an eyebrow at him. “Hang on. If you know where he’s located, why haven’t you taken a bunch of men with guns and hunted him down already?”
Don Paco’s face soured. “As much as I hate to admit it, I am now too old to take El Viejo del Saco down myself. And I could not get the others here to listen to me. I was forced to wait for the monster to act.” He spat. “Pah! Foolish men. Now the child is gone. I only hope we can locate them quickly.”
“Fair enough,” I said. “So what’s the plan once we do locate this thing?”
“We will lure him out, and I will put him down with my rifle.”
“Must be some rifle. So how are we supposed to lure him out?”
The old man’s eyes twinkled. “You will be the bait.”
“That figures.” I rolled my eyes and frowned. “I hope you’re a damned good shot, because that thing moves really fast.”
“I am. My hands are still steady. My eyesight is not what it was, but it’s still good enough to hit what I aim at.”
“How do you know a bullet will stop this thing?” I asked him. It seemed like a perfectly reasonable question to ask, considering that I was going to be risking my hide to lure this thing into a trap.
“I’m shooting silver-tipped bullets, which you know are more effective against the supernatural creatures than lead and copper alone. Hopefully, it will be enough.”
I looked at him incredulously. “‘Hopefully?’ You hope? You’re not making me very confident about our chances for success, Don Paco.”
He shrugged. “This rifle once took down an elephant in Africa. I have used it to kill every type of supernatural creature‌—‌vampires, werewolves, and other undead. It should be enough to take down The Sack Man.”
I sighed. “That praying thing? I just decided I’m going to take your advice.”
He chuckled and headed out the gate at a surprisingly fast pace for an old man. I followed after, trying to remember the way my mother and I used to pray when she’d tuck me in for the night.

We walked for the better part of the day, coming to a hilly area dominated by one particularly tall rise. The area was heavily wooded, but I saw smoke coming up from the trees near the top of the taller hill. Don Paco pointed at the smoke.
“That is where I believe he is hiding. When I determined that he was headed this way, I traveled ahead and staked out the area, looking for places where he might choose to hide. I found a cabin up this hill that had long been abandoned.”
I sniffed the air. “Well, it’s not abandoned now. Someone or some thing has moved in there since you were here. Think it’s him?”
He shrugged. “We shall see, leonita, eh?” He scrambled off up the hill, and I followed close behind him.
Once we got close to the top of the hill and in sight of the cabin, we found a good observation point and hid. What creeped me out was that the smell from the cabin wasn’t just smoky; it also carried the scent of something cooking. It smelled like pork, but I knew it might be something else. The thought made me want to barf. I sipped water and took slow breaths, trying to think about other things besides the prospect of Raleigh being in that thing’s cooking pot.
After about an hour, we noticed movement inside the cabin. Don Paco said he didn’t have a decent shot, and didn’t want to even attempt it unless he knew it was The Sack Man. After a short discussion it was decided that I’d approach the cabin, pretending I was lost. If it was The Sack Man, then he’d most certainly take the bait, and Don Paco could put the whammy on him with that enormous and ancient cannon.
Don Paco made me leave my crossbow with him, but he let me hide my pistol under my jacket in the small of my back. No way I was going near that cabin without some protection, no matter how puny my pistol might be next to Don Paco’s elephant gun. I tucked it inside my waistband and headed up to the house.
“Hello? Anybody home?”
Soon someone called out from inside the house. “Whatdya want?”
Well, that didn’t sound like what I’d expected. I really didn’t know what I’d expected, except that I thought it would have an accent. The voice that came from the cabin sounded southern, but not that southern. I decided to play this thing through, just in case.
“Um, I was out foraging and I got lost. Can you please help me by telling me how I can get back to my farm?” I tried to sound as lost and helpless as I could, and I guess it worked, because the door to the cabin opened. A large burly white man with graying hair and a beard came out, and although I didn’t think he was The Sack Man, I didn’t like the way he looked at me at all.
“Sure, girly‌—‌I can help you get home. Why don’t you come inside and have a bite to eat, and we’ll figure out where you live.” His eyes gleamed wickedly in the afternoon sun, and he looked me up and down, undressing me at a glance.
Now, something that throws people off about me is that I’m the size of a twelve-year-old kid, but in a lot of ways I still look like I’m older. Sometimes people think I’m a little person, while most people just think I’m a kid. But for your typical sicko like this pendejo, I looked like a piece of hard candy.
I backed up a step to put some distance between us. “No, that’s okay, mister. Just tell me which way Canyon Lake is, and I’ll know where I need to go.”
He crept closer to me, leering at me and licking his lips. “Now now, missy, there’s no need to get skittish. Just come on inside and sit a spell, have some food and we can get to know each other better. I don’t bite.”
I doubt that, and I bet you’d give me rabies too, I thought as I continued backing away. I angled my body slightly as I backed off, hoping to hide my hand as it slid to the gun at the small of my back. Just as my hand touched the handle, he lunged at me.
I sidestepped, drew the pistol out in a smooth motion, and shot the man in the kneecap as I spun away. His leg buckled and he collapsed in a heap, and I saw a flash of blued steel at the small of his back. Apparently I wasn’t the only sneaky one here.
“Aw hell, you shot me! You little shit, you kneecapped me!” I ignored his cussing and circled around him, stripping him of the revolver he had tucked in his belt.
“Looks like we were both hiding something, fatso.” I backed away just as Don Paco entered the clearing. I gestured at the man with my gun. “This him?”
Don Paco tsked and shook his head. “No, just some fat old slob.”
I looked at the old man. “You still could’ve shot him, you know. I wouldn’t have minded.”
He pulled out his pipe and began loading the bowl. “Yes, but you seemed to be doing fine. Besides, he might know where our quarry is hiding.”



TWENTY-THREE
CLOUDS
The man sat there cussing us for a while, but after I threatened to shoot him in the other leg he became very cooperative. He said that he knew of another cabin a few miles away, up on a hill and secluded. He was sure that someone had moved in there not long ago.
Don Paco turned to leave without sparing a glance for the man we had tied up on the ground. “There isn’t much time. Come, let’s head to this cabin and see if we can rescue the boy.”
“What about him?” I asked.
He turned to look at the man, his face unreadable. “You can untie him if you like. Or shoot him. Or leave him as he is. But he is not worth wasting a bullet on, if you ask me.”
I looked at the man, who was now sitting up and glaring at me. I kicked him in the face and he toppled, then I followed after Don Paco. I hollered back over my shoulder as we walked away. “Think about this the next time you try to rape a little girl, you pervert!”
Don Paco chuckled as we headed down the hill in the other cabin’s direction. “You have a mean streak, leonita. I suppose that is not a bad thing.”
“Meh, he was a perv who deserved worse than that. I should have killed him, but‌—‌” I paused mid-sentence, because I really didn’t know why I hadn’t killed him. Or, at least, I didn’t know how to put it into words.
“Here is what is confusing you, as I see it,” he said. “You move like a killer, someone practiced in the art of death. Perhaps you are tired of being unsure whether the things you do will make you something you don’t want to become.”
I nodded once, slowly. “Yes, I think that’s it. All my life I’ve had someone there who wanted to turn me into what they thought I needed to be.”
“And who might this person be?” he asked.
“My Uncle Tony. He helped raise me, and taught me how to hunt Them. And how to‌—‌how to kill.”
The old man nodded. “Knowing how to kill is not a bad thing, but kill too often and it soon becomes much too easy to do. Before long, it changes you. After a certain point, life becomes a cheap thing to be sorted and spent like the worthless coins men now use when they play cards.” He looked over at me. His eyes were soft, but knowing. “And you lose a part of yourself.”
I coughed and broke eye contact. This conversation was making me nervous, because his observations were way too accurate. But the more he talked, the clearer everything became. About Tony, about how I was raised at the Facility… pretty much all the stuff I’d been confused about lately.
I stared off into the trees as I spoke. “I guess sometimes I feel like I’ve never really had a chance to be a regular kid. It’s like I’ve been living the life of a grown-up since I started living with my uncle. I mean, in a lot of ways it’s been helpful‌—‌what he taught me has saved my life more than once. And I haven’t met any kids my age who can do what I can do, or who know as much as I know about killing Them.”
Don Paco continued to hobble along in his rapid old man’s gait. “And yet, you don’t really know what you want to be. You feel like you are in danger of losing yourself before you even know who you are.”
I considered his observation for several moments before replying. “That’s exactly how I feel about it. I just couldn’t put it into words.”
He laughed. “I was young once, too. My father wanted me to be a rancher, to help him raise cattle. Me? I dreamed of being an adventurer, of seeing the world‌—‌at least some part of it. The rancher’s life held no mystery for me. When I decided to go to school instead, he was furious.”
“What happened?”
He scratched his chin and tossed his head slightly to one side. “He didn’t speak to me for years. Then, one day, he saw a story about me on the television set, and it changed his mind. He realized that I was living the life I was meant to live, and he stopped being angry.”
The old man took a few more steps before continuing. “I am glad he was not alive to see me become a drunk. Nor a bitter old man who has only lived for vengeance for the last thirty years.”
I looked up and pointed at a hill in the distance. “Well, Don Paco, hopefully your search is about to end.”

We staked out the cabin, but no one came in or out, and soon it became dark. I could still see just fine, but Don Paco suggested that we find someplace safer to spend the night. We found a rocky overhang along a bluff less than a half-mile away and slept without a fire, each of us taking turns keeping watch.
The next morning before dawn we snuck back to the cabin, but again no one came in or out and there was no movement inside the cabin. We sat within the concealment of the trees and scrub for hours, waiting for something to happen, but all we saw were squirrels. It was nearly noon when I stood up and dusted myself off.
“Alright, I’ve had enough with waiting. I’m going in.”
Don Paco pursed his lips, then let out a long breath. “I would say that isn’t a very good idea, but I am also tired of waiting. I’ll cover you with the rifle from close by.”
“Sounds like a plan. I’ll just take a quick look and come right back.” I sprinted off through the trees toward the cabin. I slowed my pace to a crawl once I got closer to avoid making any noises that might draw attention, should anyone be inside.
I crept around the cabin, listening carefully for movement inside. The place was empty‌—‌I was almost sure of it. Still, I snuck around to a window and peeked inside. It was just as I thought; no one was home. The place was neat and tidy, and lacked the layer of dust that I might expect if it had been abandoned for long. That meant someone was living here, but it didn’t necessarily mean that it was The Sack Man. Whoever it was could be long gone, or they might not come back for days. That would mean we’d lose precious time waiting to see who lived here, and that was time we didn’t have.
I moved cautiously to the door and tried the knob. It was unlocked. Whoever lived here wasn’t worried about burglars, that was for sure.
Once inside I walked softly around the place, looking for any evidence of wrong-doing. My search turned up absolutely nothing: no bones, no kid’s clothes, no boiling witches cauldron; nothing. The place was so neat and tidy, it almost made me feel guilty about breaking in.
Dejected, I headed for the door. But as I was about to leave, I caught the faintest sound of someone talking, just at the edge of my hearing. Then, it was gone. I thought I must have been imagining it, but I held my breath and listened carefully just to be certain.
Fifteen seconds passed‌—‌then twenty, then thirty. I kept holding my breath so I could take in every tiny sound, something I’d practiced with my uncle many, many times. I counted to sixty-Mississippi, and was just about to exhale when I heard it again. Voices, coming from beneath my feet.
One of them was Raleigh’s.



TWENTY-FOUR
CAUGHT
I called out in a loud voice, hoping he could hear me. “Raleigh! Raleigh, it’s Gabby. Holler so I can find you!”
He replied immediately. His voice was muffled, but still clear enough to make out. “Gabby, we’re in the cellar. Come quick, before he gets back!”
I searched the place frantically, looking for a trap door of some sort. After moving a heavy table and large rug, I found what I was looking for underneath. I flipped up the recessed handle on the trap door and pulled it open. Underneath, there was a rickety staircase that made two turns as I followed it down. It led to a short passage that had been carved from the limestone bedrock, to a door locked with a sturdy padlock and hasp.
“I’m coming for you, Raleigh! Just give me a minute to find the key to this lock.”
His voice was louder now, and I could tell he was just on the other side of the door. “Don’t bother‌—‌he keeps it with him. You’re going to have to break the lock.”
I heard other voices whispering excitedly as I searched around for something heavy to use on the door. My search turned up nothing down below, so I ran back upstairs and grabbed a heavy cast iron frying pan. It was clean but well-seasoned, and I tried not to think about what might have been used to season it.
I dashed back down the stairs and began clobbering the lock with the frying pan. It took me several minutes, but eventually the lock gave way. I pulled the hasp and opened the door, and inside I found a room lined with large dog crates, the kind you might find in a vet clinic. About half of them held kids, and at the other end of the room there was a large tree stump that looked like it was used as a butcher’s block. On top was a small hatchet, a cleaver, a saw, and several knives. The stump was stained black with dried blood.
“Oh, Raleigh,” I cried as I ran to the cage that held him.
He was unharmed, and surprisingly clean. Strangely, the place didn’t smell like unwashed bodies or human waste; it only smelled like old blood and fear. From what I could tell, the kids all looked well-fed‌—‌which was the creepiest thing about the whole scene.
“I know, it’s awful. But I didn’t see any of it.” Raleigh’s small, chubby fingers gripped the thick welded wire of the dog crate door. “Look, if he comes back you have to hide, and fast. This thing is crazy‌—‌I’m talking completely nuts. He keeps saying he’s our uncle, and that he loves us and only wants the best for us.”
He coughed and leaned his head close to the door. His eyes bored into mine. “You can’t fight him, Gabby. No one can. So if you can’t get us out, you have to hide, or run so you can get my dad. Maybe him and his men can help. Otherwise, you’ll just end up like us.”
His eyes darted to the kids in the other cages, and I realized that some of them had been in here for a very long time. I pulled on the lock that held his cage closed, and when it didn’t budge I ran to get the frying pan that I had left outside. As I grabbed it I heard the loud crack of a rifle. I knew it must be Don Paco, either warning me that The Sack Man was back, or taking a shot at the monster.
Either way, I was out of time. But I wasn’t leaving without Raleigh.
I ran back into the room and hammered at the lock, but nerves and the awkward angle made it difficult to get a good whack at it. Before I’d made much progress, I heard footsteps on the stairs and paused mid-swing.
“Don Paco, is that you?”
A raspy voice replied to me in Spanish with a strong Latin American accent. “No, my dear child, it is only Tío Saín, come to see who is here to visit me.”

On hearing the voice, the kids all scooted to the backs of their cages, except for Raleigh. Instead, he shook the thick welded mesh of the cage door to get my attention. “You have to run, Gabby‌—‌don’t let him catch you or you’re through. Run!”
I looked around for another exit, but there was only the way I’d come in. If I was going to escape and get help I’d have to fight my way out. But if I did escape, would I be leaving these kids to die? If I left now, there was a chance that The Sack Man might butcher them all before I could come back with Don Paco or the men from the farm.
I decided to fight.
I grabbed my crossbow and drew my .22 pistol in my other hand, aiming both at the doorway. A shadow soon appeared that blocked the light from upstairs.
As my parahuman vision adjusted to the change in light, I finally laid eyes on the monster who called himself Tío Saín. He looked just like any old Latino man, about five-foot six-inch or so and stooped at the shoulders, with cinnamon skin wrinkled with age, a bushy gray and white mustache, and a matching head of hair that poked out from under a felt gentleman’s hat. Despite the heat, he wore a black wool coat and wool slacks with a white shirt, and a pair of suspenders to hold his pants up. A pair of worn but polished leather shoes finished the whole harmless grandpa look he was rocking.
As his eyes met mine, he smiled in a way that made me want to trust him. I mean, he looked as harmless as any old man could look. If I didn’t know any better, I’d have said he was just another old man out for a stroll. Except no one dressed that way anymore‌—‌not commonly, anyway. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen someone wear dress slacks, or a hat like that, or suspenders. And nobody wore dress shoes in a world where the main means of getting from one place to another was walking.
Then I noticed his hands. One was tucked into the pocket of his coat, but the other was holding a large, empty burlap sack. His nails were long and dirty, fingertips greasy and blackened. The sack was stained with dried blood.
He took in a long deep breath through his nostrils, sniffing around him as his nose did a slow circle in the air. He looked like he might have been smelling flowers or fresh-baked bread. His eyes narrowed as he sniffed my scent like a predator‌—‌even though his movements were very, very human.
“Mmmm‌—‌you smell lovely, my dear. Like venison and berries, with just a hint of coffee, I think.” He sniffed again. “Yes, instant coffee, if I’m not mistaken.” His eyes opened and looked me up and down. “A bit on the skinny side, but the flesh of your hips will make a lovely roast‌—‌I’m certain of it.”
“You’ll eat nothing but shit and dirt tonight, pendejo, if I have any say in the matter.”
He laughed, so I shot him in the heart with the crossbow and between the eyes twice with the .22 pistol. I dropped the crossbow so I could draw my knife, then I charged him while firing at his face and head as I closed the gap between us.
He didn’t even flinch as I shot him, nor when I buried my knife in his gut. Instead he looked at me curiously, and then in a blur he grabbed me by the throat and held me on my tiptoes. As I struggled and kicked, he turned me this way and that as if he was a butcher inspecting a side of beef. I emptied the rest of the magazine in his face, and the bullets punched neat holes that left black dots of nothingness where they pierced his skin. Not a drop of blood came from his wounds; instead, thick black grease dripped from the wounds I’d caused, like roofing tar on a hot day.
I fought and kicked and stabbed his arm repeatedly, and he shook me like a dog shaking a toy. The knife and gun flew from my hands, and I lost consciousness as his hand squeezed tighter around my neck. When I came to I was locked in a cage just like the rest of the kids, and the door to the cellar room was shut up tight.



TWENTY-FIVE
TOMB
I took a minute to get my bearings and sat up. I heard a sigh of relief from Raleigh, along with some mumbling from the other cages. There were four kids in the room besides me, including Raleigh. I spoke aloud to no one in particular.
“How often does he bring in new kids?”
For several seconds no one responded, then a fat girl with dirty blonde hair and a runny nose spoke up from a cage across from me. “Once a week, sometimes twice a week. At least, since I’ve been here. The skinny ones like you, he eats right away.” Her eyes twitched to her left, toward the tree stump. “The ones like us who can be fattened up more, he keeps until they’re ready.”
Raleigh laughed, but it wasn’t a happy sound. “He feeds us pretty good, really. I guess I can’t complain about the food.”
I looked around the cage as I spoke. “What happens if you refuse to eat?”
A stout boy of about ten in the cage next to me replied. “This.” He pulled his index finger across his neck, and made a sucking noise out of the side of his mouth.
“Okay, so you’re telling me that I’m going to be eaten next, and one of you is going to be on the menu shortly after. Great.” A small girl in a cage in the corner started crying. I ignored her and kept my mind on figuring out how to escape. “How often does he come down here?”
Raleigh answered. “From what everyone says, once a day, at dinnertime. He comes down and feeds us, and then he tells us to go to sleep. Last night he sang us a lullaby. It gave me nightmares‌—‌I kept hearing it over and over again in my dreams.”
The girl with the dirty blonde hair spoke up again. “He’ll be back down in a few hours. And then he’s going to eat your skinny ass. So you just wasted all that effort for nothing. Congrats.”
“Well, tubby, from the looks of it you’ll be next after me. So, I guess I’d better get out of here before then and go get help.”
She laughed and snorted as she did so. “Good luck with that. We’ve been trying to break out of here since we got snatched. Some of us have been here for weeks.”
I nodded. “I believe it. But none of you were raised by my crazy ex-CIA uncle.” I kicked and kicked at the door, bending it just enough so I had space to get one of my skinny little hands through. For once, I was thankful for the curse of my slowed growth. I pulled off one of the paracord bracelets I wore and began unraveling it to reveal what I had stored inside.
The blonde sneered at me from her cage. “A bunch of string isn’t going to help you much. Face it, you’re stuck here, just like us.”
I ignored her and peeled open the duct tape package inside the bracelet. Once open, it revealed some fishing hooks, a small razor blade, and two paperclips, which I planned to use to pick the lock on my cage. I bent the paper clips into a makeshift C rake and tension wrench, and started working at the lock on the cage.

It took me well over an hour to get the lock open. The lock itself wasn’t difficult to pick, but with the odd angle and limited visibility, it took much longer than it should have. Plus, I dropped the paperclips a few times and had to fish them back using threads from the paracord.
Finally, I got smart and tied them to my wrist with the thread. After a lot of cussing and sweating, I opened my cage and crawled out, stretching my cramped muscles as I walked over to the door.
I stopped in front of Raleigh’s cage. “Raleigh, I don’t have time to get you all out. But I’m going to find a way to kill this thing and then I’ll be back for you. I promise.”
His eyes were wet, but he tried to act brave. “I believe you, Gabby. Thanks for looking for me. If something happens tell Violet that I’m the one who ate the chocolate bar she was saving for her birthday, and that I’m sorry.”
The blonde girl snorted again. “You’re probably going to die, and you’re worried about stealing a chocolate bar? What a dork.”
Raleigh stuck out his tongue at her, then he looked at me with fear in his eyes. “Don’t be too long, okay?” His voice trembled as he spoke.
“I won’t, Raleigh. I promise.”
I ran out the door and up the stairs, thanking whoever was watching over me that Tío Saín hadn’t locked that door again. I stopped just long enough to find my crossbow and pistol, then ran out into the fading light.

When I returned to the spot where Don Paco and I had been staking the place out, I found tracks and a huge brass shell casing that said “.460 Weatherby Magnum” on the bottom. I grabbed the shell casing and followed the trail to a steep slope that dropped into a ravine. Near the edge of the slope where the trail ended, I found signs of a scuffle. A glance down the slope revealed that something or someone had fallen down that slope recently, but there was no sign of a body at the bottom. I silently hoped that Don Paco had gotten away, and worried with indecision about what I should do next.
I could go back to the farm and get the men there, then bring them back here. But something told me that Tío Saín would go through them like a hot knife through butter. That would only get more people killed.
My second choice was to look for Don Paco. But if he’d hit Tío Saín with that shoulder cannon of his, it must not have had much effect. Maybe the monster wasn’t affected by silver, or maybe he was just a lot stronger than Don Paco had thought. Either way, I didn’t think Don Paco was up to tangling with this thing, and especially not if he was injured. So I scratched that idea, too.
Then it occurred to me, something Tony had said on a training mission long ago. We had been talking about the serum, and why it was so important.
“We’re going to fight fire with fire, mija. Sometimes the only way to beat a stronger enemy is to use their own weapons against them. That’s what the serum is going to do, once it’s been perfected.”
Well, I’d had the treatments but still wasn’t strong enough to fight Tío Saín. But I knew something that could probably kill him; a full grown werewolf that was pissed off and ready to do some serious harm. If I could lure one of the werewolves from the Corridor Pack here and trick it into attacking The Sack Man, it just might give me time to sneak the kids out while they fought.
A crazy plan? Sure, but at the moment it was the only thing I could think of that might allow me to save the kids. Knowing that it was now a race against time, I pocketed the shell casing and took off at a run for the punter camp in San Marcos.



TWENTY-SIX
QUIVER
I ran due east for three hours straight until I came across a fresh ‘thrope trail. After that, it was a matter of setting myself up to be “found” without letting it look like I wanted to be captured. It was a desperate gamble, as I had no idea what the wolves would do with me once they had me. But I saw no other option that provided me with even a remote chance of rescuing the children.
I followed the trail until I was certain that I was close to the ‘thropes. Then, I cut off the trail and looped around in front of them, crossing their trail so they’d smell me, and set up a makeshift camp about a half-mile beyond. I even lit a small fire, and had something to eat while I waited. My stomach was full of butterflies, but I knew I’d need to eat to conserve my strength for whatever might lie ahead. I nibbled on jerky, sipped water, and tried to remain calm until the ‘thropes showed up.
While I waited, I thought about Raleigh and those other kids, locked up in cages like animals, being fattened up and waiting for slaughter. I thought about waking up in that cage, and the helplessness I’d felt at first. Then I considered how today was probably the first day any of them had felt even a shred of hope. Even that bitchy girl didn’t deserve to die, not like that‌—‌not before her time. Although I was really scared about what I was doing, I knew that those kids back in that cellar were just as scared. They didn’t have a choice in the matter.
No way I was giving up on saving them. No freaking way.
I settled in and waited for the ‘thropes to catch up to me. It wasn’t long before they found me, and I smelled them coming before I heard them or saw them. I’d purposely cut their trail in the direction of the wind so I could be downwind of them when they arrived. I knew they’d still pick up my scent from the trail, but I wanted to make sure I got some advanced warning when they showed up. I quickly threw some dirt over my fire and pretended to hide under a fallen tree trunk.
The wolf who “captured” me was quiet, but I still heard him padding up behind me. My heart was beating out of my chest, but I kept my breathing nice and slow, hoping he wouldn’t get wise to the fact that I was aware of him and scared to death. I wanted to bolt so badly, but I knew that wouldn’t end well. Running would trigger the ‘thrope’s prey drive, and he’d likely take me down hard and maybe even kill me in the process.
He stopped a few feet from my hiding place and spoke to me in a conversational tone, if that was possible for a werewolf. The ‘thrope’s voice had a strange accent. I thought it was maybe British or Australian, but I didn’t have enough experience with those accents to know which one.
“You can come out from hiding, because I know you’re there. I could hear your heartbeat from twenty feet away. Come on, no sense playing coy now. Let’s make this easy on us both, and save one of us from getting a thrashing.”
I rolled out from under the log with a frightened expression on my face that wasn’t exactly an act. As I stood up, I got a good look at what I was facing. Before me stood a six-foot three-inch, three hundred and fifty-pound killing machine. He was furred from the tips of his toes to the top of his head in a light patchwork of blended gray and tan that reminded me more of a coyote than a wolf. He was heavily muscled, and his fingertips ended in a set of very serious-looking claws. I knew I’d be no match for him if he wanted to kill me, and decided it would be best if I just started being submissive from the start.
“You don’t have to threaten me‌—‌I’m tired of running. Besides, I can take you to the person you’re really looking for, if you agree to let me go once I lead you to him.”
The corners of his mouth turned up slightly in a truly wolfish grin. “You don’t say? And who might I really be looking for?”
I didn’t hesitate, because I needed him to take the bait. “The man who killed your pack mates, that’s who. I know where he’s hiding, and I can take you to him.”
“And how do you know we haven’t captured him already?” the wolf asked, with anger in his voice. “How do you know he’s not dead?”
Now, this was the real gamble, and I hoped I wasn’t wrong. “Because if he was dead or if you’d already caught him, you wouldn’t be out looking for me.”
The ‘thrope chuckled. “You’re a smart one, you are‌—‌crafty. I’ll need to keep an eye on you.” He scratched his chin with one long claw. “But, you’re right. We are looking for the man you were traveling with, and Skull wants him taken alive.”
He walked up to me and disarmed me, placing the pistol in his belt and putting the crossbow in his pack. Both were valuable enough to keep, either to trade for supplies or exchange for sex or ammo. I hoped I could get them back later. He never bothered to take my knife, looking at it with disdain and calling it a toothpick. It made me want to shove it up his ass.
After he’d taken my weapons, he knelt down in front of me and placed a claw under my chin, making me look him in the eye.
“Cross me, child, and I will make you regret it. Now, where are we headed?”
“East,” I replied, pointing in the direction of Tío Saín’s cabin. “That way.”
“Then lead on, and don’t be shy about moving fast. I assure you, there’s no way you’ll lose me, no matter how fast you run.”
The look in his yellow, bloodshot eyes told me he was daring me to try to shake him, and I realized he’d enjoy running me down. This ‘thrope came across like he was both mannered and educated, but he was likely meaner than a rattlesnake who’d lost its rattle, and just as unpredictable. I made a mental note to stay on his good side until I put him in Tío Saín’s crosshairs.
Then I’d do all I could to make sure they took each other out, once and for all. I was looking forward to seeing them kill each other, or at least seeing one of them kill the other. Not that I had anything against this particular ‘thrope; he was just a tool, an asset I’d use to help me reach my objective.
I was playing a dangerous game, and for the highest of stakes. I’d see if what Uncle Tony had taught me would be enough to save both me and the kids that Tío Saín had taken. I might resent Tony for the way he’d raised me, but right now I was thankful he’d been such an asshole all those years.
Without bothering to reply to the threats, I took off in a quick jog toward Tío Saín’s cabin with the wolf right on my heels.



TWENTY-SEVEN
LANCE
“So what’s your name, child?”
The ‘thrope spoke to me as he loped along to my left and slightly behind. He wasn’t even breathing hard, and I was running as fast as I could to get back to Tío Saín’s cabin in time. I hoped I wouldn’t be too late.
“Gabby,” I replied.
He sniffed and turned up his nose. “Bah. Christians are always naming their children after fairy tales and dead people. You’re silly and superstitious, the entire lot of you.”
I cocked an eyebrow and replied. “What makes you think I’m a Christian?”
“You’re Hispanic with a South Texas accent. That means you come from a traditional family with local roots. You were named after an angel. The odds that your parents were Catholic are pretty high.”
“I’m a Latina, not a Hispanic.”
He barked a laugh at me. “Actually, you’re both‌—‌if you want to be exact about it. And a bit on the feisty side as well.”
This wolf was getting on my nerves. “Oh yeah? Well tell me what your name is, and let’s see if I can guess your background,” I said as I huffed my way up a hill.
“John Smith. Good luck figuring that one out.”
I nearly laughed out loud. “You’re pulling my leg, right? John freaking Smith? Were your parents spies or something?”
I caught a shrug out of the corner of my eye as I ran. “I was an orphan, and the hospital put John Smith on my birth certificate. So, John Smith I am.”
“So you never knew your parents. I lost my parents when I was young.”
“Yeah, yeah, everyone has a sob story these days. Crying about it just marks you as weak. A little advice‌—‌nobody needs to know your weaknesses, and it’s best to keep them to yourself. Else someone might use them against you someday.”
I nodded. “I’ll take your advice to heart.”
“You do that, child‌—‌you do that.” He motioned for me to stop, and I did as he padded up beside me. “I smell smoke, and something cooking.”
I sniffed and realized that I smelled it too, but I hadn’t been paying attention. Still, I didn’t want to let him know that I could smell just as well as he could. I figured letting an enemy in on your strengths could be just as dangerous as letting them in on your weaknesses. And John Smith was my enemy.
For that reason, I played dumb. “I don’t smell anything.”
He looked at me with contempt. “That because you humans are weak and don’t have the senses of a were. Just one of the many reasons why you’ll always be sheep and slaves to us and the vampires.”
“I thought werewolves didn’t get along with vampires?” I asked.
“We don’t. But many an unlikely alliance has been created from necessity.” He made a chopping motion with his hand. “Now, stop asking questions and tell me what I’m walking into.”
“Okay, sheesh. Ahead beyond those trees is our cabin, where we hide out between jobs. He likes to stay away from people when we’re not hunting your kind, so he’ll be alone.”
The ‘thrope cuffed me across the jaw, not hard enough to do serious damage, but hard enough to sting. Still, I could feel the barely-contained strength behind that blow, and it made me painfully aware of how dangerous this plan was. But I’d come this far, so there was no sense in turning back now. Not with Raleigh and those kids in Tío Saín’s cages. If I died trying to free them, so be it.
His eyes narrowed as he scolded me. “You’ll never hunt our kind, child. You’re not strong enough. Now, explain where he might be and what I can expect to find inside that cabin.”
I rubbed my jaw sullenly and stared at the ground to avoid making eye contact with him. He might see it as a challenge, and the last thing I needed was to get my head chewed off before I even had a chance to save those kids.
“He’ll be down in the cellar, more than likely, if he’s not inside the house. There’s a trap door in the floor under the table, and it’s where he hides his supplies when we leave. If he’s downstairs, you can easily set an ambush for him as he comes back up.”
“Will he be armed?”
I shook my head, still looking at the ground. “Not on him. He usually keeps a rifle by the door, though.”
Now I was just making stuff up. I hoped like crazy that we’d catch Tío Saín upstairs and not in the basement, because I had a feeling that a fight between those two would quickly get out of control. No way I’d be able to get the kids out if they got into it down there.
“Good. Stay close, and don’t make a sound. If you’ve spoken true and I capture him, I just may let you live when this is done. However, if you’ve lied to me, I’ll strip the skin from your flesh while you scream, and I’ll keep skinning you until you tell me everything you know. Then I’ll leave you for the coyotes. Understood?”
I gulped and nodded.
“Well then, it seems we’ve reached an understanding. Let’s go.”

He headed toward the cabin and I followed him. John Smith was stealthy for such a large creature, I had to give him that. But I wondered what sort of challenge he’d be for The Sack Man. I hoped enough to give me time to get the kids out of there. If not, we’d all be screwed.
We snuck up to the side of the house and the ‘thrope looked into the window. I heard someone rattling around inside, and figured it was Tío Saín. I breathed a small sigh of relief that he wasn’t messing around in the cellar. If things went as I planned, they’d be fighting outside and I’d be able to sneak in and release the kids while the monsters were trying to kill each other.
I just hoped that this ‘thrope hadn’t been there when Uncle Tony took out his pack mates. If so, he’d recognize the difference in their appearances immediately and know he’d been fooled. I watched his reaction carefully as he leaned away from the window and whispered in my ear.
“Make one move to warn him, just one small peep, and I’ll kill you slowly after I’m done with him.”
I looked at the ground to hide the relief on my face and nodded once. The ‘thrope grunted softly and ducked under the window on all fours, slinking around the corner to the front door of the cabin. I watched him go, and steeled myself for what I had to do next.
Whatever happened, at least I’d know I’d done what I could to save Raleigh and the other kids. Hopefully, it would be enough.
John Smith opened the door stealthily, turning the handle bit by bit and barely making a sound. Like everything else in Tío Saín’s place, it was well-maintained and swung open silently on well-oiled hinges. I didn’t even want to think about what he might have used to keep the door from squeaking.
I peeked around the window sill and watched as The Sack Man poked around in the cabin’s small kitchen area, just around the corner from where John Smith snuck up on him. As the ‘thrope drew up to the corner where he was preparing to attack Tío Saín, I smashed the window with my elbow and screamed as loud as I could through the broken pane.
“Tío Saín, I’ve come back, and with help! We’re here to take your children away, and there’s nothing you can do about it!”



TWENTY-EIGHT
REFLECTED
Smith started slightly as soon as I broke the window, and the look he gave me was pure murder. At that moment I believe he knew he’d somehow been had, but Tío Saín didn’t have a clue about my plan. The Sack Man turned around slowly, still moving like an old man. But as he pivoted, the look on his face was filled with hatred despite his harmless appearance.
“You’ve come to take my children away from me, eh, wolf? Well, you’ll soon find that wolves aren’t the only creatures with claws.”
John Smith’s brows narrowed. He took a good long sniff, and recognition played across his wolfish face. The ‘thrope took a step back, holding up one clawed hand as he spoke.
“Just wait a minute here, you old duffer. You and I have been set up. I don’t care about any kids, and I don’t care about the girl. All I care about is finding the hunter that girl was working with.” He tilted his head toward the window where I watched the scene unfold, taking another step back as he did so.
Tío Saín wasn’t having it. His face took on a terrible transformation; his eyes and mouth blackened, his skin turned an ashen gray, and his hands lengthened while his fingers curled into razor-sharp talons. As he transformed, a darkness began to surround him like thick black smoke. When he finally spoke, his lips curled back from his mouth to reveal perfect, needle-sharp teeth that gleamed in contrast to the long black tongue that darted to lick his lips.
“You lie!” he screeched. “You lie! You’re in league with the girl, here to steal my children, my prizes. But you can’t have them!”
With that last declaration, Tío Saín leapt at the ‘thrope with superhuman speed. He wasn’t quite the blur he’d been that night he took Raleigh, but he was fast. Way fast‌—‌faster than my uncle, even. And strong, too. As he collided with John Smith, his charge propelled them both through the front door of the cottage, smashing it to bits. I heard them roll off the small front porch and out into the grass and dirt.
I stuck my head out around the corner of the cabin to see how the battle would unfold. At the moment they were fighting way too close to the door for me to sneak by, and as fast as they both could move, I didn’t want to risk it. Instead, I waited for one of them to get the upper hand, or at least for the two of them to move their battle away from the cabin.
Tío Saín was a deadly opponent, and watching him battle the ‘thrope made me glad that he’d wanted to keep me alive so he could snack on me later. It was like watching a tiger fight a wolf. They rolled and scratched and bit and tore at each other, both of them trying to get the upper hand.
Finally, John Smith grabbed Tío Saín by the lapels of his coat and kicked him over his head as he rolled back. It was a tremendous throw made even more powerful by the strength in the ‘thrope’s arms and legs. The Sack Man flew through the air, bouncing off a tree and landing catlike on his feet and one hand.
John Smith rolled to his feet as well, and the two began circling each other, one growling in anger while the other seethed and muttered crazy talk to himself.
“Have to save the children, don’t let him take the children, won’t let him take the children, the children are my portion, my promise, my fee. The children are mine, mine‌—‌mine‌—‌mine‌—‌mine‌—‌mine…”
The bizarre old creature babbled on and on, and it was clear that he was not only evil, but absolutely positively one-hundred-ten percent insane. Not that I was surprised, really‌—‌but it was awful to see the depths of insanity that bubbled up from inside that thing. He was every child’s nightmare come to life, and I knew deep down in my own soul that if John Smith failed it would be my responsibility to end Tío Saín’s existence.
Smith cracked his neck and roared, then he charged the old man. Tío Saín swiped at Smith’s head, but the ‘thrope was too smart for that. He’d figured out how fast and dangerous the old man was up close, so he stayed out of range, using his longer arms to reach in and dissect the old man a piece at a time. A swipe of the claws here, a gash there, and Tío Saín’s coat was soon shredded. Yet no blood appeared in the places where his flesh was revealed by the rips and tears in his clothing; only darkness bled from those wounds.
I shivered as I realized he was a creature of pure darkness. And for a moment, I nearly cheered for John Smith.
Then the tables turned as Tío Saín was able to step inside the werewolf’s reach, and they were tussling again. Well, tussle is too mild a word to describe what happened; they tore each other apart by pieces. Where the ‘thrope’s claws tore skin, blackness leaked out. Where the Sack Man’s claws and teeth tore at the ‘thrope, he bled freely, but his wounds closed soon after they were made.
I had no idea how this battle was going to end, and decided I had to free the children and get them away before that end came. The werewolf could do as he wished to me once he’d finished Tío Saín, so long as the kids were safe. If The Sack Man came out on top, I’d either find a way to deal with him or sacrifice myself to him so the kids could escape.
Either way, I would be at peace with what I had done here. I headed into the cabin and made a beeline for the stairs, pausing only to grab the set of keys the Sack Man had left on the kitchen counter next to the stove.
I caught a glimpse of what was cooking inside the large pot that was boiling on the range. I peered at the contents just as a deformed and blistered human finger danced to the surface of the bubbling grease. It took a moment for my brain to recognize what it was. The fingertip split and burst with a sizzle and pop, tossing up little flecks of grease that burned my arm and neck. I recoiled from the stove and choked down bile. Despite what I’d told John Smith earlier, I prayed to God I wasn’t too late to save those kids.



TWENTY-NINE
SAD
I yanked open the trap door to the cellar with more strength than I thought I had and bounded down the stairs two at a time. The door to the room beyond still lacked a lock, but in its place there was a screwdriver shoved into the latch to prevent anyone from getting out. That told me there were still children alive on the other side of the door.
I hesitated for just a second, then pulled the screwdriver loose and threw the door open. The children gasped and scrambled to the backs of their cages, until they saw it was me and not Tío Saín. I quickly counted heads as the kids started screaming for me to let them out. My eyes flitted to the tree stump at the back of the room.
It was covered in fresh blood.
I searched for Raleigh and saw him inside the very same cage he’d occupied just hours before, and I let out a small sigh of relief. Scanning the room again, I realized someone was missing. It was the girl with the dirty blonde hair. My eyes started to tear up, and I wiped them quickly on my sleeve and ran to the first cage, opening it and pulling a kid out. He was small and portly, with light brown hair and serious green eyes.
“Go stand by the stairs and tell me if you hear anything or anyone coming. Go!”
He nodded silently and did as I asked. I went to each cage in turn, releasing the kids who had been captured by Tío Saín. I came to Raleigh’s enclosure last, and he smiled with tears in his eyes as his fingers grasped the cage door.
“I knew you’d come back for us, Gabby.”
I shook my head. “I was too late for her.” I nodded at the empty cage close by.
I opened the door and backed away while Raleigh crawled out of the enclosure. “She said if you came back to tell you it’s okay that she died, because it gave us more time to live.”
Tears ran freely down my face. “She seemed so bitchy. I guess she was braver than I thought. What was her name?”
Raleigh gazed at the empty cage. “April. Her name was April.”
I nodded. “Let’s get you guys out of here.” I looked to the first child I’d released, who was standing by the stairs like a soldier on guard duty, listening intently and watching the top of the stairs.
“Hey, kid‌—‌lead everyone upstairs and to the kitchen window. Crawl out and run away from here as fast as you can. Got it?” He had a determined look in his eyes, and I felt a touch of pride for how brave he was being. The kid nodded in reply and took off.
I pushed Raleigh toward the stairs. “Go, Raleigh, now‌—‌before Tío Saín comes back‌—‌or worse, maybe.”
He frowned at me. “What did you do, Gabby? How did you manage to get us out?”
“I’ll explain later, Raleigh. But right now you have to run‌—‌just stay hidden and don’t look out the front door.”
“Alright,” he replied. Something hit the wall above hard enough to cause the floor to shake, and dust rained down on our heads. Raleigh hugged me quickly, then he covered his head and ran for the stairs.
I looked around for a weapon, something to use to hold off the wolf or the Sack Man, whoever might win the battle still raging outside. The only weapons I saw at hand were the tools Tío Saín had used to butcher April, and I’d die before I touched those wicked things.
Instead, I headed up the steps hot on Raleigh’s heels. I saw the last of the kids off and tried to find something that would help me against whichever nightmare might walk through that front door.

Raleigh squeezed his fat butt out the window, and I watched him hauling ass after the other kids, yelling for them to follow him as he headed in the direction of his family’s farm compound. I waited until they were out of sight, then started tossing the place looking for an equalizer of some sort.
After a short search, I found what I needed under the kitchen counter, and checked it to make certain it was in working order. But for it to work properly, I’d need a source of ignition. I looked around for matches or a lighter, then realized that the gas stove would work just fine for what I intended. I hid my find behind an empty pot on the counter, then crept over to the front door.
The scene out front was insane. It looked like a tornado had landed in front of the cabin. The wreckage from the fight was strewn everywhere, and two of the logs in the front wall had been cracked. I assumed the damage to the wall had been caused when the place had rattled like an earthquake moments before. The thought of how much strength it would take to do something like that made me want to bolt and run. But someone had to stand between the kids and whatever creature won the battle.
Since I was the only one left, that job fell to me. Lucky girl.
I looked around the area to see where they’d gone, and saw Tío Saín dragging John Smith’s broken body out of the woods and back into the clearing before me. The ‘thrope’s arm dangled by a strip of skin and flesh, and broken bones stuck out from the arm above and below the wound. His face was mangled and his body was shredded, and the wolf was covered in his own blood.
But Tío Saín wasn’t much better off. His overcoat was torn in a dozen places, as well as the white shirt he wore underneath. Inky, greasy blackness spilled out from numerous gaping wounds, and he walked with a crazy bad limp. One of his legs turned sideways at the knee, and I didn’t know how he still walked on it. His face held an expression of complete and utter fury, and those black eyes and jigsaw grin told me he was and always had been bug nuts crazy.
The Sack Man spotted me as he dragged the wolf’s corpse to the center of the clearing.
“Where… are… my… CHILDREN?!” he shouted at me, so forcefully I could feel his roaring voice reverb through my body from fifteen feet away.
Calling on every last bit of self-control I had, I took a deep, shivering breath and backed into the cabin.



THIRTY
SUNLIKE
I never took my eyes off the creature as he released his grip on John Smith and followed me inside, dragging that twisted leg along as he hobbled toward me.
“Just wait, girl‌—‌wait until I get my hands around that pretty little neck of yours. I’m going to squeeze and squeeze and squeeze until you feel like you’re going to die, and then I’ll let go and do it again and again and again. Then, when you’re ready to die, I’ll tie you up and peel strips of skin off you and fry them for a snack.
“Oh, that frightens you, does it? Well, I’ll have you know that I do it to all my children. You see, if they die too soon I don’t get to savor their pain and fear. Fear‌—‌now that’s what really feeds me. Well, that and the greasy little gibbets their skin and flesh yield to me when I slice them apart, slice‌—‌slice‌—‌slice!”
I shivered again as I backed into the kitchen. Keep coming, you sick twisted cabron. I got something for you.
I’d figured that Tío Saín was attracted to fear, and I also knew that the very real fear I felt now pulled him after me into the kitchen. I didn’t have to pretend that I was afraid. In fact, I was literally pissing my pants. I lost control of my bladder, and felt the hot warmth of urine trickling down my leg with every step. Now I knew why Tony always joked about putting on his combat underwear before a really hairy mission. Thankfully I was too distracted by the sinister creature from hell in front of me to be worried about pissing myself in public.
“Yeah, well, I don’t care what you do to me,” I said with a quivering voice. “I’ve already set all those kids free, and there’s nothing you can do about it now, you freak.”
His eyes turned into wide black holes that leaked smoky darkness around the edges. He let out a low-pitched whine that sounded just like a bobcat yowling at night.
“I’m going to make you pay for that, little girl. I’m going to keep you alive, for days, even weeks, while I hunt those children down and butcher them in front of you. The last thing I’ll do before I kill you is pluck your eyes from your skull, one at a time with these two fingers.” He clicked the claws on his thumb and forefinger together. Click-click, click-click. “And I’ll pop them between my teeth until the juicy-juicy-juice runs down my chinny-chin-chin.”
My back hit the kitchen counter and I burned my arm on the pot of grease boiling on the stove. I didn’t even notice my skin sizzling like the grease inside the pot, still spitting and popping from the moisture released by April’s flesh. I reached back and grabbed a dishtowel from the counter, wrapping my hand in it while keeping my eyes on Tío Saín.
“Yeah? Well, good luck getting any fat off me, you sick assclown of a boogey man.” I turned and grabbed the pot handle with the hand I’d wrapped in the towel. “This is for all the kids you killed, pendejo!”
I hurled the hot pot of grease at him with all my might. It splashed full on him, coating him in boiling grease from his hat to his waist. Where it struck him, his flesh sizzled and burned. His skin peeled back and away from his wounds to reveal more of that wicked darkness inside.
He screamed in pain as his skin bubbled up and blistered, and he blinked and rubbed at his now ruined eyes and face. “Arrgghh! You stupid little witch‌—‌I’ll kill you for this and suck the marrow from your bones.”
Tío Saín stumbled and groped about, lunging this way and that in his blindness. I dodged his attempts to grab me, and snatched the weapon I’d chosen for this moment off the counter. I spun the dial on the propane brazing torch and my shoulders slumped a little in relief as the hiss of propane echoed off the kitchen walls.
I waved the tip of the torch in front of the fire still burning on the range, and it lit with a whoosh into a six-inch long blue and yellow gout of flame. Tío Saín lunged at the sound, and I back-pedaled to avoid being caught.
I pivoted around and danced behind him, ducking his arms as they swung blindly for me.
“And this is for April. Burn in hell, Tío Saín.”
I held the torch to the hem of his shredded, greasy jacket, and it lit like a wick in an oil lamp. Within seconds, the flames spread and his body became an inhuman bonfire before my eyes.
“Noooooooo!” he screamed, bouncing off the walls as he stumbled all over the interior of the cabin. I walked calmly to a spot on the other side of the room, and yelled so he could hear me over the roar of his own body burning up like a match-head.
“I’m over here, Tío Saín. Can’t you even catch one little girl?”
He roared and sprang at me, but I anticipated it and moved just in time. His hands grasped at empty space. As he stepped forward, his foot plunged into the cellar opening and he tumbled down the stairs, screaming with rage and pain as he fell in.
I slammed the cellar door shut and latched it tight, then turned the heavy table over on top of it. Soon the trap door and table rattled and shook with blows from below, but they weakened with every strike. Wasting no time, I used the propane torch to catch everything in sight on fire as I backed out of the cabin. I torched the furniture, the drapes, the rug‌—‌and whatever else I could light while I calmly made my escape.
Finally, when the heat became greater than I could stand, I dropped the torch and backed out the front door, leaving it open for ventilation as I exited the cabin. I walked out to the center of the clearing and stood there in silence as I watched the place burn to the ground. The heat was intense, but I stood still, enduring it so I could bear witness to the fact that The Sack Man was gone, for good.
Tío Saín’s screams ended long before the flames died out.



THIRTY-ONE
NIGHT
The cabin was a smoldering heap by the time I stirred and gathered myself to make the trip back to the farm. But just as I took a step to leave, I felt a powerful, furred hand clamp around my ankle.
John Smith’s voice spoke to me from below. “Child, we still have business to attend.”
I looked down and realized the ‘thrope had been healing this entire time. He must have been watching me as I waited for the place burn down. John Smith was still a mess, and his arm had healed all crooked and wrong‌—‌but he was still very, very much alive.
He yanked back and my feet flew out from under me. I landed with a whoosh as the air was forced from my lungs and my head bounced off the hard dirt. I shook the sensation off and tried to crawl away, but Smith still had my ankle. He dragged me to him, all while I clawed and tore at the dirt and weeds in a desperate attempt to escape.
“That was clever, what you did. Crafty bit of work, that‌—‌brilliant, really. You pitted your enemies against each other, and got them to do the dirty bits for you.”
He coughed, loud and wet, and hacked up what looked like a bit of lung covered in blood clots. It was grosser than gross, but after what I’d seen inside Tío Saín’s cabin, it barely freaked me out.
Smith crawled on top of me, dragging himself with his remaining working arm and pinning me to the earth with his weight. He straddled me with his legs, a knee on each of my arms so I couldn’t move. I kicked and kicked, and still I couldn’t budge him. I did the only thing I could do; I bit him in the crotch. Gross, I know. But I had no other option for escape.
He howled with pain and smacked me, hard this time. My neck snapped sideways and I saw stars.
“Oh, you silly little bitch! I am going to torture you until you tell me where to find your boss, and then I’m going to give you to the punters and let them have their way. After that, maybe I’ll kill you. Maybe. Or maybe I’ll scar you up so you’re no good to anyone, not even to those punters. Or chop off your hands and feet and leave you there with them, so you can never escape. You’ll be their whore for life, girl, and I’ll‌—‌”
John Smith’s rant cut off when his head exploded like a dynamited melon. He toppled off of me and I rolled up into a sitting position, head swimming and stomach roiling with nausea from the blow I’d just taken. I blinked and saw a figure limping slowly into the clearing, leaning heavily on a rifle for a crutch.
“Not today, wolf,” Don Paco said in thick, perfect Spanish. “Not today, or ever.”

Don Paco’s leg was splinted with branches and tied off with a combination of a leather belt and rope made from braided strips of tree bark. His face was scratched up and his clothes were torn, but he beamed at me with a split lip. He leaned his weight off his injured leg and balanced himself by holding the barrel of that massive hunting rifle of his, tapping the butt on the ground as he waddled closer.
“So, leonita‌—‌it appears you have been busy in my absence, yes?” He looked around the clearing and gestured at the cabin. “El Viejo del Saco?”
I laid back down on the ground, the world spinning. “Yep. He’s in there. Or what’s left of him, anyway.”
The old man grunted. “You have finished what I started, then. I owe you a debt that cannot ever be repaid. Now, my Lucia’s spirit can rest.” He sighed, and I opened one eye to look at him.
“What happened to you, Don Paco?”
“When I saw El Mantequero approaching the cabin after you, I knew I had to warn you of the danger. I took a shot at him, and missed. He chased me then, and I slid down the cliff to escape.” He gestured at his injured leg. “Only, my escape was not so gracefully executed, yes?
“I laid at the bottom for a long time, at first pretending to be dead so the Sack Man would not follow me down and finish the job, and after because my leg was broken. I splinted the break and passed out‌—‌for how long, I don’t know. When I awoke I began looking for you.”
I described the events that had occurred after I’d entered Tío Saín’s cabin, and he nodded. “I knew you had escaped because I found your tracks. But I could not catch up to you, so I began to head back to the farm to get the men there to help. That’s when I saw the flames in the distance, and I came as quickly as I could.”
I closed my eye and grimaced in pain. “It’s a good thing you came when you did. If that ‘thrope would have smacked me again, I think he would have popped my head off my shoulders.”
Don Paco chuckled. “Maybe. Or maybe he would have broken his hand on that thick head of yours, leonita.” I opened my eye again and my turned my head ever so slightly to protest, and the world started spinning again.
“Relax,” Don Paco said. “You did just fine. I am only teasing you, and you should be proud of what you have accomplished here.”
“That wolf would have killed me, though, if you hadn’t come along.”
He shrugged. “A simple mistake. You have never fought werewolves before, have you? Of course you would make such a mistake then. But next time, you will know to throw the werewolf’s body into the fire as well, hmm?”
I held a finger up. “Noted. Now, how are we going to get back to the farm?”
He used the rifle to lower himself awkwardly to the ground next to me. “I think if we wait long enough, the boy will return from the farm with his father to look for you.”
“Then I’m perfectly willing to sit here and wait,” I replied. “At least until the sky stops spinning.”



THIRTY-TWO
VISIONS
The next morning I found Smith’s bag and took my crossbow from his pack, then I searched the clearing until I found my pistol. I helped Don Paco drag the ‘thrope’s corpse over to the smoldering remains of the cabin, and we tossed it on top to burn the remains.
It was several hours later when Raleigh and Violet, their father, and the men from the farm came rushing into the clearing. I’d slept some during the night, but Don Paco had kept waking me up to make sure I wasn’t suffering from a truly serious head injury. I still felt exhausted when they arrived. I was also thirsty and ready to lay down in a real bed to recover, so I could head back to the Facility and find out what happened to Uncle Tony.
The men made litters and they carried us both separately back to the farm. Raleigh’s dad questioned us for some time about the events that had occurred after the kids had escaped. I let Don Paco do most of the talking, but even so I caught quite a few of the men staring at me on the way back. Some of those stares were of admiration; others held suspicion. As for Raleigh’s dad, his expression was hard to read; but he thanked me and Don Paco both for getting Raleigh back.
Raleigh chattered without pause from the moment he saw me, but Violet was strangely quiet the entire way back. As I laid in bed in the guest house for the next two days recovering, only Raleigh came out to check on me and bring me food and water. Don Paco limped by several times as well, and he sat with me for hours the second day, telling me stories in Spanish and sharing what he knew about the SNEs and how to hunt them.
“You should come back and train with me, leonita,” he said to me that second afternoon. “I have much to pass on, and no one to pass it on to. I have no sons or daughters, and I’ve never taken an apprentice or helper. I could show you things that will be useful to you in days to come.”
“I promise to come back and spend some time with you, Don Paco. But I have to find out what happened to my uncle, and I need to get word to my aunt about what happened to us.”
He nodded gravely. “Family is important. But you, leonita, you are something special. You have abilities that others do not‌—‌do not think I haven’t noticed. But more importantly, you have a gift for this work. Call it instinct or a sixth sense, but not many have it. That is why I wish to pass what I know on to you.”
“Give me time to find my uncle, and I’ll come back and train with you,” I said.
“Good.” He smiled. “Now, get some rest.”

I slept after he left, and dreamed as I dozed. I saw myself in front of Tío Saín’s cabin, an older and taller version of myself. I no longer looked like a little girl; instead, I was nearly a full-grown woman. I was still lean and rangy, but at least I didn’t look like I was in junior high anymore.
In my dream, I helped a man with a scarred face. He fought a great battle against overwhelming numbers of Them; some I could see, others I could not. He was bruised and battered, and in the dream he kept getting knocked down. But each time he’d get back up, either with my help, or Lorena‘s help, or help from people I didn’t recognize. Every time he did, more people would join him in his fight.
Even though he had help, the outcome of the battle he fought was still unclear. Off in the distance I sensed there were greater things to fear than just the army of undead and other SNEs this guy was fighting.
I became very frightened for the man with the scarred face, and I shouted at him to escape. That’s when he turned to me in my dream and said, “Remember, kid, we’re not just fighting for each other‌—‌we’re fighting for them, too.”
Then he pointed behind us, where I saw what looked like all of humanity cowering from the creatures he fought. That’s when I realized that we were all that stood between Them and what remained of humankind.
I screamed and woke up.

I realized that someone else was in the room with me and sat up. It was Violet, sitting where Don Paco had sat before I’d nodded off to sleep. It was dark and quiet, and moonlight shone through the small window at the front of the cabin.
“You’ve been tossing and turning in your sleep for a while,” she said.
I rubbed my eyes and shrugged. “Nightmares, I guess.”
She looked out the window. “About the boogey man?”
“That, and other things.”
Violet breathed deeply through her nose, then exhaled in a sigh. “Raleigh has been having them too.”
“He’ll be fine. He’s stronger than he looks.”
Her eyes narrowed, and for the first time I realized how angry she was with me. “Don’t tell me about my own brother. I know him better than you do.”
Well, that threw me for a loop. I had no idea what she was angry about. I mean, hadn’t I done just what I’d promised and brought him back?
Then, it hit me.
“You blame me for that thing taking your brother.”
“Lots of people around here do‌—‌it’s not just me. We were fine before you came along. Then you appeared, and all of a sudden Raleigh gets taken. If you ask me, I think you brought that thing here with you.”
“What‌—‌I mean, how could I? Oh, never mind. I’ll be leaving in the morning anyway, so you won’t have to worry about me bringing anything else down on your heads.”
She sneered. “It’ll be good riddance. Don’t get me wrong‌—‌I’m thankful that you rescued my brother. But people like you always seem to have trouble following behind, and we don’t want any part of it.”
“So you’re speaking for your dad? And Raleigh? And all the other people here?”
She nodded. “Most of them. Of course, Raleigh thinks you hung the moon. But Dad and most of his men say they want you gone as soon as you’re well.”
“And what about Don Paco?”
“That old man? He’s good with the pigs, and Dad says he’s harmless.”
I held in a laugh, and kept my thoughts to myself on that point. “Do me a favor. Tell Raleigh I said goodbye.”
“I’ll be sure to tell him. I think I owe you that much.” She stood and walked to the door.
“Violet.”
She stopped and turned to look at me. “What is it?”
“Do you think‌—‌do you think we ever could have been friends? I mean, if all this hadn’t happened?”
She shrugged. “I guess, maybe. But that’s not how things are, Gabby. Anyway, Raleigh doesn’t see it, but I know you’re a freak. I saw the way you climbed that wall, the night he got taken. No one human could have done that. And that’s why I don’t want you around me or Raleigh any longer.”
She walked out and shut the door. I sat there in the dark a long, long time, thinking about what she’d said.



THIRTY-THREE
DISSEVER
I left in the middle of the night, without saying goodbye to Raleigh or Don Paco. Don Paco would understand, and to be fair I’d pretty much already said goodbye to him anyway. Raleigh wouldn’t, but I hoped Violet would tell him for me. I doubted it, but it didn’t hurt to hope.
I spent the first hour heading back to the Facility, and then I stopped and looked around. What was I running for, anyway? And what was I running to, or from? I sat beneath a tree and sipped some water, and dug around in my bag for something to eat only to find that I’d forgotten to bring food with me. Perfect, just perfect.
I thought hard about what Violet had said, and whether I really was a freak. I’d always known I was different, ever since I’d gone through the changes the serum brought. When you can jump higher, run faster, and see, hear, and smell better than everyone else, it becomes pretty apparent that you’re just not like normal people.
But the serum hadn’t affected me like it had Uncle Tony. I might not have known him well when I was younger, but he had been different back then. Kinder, and more patient. Thoughtful at times, even. I couldn’t help but think that the serum had changed him. Maybe the stuff he’d taken hadn’t been as advanced, so it’d made him less human.
Or maybe it had been the War and what had come after.
Either way, I knew I didn’t want to turn out like him. Yes, I was a lot like Tony in many ways, at least from a physical standpoint. And I was pretty sure Lorena had been “changed” like us, too. But on the rare times that I’d gone out with Uncle Tony and visited other people, it had been pretty obvious that from a moral perspective, I wasn’t like him at all.
I didn’t quite have the stomach for his level of ruthlessness. Because when it came to cold-blooded killing, Uncle Tony could shoot someone in the back and not even blink. It was chilling to watch him work‌—‌and I’d seen him at work, a lot.
But truth be told, I’d never enjoyed it.
The thing was, I’d always assumed it was the serum that made me different in every way. And I assumed that because I’d been changed physically, it just followed that I’d be changed mentally and emotionally, too. But after being around Raleigh, and Cinnamon, and everyone else these past few days, I realized that it wasn’t my abilities that made me seem like a freak.
Nope. It was the fact that I’d lost something that made me human. Not because of the serum, but because of how Uncle Tony had raised me. I couldn’t blame it on Lorena, not really. She’d always been there to tell Tony to take it easy on me, to back off, to let me be a kid. But Tony? He was determined to make me into something… else.
I honestly didn’t know what he wanted me to be. A spy? A super soldier? An assassin? The more I thought about it, the more I realized that he wanted me to be all those things. But what it all boiled down to was what I truly was to him.
An asset. I was nothing more than an asset, a means to an end.
Just like Cinnamon.
Coming to that realization hurt. It hurt worse than Violet’s cruel words, it hurt worse than not having my parents around all these years, and it hurt worse than being a stunted, miniaturized version of a normal teenage girl. It made me feel like I didn’t matter, like the one person in the world that I should be able to trust had been using me my whole life.
He had turned me from a kid into a killer.
Even though I didn’t enjoy killing, I didn’t mind it, either‌—‌not that much. I supposed that should bother me, and the fact that it didn’t haunted me. And while I should’ve been running back to the Facility to tell Lorena about Uncle Tony so we could start the search for him, right now I didn’t care. I didn’t want to care about him. Besides, I was ninety-nine percent sure he’d escaped, and that he’d left me to fend for myself. Mission before anything else, always‌—‌that was Tony’s way.
But the main thing that kept me from running back to the Facility was knowing that as long as I was under Uncle Tony’s thumb, I’d never really figure out who I was, or gain back that piece of me I had lost.
I desperately wanted to find out what it meant to be human again. Maybe make a difference, like I had with Raleigh and those kids. I decided I’d go back and train with Don Paco soon, but first I wanted to spend some time on my own to sort things out.
I remembered my dream and what Tony had said about the man they were looking for, about him being a killer‌—‌a killer with a conscience.
That sounded like the perfect description for someone who could help me figure out how to get that human part of me back again. Anyone who’d been through a human war, the Great War, and eight years of the apocalypse with their humanity intact had to know something about what it meant to be part of the human race.
The only problem was, I didn’t have a clue where I could find him. I only knew his name and that he worked as a hunter for the settlements west of here. Well, it’s a start.
I checked my bearings and took off, heading northwest at a steady pace. With any luck, I’d reach one of the safe zone settlements later that day and start asking around to see if anyone knew where I could find this Scratch guy.
Sorry, Uncle Tony. But I have to figure out who I am, and the only way I can do that is by staying away from you.

Later that day, I ran over a rise that dropped off sharply right at the crest. I was still woozy from my head injury, and never saw the drop off until my foot hit thin air and I was falling down the hill.
But that wasn’t the worst of it. As I tumbled and slid down the slope, I saw what waited for me at the bottom. It was a herd of deaders, standing around in a holding pattern and just waiting for some dumbass like me to stumble headlong into them. Even before I was halfway down, a few registered my presence and started moaning to alert the others. Already they shuffled for the bottom of the hill, and I was about to land right in the middle of them.
I spread eagled my body to slow my descent, sliding to a halt almost upright. I hit the ground and took off at a sprint with hundreds of deaders on my tail. They were slower than I was, but I was tired and still not fully recovered. Losing them was going to be a real struggle.
I holstered my pistol, tightened the straps on my crossbow, and took off through the trees and brush, hoping I could outrun them in the woods ahead.



EPILOGUE
I’ve been running for what‌—‌hours? Days? It’s hard to think clearly right now. Every time I think I’ve lost them and I stop to rest, more of them show up. I’m almost out of ammo, and I’m down to just a few crossbow bolts. I haven’t eaten since I left the farm, and I’ve barely had time to fill my water bottles in the creeks and streams I’ve passed along the way.
I think I see a trailer up ahead. Maybe I can climb on top and catch some sleep and rest while I figure out how to get rid of Them.

I’ve been stuck on top of this trailer for two days. After I climbed up here, I fell asleep. When I woke up, the area around the trailer was crawling with deaders. I guess I must’ve been snoring or talking in my sleep.
I’m almost out of water again and I haven’t eaten in days. Some badass hunter I turned out to be. I should’ve just headed back to the Facility.
I think I hear someone coming. They’re quiet, but I can still hear them moving through the brush. Better not be punters, or I’m screwed. I’m going to load a bolt in my crossbow and get ready to run, just in case they draw some of these deaders off me.

My unexpected visitor saved my life. He’s good. I watched him take out three deaders like it was nothing, but I had to shoot a fourth one to keep him from getting bitten.
I had planned to run as soon as I got a clear path away from the trailer, but then I saw his face. He’s kind of cute for a middle-aged guy, even with all those scars. Turns out he’s the guy from my dream‌—‌the one Uncle Tony and Lorena have been looking for all this time. I’m almost sure of it.
Maybe somebody upstairs is watching out for me after all. Could be that Mama and Papa are praying a novena for me, way up there in heaven. Or maybe it’s just coincidence.
Either way, I don’t know many people who would stick their necks out to save someone they’d never met. If it had been Uncle Tony and I was a stranger, I’d still be up on that roof. So maybe he is something special.
Anyway, I think I’m supposed to help him. Maybe that’s how I’m going to learn to be a normal person again. I guess I’m sticking around for a while to see what this Scratch guy is all about. Should be interesting.



This concludes THEM: Gabby’s Run… but
Scratch’s story will continue in the next novel!
 
Be sure to sign up for my newsletter at
http://MDMassey.com
and you’ll be the first to know when
the next book in the series is released!
 
Plus, you’ll get a FREE novella, just for subscribing!
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