
        
            
                
            
        

    RETALIATION

The Mortis Desolation, Book Two
LOGAN RUTHERFORD
www.authorloganrutherford.com



CONTENTS

Copyright


Free Stuff!


Chapter 1


Chapter 2


Chapter 3


Chapter 4


Chapter 5


Chapter 6


Chapter 7


Chapter 8


Chapter 9


Chapter 10


Chapter 11


Chapter 12


Chapter 13


Chapter 14


Chapter 15


Chapter 16


Chapter 17


Chapter 18


Chapter 19


Chapter 20


Chapter 21


Chapter 22


Chapter 23


Chapter 24


Chapter 25


Chapter 26


Chapter 27


Chapter 28


Chapter 29


Chapter 30


Chapter 31


Chapter 32


Chapter 33


Chapter 34


Chapter 35


Chapter 36


Chapter 37


Chapter 38


Chapter 39


Chapter 40


Chapter 41


Chapter 42


Chapter 43


Chapter 44


Chapter 45


Chapter 46


Chapter 47


Chapter 48


Chapter 49


Chapter 50


In Memoriam


Mailing List = Free Stuff!


Also by Logan Rutherford


About the Author




Retaliation © 2015 by Logan Rutherford
All rights reserved.
This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, businesses, events, or locales is purely coincidental.
No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.
Cover Art by Rebecca Frank (rebeccafrank.design)
Copydited by Gabriela West (www.editforindies.com)
Proofread by Polgarus Studio (www.polgarusstudio.com)
Fragments & Fictions



Free Stuff!
You can sign up for my mailing list at authorloganrutherford.com to get free books, updates on my works, and even the occasional contest (like free gift cards, Kindle Unlimited Subscriptions, and even a free Kindle!)
Like me on Facebook!
I greatly appreciate you taking the time to read my work. Please consider leaving a review wherever you bought the book, or telling your friends about it, to help spread the word.
Thank you for supporting my work.





Chapter One
Miles
I paced the floor of the cell. The dim red lights casted my long shadow across the silver cell. I’d been in there with Mila and John for hours with no signs from the outside.
I was still trying to process what was happening. All the aliens hadn’t been turned into Xenomortises. Some of them were still on Earth, living in bunkers with humans. I guess the part about there still being uninfected aliens made sense. There were, after all, uninfected humans still on Earth. I figured we would have seen them flying around in their spaceships or something in the past few years. Instead, ironically, they were deep beneath the earth, not soaring across the sky.
“How long do you think it’ll be before they get the balls to tell us that they’re going to kill us?” Mila asked from where she sat in the corner.
I stopped my pacing. “What makes you think they’re going to kill us or that they need the balls to do so? They seem pretty ballsy to me.”
“They’ve been cowering in their bunker for the past three years. They’ve got no idea what’s going on out there. They’re comfortable. Trust me, they have no balls. But they’ll grow them when it comes time to kill us. They don’t want us coming in and taking their resources. Keeping this place running can’t be easy. Three extra people use a lot of supplies. Plus, we’re from the outside, so we’re probably a threat.” She leaned her head up against the wall. “Yep. We’re sittin’ on death row right now.”
I shook my head and sighed. “Don’t you see, Mila? That’s our advantage.”
John perked his head up. “What makes you say tha—”
Before he could finish, a hissing sound filled the room right next to me. I jumped back and felt my body tense up, adrenaline already pumping.
Jets of steam shot into the room as a large portion of the wall moved back and slid out of the way. Blinding light filled our dark cell. I held my hand up, trying my best to keep the light from my eyes.
The silhouette of a figure stood in the doorway and stepped inside. The door moved back into place and sealed shut. The wall was now smooth, and you couldn’t tell where the door once was.
A man who looked to be in his thirties or forties stood in front of us. He wore a black T-shirt and cargo pants. His biceps bulged from his sleeves, and his short hair and stubble were speckled with gray hairs. A gun was holstered to his side, but he didn’t seem like he was going to reach for it at any moment. In fact, his entire demeanor seemed easy and relaxed.
“My name is Trevor York,” he said in a gruff voice. “I’m a lead of the security force here at Bunker Bravo.”
There was a moment of silence before I realized that he was waiting for us to give him our names, even though he probably already knew them. “My name is Miles, one of the founders of the Jefferson Memorial settlement.” I gestured toward John. “This is one of my squad mates, John.” I turned to Mila, but before I could say anything she spoke.
“I’m Mila, sole survivor of Brinn,” she said, standing.
“I’m sorry to hear that. The people of Brinn were good people.”
“You know of them?” Mila asked, taking a step forward.
Trevor nodded. “Yes, ma’am, we do. We know about you boys over at Jefferson too.”
I looked at him with furrowed brows. “Forgive me for asking, Trevor,” I began, “but why are you telling us this? Are we your prisoners?”
“Well, I guess right now you technically are. But we can change that,” he said, flashing a pearly-white smile.





Chapter Two
Daniel
Daniel rolled over in his bed and was greeted by Rachel’s beautiful, smiling face.
“Good morning,” he said as he closed his eyes. He could feel her warm breath on the top of his head.
“Good morning,” she said. “We probably shouldn’t waste any time. Got a busy day today.”
Daniel moaned in protest, but knew she was right. It was just that after all they’d been through—fleeing Jefferson, going to Brinn, rescuing the slaves, and walking for almost a full day to Riven—all he wanted was to sleep in a little bit. But, of course, he knew that the Roves weren’t sleeping in at Jefferson Memorial. They were busy doing God knows what. So for Daniel, a good night’s sleep was going to have to wait. He knew it was quite possible he wouldn’t have another good one until he was back in his own bed at Jefferson Memorial. That was motivation enough for him.
Daniel practically crawled out of bed. His feet hit the cold wooden floor, and he stretched big. He ran his fingers through his blond hair. From across the room he heard Rachel pouring water into a bowl. He turned and crossed the room, standing behind her as she washed her face, waiting his turn.
“This place is nice,” he said.
“I agree,” she said. “Their infirmary is almost as nice as the one at Jefferson.”
“Do they have a doctor?” he asked. Rachel moved out of the way, finished with the water. Daniel moved in front of the bowl and began splashing the refreshing water on his face.
“One of the girls told me on the way up here that they did. He was a medic in the Army.”
“Oh, that’s nice,” Daniel said. He turned to see Rachel had put her clothes on—a blue shirt that said CREW across the back and a pair of jeans—and was standing in front of the mirror putting her hair into a ponytail. “You’ll be able to learn a lot of trauma care from him.”
Rachel, holding a hair tie between her teeth, nodded her head.
Daniel walked over to the dresser and grabbed a white T-shirt and a pair of camo cargo pants. He slipped them on and began his search for shoes.
“There’s shoes beneath the bed,” Rachel said.
“Thanks,” Daniel said as he got on his hands and knees and looked under the bed. He pulled out a pair of combat boots. They were his size, so he grabbed a pair of socks from the dresser and slipped them on.
“What do you think?” he asked Rachel as he stood. He did a spin just to make her laugh.
“I think with those clothes, you’ll fit in just fine,” she said with a chuckle.
“That’s the plan,” he said with a smile. “You look good too.” He took a step toward her. He grabbed her sides and pulled her close. “Real good,” he said with a sly smirk.
Rachel put her hand on his chest and leaned in to give him a kiss. “Thank you, dear,” she said in a playful tone. “I gotta go, though,” she said, pushing herself away. “I’m gonna go see if they can use an extra set of hands in the infirmary.”
Daniel gave a playful sigh of defeat. “All right, all right. I’ll see you later.” He gave her one last kiss before she left.
“Good luck talking with Nina’s father,” she said.
“Thanks, babe,” he said.
The door shut, leaving Daniel alone in the room. He turned and walked toward the window, opening the curtains to look outside. He was three stories up inside a small hotel that was used as barracks.
He looked out on Riven, the small but strong community. The whole settlement was a long street on the edge of a small town in the middle of nowhere. The buildings stood wall-to-wall, packed in tight to take advantage of every square foot of real estate. There was a two-way street that went right through the middle of the settlement with buildings on each side. Most of the buildings were repurposed for the needs of the community, but Daniel couldn’t help but smile when he saw that the library right across the street from his hotel was still a library. He could see a little old lady wiping down the window outside, taking pride in her work. Not even the apocalypse was going to stop her from making sure her library was clean, and Daniel admired that.
A group of soldiers ran by on their morning jog, which reminded Daniel that he needed to get to work. It was time for him to find Nina’s father and explain their situation to him. With any luck, convincing him to join their fight would go quick. If so, Daniel would have enough time to eat lunch with Rachel, and that wasn’t something he was going to take for granted. What he and Rachel had was special even in a normal world, much less an apocalyptic one.
Daniel left his room, shutting the door behind him. He walked down the dark hallway, the only light coming from the sunlight coming through a few open bedroom doors. He reached the stairwell and grabbed a flashlight from a bucket by the door. He flicked it on and entered the stairwell. He walked down to the lobby, the flashlight lighting his way. He couldn’t help but feel the back of his neck tingle. He knew nothing was hiding in the shadows, but still, he shone his flashlight into the dark corners to be sure.
He reached the ground floor and dumped the flashlight into the bucket outside the stairwell door. He walked across the small lobby and exited the building. He took in a deep breath and couldn’t help but smile. The lady from the library saw him, and Daniel nodded his head toward her. The old lady smiled and waved back.
As Daniel turned and walked down the street, he made a mental note to visit the old lady and her library later in the day.





Chapter Three
Miles
John, Mila, and I sat on top of round barstools. A plate sat in front of each one of us with a ham and cheese sandwich, a chocolate chip cookie, and a glass of water on it. Across from us, Trevor sat eating his own tray of food.
I looked around the room, and everything was concrete except for the table and the chairs we sat in. They were made from stainless steel.
“You gonna eat?” Trevor asked.
The food did look delicious, and I was pretty hungry. I decided to give up the tough guy act and picked up the sandwich. I took a bite, and it tasted delicious. My stomach thanked me for succumbing.
“So what is this place?” I asked between bites.
“It’s an underground bunker that was built by the government in case of an event that rendered the topside uninhabitable,” Trevor explained.
“It’s pretty habitable for me,” Mila said with venom in her voice.
“Well,” Trevor began. “I’d rather live in an underground bunker than outside with the zombies and Xenomortises, that’s for sure.”
“Hard to argue with you there,” John said.
I hated to say it, but I kinda agreed with John. The bunker did seem nice and safe. Plus, it also seemed to have electricity, which was a commodity that I’d missed for a very long time.
“So what’s the deal, Trevor?” I asked. “What are we doing here?”
Trevor chuckled. “Well, Miles, you’re the ones who broke into our bunker. I should be asking you that question.”
I shrugged. “Fair point. We were following Ronoss. We rescued him from a gang called the Roves. They took over our home, and we were hoping that whatever Ronoss knew about the Roves might be something that we could use in our fight against them. We were hoping that he would lead us to something interesting.” I looked around the room for emphasis. “And boy, did he.”
Trevor put the crust of his sandwich down on his tray and took a swig of his water. “Well, Ronoss isn’t a very bright one. The Genari aren’t even supposed to go outside unless they’re highly trained, and even then only at night. Needless to say, Ronoss isn’t a highly trained soldier. He wasn’t supposed to be out in the first place. That matter is being taken care of.”
I didn’t like the tone of Trevor’s voice, but then again, Ronoss did cause a massive security breach. I could understand everyone’s frustration with him, but I couldn’t say I was too beat up about it. He did lead us to the bunker.
“So, anyways,” I began. “That’s what we’re doing here. We were just trying to figure out something to use against the Roves so we can take back our home and rescue our friends.”
“Well, I can understand that you want to fight back against the Roves. From what my scout teams have told me, they’re no good,” Trevor said as he leaned back into his chair.
“Well, that’s an understatement,” I said. “They’re more than just ‘no good.’ They’re evil.” I decided to test my luck since Trevor was being very open. “So what was it that they wanted with Ronoss in the first place?”
“My guess is that they were curious. Having an alien prisoner to interrogate and torture must have been very exciting to them. I’m sure they were eager to know as much as they could about the Genari. However,” Trevor said, and my ears perked up, eager to hear what was about to follow. “I believe that they wanted to know something that only he could tell.”
Right as Trevor was about to divulge whatever it was, Mila stopped him. “Stop it,” she said. She didn’t yell but her tone was forceful. “Stop talking right now.”
I looked at her confused. “Mila—”
“No,” she said shaking her head. She stood up from her seat. “I don’t want to hear any more.”
“Mila, what seems to be the problem?” Trevor said. He actually looked concerned.
“I don’t want to know any more. You’re being too open about everything. If this was all as top secret and crucial as you’re saying, you wouldn’t just be divulging stuff like this to people who just broke into your top secret government base.”
“Bunker,” Trevor said, correcting her. “And I’m telling this because I want you to trust me. I want you to try and understand.”
“Understand what?” I asked. Red flags started popping up in my mind. Mila was right. I was being foolish, infatuated by Trevor’s knowledge. I didn’t stop to think why he was telling us these things.
“I need you to understand that if you don’t agree to help us, we can’t allow you to leave. Ever.”





Chapter Four
Daniel
Daniel stepped into the lobby of the small two-screen movie theater that was being used as Riven’s Base of Operations. The counter that once held cash registers and concessions was cleaned off. Instead, a teenage boy and girl sat behind it, both of them lost in their own book. On either side of the concession stand was the entrance to a hallway that Daniel assumed led to the two movie screens.
Daniel approached the counter, and the two teens looked up from their books as he did so. The boy looked to be around fifteen and had short brown hair and a freckled face. He wore glasses that seemed a tad too large for his head. The girl next to him seemed to be the same age. Her hair was brown as well and was pulled back into a ponytail. Both of them looked at Daniel suspiciously.
“Um…can I help you?” the boy asked.
“I’m here to speak with Rocco, Nina’s father. I came in with her group yesterday. I’d like to introduce myself and speak with him for a moment,” Daniel said.
The boy and girl looked at each other.
“I’ll go let him know you’re here,” the girl said. She got up, placing her book flat so her spot was saved. She walked around the side of the concession stand and disappeared down the hallway entrance to Daniel’s left.
Daniel looked at the book she was reading. “Carrie,” he said, reading the cover out loud. “That’s an intense one.”
The boy looked at the cover and nodded. “Tessa likes books like that. She says they pass the time.”
Daniel cocked his head to get a look at the boy’s cover, and the boy moved his book so he could see the cover better. “Jurassic Park,” Daniel said. “Good choice.”
The boy shrugged. “I like to use my brain a bit more then she does,” he said with a facetious tone.
Daniel chuckled. “I can see that.” Daniel stretched out his hand. “My name is Daniel.”
The boy stood and grabbed it with his right hand and shook it. “Tom.” He sat back down and placed his book back on the counter. “So you rescued those slaves, huh? Sounds badass. They’ve been trying to get a group together to rescue them—especially Nina—but they had her so deep within the Rove camp that everybody we sent either got killed or captured.”
“Really?” Daniel said. “Well, I guess we got lucky when we caught them in transport.” Daniel smiled and, feeling particularly funny, nodded his head toward Tom. “A guy like you looks like you could take on a whole group of Roves yourself!”
Tom gave a sad chuckle. With his right hand he pulled up the sleeve of his left arm. Daniel was mortified when he saw that Tom had a prosthetic arm.
“This thing here is what’s keeping me in this chair, unfortunately,” he said, having a seemingly good attitude about the whole thing.
Daniel tried to find the words to apologize but couldn’t. His skin flushed red. He’d never felt so embarrassed.
“Don’t worry about it,” Tom said with a smile as he pulled his sleeve down. “Couldn’t have known. It’s fine though, I get to sit here and read books. Even got a pistol in case something goes wrong.” He gave the holster at his side a pat.
“That’s a nice gun,” Daniel said, the words coming out fast. Despite Tom’s understanding, Daniel still felt stupid and foolish.
Tessa came around the corner, saving Daniel from the awkward torture. “Rocco’s ready to see you,” she said in an annoyed voice. She eyed her copy of Carrie that sat on the counter, eager to get back to its pages.
“See ya later,” Tom said to Daniel as he picked his book back up and returned to reading it.
“Yeah, see you,” Daniel said, still recovering from his embarrassment.
He walked to Tessa and could hear quiet laughter from Tom behind him.





Chapter Five
Daniel
Tessa led Daniel to the door at the left side of the hallway. She opened it, and Daniel walked in alone.
The room held twelve rows of about fifteen chairs each. The chairs were cloth and the seats were folded up unless someone was sitting in them. The room inclined down slightly toward the front of the room where the large screen sat in the wall. The emergency exit door was propped open by a cinder block, letting in daylight.
A desk sat near the front row, facing the opposite direction of the screen. Behind it, a man sat in a large office chair. The desk and chair looked comical and incongruous in such a large room. Daniel wondered why Rocco didn’t have a normal office.
Rocco looked up from his desk when he heard Daniel approach. He stood up from his chair, wearing a big smile. He stepped around the desk, laughing. He grabbed Daniel and gave him a big hug.
Daniel wasn’t sure how to respond, so he gave the large, muscular man a pat on his sweaty back.
“Daniel, you are my hero!” Rocco practically shouted as he laughed. He pulled away and clasped Daniel on his biceps. “You have brought my daughter back to me. For that I am grateful. And humbled! We lost some good men trying to save her and the others. You and your friends did so with ease from what I’ve heard.”
Daniel smiled and nodded. “Yes sir, we just got lucky I guess. Caught them at a vulnerable time.”
Rocco nodded his head. “Yes, yes, you did.” He gestured toward the theater seats in front of his desk. “Please, have a seat. I hear you have some things to discuss?”
Daniel nodded as they walked over to the desk. “ I do.” He unfolded the seat and sat down. Before he continued, though, Daniel eyed the documents Rocco had on his desk. Daniel found it strange that he was here and not with his daughter, so he was curious as to what was so important.
Rocco, seeing that Daniel was eyeing the documents, moved them around on his desk so he could see. “These are the boundaries Riven,” Rocco said.
Daniel looked at the blueprints of the town and saw that Riven was a drawn off portion in the corner of the map.
“We’re expanding our borders, so I’m seeing which places would be best suited for our needs.” Rocco rolled out the blueprints and set them down beside his desk. “But that is not why we are here,” Rocco said as he unfolded his hands gesturing as if he was laying the floor out to Daniel. “So please, tell me what it is that you need.”
Daniel cleared his throat. He was very nervous for some reason“As I’m sure you know, Jefferson Memorial is in a lot of trouble.”
“Yes, my scouts have heard some things. They were never able to get any concrete information, though, only that something was wrong.”
“Well, things have definitely gone wrong. The Roves have taken over our compound. We’re not sure why. We just know they’ve never ventured this far outside of their territory. Things are not looking good for us at Jefferson Memorial, and for anybody else who considers themselves an enemy of the Roves.”
“With all the resources you have at Jefferson Memorial, I figure you could’ve staved them off,” Rocco said with a smug smile.
Daniel rubbed his hands together. “Yes, you’d think. That just goes to show the power of the Roves.” Daniel leaned forward in his chair as if he was about to divulge a secret. “If they could do something like that at Jefferson Memorial, just think what they could do to all the other settlements in this area—including yours.”
Rocco let out a laugh. “I don’t think Riven would roll over so easily.”
“You would if they were threatening the lives of those you cared about. The power of the Roves is not something to make light of. If they are looking to expand their territory, there’s no telling what their reasons could be. But if we had your help,” Daniel said as he leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms, “we could show the Roves that our power is nothing to make light of either. If we could drive them back into their territory, it would be a great victory and secure peace.”
Rocco nodded his head. “You are right. It would be a great blow to the Roves. But, that is just a theory. A fairy tale. You know the Roves. They aren’t going to just give up and roll over as easily as you did. They’ll come back with a vengeance and have a taste for the blood of anyone who helped your people. Riven is hidden in the Texas woods. The Roves barely know of us, and I’d like to keep it that way.”
Daniel felt his heart beating faster in his chest, and sweat began to bead on his forehead. He swallowed big before he continued talking. “Rocco, the Roves will find out about you, and they will want your town. Once they have what they need from Jefferson Memorial, they are going to expand their territory even more and continue expanding until there is nobody left to stand up to them. They may not know about you now, but they will. And when they do, it will be too late for you to do anything about it. The only thing that will be left for you to do is roll over or die on your back.”
A heavy silence hung in the air. Daniel sat there, staring at Rocco. He tried to appear tough and confident, but on the inside, he was filled with fear. He was afraid that he may have pushed Rocco too far, but then again, Rocco might appreciate that. All he could do was hope that at least a seed was implanted into Rocco’s mind.
“You raise a good point, Daniel; however, I cannot just issue the death order of my soldiers as they help you try and take back your home. I will need something from you in order to make this worth my while.”
“The protection and safety of your people isn’t enough for you?” Daniel said with a passive-aggressive chuckle.
Rocco scoffed and smiled. “Yes, of course it is, but I’m putting my people in danger by helping you. The Roves will know who I am and who my people are. By helping you, I would be leading the Roves to my front door. Now, I will admit, I do owe you for saving the life of my daughter. However, I am putting her back in danger by helping you. That is why I will need to send one or two of my men along with you to scout out Jefferson Memorial. I need to see what the situation is like there. If they do not deem it a lost cause, perhaps I can spare some of my men to help you. I will still need something more from you, maybe something from your armory?” Rocco smiled a yellowish grin. “But that is something we can discuss later, after I decide whether or not I will actually help you.”
Daniel nodded. “I can understand that. And I also understand your hesitance to help us. I would be suspicious if you just threw your men at us without so much as a second thought. Hopefully we can become allies in this fight.”
Rocco stood from his chair. “Yes, Daniel, I agree. Hopefully we can come up with something that is mutually beneficial.”
Daniel stood from his seat as well and nodded. “ Mutually beneficial sounds good to me,” Daniel said.
Rocco offered his hand, and Daniel shook it. “This was a good talk, Daniel. I look forward to discussing more things with you in the future. Right now, however, I have some work to do.”
“Of course,” Daniel said. “I look forward to discussing more with you.”
Daniel turned and began walking toward the door. He couldn’t help but get the uncomfortable feeling that Rocco was watching him intently. He felt relieved once he stepped out of the room.





Chapter Six
Ira
It wasn’t her slave master barging into the tent that woke seventeen-year-old Ira Dever, for the pain in her back from all the labor of the day before had woken her an hour earlier. She used that hour of peace to try and think of a way of escape, as she always did. Almost every night, the pain in her body woke her anywhere from an hour to three hours before it was time to actually get up. And every time that happened, she would always spend that peaceful time, a time when when no one else would bother her, to lay there and fantasize of escape. She knew that if she actually tried to implement her plans, it would bring her a fate worse than death. So she never tried to escape, but she enjoyed thinking about it all alone at night when no one else could bother her.
The Roves had figured out quickly that killing slaves who tried to escape was pointless. If they did, slaves would try to escape halfheartedly because death would be better than continuing in slavery. Instead, escaping slaves were given more work and less food. They were given the worst of jobs, like cleaning out the sewage naked, bathing the dirtiest of the soldiers, or having to eat rotten food. On some occasions, the Roves would have the slaves fight each other to the death. Even though it would cost them slaves, it provided them some entertainment. And there was always another slave to take the place of the dead one. That’s what most of the slaves hoped would happen when they attempted escape, because the end result was still death.
So when the slave master barged into Ira’s tent that she shared with fifteen other slaves, she’d already thought of two different ways to escape. She rubbed her eyes and sat up in her bed, saying a quick prayer for death before she climbed out of the warm embrace of her cot.
“You all have five minutes to get ready,” one of the slave masters named Mark said.
Ira looked across the room and made eye contact with her best friend, Isabel. She raised her eyebrows as if to ask Isabel if she knew what was going on. It wasn’t usual that they had such little time to get ready. They usually had to spend at least fifteen minutes to get all of their makeup on and to fix their hair. The Roves wanted them to look as beautiful as possible so as to give them a good show while they did such hard labor. Usually by the end of the day they were dirty and their hair was messy, but then again, some of the Roves preferred that look.
“Why so little time, sir?” Jessica, one of the slaves who slept close to the tent door, asked.
Mark gave Jessica a sly smile. “You lot are going to be spending your day on a little road trip.”
“Road trip?” another one of the slaves asked. This time it was Joshua, a young man of about twenty-one who had a buff figure from all the heavy lifting he had to do.
“That’s what I said. You lot are going to be the latest slaves at the newest Rove settlement. You’re joining the Jefferson Memorial crew.”





Chapter Seven
Miles
“This is where you’ll be staying,” Trevor said as he opened the door in a hallway filled with them. He stepped inside. John and I followed close behind.
I looked around the room and was impressed. To our right was a small living area with couches, a couple of chairs, and a bookshelf filled with books. To the left was a small kitchenette with a mini fridge, microwave, and stove.
“Your beds are through that door,” Trevor said pointing at the door straight ahead.
“So we’re sharing?” John asked.
“Yes, everybody has a roommate,” Trevor said as he walked to the exit. “Dinner will be served at 1700 hours. I’ll have somebody come by show you the way there. For now, get settled in. Make yourself at home. I’ll talk to you later,” Trevor said as he exited the room, shutting the door behind him, leaving us standing there alone.
“So what you think?” John asked as he walked over to the bedroom door, opening it and peeking inside.
I looked around the room. It was a nice room. Feeling the cool blast of the AC on my skin was refreshing. “It will be nice to have a place to lay our heads without having to worry about zombies or Xenomortises.”
“Yeah, not battling for our lives will be luxurious.” John smiled and chuckled.
“Yeah, I guess. But does this all even seem real to you?” I asked John.
John turned and looked at me. “What do you mean?”
“Well,” I began, “this all just seems so… I don’t know. Just something doesn’t seem right. They aren’t even gonna let us leave,” I said.
“Well, can you really blame them?” John said as he sat down on the couch. “This place is super-nice. I know that the Roves would definitely kill for a place like this. Hell, even some of the other settlements that ’aren’t as violent would kill to stay in place. I mean, this has it all.”
I nodded my head. “I guess that makes sense. But if they were so concerned for the safety of this place, wouldn’t they have killed us?”
John looked at me with a puzzled face. “Are you really complaining that they didn’t kill us?” he asked.
I shrugged and smiled. “ I guess I can’t complain too much. I’m just saying that you need to keep your eyes open. A place like this has to be filled with secrets. If we can find the right one, we can get out of here and save our family.”
John interlaced his fingers behind his head as he leaned back on the couch and placed his feet up on the coffee table. “Or we could just gain their trust so they let us leave.”
I didn’t say anything. John was being very optimistic, and optimistic moments were few and far between in the world we lived in. I decided to let him have his moment and keep my doubts to myself. Because the truth was that none of this made sense to me. They were being too generous. They had something up their sleeves, and I was determined to find out what that was.
The sound of footsteps running down the hallway reached my ears. John perked up from his position on the couch, looked at the door, and then back at me. He raised his eyebrows, and I raised mine back. Something was going on.
I walked over to the door and opened it. People and aliens rushed by the doors, whispering things in hushed tones before turning the corner at the end of the hallway. I was still shocked by the sight of the aliens, and even more shocked by how normal they seemed. I had a lot of questions for them, but for now, the only question on my mind was where everybody was going and what the commotion was.
I turned to look back at John, but he was already by my side. “You want to see what’s going on?” I asked.
John smiled and nodded. “Let’s go see what these people are up to.”





Chapter Eight
Miles
I followed the people down the hallway with John close behind me. People were murmuring things to each other, but I couldn’t tell what they were talking about. There were groups of three or four people every few feet rushing down the hallway. They ignored John and me, as they were too busy trying to get wherever they were going to pay much attention to us.
We rounded the corner and walked down the outer row of the living quarters, which led to a large, round hallway that arched upward like a gentle ramp. People were rushing up the ramp and gathered around a doorway at the top. Guards stood outside, keeping the crowd at bay.
John and I walked up the hallway and joined the crowd of people as we tried to figure out what was going on.
“Everybody just get back and go about your business. The situation is being taken care of,” a distinguished-looking older gentlemen shouted at the crowd.
“We have a right to know what’s going on! I might know something that could help,” one of the Genari citizens shouted. He towered almost a full foot above the crowd. I felt my knees weaken at the sight of him.
“We have our best humans and Genari working on the situation,” the man said calmly.
“So there is a situation?!” one of the men shouted.
More people joined in, shouting and asking for answers.
“Everybody! Calm down before I order you back to your rooms. You all know what happens if you defy my orders!” the man shouted above the cacophony of voices.
Everybody hushed at that.
“I heard it’s a new alien creature. Something worse than the Xenomortises,” a man shouted. I turned to look at him. He was standing in the back of the crowd with his arms crossed. He had a smug look on his face, as if he was happy about whatever was going on.
“If you think we have something to do with this, Paul, you’re wrong. We’re just as clueless as you are,” a Genari said to him, taking a step forward to show he wasn’t afraid of him.
It unsettled me to my core to hear a Genari say a name like Paul so casually. This place was strange, and I definitely wasn’t used to it all yet.
“Oh, that’s comforting to know,” a woman said from the crowd.
“So there’s some sort of creature out there that not even the aliens know anything about?” another person shouted.
The voices began to rise again as people began demanding answers from the man standing in front of the door, behind which I assumed held the people trying to figure out whatever was happening.
“You hear that?” I said as I turned to John. “There’s some alien they don’t know anything about.”
He looked at me, his eyes wide from both realization and then fear. “You think they could be talking about the atras?”
I nodded my head. “Could be. If that’s the case, I think we’re about to become very useful to them.” John smiled as I turned around. “Follow me,” I told him.
I began pushing my way through the crowd. People gave John and I sideways glances of disdain, wondering why we were pushing our way to the front. The crowd began to grow, and it became more and more densely packed. I wondered how they even found about what was going on in the first place. I must have missed the Hey guys, there’s a weird creature out there we know nothing about memo over the intercom.
We reached the front and were just a few inches away from the man who was doing his best to keep the crowd contained with his words. Guards stood on either side of him, keeping them at bay with their menacing demeanors and the Taser guns they held at their sides.
“Sir,” I tried shouting to him, but he was too busy arguing with another citizen. “Sir!” I shouted again.
This time he gave me a sideways glance but turned his attention back to the other people who were shouting at him.
I knew exactly what to say to get his attention, though. I took a deep breath and shouted. “I know about the creatures! I’ve fought them on the outside!”
The whole crowd silenced, and everyone turned to look at us. I gulped, and my mind began to scream at me to run away. John and I had just become the most popular people in the Bunker.
“’What are your names?” the man asked, eyeing the two of us.
“I’m Miles; he’s John.”
The man reached behind him and opened the door. “Please follow me.”





Chapter Nine
Miles
I stepped into the room. It was illuminated by screens on the wall that showed the image of one of my worst nightmares. An atra paced at the entrance to the cave. I didn’t know what it was doing there, but I didn’t want to find out either.
"What the hell are you doing, Joshua?” one of the scientists in the room asked when he saw us enter the room.
“These two kids say they know what that thing is," the man who brought us to the room—Joshua—said as he pointed to the television screens.
"Are you the two people who snuck in here?" one of the ladies asked. She had short gray hair and wore horn-rimmed glasses, the eyes behind which filled with fear and stress.
"Yes, we encountered those things outside. I’ve spent years out there, but I’ve never encountered them until recently. They travel in the shadows and in darkness. They disintegrate if they come into contact with sunlight."
The Genari and the humans in the room looked at each other while murmuring to themselves, considering what I just told him.
I walked up to one of the Genari and asked, “So you mean you don't know what these things are?"
"I am unsure," the Genari said. His face was contorted in a way that I assumed meant he was slightly offended that I asked him that question.
I felt the chill go down my spine as I looked to the cement ceiling. The fact that the Genari didn’t know what these things were terrified me to my core. If this wasn't some sort of Genarian creature, then what could it be? Where could it have come from?
"You say their weakness is sunlight?” a male scientists with long gray hair asked.
"Yes," I said. John nodded in agreement. “Like I said, they travel in the darkness and in the shadows. They have a solid form, it seems, but at the same time, they are very fast and flexible, almost as if they’re liquid."
"Kind of like an octopus," one of the scientists said, turning to study the atra on the screen.
“Yeah, that's a good way to put it."
I could hear the people in the door behind me as they continued shouting, trying to get answers.
"Somebody call more security. Get those people out of here,” the scientist with the long gray hair said to another person in the room.
As they called for more backup, Long-Haired Man turned to another person. "We need to get UV lights set up at the entrance and anywhere else they might be able to get in.”
I looked at John and raised my eyebrows. Not only did it sound like they had lights that simulate sunlight, which would protect us from the atras, but it seemed like there was more than one way out than just the front door.
Long-Haired Man turned to me and extended his hand. I grabbed it and shook it. "Thank you for your help, Miles. I’m Dr. Porter, the head scientist here in Bunker Bravo. Once we get some preliminary precautions set up against these atras, as you called them, I'll be coming to you for more information regarding these creatures."
"Well, I'm happy to help in any way I can. I want to find out what those things are just as much as you do. I saw three of them alone take out an entire settlement. They're not something to be messed with."
The scientist nodded his head. “Yes, it seems that is the case. But don't worry, I think we will be safe here. But the outside just got a lot more dangerous.”
I nodded. He was right. The outside world was a lot more dangerous than living inside the secure walls of his bunker. But I wanted nothing more than to get out of this place and back with my friends and family. They needed me, and the longer I stayed in the Bunker, the more unlikely I’d be able to save them from the Roves. But for now I would play along, the whole time searching for a way out. The first chance I could get, I would make my way back to Jefferson Memorial.





Chapter Ten
Daniel
Daniel walked toward the hotel in the center of town, which was the living quarters for all Riven citizens. Daniel stepped into the hotel lobby and took a moment for his eyes to adjust to the darkness. He wasn't sure why, but they had boarded up the windows. There were some lanterns around the lobby that gave off a soft amber glow.
Daniel walked straight to the back of the lobby, a group of people eying him as they walked past each other. Daniel shook it off and turned left down the hallway. The hallway had rows of doors that led to different conference rooms. He remembered Pete mentioning that he would be in the second door on the right when he saw him on the way to Rocco’s that morning. Daniel walked to the second door and knocked on it.
"Who is it?" Peter asked in a muffled voice from the other side of the door.
"It's me, Pete,” Daniel shouted.
Daniel could hear Peter shuffling toward the door for a few moments before it finally swung open.
Peter huffed Daniel's face. "This place sucks," Peter said as he stood aside, gesturing for Daniel to enter.
Daniel chuckled at Peter. "Come on, Pete, you’ll get used to it. Besides, even if you don't, it's not permanent."
Peter walked around a table that he had set up with various scientific instruments. He gestured to it as he spoke. "Their instruments are so archaic. And they aren't even going to let me use any electricity. Have to use these lanterns that strain my eyes.”
Daniel pointed at the cast on Peter's arm. "Are you sure it’s not that thing that’s hurting you?”
Peter rolled his eyes. "Yeah, I'm pretty sure it is the fact that I'm straining my eyes in order to see anything in this room. Although this arm isn't helping either,” he said.
"Well at least got a cast on that thing," Daniel said.
"Oh yeah, great. It's fantastic." The sarcasm dripped from Peter's voice.
"Well just make do with what you can for now. Rocco, the leader, is going to send me to Jefferson Memorial with a few scouts. If it's not too impossible, he’ll lend us some men and supplies."
Peter leaned up against his table. "Well, hopefully they’ll be able to get this situation taken care of. At Jefferson Memorial I use the generators an hour or two whenever I needed to. Here? Forget it. They don’t have a single generator here, much less the gas needed to power it."
Daniel leaned up against the table opposite of Peter. He glanced over the instruments Peter had laid out. "Yeah, that is strange, right? A place like this seems like they’d have a lot of generators. Seems like everything is all archaic."
Peter nodded his head. "Yeah, that's definitely one way to put it."
Daniel sighed and returned his attention to Peter. "Well, I actually came by here to ask you a question. What do you need to start doing some preliminary research on those atras?”
"Well, a good place to start would be getting some of that black liquid from inside the newspaper room in Brinn. Hopefully the sunlight hasn’t melted all that away."
Daniel nodded his head in acknowledgment. "Okay, I'll see what I can do. I'll see about getting some people together and doing that tomorrow. Maybe if I can get them to trust us more, they’ll be more willing to help out whenever we go scout Jefferson Memorial."
Peter nodded his head. "That sounds good to me. If you need me, I'll be in here trying to get this skeleton of a laboratory set up."
Daniel chuckled and looked at the mess on the table in front of him. "You have fun with that, Pete.”
Peter mumbled something under his breath that Daniel ’didn’t quite catch, but Daniel smiled as he turned around, only imagining what Pete could have said.
Daniel left makeshift laboratory. Now that everything was in place, it was time for him to start getting some answers.





Chapter Eleven
Ira
The sun blasted Ira as she marched down the road at the back of the slave chain. She shuffled down the road mindlessly, her feet begging for rest. She had only been walking for an hour, but with the heat and the constant tug of the people she was tethered to constantly reminding her to pick up the pace, she was wearing thin. Even worse, there seemed to be quite a way to go before they reached the place called Jefferson Memorial.
"Have you ever heard of the Roves going this far outside of Dallas?" Isabel whispered back to Ira.
Ira looked behind her to make sure the guards at her back weren't paying attention. They were a few feet back, and the two of them were talking amongst themselves. She faced forward, looking at Isabel’s back, tied to her just a few feet ahead. "No, I haven’t,” Ira whispered back.
The rope jumped up and down as they walked together. Ira rubbed at the cuffs at her wrist, as the heat and sweat rubbed her skin raw.
"What do you think this place will be like?" Isabel asked.
Ira was glad Isabel couldn’t see her face. It had a look of annoyance on it. Ira didn’t care to speculate about what their new place of torture would be like. All she really cared about was putting one foot after the other and not passing out. "I don't know, Isabel. Maybe they’ll give us a prize for being the first slaves at this new outpost,” she said with biting sarcasm.
Isabel chuckled, finding Ira’s sarcastic joke more funny than it actually was. A guard at the back heard Isabel’s laugh.
“Hey, quiet down. Just walk," he shouted at them.
Ira marched along at the back of the line. Fourteen people marched along ahead of her.
The only sounds were those of the guards murmuring and of feet scraping across the ground. Ira wished she were riding in the back of a truck like slaves usually did when transported. It was rare that they marched this long in a slave-line like she and her crew were being made to do. The only times this would happen was when gas was low, when there weren't enough vehicles to spare, or there were too many people being transported. She figured the latter was the case in this instance. Especially since this Jefferson Memorial Bank place was somewhere far away. They wouldn’t send gas-guzzling trucks that far, especially just for some slaves. They weren’t worth the gas to the Roves even though the slaves were the ones holding up the Rove empire. The slaves did all the work, and the Roves reaped the rewards.
Ira’s mind wandered to her past as it usually did when she was doing something mindless. She thought of the settlement she lived in with her family. They lived in an apartment complex outside of Dallas and had a good life for a while. Then the Roves decided they wanted what she and her people had and took everyone for slaves. At least, those who didn't fight back. Those who fought back were shot, like Ira’s brother. She could still remember the look on her older brother’s face as he was shot down by a Rove soldier as he tried to fight for her freedom. She tried to force the thought out of her mind, but she was finding that task difficult. Her mind had nothing else to think about because all she knew was pain and darkness.
Her thoughts were interrupted by the sound of the gun going off. Her head jerked up as the slave-line stopped.
“Why you stopping? Keep going. The threat has been taken care of," the guard from behind her said.
Ira looked behind her for a split second and saw the twitching body of a zombie lying on the ground. Apparently, it had gotten a little too close.
"Hey, I said turn around and walk," the guard said.
Ira turned her head forward. She continued to shuffle along the deserted road outside of Dallas, begging for the moment when she would no longer have to walk anymore.
A couple more shots rang out behind her, and Ira’s heart beat faster. The guards didn't seem to be making a big deal about it, so she knew that she was safe. Well, relatively speaking. But still, they were outside the Rove border, and there were a lot of zombies on the outside. Zombies were something that she didn’t have to worry about with the Roves. They had all sorts of different lookouts, guards, and walls set up. The zombies were not a problem, and if there ever did become a problem, they were taken out swiftly.
But she was not in Rove territory anymore. Now, there could be zombies anywhere, and there were only five Roves with guns to keep them at bay.
At the same time though, the zombies could overpower them, and it might mean death for her. That was something that couldn’t happen when living within their borders. Then again, she could become undead. That was not something she wanted to experience, as it seemed to be a fate worse than a Rove slave. Ira felt inkling of fear within her. Not a fear of death, but a fear of becoming undead.
Ira continued walking down the road when more shots began ringing out around her. Something wasn’t right; there were too many shots fired this time. She looked behind her and saw zombies emerging from the pits on the side of the road. The two Rove guards behind her were shooting them, stopping in their tracks in order to have better aim and accuracy.
Shots pierced the air from front of her, and she whipped her head around to look. The three Rove guards at the front of the slave chain were shooting at zombies who were emerging in front of them.
Everybody in the chain stood perfectly still, watching the Roves take out the zombies with ease. Isabel turned and met Ira’s eyes, filled with fear. Ira tried her best to look strong, but she could tell she was failing. She didn’t want to be killed by zombies, and while the chances of that happening was slim since the Roves seemed to be taking care of the situation, there was still a chance, and that frightened her.
A guard behind her screamed. Ira turned and saw a zombie sink its teeth into one him. The other guard looked on the scene, not sure if he should try and shoot the zombie, for fear of shooting his comrade. That was just enough distraction for the zombies to get the jump on him and take him out too.
Now the air was full of screams. Those of the dying, those of the undead, and those of the slaves, who began to run.





Chapter Twelve
Ira
Ira let out a shout in pain as her body slammed to the ground. She hadn’t been looking, so when everybody in the slave chain started to run, she wasn’t ready.
She was drug across the ground, gravel and rock tearing into her skin as she tried to stand up. She couldn’t. Everyone was running too fast.
She let out yells of pain as her head hit the ground. Her body was being torn apart by the road. To her relief, everyone stopped.
She looked up, her body racked with pain. But then she saw why everybody stopped.
More zombies were coming from in front of them, blocking the way. She tried to stand, but the pain she was in and the fact that her hands and feet were bound kept her on the ground.
Isabel turned and reached down to Ira, and Ira began to reach out to grasp it. Before she made contact, however, a zombie came from nowhere and took Isabel down to the ground.
A scream grew in Ira’s throat, but she kept it suppressed. The zombie tore into Isabel as she screamed in pain and agony. Ira felt her stomach clench and her eyes water as she watched one of her best friends being torn apart in front of her.
Ira looked up and saw that most of the slave line fighting off zombies. It was proving unsuccessful, however, as they had nothing more than their bound hands and feet to fend them off. The Rove guards had long since run away with their guns.
There were probably twenty zombies attacking the group, with more coming quickly. Most of the zombies were preoccupied with the slaves who were putting up a fight, while others were devouring the lost, such as Isabel.
One of the zombies, however, saw Ira. She tried to back up on her hands and feet, but she was still bound to Isabel at her waist, who was also tied to thirteen other people. As Ira tried to move away from the approaching zombie, she tugged at Isabel’s body, causing the zombies devouring Isabel to look over at her. They, too, began to crawl toward her. Ira didn’t know what to do. Her head was flooded with options, but she ’couldn’t pick one out. She was paralyzed by all of them.
A knife came from nowhere and cut the rope that attached her to the rest of the slave chain. Ira looked up and saw a young woman with long brown hair standing above her. The woman used a knife to kill the zombie closest to her and reached out a hand to help Ira up. Ira took it.
“We have to run. I don’t have time to remove your bonds, so be careful, and don’t trip,” the woman said as she took out another zombie.
Ira wasn’t sure what was going on, but when the woman who saved her began to run where the zombies weren’t as thick, Ira followed.
She had just enough slack in the bonds at her feet to fast walk without difficulty. She was still faster than the zombies, and the woman who saved her was slow enough to reach Ira should she need her assistance.
Ira was able to stay out of most of the zombies way, and those she wasn’t able to avoid, the woman would clear out. Most of the zombies had their attention on the feast of fourteen slaves. Their screams filled the air. Ira did her best to block them out, but she could feel her emotions welling up inside her. Tears threatened to flow from her eyes, but she fought them back. She had to focus on getting off the road.
The woman in front of her reached the end of the road and began descending down the side, crossing the ditch. Ira reached the shoulder of the road, close behind. The woman climbed up the other side of the ditch. Ira looked behind her, and saw that the zombies were beginning follow. She was like a wounded gazelle, unable to escape. She limped as fast as she could, the bonds around her ankles keeping her feet close.
“Wait!” she yelled out to the woman. Ira’s hair stuck to her sweaty, bloody face. She looked behind her, and the zombies were relentlessly marching toward her. She turned back around to call out for the woman again, but as she turned her head, she saw a flash run past her.
She followed the blur as the woman lunged at the zombies, hacking at their rotten flesh with a machete. Rotten blood and flesh sprayed onto the back of Ira’s neck as she reached the edge of the road. She began to go down into the ditch, but lost her footing and tripped. She rolled over once before coming to a rest in the shallow ditch. She had to take a moment to catch her breath, as the stumble knocked it out of her.
Arms wrapped around her shoulders as she was the woman who’d saved her twice now pulled her up the other side of the ditch. “Get up!” she shouted. “We have to run. My car isn’t that far.”
Hope fluttered in Ira. If she could just reach the car with the woman, she’d be safe. She began hobbling up the other side of the ditch, her rescuer keeping a grip on her bicep to keep her from falling. Ira saw a small, tan-colored, old truck sitting just a few feet away, the driver’s door open and engine idling.
Ira clenched her teeth and hobbled toward the truck as fast as she could. Blood from the wounds she sustained dripped down into her eyes. She wiped it away using her sweaty arm.
Just a few inches away from the passenger side door, Ira reached out for the handle and opened it. She clambered into the seat, having to do an awkward hop to get in thanks to her bound arms and legs. She slammed the door behind her and turned in her seat to see that the woman who saved her was already in and putting the truck in reverse.
The truck peeled out before doing a sharp turn to face the opposite direction. The truck rocked back and forth, and for a split second, Ira thought the truck would flip over. The woman showed no fear on her face. Just determination to get out of there.
Ira looked in the side mirror and saw the zombies stumble into the ditch, trying to chase after the truck. She looked past them and to the horde that gathered around where the other Rove slaves were. She thought she could see a hand reaching out of the pile, trying to escape. But soon the hand was covered by another zombie, and Ira wasn’t so sure if it was real or just her imagination.
She turned her eyes back to the small field in front of her. After a hundred yards or so, Ira and her savior reached a small road. Going left would have led them back toward Dallas, while right would lead them further outside of Dallas.
To Ira’s relief, the woman turned right.
“Thank you,” Ira said.
“You’re welcome,” the young woman said. She gestured toward the handcuffs and rope tied to Ira’s feet. “Once we’re clear I’ll pull over and get those off you.”
“Thank you.” Ira realized that she’d just said thanks twice, and for some reason it embarrassed her.“I mean, for getting this off me,” she said.
The woman chuckled to herself as she brushed her long brown hair behind her right ear. “What’s your name?”
Ira hesitated for a moment before answering. “Ira. Ira Dever. And yours?”
“Ashley Finch.”





Chapter Thirteen
Miles
I sat on the couch in John's room, staring at the floor. I was oblivious to the world around me until I heard a knock at the door.
John looked up from the book he was reading and looked at me.
I shrugged and crossed the room to the door, looking through the peephole. I saw a man standing there in a gray T-shirt that was tucked into a pair of camo cargo pants.
I opened the door. "Can I help you?" I asked
The young man smiled. He looked to be in his twenties, and his hair was cut short. The stubble on his cheeks shifted as he smiled to greet me. "Good afternoon, Miles. My name is Tim. I'm here because Mr. Griggs, head of operations for Bunker Bravo, would like a word with you.”
I turned my head around and looked at John, a way of telling him to “get a load of this.”
John smiled. He closed his book and set it down on the coffee table. He stood up and began walking over to me. "You, one of the big guys will see us? Didn't do anything wrong, did we?"
"Of course not. He would just like a word with you."
"Well, we'd be happy to speak with him. However, we’re going to want to bring to our friend Mila along with us," I said.
"Mr. Griggs requested you and your partner. He didn't say anything about this girl, Mila," Tim said.
I shook my head. "Sorry. I won't go unless Mila can come too.” It had been a while since I'd seen Mila, and I didn't want her to get the feeling that we were ignoring her. If she found out that we went and saw the leader of this place without her, she wouldn't be too happy about it. I viewed her as a strong ally, both inside the bunker and out. I did not want to get on her bad side.
"I'll have to see what I can do," Tim said.
"When you do, you know where to find us,” I said as I shut the door.
I looked through the peephole to make sure Tim was gone.
"Wow, the leader of this place? That seems like a big deal," John said.
"Yeah, it is a pretty big deal, I think. Somebody running this kind of operation must have a lot of power.”
"So what's our angle?” John said as he leaned up against the bar that separated the kitchenette from the living area of the apartment.
I leaned against the back of the couch and began to think. "We need to show them that we're not the enemy, but that we also don't want to be their soldiers. We’re their allies," I said.
John nodded his head. "So you’re gonna ask if we can leave?"
"Yeah, of course. This place is awesome, and I would love to live here, but our friends need us, and we can’t just sit around here living this luxurious life while they are out there trying not to get slaughtered by the Roves.”
"If if that's what you want to do, we’ll do it."
I was very thankful to have a friend like John. I needed him to have my back, and he knew that I would always have his.
"What about Mila?” he asked. "She seems like a loose cannon."
"Everyone she cared for just got slaughtered by strange creatures, creatures that these aliens know anything about.”
“Yeah, what the hell is up with that? I mean, Genari? They’re just living here with humans like it’s no big deal.”
“I have no idea what’s going on with that. It’s such a normal thing here that nobody’s thought to explain it to us yet,” I said.
“That’s definitely something we should ask this Mr. Griggs character.”
“Don’t worry,” I said as I stood up from leaning on the couch. “We’re going to be learning a lot of things here pretty soon.”





Chapter Fourteen
Miles
Mila, John, and I walked down the corridors of Bunker Bravo, following Tim as he led us to Mr. Griggs’ office.
The look on Mila’s face frightened me. It was stone cold and filled with anger. I remembered what John called her earlier, “a loose cannon.” That was an apt description, and I worried that coming along with us maybe wasn’t the best idea. Still, I didn’t want to leave her out. It would have been wrong not to bring her. She was a part of our group now whether she liked it or not, and that meant that there was no way I could leave her out of the loop.
Our footsteps echoed around the concrete corridor. The walls of the hallway were round. The corridor was large too. It was probably thirty to forty feet tall and just as wide.
“Why are these hallways so large?” I asked Tim. I asked to break the silence, but also because I was a bit curious.
“This is one of the eight main corridors, all of them spreading from a large central hub that is connected to an outer ring. There are other corridors connecting the eight large ones. They are a lot smaller and less round,” Tim explained as we walked.
I waited a couple of steps for him to continue but quickly realized that he was finished with his explanation. “You ’didnt answer my question.”
“You’re observant,” Tim said. I couldn’t see his face, but just from the sound of his voice I could tell he was wearing a smirk on his face.
I didn’t press him with more questions, and we continued walked down the large corridor in silence. We passed by people and Genari occasionally, but for the most part, the corridor was empty. Everybody must have been navigating the smaller ones or were in the central hub.
I couldn’t believe that a few hundred feet above my head was the shell of the Earth. There could be a zombie feeding on a human, hundreds of feet above me, and they’d both be completely oblivious to the world beneath them. I felt guilty for a moment, but then it was gone.
Tim held open a large door that looked as if it belonged to a safe. We walked through the doorway and entered the office of Mr. Griggs, Head of Bunker Bravo Operations.
His office was large and filled with all sorts of trinkets. Paintings hung on the wall. Where there wasn’t a painting, there was a bookshelf that was filled with books and other statues and strange artifacts.
Mr. Griggs himself sat in a large chair behind a large desk, upon which sat a computer and all sorts of different papers and things. He wore a pair of glasses and a gray button-up shirt, the sleeves of which were rolled up to his elbows. He had short white hair and smiled at us with shiny teeth as we entered the room.
“Welcome,” he said as he stood from his seat. He walked around the desk and shook our hands. “I’m very happy you came. I’ve heard a lot about you three,” he said.
“We’ve barely told your people anything about us,” Mila said.
I tried my best to not give her a look. Instead, I stood there smiling at Mr. Griggs while wishing in my head that Mila would leave the talking to me. She definitely wasn’t a fan of this place.
“Of course not, but I hope we can change that,” Griggs said. He turned and gestured toward his desk. “Please have a seat.”
We sat down in the seats across from his desk. They were heavily cushioned and very comfortable. We told him our names, and he told us his even though he knew we already knew it.
“Would you like anything to drink?” Mr. Griggs asked as he sat down in his chair and began pouring himself a glass of water.
I fought to keep the frustration out of my voice as I spoke. “No sir, we’d really just like to get to the things at hand. We’re very overwhelmed by all this,” I said, looking around the room. “We really would like to know what’s going on.”
Griggs nodded his head as he took a sip from his glass of water. “Of course,” he said. He leaned back in his chair. “Well, as you know, this is Bunker Bravo. It was designed by the United States Government in case of an apocalyptic event. A small group of people—myself included—were brought down here when the Genari arrived. Just enough people to get the place running. Once things topside took a turn for the worse and the virus began to spread, more essential government staff—soldiers, politicians, scientists, and their families—were brought down here. Some Genari were sent to live here as well.”
“Yes, that’s what we’re interested in. I thought all the Genari were turned into Xenomortises?” I asked.
“Were all the humans turned into zombies?” Mr. Griggs asked with an amused smile. “Of course not. The Genari are a kind, peaceful race. They are just as guilty for the viruses spread as the humans. They deserved a place in our Bunker just as much as humans did. Besides, we still had a lot to learn from each other.”
“What kind of things did you learn?” John asked.
Mr. Griggs chuckled. “Well, I don’t think I should be divulging those things right at the moment. I can’t be telling you all of our secrets yet.”
I wasn’t sure what to think of this guy. He seemed nice but manipulative. I could understand that he didn’t want to tell us what they learned from the Genari, but he seemed so coy about it all. Very high and mighty. Still, I guess being the guy in charge of a place like this was pretty cool. He definitely had some bragging rights.
“You keep calling this place Bunker Bravo. Why? Are you giving yourself a pat on the back?” I asked.
Mr. Griggs forced a smile, and I could already tell this was a question that annoyed him. He probably had to answer it often. “No, there are…a number of bunkers across the United States. They each have their own letter of the phonetic alphabet designated to them. So for example, Bunker Bravo, Bunker Charlie, Bunker Delta, et cetera.”
I looked at Griggs for a moment, my mouth slightly open. Apparently, there were a lot of bunkers out there. I didn’t even know what to do with this information or how to process it. It was strange to learn of this whole other world right beneath the feet of the one that was dying.
I finally found the words to speak. “We asked this earlier of Trevor,” I said, eying Mila making sure she wasn’t about to freak out like she did earlier. “But why are you telling us this? Isn’t telling top secret government information to people who broke into your base a bad idea??"
“Bunker,” Griggs said, correcting my usage of the word base, just as Trevor did. “And I’m telling you this because these are things that all of the people who live in Bunker Bravo know.”
“Yes, but we don’t live here,” I said calmly.
“Miles, we’re not interested in keeping prisoners. We’re also not interested in killing people. This place was designed to preserve humanity. You finding your way in was an anomaly. Nobody was ever supposed to find their way in here. However, here you are. We’re allowing you the opportunity to live in a place that offers the closest thing to normalcy there is anymore. So, yes. You do live here.”
Mila opened her mouth to say something but stopped herself. I was very grateful for that, and I continued. “Mr. Griggs, of course we’re very thankful for this opportunity. However, we have friends and family on the outside who need our help. They’re in danger, and we have to save them. You see, our home was taken by these people called the Roves. They’re a ruthless gang that love to kill other humans almost as much as the zombies do. They’ve taken my home that I, along with others, have made, and they’ve taken those who weren’t able to escape as their slaves. I can’t just sit here in this bunker while they’re up there, waiting for me to come save them.”
Griggs sat back in his chair, and put one of his hands on his face as he thought about what I’d just told him. “I can understand the moral predicament you’ve found yourself in. I can only imagine what something like that must be like.
“However, I can’t let you leave before I know that I can trust you to keep the location of this Bunker a secret. We’ve worked very hard to keep this place a secret, and save for a few mishaps, we’ve been successful. If the location of this Bunker were to get into the hands of the wrong people—say, these Roves that you speak of—it would be a disaster. That is why, for the time being, you must stay in the bunker.”
I smirked, and I could tell that it threw Mr. Griggs off. I had an ace up my sleeve, and I was getting ready to pull it out. “Mr. Griggs,” I began, “how often do people leave the bunker?”
He eyes me suspiciously, but he decided to play along. “Every few days a group will go out and scout the area and do other sorts of missions.”
I was intrigued but kept myself on track. I had to stay focused. “Well, they seem to go out often. So why didn’t your people—not even your Genari—know about the new creatures: the atras?”
There was a moment of silence as Mr. Griggs searched for an answer.
“Mr. Griggs,” I said before he could respond. “Your people seem to be good. They seem to have the right training, as I’m sure they have all sorts of military background. However, they don’t have the knowledge of someone who has survived topside for years. They didn’t even know how to defeat the atras.”
“Yes, but neither did you until recently,” Griggs said, becoming defensive.
My heart skipped a beat as I watched my house of cards begin to shake. “Maybe so, but that’s just an example. The fact is that I could teach your men a few things, and they could even teach me a few things.”
Mr. Griggs sighed, tired of my games. “What’s your point, Miles?”
“My point is this: I would like to go out with your scouting squads. I can show them some things about the outside that they might not know. I mean, I’ve already taught them how to kill an atra from in here. Who knows what I could teach them on the outside?” I said.
Mr. Griggs nodded in acknowledgment. He couldn’t deny that I’d already given them very useful information.
“I just want to do whatever I can to get you to trust me,” I said. “My people need me, Mr. Griggs. I’ll do whatever I need to do to help them. I think I can help you as well.”
Mr. Griggs sat there for a moment. I felt my heart flutter. I hope what I said was enough. Finally, he spoke. “Miles,” he began. “I think we can come up with something that will be mutually beneficial.”
I sighed in relief as quietly as I could. It was a start.





Chapter Fifteen
Daniel
Daniel looked at the squad he was supposed to lead on the mission and felt very inadequate. There were three large men with him, all of whom had military training and the ripped bodies to prove it. Leading a squad on a mission wasn’t something that he was used to. That was Miles’s job, or Pike, or any of the other people who’d frequently gone off on different missions back at Jefferson Memorial. But Daniel? He’d always stayed behind. He had to make sure the place ran smoothly. He was practically in charge of the place, as George—their actual leader—didn’t seem to know what he was doing, always asking Daniel for help.
But leading a mission to a zombie-infested settlement? Hell no. He wouldn’t even have to do this if Miles would have come back from Jefferson Memorial. Daniel figured it must have been a longer journey then he thought. They’d been separated for a couple of days, and Miles should have met up with them at Riven by now. But no, of course not. Of course he wouldn’t be back in time, and now Daniel was sitting in a truck with three huge military dudes off on a mission, and they were all looking at him to tell them what to do.
Daniel looked out the window from the front passenger seat and watched as the trees flew by. They were beginning to thin out, which meant they were getting closer to more civilized places. At least, places that were once more civilized. That meant it wasn’t going to be long before Daniel would have to step up to the plate. It was time to take the politician, manager, and leader part of him and add soldier to the mix. Daniel just hopped it wouldn’t be a recipe for disaster.
“You tell us when we need to pull over, boss. Don’t wanna get too close if the zombies are as bad as you say,” Jorge, the driver of the truck, said to Daniel.
Daniel tried to ignore the patronizing tone that he used when he called Daniel boss. “Yeah, don’t worry. We got a bit more to go.”
There was a bit of awkward silence. Daniel cleared his throat and turned on the A/C. Without missing a beat, Jorge flipped it off.
“A/C uses gas,” he said.
“Oh yeah. Sorry.” Daniel could almost feel himself shrink. He was way out of his element. Daniel knew that being out of your element was a recipe for disaster. If he wanted to get these guys’ trust, he’d have to get himself together.
“So you guys got a lot of guns and shit at Jefferson, right?” Ron, one of the guys in the back, asked.
Daniel turned in his seat to get a better look at him. He was an older guy, probably somewhere in his thirties. His head was shaved, but he had a slight amount of scruff on his face. He looked tough with his muscles bulging from a tattered green T-shirt. However, the smile he wore on his face made Daniel feel at ease. He seemed like he was a really nice guy. “We got a lot,” Daniel answered.
“How’d you guys get so many? We hear a lot of people around there are jealous,” Mike, the guy sitting next to Ron, said. He had bushy red hair and a thin red beard.
“We, um…” Daniel was taken aback by how genuine they seemed. They had tough exteriors, but Daniel could tell by the look in their eyes that they weren’t just messing around with him. They were just trying to be nice, and Daniel could feel himself getting a bit more comfortable. “Well, we were just fast, I guess. Fast and lucky. We got to a bunch of different military ammunition stockpiles and scavenged a bunch of gun stores once they were all abandoned. All this,” Daniel said as he gestured to the outside world, “happened a lot faster than everyone realized. There was a lot left over whenever the world gave up and went into survival mode. We were just ahead of the curve, I guess.”
“We were kinda in the same situation,” Jorge said in a gruff voice from the driver’s seat.
Daniel turned to him. “You guys got a good-sized armory?”
Jorge looked at him from the corner of his eye. “Good enough to keep us safe.”
Ron scoffed from the back seat. “Don’t worry about Jorge, Daniel. He woke up on the wrong side of the bed this morning.”
Daniel forced a smile. He didn’t want to laugh because he knew it’d probably offend Jorge. Daniel figured that Jorge didn’t like him because he was an outsider and because he was running this mission that he, admittedly, had no business running. Daniel couldn’t help the fact that he knew where Brinn was, what he needed, and what the situation there was like.
“So what’s with these creatures you were telling us about before we left?” Ron asked.
Daniel felt a chill in his spine. He looked out the window at the passing trees, almost as if he was making sure they were truly alone before he began speaking. “To be honest,” he began. “I’m not one hundred percent sure what they are. That’s why we’re doing this, after all.”
“Yeah, we know, but what are they like? You just said they were some sort of liquid things,” Mike said.
Daniel shook his head but then stopped himself. “ I guess they kinda are liquid. But they have a solid form to them. I guess kinda like a solid core or something? I’m not sure at all. Hopefully we’ll be able to get a sample of this stuff back to Peter, so he’ll be able to figure out what he can.”
“Yeah, I hope so. If what you say about the darkness is true, we’re going to be screwed if they come to Riven.”
“About that. What’s with all the windows to the hotel being boarded up? The only place there weren’t any windows boarded up was the library across the street,” Daniel said.
There was a moment’s hesitation before Ron answered. “Truthfully, I don’t know. I didn’t get to Riven until after they had the whole shindig set up.”
Daniel glanced over at Mike to see if he knew, but Mike just shrugged. “I came with the same group Ron did. Jorge is the only one in here who was around at the beginning.”
Daniel turned to Jorge, but he ignored him and stayed focused on the road. After a few moments of Daniel’s staring, he finally responded. “Now’s not the time for that. We need to stay focused.”
Daniel tried not to let out a sigh of disappointment and frustration. He faced forward in his seat, looking out the windshield. In the distance, he could see a water tower stretching into the sky, as if it was a beacon telling passersby that they were entering civilization. “We’re getting close,” Daniel said. He placed a hand on the butt of his assault rifle. “Everybody get ready. This could get hairy.”





Chapter Sixteen
Daniel
Daniel stood in the back of the truck and looked out on Brinn from their position a few hundred yards away. Things did not look good. The zombies had broken down the fence and were now meandering about the courtyard, searching for any signs of life. Daniel knew that they wouldn’t find any. He felt the pit in his stomach grow as he thought about the atras and how they were the reason that there was nobody around for the zombies to find.
He looked up at the sky, making sure there were no clouds. It was clear, and the sun was high and hot in the sky. It was around noon, exactly the time Daniel had planned for it to be. He wanted to be there when the sun was as high in the sky as it could be. They still ran the risk of running into an atra while inside the newspaper headquarters, but that was just a risk that they were going to have to take. They needed this sample to learn something about the creatures. He reached down and patted the high-powered flashlight that was clipped to the belt loop on his pants. He wasn’t sure if the atras were sensitive to all light or if it was just something about sunlight, but it still made him feel better knowing he wasn’t going to be completely in the dark.
“That’s a lot of zombies,” Ron said from where he stood on the ground, leaning against the truck.
“There’s a back entrance that we’ll go through. Hopefully they’re all inside the fence.”
“Well, you’re the boss, but I think getting in and out would be a good idea. If what you say about those creatures are true, I wanna go while I can still feel the sun beating down,” Mike said.
Daniel took a deep breath. “All right, let’s go. Follow me and keep quiet.” Daniel mentally kicked himself for saying that last part. Of course they knew to follow him and keep quiet, but it just seemed like something he’d hear Miles say.
As he climbed out of the back of the truck, he found himself wondering where Miles was, and, surprising even himself, wishing he was there, despite the fact that they usually never saw eye to eye.
Daniel checked his gun one last time. He felt someone tap him on the shoulder. It was Jorge.
“Listen, Daniel,” Jorge said. “The only reason you’re in charge of this mission is because you’re the one who knows what’s going on here. If something happens to my friends, it won’t be pretty for you. Understand?” Jorge towered above Daniel, giving him a nasty look, and waited for a response.
“Yeah, I got it,” Daniel said. He didn’t say it sheepishly or with cowardice, however. He spoke defensively. Even though he didn’t feel as if he was the appropriate person to be in charge, he still wasn’t going to let Jorge getting in his face like that. He held Jorge’s gaze for a few beats, before breaking. “All right guys, come on,” he said as walked toward Brinn and the sea of zombies.
* * *
The moaning and scraping noises that rose from inside Brinn filled Daniel with dread. He walked down the street, staying close to the back wall of a building. Just on the other side were hundreds of zombies wandering around aimlessly. Daniel whispered a quiet prayer that he wouldn’t give them a target. A goal.
He reached the alleyway that led to the newspaper building. Daniel came to a halt, and held up a hand, ordering his followers to do the same. He peeked around the corner and counted five zombies standing in the alleyway. They rocked back and forth slightly, but weren’t changing positions. They just stood there as if they were waiting.
Daniel got lost in the moment for a second as he studied the zombies, their clothing tattered, skin leathered, and hair falling out. He couldn’t believe that they were human at one time. It’d been a long time since he’d had the chance to really just look at one this close. He was used to staying inside the inner walls of Jefferson Memorial and leaving Miles or the other guards to deal with the zombies.
“You got a plan or you gonna stare them to death?” Mike asked with a toothy grin.
Daniel shook himself from his thoughts. “Yeah, get your knife and stab them. Quiet as possible.”
Something felt strange to Daniel, but he wasn’t sure if there was something actually wrong or if his nerves were messing with him. The whole situation was weird and—funnily enough—alien to him.
Daniel pulled his knife from its holster on his belt. The zombies looked up and began shuffling toward Daniel and his group as they approached with their knives ready. Daniel grunted as he thrust his knife into the head of the zombie closest to him. It let out a rasp, and when Daniel pulled the knife out, the zombie collapsed to the ground. He looked up as Jorge took out the last zombie. Daniel gave him a nod as a way to tell him good job, but Jorge ignored him and began wiping his knife off on his shirt.
Daniel wiped his off as he walked to the dumpster that sat in front of the back door to the newspaper headquarters. “Help me push this out of the way,” he said.
The four of them moved the dumpster with ease. The green door that led inside stood in front of them. Daniel grabbed the doorknob and turned it, but the door was locked. “Shit,” he breathed. He’d forgotten that Mila had used a key to open the door last time they were there.
“I got this,” Ron said. He pulled out a small pocket knife and flicked it open. Then began fiddling with the old lock, and after a few seconds, the door popped open.
“Thanks,” Daniel said.
They walked into the back room of the newspaper headquarters.





Chapter Seventeen
Daniel
Daniel walked into the main room of the newspaper office, and his stomach dropped. There was no black liquid on the floor. The cement looked as if it was stained black, but when Daniel bent down and touched it, it was cold and dry.
“I thought there was supposed to be some black stuff here?” Mike asked.
Daniel looked around the floor, but there was nothing there. “There was,” he said as he stood. He began searching around the room for any drop of liquid.
“Guys, what the hell is going on out there?” Ron said.
Daniel turned and looked out the windows at the front of the building. The large windows faced the town center. Zombies were gathered around a point in the middle of the courthouse yard. They were piling up and crawling on top of each other, as if they were covering something up.
Daniel couldn’t turn his eyes away, even though what they were seeing terrified him. He couldn’t even begin to hypothesize what they could be doing.
“Well if what we’re here for isn’t here, we need to get out of here. I don’t like the look of that,” Jorge said.
Daniel turned to him. “Wait, Jorge. We need to make sure there’s no atra liquid.”
Jorge’s nostrils flared, and his face flushed with anger. “Do you see that out there? We need to get out before they find us.”
Daniel stood tall. He didn’t know where this courage was coming from, but he wasn’t going to allow Jorge to push him around. He was terrified of the zombies, but he knew what the atras could do. He’d seen it with his own eyes. And he wasn’t leaving until he had something that could help him in their fight against the evil creatures. “We’re not leaving.”
“No, you’re not leaving. You can stay if you want. We,” he said gesturing at Mike and Ron, “are leaving.” Jorge turned and walked into the back hallway that led to the alley.
Mike and Ron looked at each other for a moment in hesitation, but they turned and followed Jorge out.
Daniel went into overdrive. They weren’t going to wait on him, but Daniel had to find some of that liquid. He couldn’t be left behind, though. He wasn’t made for that. It would surely be a death sentence.
He ran over to a desk and searched underneath it. It was dry as a bone. His heart began to beat harder and faster in his chest. He glanced out the window at the pile of zombies, and his eyes met a few stragglers at the edge who’d caught a glimpse of him. They began to shuffle toward the building, eager to dine on the new meal they’d just discovered.
Daniel practically dived for at the next desk, searching beneath it as fast as he could. There was still no sign of the liquid. That’s when he noticed that the desks he’d searched under had openings at the bottom, which allowed light to get beneath the desk. Sunlight. The one thing that they knew killed the atras. And if it could disintegrate the atras, it made sense that it would evaporate the liquid they turned their victims into.
Daniel turned and saw a desk that had boxes stacked in front of it. He ran behind it, and there was a small pool of the black liquid beneath it. He pulled off his backpack and grabbed two vials from inside. He scooped up two samples of the liquid, careful to not get any on him. He sealed the vials and carefully wrapped them in a rag. He put them back into his backpack, and bolted for the back door. The zombies began banging on the glass as he exited the back door, slamming it shut behind him. He turned and ran down the alley, his mind racing. If the guys didn’t sprint back to the truck and if he ran as fast as he could, Daniel figured he’d be able to reach the truck before they left.
As Daniel turned the corner, he almost fell face first as he slammed to a halt. He jumped back into the alley, falling backwards onto his ass. He pushed himself backward and up against the wall. He prayed he hadn’t been seen as he inched to the edge of the alley. He looked around the corner and got confirmation. He hadn’t just been seeing things.
A truck filled with Roves had pulled up, and men began unloading. Some of them had guns, while others unloaded cases of equipment. The ones with the equipment didn’t look like your typical hardened Rove members. They commanded an air of superiority and intelligence as they began unloading their equipment.
Daniel’s attention turned his attention from them, however, and toward the Roves he was familiar with. The ruthless killers with their assault rifles were walking right toward the alley where Daniel was hiding.





Chapter Eighteen
Ira
Ira huddled around the campfire, sipping from the cup of water in her hands. She wasn’t necessarily cold, she just enjoyed the sensation of the heat burning her face. She would sit there staring into the flames until she couldn’t handle the temperature anymore. Once her face was cooled, she would turn back toward the fire and start the process over again.
Ashley sat across the fire from Ira. She roasted some strips of meat over the fire, staring at the cooking food with great intensity.
Ira hadn’t spoken to her much since her rescue. Ashley seemed to be a very determined, focused person. Ira figured they wouldn’t get the chance to talk until Ashley had done everything she needed to do. Ira began to grow anxious, as there didn’t seem to be much left for Ashley to accomplish. She knew that once dinner was ready, they would begin to discuss things.
To Ira, Ashley seemed like a good person. She’d saved her, so she owed it to her to think positively of her. However, Ira found herself nervous at the thought of Ashley not being who she seemed. What if she was an insane person who would kill her the moment she began trusting her? That seemed unlikely since Ashley wouldn’t have saved her if she was just going to kill her later. Still, Ira wouldn’t be able to rest easy until she knew exactly what was going on.
“It’s almost ready,” Ashely said.
The heat grew too much for Ira to stand, so she turned away from the fire. It took her eyes a bit to adjust to the darkness, but once they did, she studied the trees around her. They were tall, flush with leaves, and were abundant. They had set up camp in a tiny clearing. The tree line was just a few feet away in either direction; Ira was unsure how to feel about that. On one hand she enjoyed the cover the trees offered; however, they also could give cover to evil things at the same time. Ira was sure that at any moment a zombie would pop out of the trees or a Rove would come and take her back into slavery.
“It’s ready,” Ashley said.
Ira turned back to the fire and saw Ashley was handing her a plate that held three strips of meat. Ira winced at the heat on her face as she took the plate. Her face hadn’t had time to cool off, so she had to back up from the fire a bit before she began eating.
“So, Ira. Where were the Roves taking you?” Ashley asked.
Ira swallowed her delicious food before responding. “Jefferson Memorial, I think is what they called it.”
Ashley chewed her food and nodded. “That sounds right. Do you know anything about what’s going on there?”
Ira shook her head. “No idea. Other than I find it curious that the Roves are beginning to branch out so far. They’ve got pretty much all of Dallas. Don’t see the need for them to want the rest of Texas too.”
“Yes, curious indeed,” Ashley said.
Ira couldn’t quite put her finger on the tone Ashley used. It was subtle, but it made Ira feel as if Ashley was toying with her. She didn’t like it, but she couldn’t call her out. Even if she could, she knew she probably wouldn’t. She owed Ashley too much.
“Ira,” Ashley began. She set her plate to the side, having barely touched her food. “I know a lot is changing for you right now. You’re probably really scared, and everything happening is very surreal.”
Ira began to dread what Ashley was going to say.
“But, you see, I knew you were going to Jefferson Memorial. That’s why I was following your transport. I was hoping to save you all, but that didn’t happen. But I have you, and I need your help.”
Ira felt her appetite fade away. She was terrified at what Ashley would ask her to do.
“I need you to infiltrate Jefferson Memorial for me. Be my eyes on the inside. The Roves are doing something there that’s going to affect everyone. Something sinister. I need to know what that is so I can stop them, but I can’t do that from the outside.”
Ira stared at Ashley with shock in her eyes. She couldn’t believe what she was asking her to do. “So you want me to go back to being a slave?”
“In a way, yes. But not just a slave. You’ll be gathering intel on them and bringing it to me so that I can figure out a way to stop them. Maybe even stop them for good. I don’t know. But we can’t just sit around while they sit behind the Wall of Jefferson Memorial doing whatever they’re doing.”
Ira turned her eyes to the fire, watching the orange flames dance. She couldn’t tell if the heat on her face was from the fire or the anger flushing her skin. “Why don’t you just do it yourself?”
“I wish I could. You have no idea. But they’ll recognize me—both the Roves and the people of Jefferson Memorial,” Ashley said.
Ira looked up at her and saw the sadness in her eyes, just for a moment. Ashley looked away and composed herself. “What do you mean they’ll recognize you?”
Ashley took a few more moments before meeting Ira’s gaze. “I was one of the founders of Jefferson Memorial. I helped build it up to what it was before the Roves came and took over. All my friends lived there. It was our home.
“I was captured by the Roves while on a scouting mission with my squad. I was being stupid and got separated. They took me and made me one of their slaves. Eventually, I escaped on my own. I’m well known among the Roves. I’ve been a bit of a nuisance to them at times,” Ashley said with a smirk. “Long story short, I can’t go in. But if you could get in there and tell me what’s going on, how many of them there are, and all the details like that, I could hopefully come up with a plan to take them down.”
Ira was bewildered at what Ashley was telling her. She almost had to stop listening because it was all just so much to take in. “How long would I have to be in there?” Ira couldn’t believe she was actually considering it.
“Only for a couple of days. A week, tops. I know it’s a lot to ask,” Ashley said as she moved closer to Ira. “Trust me. I was a slave once too. But if we could pull this off, we would not only be freeing slaves, but we’d be freeing my family. Plus, think of how hard of a blow that would be to the Roves! The first time they venture out of Dallas, they’re crushed. It would be quite humiliating and humbling, that’s for sure.”
Ira had to admit, humiliating the Roves did sound nice. She looked into Ashley’s pleading brown eyes. She had a gut feeling that she had to help her. She wasn’t sure why, but she wasn’t sure of a lot of things at the moment. Helping Ashley just felt like the right thing to do. She owed her one, and if it meant freeing more slaves just as she herself had been freed, she would do it. She didn’t even feel as if she’d deserved to be freed, much less be the only person to survive an attack like that. Her mind flashed back to her only friends being devoured by the zombies. Especially Isabel. Sweet Isabel. She felt her eyes fill with tears. She pictured her insides being torn out and the immeasurable pain she must’ve felt.
In that moment, Ira had never felt more undeserving.
“Okay,” she said. “I’ll help you. I’ll do whatever needs to be done to stop those Roves and save your family.”
Now Ashley’s eyes welled with tears. “Thank you,” she said, her voice cracking. She sat back and picked up her plate of food. She began to nibble at the strips of meat as she stared into the fire. A smile formed on her face.
Ira felt a smile of her own struggling to emerge. She was going to make a difference, and that was more than she could have asked for.





Chapter Nineteen
Miles
I looked through the peephole of our room and saw Trevor standing there with Mila right behind. “Hey,” I said as I opened the door.
“Hi, Miles,” Trevor said with a smile. “I’ve come to take you three to dinner,” he said, making eye contact with John over my shoulder and then gesturing over his own to let me know Mila was the third. “I’ve also been instructed to answer any questions you may have the best that I can.”
Now that really piqued my interest. “Okay,” I said with a nod. “Let me grab my shoes.”
After putting them on, I met everybody outside the door.
“This way,” Trevor said as he walked down the hallway. He turned right at the end and began toward one of the large main hallways.
“Where are we eating?” John asked.
“In the main hub,” Trevor answered. “There’s a dining area there.”
We entered the large hallway, and there were a lot more people in it than usual. Most of them were walking toward the hub, although there were a few who were walking back toward the living area, wearing sweaty clothes like they’d just worked out.
“How many people live here?” I asked Trevor.
He thought about it for a moment. “I’m not sure the exact number. Probably somewhere around ten thousand. There were eight thousand to begin with a few years ago. It doesn’t fluctuate that much.”
“Do people not have children?” Mila asked. I looked over at her, and she seemed to have relaxed a bit, which relieved me.
“Oh yeah, they do,” Trevor said with a laugh. “You have to get permission first, though. We have to keep the population under control.”
I thought about our own population control at Jefferson Memorial and smiled at the thought of Kit, the baby who was a surprise to everybody. Just when we thought we had everything under control, Kit came along, breaking all the rules.
My stomach turned over and my knees felt week the more I thought about Kit. What was his fate? The Roves couldn’t turn him into a slave, of course, so what did they do with him? Surely they let him stay with his mother. They couldn’t have done anything else. They weren’t total monsters…at least that’s what I told myself. Truth was, they were total monsters, and I didn’t want to think what could have actually happened to Kit. Although I needed to find out, and sitting around in this Bunker wasn’t going to help me get answers. I had to get back to Jefferson Memorial. I had to save Kit.
The sounds of people talking and moving around came from up ahead. I looked and saw that we were coming up on the main hub. There were no doors at the end of the hallway, just a large opening. People spilled from the hallway and into what looked like a large circular room.
We reached the hallway and entered the main hub, and I was taken aback by it all for a few moments. It was massive—probably a few football fields across. The ceiling was twice as tall as the large hallway we were just in. It went up seventy or eighty feet. At the top, it looked as if I was looking up at the sky. It was the sky. It was a mixture of pinks and purples, as the sunset was off to the side where I couldn’t see.
“Is that actually glass?” John asked as he stared up at the ceiling and into the sky.
Trevor was looking up at the sky as well, taking in the beautiful sight that was the Texas sky at sunset. “Not quite. It’s six screens put together to make one giant one. If you look close enough, you can see the lines where the screens intersect.”
As soon as he said that, I could see the lines. I hated that he told me that, as it broke the illusion. Now I couldn’t unsee it. Now every time I looked up at the sky, I would know that it wasn’t real.
“It is a live feed of the outside, though. It helps people avoid cabin fever. Keeps morale up,” Trevor said as he turned his attention away from the screen.
“You ever have any animals come by and mess with the cameras?” John asked with a sly smile on his face.
“Nope. The cameras emit sounds that keep animals away. Or something like that. I’m not a scientist,” Trevor said.
“That seems like a lot of trouble to go through for just a couple of cameras,” Mila said.
“Maybe,” Trevor said. “But don’t go telling someone who never gets to go outside the bunker that.”
With that, Trevor turned to where a line was forming at a booth nearby. “Let’s stop standing here and get some food. Then I’ll answer more of your questions. I have a few of my own too.”
I followed him to where the food was being served, and I just knew that this was going to be one interesting dinner.





Chapter Twenty
Miles
We walked into a room that was built onto the side of the main hub. The room had a couple of booths and tables inside where people were sitting and eating. We walked to a table at the end and sat down. John and Mila sat on either side of me, while Trevor sat across from us.
The walls of the room were a dark wood and the floors cement. The room wasn’t dark per se, but the lights weren’t exactly bright either.
I grabbed a fork and began eating some of the mac and cheese on my plate.
“So here’s how this is going to go,” Trevor said. “You can ask me a question, then I’ll ask you one. Sound good to you?”
John nodded, his mouth full of food.
“Yeah,” I said as I reached for my water.
“Okay,” Mila said.
“Miles, why don’t you start us off?” Trevor said.
Suddenly put on the spot, it took me a moment to think of a question. When one came to me, I felt stupid for not thinking of it immediately. “What’s with all the aliens around here? I thought they were all Xenomortises.”
“Well, we like to call them Genari, not aliens. And never call them Xeno’s. But, the Genari made a deal with the government so some of them could stay in the bunkers. The Xenomortises are just the ones who weren’t as lucky.”
“But why would the government just let them in here? They’re the ones who brought the virus in the first place,” Mila said.
“I think it was my turn to ask you a question,” Trevor said, eyeing Mila playfully. “But I’ll answer that one anyway since it ties in. They didn’t bring the virus; theirs mixed with ours. And before you waste any more of your questions, the virus and the viruses that caused the virus aren’t in any of the bunkers. Plus, everybody here is immune to them.”
I opened my mouth to ask another question, but Trevor stopped me before I could.
“And before you ask, no. I have no idea how or why we have an immunity. They just told me I had it so I could stay in the bunker. I didn’t argue with them. I’m not a scientist.”
I wasn’t satisfied with Trevor’s answer, but it was clear it was the answer I was going to get. I wanted to know more about the Genari, the deal they made with the government, and about the immunity. How could the aliens get spaces inside the Bunker, when, I assume, space was limited in the first place? What kind of deal did the government make that would presumably bump their own people so they could let some Genari in? Those were the things I really wanted to know, but it was clear to me that I was going to have to ask someone else besides Trevor if I wanted to get answers that would satisfy me.
“Who would I go to if I wanted to know the answers to those questions?” I asked.
Trevor sighed. “You really don’t know how this ‘I ask a question, you ask a question’ thing works, do you? You’d go to Dr. Wes, the guy with the white hair you spoke with when all that stuff with those atra creatures was going on.” Trevor took a sip of his water, and when he placed it down, let out a sigh of satisfaction. “Now, my turn. My question is this: which one of you wants to join my squad and get out of this bunker?”





Chapter Twenty-One
Daniel
Three Rove soldiers approached the alley—Daniel could only guess that they were securing the perimeter. He didn’t stay around to find out, however, as he turned and ran back down the alley. His feet carried him fast, but he wasn’t going to reach the other end of the alley in time.
He reached the dumpster that blocked the back door to the newspaper. He lifted the lid, climbed inside as quietly as he could, and slowly let the lid down above him. He forced himself to breathe as quietly and slowly as he could, ignoring his lungs screaming for air. This meant breathing through his nose, which he immediately regretted. The stench was almost unbearable. Daniel fought back gags, as the sounds of retching would no doubt give up his location.
Three sets of footsteps echoed down the alley, reaching Daniel’s ears. His mind raced, trying to figure out what he would do. He pulled his assault rifle close, making sure the safety was off. His heartbeat raced in his ears. He wasn’t ready to fight the Roves. He wasn’t ready to fight anybody. He highly doubted he could negotiate his way with the Roves. If push came to shove, he was going to have to fight. Fight for his life. Not just for that, but for the vials of atra liquid he held in his backpack. He had to get those back to Peter.
Even if he got out of this mess though, he would have to figure out how to get back to Riven. By now, he knew that Jorge and the other guys were long gone, especially with the Roves around. Daniel tried to tell himself that not leaving with them was a mistake, but he wouldn’t allow it. The atra liquid was important enough to stay behind for.
All thoughts left his mind when he heard the footsteps right outside the dumpster. He held his breath and glued his eyes to the lid of the dumpster. He wanted to swing his gun into position, but he couldn’t afford the noise it would make. He tightened his grip on it, though, ready to swing it into action if need be.
The footsteps passed by unceremoniously, and Daniel allowed himself to breathe slowly. Now that the Roves would have their backs to him, he wanted to poke his head out and get a peek at their location. It was too risky, though, so he just continued to lay in the dumpster, trying not to throw up from the smell.
“Alley clear,” he heard a Rove say from a bit further down the alley.
Okay, we’re getting readings now. Return to the truck and stand guard. There’s a lot of activity in the area, a voice said from the other end of a walkie-talkie.
The footsteps once again passed by the dumpster; this time they were leaving the alley.
After a minute passed and he was sure they were gone, Daniel poked his head out of the dumpster. There was no Rove to be seen, so he climbed out as quietly as he could. Once out, he didn’t even go get a second glimpse of the Roves. He turned and ran to the other side of the alley.
To his left was a fence that marked the boundary of Brinn. Daniel looked past it and saw that the zombies were continuing to crowd around something, but he couldn’t see exactly what it was. He had a sick feeling that it was the reason the Roves were here doing whatever they were doing. Daniel couldn’t help but think that were some sort of Rove scientists. That was something he never thought about with the Roves. They seemed like they were just a savage gang, not people who were interested in science. That is, unless whatever they were researching would help them conquer more land and expand their territory.
Daniel stopped thinking about those things. He didn’t have the time. He had to focus on getting out of there.
He ran to his right, away from Brinn and the Roves. He had no idea how he was going to get out of there, but his plan at the moment was to get where Jorge had parked the truck. Even if they’d left, he’d be able to find his way back to Riven from there. He just hoped that he’d be able to get to Riven before dark. He looked down at his watch, and it said 1:23. He had six to seven hours before it dark. If he wanted to get back in time, he knew he’d have to get a move on. Daniel put his body into overdrive and began to run for his life.





Chapter Twenty-Two
Daniel
Daniel reached the spot that they’d parked the truck before proceeding to Brinn on foot. Of course, Jorge, Mike, and Ron were long gone. Even though he’d been expecting it, Daniel still cursed under his breath. He had a tiny sliver of hope that maybe they’d waited for him, and he wouldn’t have to walk—or run, rather—all the way to Riven. Deep down, though, he knew that they wouldn’t be sticking around, especially if they saw the Roves pull up. Riven had flown under the Rove’s radar so far, and they wanted to stay that way for as long as they could.
Daniel began jogging alongside the road, his gun and backpack jumping up and down with every step he took. It annoyed him, but his annoyance levels were the least of his worries at the moment. It was now two o’clock, and he had quite a way to go. He hoped he’d get lucky and come across an abandoned vehicle, but he didn’t remember seeing any on his way to Brinn. Besides, three years after the world as he knew it ended, there weren’t exactly any vehicles just sitting around. Everything that could have be taken had been. Most of it by Jefferson Memorial, which was an irony that Daniel didn’t want to think about.
He grew anxious running alongside the road with his back was to Brinn. The Roves could come driving up behind him, and if he wasn’t paying close enough attention, they would see him before he could hear them. Daniel was grateful when trees began to appear as he moved further away from Brinn. He started running a few feet inside the tree line. He could still see the road, but he had some cover to keep him hidden from the Roves should they drive by.
He stopped running for a moment to catch his breath. He took off his backpack, not only to give his shoulders and back a rest, but to also check on the vials of atra fluid. He pulled the rag that they were wrapped in out, and unrolled them. The two vials were sitting there, unharmed, filled with the black liquid.
Daniel wasn’t even sure if he could call it a liquid, though. He guessed that it was technically a liquid, but as he moved the vials around, the substance barely moved as it stuck to the glass. It was like really cold syrup or caramel.
An approaching truck ripped Daniel from his observations. He moved up against a tree, holding the vials tightly in one hand and the handle of his gun in the other.
He poked his head out from behind the tree and saw the truck that the Roves had been driving. It went flying by, showing no indication that he’d been spotted. He watched their truck disappear around a curve in the road, and once he could no longer hear the engine a few seconds later, he stepped out from behind the tree.
He felt as if a weight had been lifted off his shoulders. He no longer had to worry about the Roves sneaking up behind him while he was running down the road. Now his only obstacle was time, and his only enemy were zombies. He ’hadn’t seen any so far. Now that he’d thought about it, he didn’t see many on the drive to Brinn either. But one was all it took if you weren’t ready for it.
Daniel knew he had his work cut out for him. He looked down at his watch, and it said 2:30. Daniel started making his way toward Riven again, still staying in the trees, as he’d rather be safe than sorry. Plus, the shade was nice. Still, he found himself sweating and hot.
After what was only a mile but felt like three, Daniel stopped to get a drink of water from his canteen. He unzipped his backpack, but before he could get a drink, he felt a rumbling sensation. Almost like a very minor earthquake.
Daniel thought for a moment that he might be experiencing one of the rare, minor Texas earthquakes. However, he glanced out toward the road and saw something approaching. Something much worse than a Texas earthquake but just as rare for the region.
A Xenomortis stopped across the road and headed straight for Daniel.





Chapter Twenty-Three
Daniel
The Xenomortis alone was enough to terrify Daniel and paralyze him with fear. When Daniel realized that the scaly hard-skinned creature was looking right at him with its reptilian eyes, he had to fight back a scream.
Daniel forced his feet to move and began running as fast as he could through the trees. With his sudden movement, the Xenomortis sprang into action as well. It chased after Daniel, paying no attention to the tree trunks. It slammed into them, and the trees splintered and fell to the ground.
The vibrations from the stomping and trees falling was almost enough to knock Daniel off balance and send him tumbling to the ground. He was able to keep himself upright as he bolted through the trees.
Daniel’s first thought was to zig-zag through the trees. Not only did he feel stupid doing it, but when he looked over his shoulder, he also saw that the Xenomortis was still gaining on him. It seemed to Daniel that the Xenomortis wasn’t able to get up to full speed, however, thanks to all the trees it was slamming into.
Daniel felt hope flicker from within him. He might actually have a chance to escape. For a moment he even considered the possibility of taking out the Xenomortis, remembering their soft spot beneath the chin. However, he didn’t want to have to get close enough to take that shot. He had already survived much longer than he should have with a Xenomortis around, so he knew he was already doing good. No reason to get cocky.
Daniel looked behind him once more, and the Xenomortis seemed to have reached a rhythm. It would brace for each impact with a tree, and it no longer seemed to be slowed by the trees since it was expecting the blow. He couldn’t even process the fact that the Xenomortis seemed to adapt and learn its environment. It showed more intelligence than any other creature with the virus he’d encountered—although up to that point they’d all been zombies. All he could really focus on was the fact that the one advantage he had was beginning to dwindle away. He’d have to come up with a new plan and fast.
Daniel tightened his grip on the atra vials in his left hand, and with his right, he grabbed the handle of his gun. He wasn’t going to fight the Xenomortis—at least not yet. Not unless he had to. But from the way the creature was gaining on him, Daniel couldn’t fight the sickening thought that his last stand might be coming soon.
The Xenomortis let out grunts and groans behind Daniel as it tried to catch him. Daniel used his own fear as fuel to run faster. Up ahead, it seemed brighter, like more sunlight was allowed to pierce the tree canopy. As Daniel reached it, he realized that it wasn’t because more sunlight was getting in through the trees, it was brighter because there were no trees to block the sunlight at all.
And that meant there were no trees to slow the Xenomortis down.
With no other choice, Daniel entered the clearing. He knew the chase would come to an end, but he forced his legs to move even faster. There were no trees to dodge or limbs to trip over, so Daniel could sprint full speed.
But with no trees to crash into, the Xenomortis could do exactly the same.
One of the Xenomortis’s hard, scaly hands grazed Daniel. Its long nails scrapped his left arm, and Daniel let out a cry of pain. The hit knocked him off balance, and Daniel tumbled down.
He slammed into the hard ground, pain shooting through his body. He gasped for air and tried to get up, but he was too disoriented.
He braced for the Xenomortis to end him, but after a few seconds, Daniel was surprised to find that he was still alive. He looked over to his left, and just a few feet away was the Xenomortis crouched above something, hitting at it with its hard hands.
He didn’t hesitate. He jumped up and swung his gun around. He ran up to the Xenomortis, shoved the gun beneath its neck, and pulled the trigger.
A hail of bullets ripped through the creature, sending pieces of it everywhere. The Xenomortis fell to the ground, and so did Daniel.
Daniel lay on the ground, staring at the sky. He breathed heavily, and his breathing turned to laughter. He couldn’t believe what he’d just done. He’d actually killed a Xenomortis by himself. No one else was around to help him. It was just him, his gun, and the Xenomortis. He gave his gun a pat, as if to say “good boy.”
He turned his head to see what it was that the Xenomortis had been so interested in. Lying in the grass next to the dead creature were the two vials of atra fluid. Daniel had dropped them on his tumble to the ground.
He got up and picked up the vials. He flipped them around in his hand as he studied them. He began to wonder if the Xenomortis was even after him at all. It seemed that it was more interested in the atra substance than Daniel himself.
Daniel put the vials in his backpack. He was nervous that there might be more Xenomortis in the area that could sense the atra vials. He didn’t like having a beacon for them in his backpack.
He looked at his watch. 2:38. He turned toward the line of fallen trees that led back to the road. He began walking toward it. Once he reached the road, he began to run. He needed to get back to Riven as soon as possible so Pete could begin studying the liquid in the vials, so they could hopefully learn a little about what was going on. 





Chapter Twenty-Four
Ira
Ira’s sleep was fitful and filled with nightmares as her mind struggled to process the events of the previous day. In the dreams, she was being dragged around by the slave line as they ran away, but there was one zombie that had its teeth deep in her calf, and it was dragged along with them. She screamed in pain and fear. There would be no escape for her. Even if she was able to get the zombie off, she’d still turn into one of the undead and be wandering around the Earth until someone was merciful enough to put a bullet in her brain.
Ira looked up and saw that they were approaching a cliff. She cried out for them to stop, but nobody listened, and they ran straight off. Before she hit the ground, she woke up.
Ira sat straight up, breathing heavily and feeling hot and sweaty. She put a hand on her calf, rubbing the lingering pain away.
She looked around and panicked for a moment, unsure of where she was. Then it all came flooding back to her. She was inside a tent in the middle of the woods, having been rescued the day before by Ashley Finch. She told herself that over and over again in her head. No one can get you, she told herself.
It must have been the middle of the night. She could barely see a thing. She crawled out of the sleeping bag she had been in, and just lay down on top of it. She hoped she hadn’t woken Ashley, who was asleep in the tent next to her. She didn’t’t know if Ashley was a heavy sleeper or not. What if she woke her up and Ashley wouldn’t be able to go back to sleep? Then tomorrow she wouldn’t be at a hundred percent and a zombie might get the jump on them. Or she might be spotted by a Rove and brought back in. Then the Roves and people—or slaves, as they surely would be by that point—would recognize her, and then their whole plan would be useless. Ira would go back to being a slave, and who knows what they’d do to her as punishment.
Stop it. Stop it! Ira yelled in her head. She clenched her eyes and fists. She tightened every muscle in her body, counted to ten, and then released. That was something she did to help relax her when she started to overthink.
There’s nothing to be scared of, she told herself. Ashley knows what she’s doing.
She closed her eyes and tried her best to get some rest. She knew full well that she was going to need it. However, when sleep finally came, it brought more nightmares along with it.
* * *
“Hey, Ira.”
Ira heard the voice from far away, but as soon as it reached her ears, her eyes shot open. She turned her head and saw Ashley poking her head into the tent. Her brown hair was pulled up in a ponytail, and she wore a sweet smile on her face.
“Hey, sorry to wake you. Breakfast is ready. We’re going to leave here soon.”
Ira nodded and made a grunt in acknowledgment. Ashley went back to doing whatever it was she was doing.
Ira swallowed, trying to wet her throat. However, her throat felt like sandpaper, and she winced in pain. She didn’t feel like she could take on the Roves in any capacity. She just wanted to sleep.
She sat up in bed, and a wave of thoughts crashed over her.
I can’t do this.
I’m going to get myself killed.
I’m going to get Ashley killed.
I’m going to get everybody killed.
Just like I got Isabel and everyone else killed.
That last thought hit her brain like a bullet. She hadn’t considered that theory until just then. However, as much as she hated to admit it, it made sense. They were literally dragging her along. She was slowing them down, keeping them from being able to escape. If she hadn’t fallen, they’d all be able to run in sync, and maybe—just maybe—there’d be a chance for everybody to escape alive. But she couldn’t, and now there was no “maybe” about it. They were all dead. There was no changing that.
Stop it, Ira told herself, but it was halfhearted.
She got up from the cot and stood. She rubbed her eyes and moved her hair from her face. She needed fresh air and food in her stomach. She moved the flap out of the way and exited the tent, doing her best to leave the bad thoughts and nightmares inside.





Chapter Twenty-Five
Ira
“Is that it?” Ira asked. She looked at the sturdy wooden walls that surrounded a large brick building.
Ashley nodded. “Welcome to Jefferson Memorial Bank, Ira.”
Ira looked at Ashley, who stood to her right. Ashley looked at the Rove outpost with sad eyes, full of longing.
Ira turned her eyes back to the building. They were standing at the back of a gas station across the road from the bank. There was a small field between them and the bank. It was still early in the morning, so they had a bit of darkness to help keep them hidden.
“Are you sure you want to do this, Ira?” Ashley asked.
Ira nodded her head. She had to. She didn’t deserve to go off and try living as normally as she could. To her, saving the slaves inside Jefferson Memorial—giving Ashley back her home—was a debt she needed to pay. Once that was done, then she’d be able to sleep at night. Then she’d be able to move on.
“Okay, well then whenever you’re ready, just go knock on the front door.”
Ira couldn’t help but laugh. “That sounds so dumb and simple. How do you know they aren’t just going to shoot me?”
“Trust me, they’ll see you well before you reach the front door. They’ll let you in. And they aren’t going to shoot you. They’ve had some trouble getting slaves here,” Ashley said with a sly smile. “They’re going to need all the help they can get.”
Ira took a deep breath. “All right.” She turned to Ashley. “Thank you, Ashley. For saving me. I won’t let you down. We’re going to do this.”
Ashley smiled and put a hand on Ira’s shoulder. “I have no doubt we will. Thank you for doing this, Ira. I know it’s not easy. Trust me. I’ve been in your shoes.”
Ira turned and faced Jefferson Memorial. “You’re getting me out of there, right?” she asked over her shoulder.
“Of course. A week from today, you be ready. I’ll get you out of there. If something happens and you find yourself on the outside before then, I’ll be at the First Baptist Church.”
Ira nodded, but the comfort she felt knowing she was going to get out of there was quickly replaced by the dread of having to go in in the first place. “See ya in a week.”
“See you then,” Ashley said.
Ira took one step, and then another. There was no turning back now. She was about to enter Jefferson Memorial. She was about to make a difference.





Chapter Twenty-Six
Miles
I pulled the gun up to my shoulder and squeezed the trigger. The bullets ripped through the air and shredded into the paper target. Holes appeared in a tight circle around the center as I fired in bursts until my clip was empty.
I clicked the safety on and sat the gun down. I took off my ear protection and turned to Trevor, who stood behind me.
“Not bad,” he said with an impressed smirk.
Hearing a skilled military man like him tell me I did a good job made me feel a slight sense of pride. “Thanks,” I said.
“I think we’re done here,” he said as he stepped past me and picked up the assault rifle I’d just used.
“So, you think I could get on your squad soon?” I asked him as we walked toward the front desk.
“What’s the rush?” he asked.
I’d only been in the bunker for a day or two, but I had to get out of there as soon as possible. My friends needed me, and if I could get Trevor’s trust, I figured I’d be allowed to leave the bunker. It was the best plan I had at the moment, but if things didn’t start happening quickly, I was going to have to come up with a different one. One that didn’t involve me leaving on such good terms.
“I just miss the outside, you know?” I said. That wasn’t totally a lie. I did miss the outdoors even though I enjoyed the safety of the bunker. The air in the bunker was just so artificial. Too sterile. There was something unbeatable about the fresh outside air. It was more refreshing than air that was designed to be refreshing. No amount of science and engineering could come close to matching the real thing.
“I may have some good news for you then,” Trevor said.
“Oh yeah?” I asked, my ears perking up. We exited the fire range and stepped into a narrow hallway.
“Yeah. A couple of guys and I are going out later. I’m going to plant some supplies in a nearby cleared town. Then my guys are going to go in, find the supplies, and deliver them to me. It’s just a simple training exercise that we do to keep ourselves sharp. I think I can pull some strings and convince some of the higher-ups to let you come along. You are supposed to be training to join my squad, of course, and this is a training exercise,” Trevor said with a wink.
My heart fluttered with joy. “Yeah, of course I would!” I instantly began to come up in a plan in my head, figuring out how I would escape. “What about John?” I asked. I was hoping Mila would be able to come along too, but I didn’t say that, as it would havebeen too suspicious.
Trevor scoffed. “Yeah, I don’t think so. Just you. John can go on the next training mission. If all your friends went with you, you’d have no reason to come back.” Trevor stopped walking and turned to me. His face turned serious. “Miles, I’m being serious here. You’re going to have video cameras on you so we can monitor your progress, and you’ll have multiple tracking devices. If you try and run, we will find you. That’s only if we don’t put a bullet in you while you try and get away. Do you understand?”
I nodded.
“Tell me you understand, Miles. This is serious. You’re a valuable asset. You’ve proven that already with your knowledge of those atra creatures and with your knowledge of the outside world in general. The benefits outweigh the risks, but still, when it comes to keeping the location of this Bunker a secret, we’ll do whatever it takes.”
“Okay, I understand,” I said, struggling to get the words out of my dry throat. I swallowed and quickly forgot my plans for escape. It was clear I was going to have to play the long game, but I was running out of time.





Chapter Twenty-Seven
Miles
The backpack I wore hung heavy on me. I felt as if I was going out for a week, not just for a few hours. I did feel official, though, in my woodland camo gear and with my shiny assault rifle that looked as if it’d barely ever been fired. I also wore a vest that held extra ammunition for my guns, a holster for a pistol, and even a grenade or two. I doubted I would need to use them, but just having them there made me feel better. I felt prepared for anything.
“All right, you ready for this?” Trevor asked as he adjusted a strap on his own gear. We stood in a large elevator that was taking us up. I wasn’t sure exactly how far, but for as long as we were in there, it had to be several stories.
“Yeah,” I said. “I live out there, remember?”
Trevor smirked. “Right, of course.”
The elevator came to a stop, and the five of us got out. Besides Trevor and myself, there were Ulysses, Vince, and Cody. The three of them were in their mid-to-late twenties and were big and muscular. Their hair was cut short and their faces clean shaven.
We began walking up the large tunnel; it was as big and round as the eight tunnels down in the bunker. Unlike in the bunker, however, this one was lit by the soft glow of red lights. It also inclined upward, and after taking a handful of steps, I could see the top of the large bunker door.
The door was majestic, on this side at least. Sleek and massive, it looked as if it could withstand a nuclear blast. And I would have been extremely surprised if it couldn’t do just that.
Trevor walked to the right side of the door, while the rest of his crew stopped a few feet away. I stood with them, trying my best to look as if this was the hundredth time I’ve done this.
A number pad appeared in the smooth steel wall next to the bunker door, and Trevor input a code. He then did a retinal scan before finally radioing back to the bunker, letting them know he was going to open the door. On their end, they went through the same set of security measures before prompting Trevor to enter another passcode. Once he did that, a loud, rumbling sound echoed around the entry chamber, and I felt the ground vibrate beneath my feet.
Ulysses turned to me. “You ready, kid?”
I looked at him and gave him a look that let him know I was offended by his comment. He was just some spoiled brat who went outside when it was time for some training mission. When it was something “fun.” He had no idea what it was really like out there. He had no idea what it was like having to live in constant fear of the zombies, Roves, Xenomortises, and now atras. Which, I guess is why they were giving me this chance to “prove” myself. I knew what it was really like. They mostly had speculation, what they did on their stupid training missions, and whatever else they did on the outside.
“Yeah,” I said with daggers in my words. “I’m ready. I just hope nobody sees you with your baby face. Smooth cheeks like that will stick out like a sore thumb on the outside.”
Ulysses shot me a look, but I ignored him and turned to face the opening bunker door.
“He has a good point,” I heard Cody say to Vince as he rubbed his face.
I tried my best to fight the smirk on my face.
The massive bunker door rolled to the side. It was much taller than the ceiling of the cave. The cave ceiling only went about the third of the way up the bunker door. It made me wonder how they even got the door there in the first place.
“All right,” Trevor said as the Bunker door opened with a thud. He stood in front of us, the outside world to his back. “We’re going to get the supplies at Hatch Four. Stay close, and watch each other’s backs. The sun’s high in the sky, so we shouldn’t have to worry about any atras. Still, be extra careful, okay?”
We all nodded in agreement.
“Let’s go.” Trevor turned around and walked out of the bunker.
I followed close behind, and for the first time in what seemed like forever, I was back on the outside.





Chapter Twenty-Eight
Ira
Ira sat at the table in the common room of Jefferson Memorial Bank, eating her breakfast and listening to everyone around her talk amongst themselves. She looked around the room as she ate, trying to figure out what the hell was going on. She couldn’t tell who was a Rove and who was from Jefferson Memorial. Everybody sat with each other, talking, eating, and not doing anything that seemed out of the ordinary. But Ira knew that everything was off. Very, very off.
Things were not at all how Ashley described they would be. She walked up to the front door and was brought in with open arms. She wasn’t immediately taken and beaten but instead brought in and given food to eat. She was almost scared to eat the food, but eventually her stomach gave in.
So there she sat, sitting all alone and feeling very confused. No one seemed to be paying her much interest, which just added to the confusion. Nobody seemed to really care she was there. It definitely contradicted with her expectations. It seemed like nothing was wrong at all. Like Jefferson Memorial was a paradise in the desolate world, not a place to be feared and taken down. There wasn’t anybody shouting orders or anyone who seemed superior to anybody else.
It all seemed so strange to Ira. Too strange. There definitely had to be something going on, and she needed to find out what. Thankfully, she had a week to do so, so for the time being, the only thing she focused on was the meal in front of her.
A young lady with curly hair came and sat down across from Ira. She held a small baby in her hands, and her face radiated with glee. The smile she wore was huge and a bit unsettling to Ira. “Hi there,” she said. “My name is Bethany.” She held out her free hand.
Ira shook it. “Ira. It’s nice to meet you, Bethany. Who’s your little sidekick?” Ira asked with a smile. She tried her best to sound excited and interested, when in all reality, her stomach was feeling a bit weird.
“This is Kit,” she said as she looked down at the baby in her arms.
“He’s adorable,” Ira said.
“Thank you. Do you have any?”
Ira almost spit out her food. She swallowed hard. “Kids?”
Bethany slowly nodded, giving Ira a strange look.
Ira realized that to Bethany, this wasn’t a weird question at all. It was a perfectly normal interaction. “No, no, I don’t. Kinda busy keeping myself alive. I couldn’t keep up with a child.”
“Well, if you’re going to be staying here, you’re going to be ‘kinda busy’ keeping more than just yourself alive,” Bethany said, looking Ira up and down, offended.
Ira didn’t know how to respond. She was beyond confused. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to offend you. I was just saying—”
“Whatever,” Bethany said, interrupting her. She stood up from the table. “I was trying to be nice. I didn’t think you’d have the audacity to call my child dead weight to my face.”
Ira opened her mouth to say something but was so flabbergasted by Bethany’s accusations that she couldn’t find the words.
Once again, Ira found herself sitting alone. Except now her mouth was hanging open, and she was trying to figure out what just happened. Things were definitely weird at Jefferson Memorial; she’d give Ashley that.
A man who looked to be in his thirties sat down across from Ira. His muscles bulged from his black shirt, and his hair was cut short with his bangs spiked up. He wore the same large smile that Bethany did, and Ira was beginning to wonder if there were some sort of strong happy pills in the food. “Sorry about Bethany,” he said. “She can get a bit defensive.” His voice was soothing and charming. Ira felt herself smiling for real.
“Oh, it’s no problem. I’m sure mothers are even more protective nowadays, given the environment.”
“You’re right about that.” The man offered his hand to Ira. “Name’s Darren.”
“Ira,” she said, shaking his hand. A question popped into Ira’s head, one that she hoped would help her learn more about what was going on. “So how long have you lived here, Darren?”
“Oh, just a few days, really. Not long at all,” he answered as he took a bite of his bacon.
“’That’s it? How long has this place been here?”
“Oh, just a few days really. Not long at all,” he answered, waving his strip of bacon in the air as he talked.
Ira felt her skin crawl. “Just a few days? I thought this place had been here for a while. It was a bank before, right?”
Darren stared at Ira for a moment, his face blank. Then like a flip switching, he smiled and cocked his head to the right a bit. “You’re right. It has been here for a while. I got confused. I was thinking about something else. This place was called Jefferson Memorial Bank before we got here a few days ago.”
Ira’s body tensed up. “We?”
Darren nodded. “Yes, us Roves. I’m their leader.”





Chapter Twenty-Nine
Ira
So Ashley was right, Ira thought. There are
Roves here.
“Their leader?” Ira asked, feigning interest, when really she was growing afraid. She knew the charade wouldn’t last long. It seemed the jig was almost up, and they’d soon be making her a slave again.
“Yes,” Darren said. He took a sip of orange juice. “I am the leader of the Roves.”
Ira looked at him, confused. “Of all Roves? I don’t think so.” She knew Darren definitely wasn’t the leader of all Roves. She knew who that was, or at least she had heard stories about him. The leader of the Roves wouldn’t be caught dead chatting it up with a slave over breakfast.
Darren cocked his head to the side as he’d done earlier, confusion in his eyes. “No, I think I am the leader of the Roves.”
Ira shook her head. “Trust me, you’re not.”
Darren shrugged and took a bite of his eggs. “Ah, well. If you say so. I’m not even sure what Roves are in the first place.”
Ira sat back in her seat and had to fight the urge to run out of the room screaming. She had no clue what the hell was going on, and it was beginning to infuriate her. “What do you mean you don’t know what the Roves are? They’re a gang. You’re part of a gang. You took this outpost. You’re ruthless; you kill people; you enslave people.” Ira was beginning to raise her voice. Darren just looked at her with wide eyes, taking in the information she was telling her. He looked as if he was a child being scolded. “How could you not know that?”
Darren looked away as he processed what Ira had just said.
Ira wasn’t even sure why she said those things. If he didn’t know who the Roves were, why’d she even say anything in the first place? What harm was there in him not knowing his role in the ruthless gang? She was just confused and scared and wanted to know what was going on.
“Hey, Ira,” a familiar voice said from behind Darren. Ira looked up and saw Bethany standing there without Kit. “I just wanted to say that I’m sor—”
Before she could finish her words, Darren stood from his seat, pulled out a pistol, and fired two slugs into Bethany’s chest. Ira’s ears started ringing. Bethany fell to the ground, bleeding from the holes in her chest.
Ira raced into action. She jumped over the table and got next to Bethany. She put pressure on the wounds, trying to stop the bleeding.
“Was that ruthless? Was that what a Rove would do?” Darren asked from behind Ira.
Ira looked up at him, and the look on his face sent chills down her spine. It wasn’t the look of a killer. His brow was furrowed, and his eyes were wide and questioning. His questions were genuine, and the tone in his voice was like a young child. He looked like he was totally innocent.
Ira couldn’t stand to look at him. She looked into Bethany’s eyes. She wanted to say something but couldn’t find the words. After a few moments, Bethany stopped breathing. Bethany was dead.
Ira looked at the blood on her hands. She felt responsible for Bethany’s death. She didn’t have the energy to fight it off, but she also didn’t have the energy to feel too guilty about it either. All she could feel was anger, because as she looked around, everybody continued to eat and talk as if nothing had happened.
As if two gunshots hadn’t just gone off.
As if someone ’hadn’t just died.
“What the hell is going on?” Ira said beneath her breath. Her eyes glazed over, and she stared at nothing. “What the hell is going on?” she said again. “What the hell is going on?”
“Wow, your hands look messy.”
Ira looked up and saw a man standing above her. He looked young and had a round face. His hair was curly and thick.
Ira didn’t say anything in response. She was still in shock.
“Come on,” he said, reaching his hand out. “Let’s get you cleaned up.”
Ira just looked up at him and then back down at her hands.
“It’s okay,” he said. “I can wash my hands too. I don’t mind them getting dirty.”
Ira looked into his eyes and she felt something different there. Something unlike everybody else’s. Fear. He was doing a good job of hiding it with his body language and voice, but his eyes didn’t lie. He was afraid.
Ira was comforted by that. This was affecting him in some way. Hopefully it would lead to some answers. Ira grabbed his hand, and he helped her up. “What’s your name?” she asked, her voice shaking.
“Andrew,” he said.
“Ira.”
Andrew leaned in close. “Well, Ira, I hope you’ve figured out by now that this is one messed-up place.”





Chapter Thirty
Ira
Ira stood outside and washed Bethany’s blood off her hands. The warm water in the bucket soothed her shaking hands. She wished it was washing over her, soaking her entire body. A shower. That’s what she wanted. A lifetime ago showers were her resort. She hadn’t had one in a very long time, but she wanted one more than ever in that moment.
“Once we’re clean, we’ll go somewhere where we can speak,” Andrew said.
Ira nodded her head. She couldn’t come up with a response. She was so lost and confused, and she was beginning to feel apathy creep up on her. She just wanted to go somewhere, collapse, and be left alone for a very long time.
She grabbed the towel that Andrew was offering her and dried off her hands.
“Follow me, Ira,” he said.
The two of them walked back inside Jefferson Memorial and crossed the commons area. People were finishing up their meals, acting as if nothing had happened. Ira found herself wanting to look and see if Bethany’s body was still lying there, but she forced herself to stay focused on the back of Andrew’s head. She didn’t want to know because something was telling her that she wouldn’t like what she saw.
Andrew led Ira to an area behind the tellers’ window. In front of her was a large, round safe door. It was about ten feet in diameter and sat open. Inside, Ira could see a tent and some supplies.
Andrew stood by the door and gestured for Ira to enter. She hesitated for a moment. She didn’t like the idea of being in a vault with someone from a place as weird as this. Still, she really didn’t have another option. Andrew seemed to be the most normal person there, and he was going to be her best bet at finding answers.
Ira entered the safe. Andrew entered behind her and turned on a couple of large flashlights that sat diagonally on the floor. There were a few sitting on top of safety deposit boxes that were pulled out from their drawers on the wall.
Andrew walked over to the safe door and began pulling it shut.
“You aren’t going to lock that, are you?” Ira asked.
Andrew chuckled. “Of course not. Couldn’t even if I wanted to.”
Ira felt herself relax a bit. The last thing she wanted to do was be locked inside a vault with Andrew.
“What’s going on here?” Ira asked, getting straight to the point.
Andrew leaned against the wall next to the vault door, the light from the flashlight not providing much light. “I’m not entirely sure. I just have a few ideas.”
“Well, start at the beginning.”
Andrew cleared his throat. “A few days ago—maybe a week, I don’t know—the Roves came and took over. Things were going…well, like how you’d expect. Anybody who lived here before the Roves became slaves, and anybody who defied them were killed. A few days later, though, we were attacked by these creatures. I don’t know what they were, except they were horrifying. They were black and quick as lightning. They would envelop whomever they were attacking with their part liquid bodies and then disintegrate—both the human and the creature themselves.”
Ira felt her mouth hang open and her skin go cold. She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. What Andrew was saying couldn’t be true. Those creatures didn’t exist. Couldn’t exist. There was just no way. Andrew had to be crazy, just like everyone else. Still, Ira didn’t stop him. She wanted to hear more before she decided for sure if Andrew was crazy.
“I was able to get in here,” he said gesturing to the vault around him. “I shut the door behind me and propped everything I could up against it. The creatures didn’t bother me. They didn’t try getting in here, so I’m the only one who survived.”
“What do you mean? It looks to me as lots of people survived,” Ira said.
“That’s just it,” Andrew said, standing up from his leaning position. He began pacing back and forth. “The next day, I took a peek out. There’s this black liquid everywhere, and who do I see cleaning it up? Everybody who was here the day before. They were cleaning up the mess, and those who weren’t were going about their day as if nothing happened. I couldn’t explain it—can’t explain it. Those creatures came, seemingly killed everybody, but the next day everybody was back.”
“But they aren’t normal,” Ira said with confidence. “There’s something off about them.”
Andrew nodded his head. “Exactly. They have the same bodies as those before, but it’s just a shell. They’re acting like robots or something. They seem to have the memories of the people they used to be, but they don’t know how to act like those people.”
Ira couldn’t believe she was asking this question, but it seemed logical given the situation. “Are
they robots?”
Andrew scoffed. “You saw the blood from Bethany. Definitely not robots.”
Ira eyed Andrew suspiciously. “You don’t seem too upset over the fact that Bethany is dead.”
Andrew shrugged. “To me, she died a couple days ago. I don’t know what these people are now, but they aren’t who they were before.”
Ira took a deep breath. “Okay, so is there any way we can bring them back? Make them who they were before?”
“That’s the million-dollar question.”





Chapter Thirty-One
Daniel
Daniel rolled out of his bed, his whole body aching. He’d gotten in just after sundown, and after dropping the vials off with Peter, he went straight to his room, stayed up talking with Rachel for a bit, and then slept harder than he could remember sleeping in a long time.
He stood and stretched. He winced when he felt Rachel’s cold hands touch his side.
“Does that hurt?” she asked, jerking her hand away.
“Not really,” Daniel said as he reached for a shirt and put it on. “Your hands are just cold.”
“I can’t believe you took on those Roves and the Xenomortis on your own,” she said, her voice dripping with affection.
“I didn’t take on the Roves, Rachel,” Daniel said as he dressed.
“Oh, you’re right. You just took on a Xenomortis. Never mind, I’m not impressed anymore.”
Daniel turned and saw her sitting up in bed, holding back a laugh. He rolled his eyes, walked over to her, and gave her a kiss. “I love you,” he said.
“I love you too.”
Daniel sat down on the bed and put on his shoes.
“’What are your plans for today?” Rachel asked.
“I’m going to have a talk with Rocco about how his people just left me behind.” Daniel grabbed the small revolver from the nightstand and put it in the holster around his right ankle. He covered it up with his pants and then moved on to the next shoe.
“Yeah, if I see them I’m gonna kick their asses,” Rachel said, her face scrunching up.
Daniel chuckled. “Don’t bother. They aren’t worth it.”
“Well, still, if they come into the infirmary with a headache or something, I’ll have conveniently run out of aspirin.”
Daniel stood up, ready to go. “Miles hasn’t come back yet, has he?”
Rachel shook her head, worry crossing her face. “Are you worried about him?”
Daniel scoffed. “I’m always worried about that guy. He should’ve been back by now.”
“You think something happened to him?”
“Either something happened to him, or he got himself into some trouble.”
Rachel got out of bed and began getting ready. She splashed some water in her face. “You going to go look for him?”
Daniel walked to the door. “Well, Rocco wants me to take some of his people to Jefferson Memorial so they can check it out for themselves. If Miles isn’t back by the time we leave, I’ll look for him when we go out.”
“Are you going to Jefferson Memorial today?” Rachel asked, turning to face Daniel.
Daniel stood with his hand on the doorknob. He shrugged. “Hopefully so. I mean, we gotta act fast. No reason to waste any time.”
Rachel crossed the room. She planted a kiss on Daniel. “You be safe, whatever you end up doing. Okay?”
Daniel smirked, and nodded his head. “Yes, ma’am.”
They smiled at each other for a few moments, looking into each other’s eyes. They kissed one last time before Daniel left the room and started his day.
* * *
Tessa led Daniel through the old movie theater and into the room that Rocco used as his office. His giant, hundred-plus seat office. If you asked Daniel, he found the whole thing superfluous. Daniel found Rocco’s office choice of office interesting though, since Rocco didn’t strike Daniel as a person who liked to show off. He seemed like he would have preferred things simple. Daniel guessed that everybody wasn’t as they seemed.
“Daniel! It is good to see you,” Rocco said, giving Daniel a hug once he was close enough.
Daniel wasn’t sure how to reciprocate, so he just gave Rocco an awkward pat. The two of them walked over to Rocco’s desk and sat down.
“I hear you had quite the experience on the outside,” Rocco said with a hearty laugh.
Daniel wasn’t as amused. He stared at Rocco, and when his laughter came to an awkward halt, Daniel spoke, his anger simmering. Seeing how casual Rocco was after all he’d been through made Daniel fume. “Your men left me behind, and I almost died. Roves came, and I barely escaped. Not to mention the Xenomortis I had to kill on my own.”
Rocco’s eyes went wide and his jaw dropped. “Y killed a Xenomortis? On your own?”
Daniel slammed his fist down on the desk and stood, his body shaking with anger. “If your men screw with me one more time, it won’t be pretty. Do you understand?”
Rocco nodded his head.
“I will take Ron and Mike with me to Jefferson Memorial. Jorge can stay behind.”
“Now Daniel, I must insi—”
“Rocco, you listen to me. Your men left me behind. Do you not understand that? Need I remind you where your daughter would be right now if it wasn’t for us? And this is how your men treat me? Ron and Mike, they were just following Jorge’s orders. I don’t blame them. But I don’t want Jorge in my sights.”
Rocco’s face flushed. “You are in no position to negotiate, Daniel.”
“No, Rocco, I’m in every position. My people saved your daughter. My people are studying the atra fluid that I obtained. Your people have done nothing but try and hinder us. We’re trying to help, and if you help us, we’ll hurry up and get out of your hair. That is, if there’s any hair left after the Roves are finished with you. You need us, Rocco. You’re flying blind without us.”
Rocco fumed as he sat in his chair. Daniel knew Rocco would listen to him. He had to. He held all the cards in his hands.
“Fine. Ron and Mike will go with you to Jefferson Memorial.”
Daniel smirked. “Sounds good to me, Rocco.” Daniel stood, and began walking out.
“Daniel,” Rocco said. Daniel turned to him. “If you ever have an outburst like that again, it won’t be pretty.”
Daniel smiled. “See you when I get back, Rocco.”
He turned and walked out. Daniel wasn’t sure where that confidence came from, but he liked it. He enjoyed telling Rocco what he was going to do and seeing Rocco listen.
Daniel whistled a tune as he walked out of the abandoned movie theater and onto the streets of Riven.





Chapter Thirty-Two
Miles
The sun was high as we trekked through the woods. The heat beat down on us, with spotty shade provided giving little comfort. In just the few days I spent inside the bunker with the A/C, it was all it took for me to withstand the deat. Three years of living without it flew right out the window after just forty-eight hours of having it. It might have also been the fact that I was wearing a heavy pack and long pants and shirt. I wasn’t even one hundred percent sure what was in my pack, and I was beginning to suspect that they weighed it down in order to make it harder for me to run away.
I wasn’t even sure where we were going. The only mention was Trevor calling it Hatch Four. I assumed it was something that was normal, since Ulysses and the rest of the guys never batted an eye at its mention, or ask any more questions.
We reached a small ravine that had a babbling brook at the bottom. I walked down the steep incline after Trevor and Victor, trying my hardest not to trip and fall
I hopped over the brook and started going up the other side. I grabbed ahold of a tree root to help pull myself up the other side. As I started to climb, however, I felt myself being pulled back. I gripped onto the tree limb as tight as I could to keep myself from tumbling down. I looked over my shoulder as Ulysses climbed past me, having pulled himself up with my pack.
Anger bubbled up within me. It knocked at the doors of my consciousness, wanting to be released. If I wasn’t preoccupied with keeping my balance and not falling down back into the ravine, I would have given in. It was a long time since I wanted to punch someone so bad.
I calmed down a bit once I climbed up out of the ravine. He wasn’t even worth it. He wasn’t the one who took my home from me. He wasn’t the one who took the person I loved from me. That was the Roves. They were the ones who deserved my anger.
And they were going to get it. If only I could just get the hell out of the bunker for good.
We continued walking toward the hatch. I thought it was something close by, so I planned on finding out what the hatch was whenever we got there. However, after a few more minutes of walking, I decided to ask. “So where are we going again?”
“Hatch Four,” Trevor said. A few moments passed before he realized. “Right! You have no idea what we’re talking about,” he said with a deep laugh.
I heard Ulysses mutter something under his breath, but I ignored him. “Yeah, new guy,” I said with a big cheesy smile, just to perturb Ulysses.
“There are a dozen or so hatches spread around these woods. They were put there originally for soldiers to stay in to keep an eye on the area around the Bunker. But once things settled down after the first year or so, we stopped keeping guards in them. Now they’re just used for storage.”
I had to admit, mini-bunkers around the woods sounded pretty cool. Although I guess the real bunker itself was pretty cool. “What are we going there for?”
“Supplies. Going to grab a handful and put them in Fields—a small town close by—and then you four will go get them. After that, we’re going to take the supplies to a drop-off point for a nearby community called Garner.”
I looked at Trevor, trying to figure out what he’d just said. “Garner? I’ve never heard of it. And I’ve heard of most settlements in the area.”
The rest of the group laughed, like they were all in on a joke and I was left out.
“Maybe you should be better at your job. Maybe I can show you a few things,” Victor said in his slight New York accent.
“Like what? The best hide and seek tactics you learned from playing with your buddies?” I said in retort.
Victor shot me a look, and I felt a little guilty for attacking him like that. I reminded myself that Ulysses was the dick. The jury was still out on the other two. Although to be fair, Victor seemed to just be feeding off Ulysses.
Trevor tried to hide his smirk, but I could tell he had one. He cleared his throat and explained it to me. “The people who run Garner stumbled upon one of our hatches one day. They’re well hidden, but not hidden well enough for them. They waited for us to come by, and when we did, they confronted us. We came up with a story about how we found the hatches a few weeks earlier and figured out the codes. We told them that we’d share some supplies with them if they kept quiet about it. They agreed, and so do we. They have a pretty good set-up going on too. It was started by this family who built most of the buildings in the place by hand. Built a decent wall around it, too. They got livestock and gardens and things, so that, mixed with the fact that they’re tucked away in the woods, means that they really never have to leave. That’s why you probably never heard of them.”
“So they have no idea about the bunker?” I asked.
“Nope,” Trevor responded.
“And it’s going to stay that way,” Ulysses said.
I gritted my teeth. Just breathe, I thought, trying to calm myself down. Get through this, and you’re one step closer to getting out of this mess.
“All right,” Trevor said, interrupting my train of thought. “We’re here.”
I looked around, and it looked as if we were in just any other part of the forest. There was nothing special about where we were standing. Trevor obviously knew where we were, though. He walked over to a tree stump that was a few feet wide. He picked it up and moved it aside. He brushed some of the dirt away and revealed a keypad. He punched in a code, and there were a series of thunks as the locks were disengaged. Trevor gripped a handle at the edge of the hatch door and pulled upward. The tunnel lit up, and I could see the first few rungs of a ladder that led down into the hatch.
“Let’s get in and out, all right?” Trevor said as he sat down at the edge of the tunnel, and then turned around to put his feet on the ladder rungs. He began climbing down, Ulysses and Victor following.
It was just Cody and I standing topside. I gestured for him to go. I was genuinely trying to be nice, but Cody shook his head.
“Sorry, you gotta go next. We’re not supposed to leave you on your own.”
I sighed in frustration. Of course that would be the case. I walked to the edge of the hatch entrance and looked down. It was quite a drop—a couple of stories, probably. I put my feet on the rungs of the ladder, turned myself around, and began climbing down.
My feet hit the concrete floor, and I began to breathe in the artificial-tasting air. I looked around the hatch, and I had to admit it was pretty nice, especially given the accommodations I was used to.
There were ten bunk beds on one side of the room and ten on the opposite. There was a full kitchen in the back left, and the back right had a living area. Straight ahead, in the center of the back wall, was a door that I assumed led to the locker room and storage area. I saw Trevor come out of the back room with an armful of soup cans. Ulysses followed behind with a case of water.
“You’re giving them cases of water?” I said, more thinking out loud then asking anyone in particular.
“A few cases of water is worth it if it’ll keep them quiet about the hatches. Wouldn’t want anybody sneaking around here and finding something they aren’t supposed to,” Trevor said with a wink. “Besides, having an ally on the outside can be valuable. When something’s valuable to us, we take care of it. Something to keep in mind.”
I understood what Trevor was saying; however, I couldn’t help but feel that Trevor was being so friendly because he felt bad for me and my situation. He understood that I was a soldier. He knew that it was my duty to get back to my home—to save my family. But I couldn’t just leave the bunker. I could tell that Trevor was doing everything he could to help me do just that—without putting his own neck on the line, of course.
“Okay guys, I think that’s it,” Trevor said once he’d loaded up his backpack. Ulysses slid one case of water in his backpack, and another in Victor’s. They barely zipped up, but they were able to get them sealed. “Time to get the show on the road.”





Chapter Thirty-Three
Miles
“Are there usually zombies here?” I asked as I stood at the tree line, looking out at Fields. A group of ten zombies were wandering around a gas station, looking for some flesh to devour.
“I don’t know. You’re the expert on the outside. You tell me,” Ulysses said. I wasn’t facing him, but just from the sound in his voice I could tell he had a stupid look on his face.
I didn’t respond, but the childish snickering between him and Victor made me want to, except with my fists. I couldn’t believe that they were adults. I mean, technically at nineteen I was an adult too, but they were full-grown, brain-fully-developed, twenty-five-year-old plus, at least, adults. Yet they were making wisecracks and bullying the new kid like they were in middle school. I couldn’t wait until I didn’t have to deal with them any longer, and I found myself missing my squad.
John.
Julia.
Pike.
Ashley.
We were the dream team. Kicking ass, taking names. Now with Pike and Ashley dead and Julia recovering from her wounds—unless something terrible happened since I saw her last—the dream team was just John and me. Except John was back at the bunker, so the dream team wasn’t looking too good.
Just when I’d begun to grow tired of festering in my anger and sadness, Trevor returned from planting the supplies, making sure he stayed far away from the zombies on his return. “You guys ready?”
“Course we are, boss. Where’d you put them this time?” Ulysses asked.
“You and your team will have to find that out yourselves,” Trevor replied. “I’m going to find a tree to get nice and comfortable. I’ll be watching your video feeds on my tablet and listening in to your radio communications. Try not to get yourselves killed?”
“No promises,” Ulysses said, and I could’ve sworn he gave a sideways glance to me. It could’ve been something I was just projecting onto him, but if he’d really done that, it wouldn’t have surprised me. “Let’s go.”
Ulysses and Victor crouched slightly and began quickly making their way to Fields, their guns raised, scanning the area. Cody and I got behind them and began doing the same. Knowing Trevor would be watching our progress made me feel strange, and I couldn’t quite put my finger on why. Then it hit me. I realized that I was actually a little bit worried I would disappoint him. I tried to shake those thoughts from my mind. I convinced myself that I wasn’t worried I would disappoint him; I was scared that I wasn’t going to impress him enough to gain his trust. I told myself there was a difference.
We reached the road that skirted the outside of Fields, and the familiar sound of zombies brought me back to reality. Ulysses led us across the parking lot of a laundromat. Victor opened the door, and Ulysses and Cody entered the building with their guns raised, quickly scanning the area for any signs of hostiles.
It was something I’d done many times, but when I entered the room and did my own scan, I couldn’t help but feel I was out of place. Ulysses, Victor, Cody, and Trevor were a team that had worked and trained together for a long time. Now I was shoehorning myself in, and I had no idea what their normal operating procedures were. I didn’t know their formations or anything. I guess that was the point of this exercise, and I was glad Trevor wasn’t wasting his time, but I still felt out of place. I knew enough to know that if the team wasn’t gelling properly on the outside and when the threats were real, that was when people got taken out.
I found myself thinking back to the last time I went out with Ashley, when she got killed by the Roves. She was off ever since we’d rescued her from being a slave. Not paying attention and walking out into the open was what got her killed. I never should’ve let her go out there with us until she was at one hundred percent, but she did, and now she was dead.
I couldn’t help but shake the feeling that—in this squad—I was the Ashley. I wasn’t at one hundred percent, and I could only hope that seventy-five percent would be enough to see me out of this alive.





Chapter Thirty-Four
Miles
I stood outside the door of a convenience store a few blocks into Fields. I was keeping guard with Cody, while Ulysses and Victor searched inside for supplies.
“You come out here often?” I asked, trying to pass the time.
“We’re supposed to be keeping guard, not making small talk,” Cody said.
I looked around. There was nothing but abandoned buildings and shells of cars. No zombies, atras, Xenomortises. Nothing. Everything was quiet, and it seemed it would stay that way. “Doesn’t look like there’s going to be any problems,” I said.
Cody sighed and gave me a glance from the corner of his eye. “Yeah, once or twice a week. Just to make sure no zombies breached the perimeter, or shit like this.” He gestured with his head at the convenience store behind us.
“You get along with those guys?” I asked.
Cody shrugged. “Well enough, I guess. It can be a bit of a circle jerk with Ulysses, Victor, and Trevor sometimes, but it doesn’t really bother me. Just nice to be able to get some fresh air.”
“I agree with that,” I said. “The air in the bunker feels so artifi—”
“We got it!” Ulysses shouted from inside the store, interrupting me.
“Sweet! Let’s get outta here!” Cody shouted back at them.
Ulysses and Victor walked out with their backpacks filled with supplies. Ulysses got down in front of the small camera that was attached to the pocket on the chest of Cody’s shirt. “Got the supplies, sir,” he said to Trevor. “We’ll meet up where we left off at.” Ulysses stood up straight.
“Actually,” Trevor said, his voice coming from a speaker in the camera, “it looks like you guys have some company behind Miles.”
My hair stood on end as I turned around to see what he was talking about. The horde from the gas station earlier must’ve found their way deeper into town, because a group of fifteen zombies emerged from around a building across the street.
“All right, Victor, far right. Cody, take the right sector, I’ll take left, and Miles, you take the far left,” Ulysses said. He grabbed a handful of my shirt. “You’d better not get in my way.”
My reflexes took over and I slammed the butt of my gun into Ulysses. He stumbled back, and caught himself on the convenience store window. He was surprised by my outburst, but he shouldn’t have been. He should’ve known that grabbing me like that would have consequences.
I was fuming. Anger clouded my judgment. My stomach felt like hot lead, turning over and over. I turned around and pulled my gun up to my shoulder. I began firing into the crowd of zombies in bursts, my rage and need to prove myself helping me aim. It was time for me to show Ulysses who he was messing with. It was time for me to show him that I knew what I was doing. It was time for me to show him that he was no better than the dirt beneath my boots.
My gun clicked as I ran out of bullets. Without stopping, I reloaded my gun. I was still walking forward and began firing into the crowd again. Zombies fell left and right, and with each head that exploded, I felt a little bit better. I could just imagine the looks on the faces of the phonies behind me. There were three left, and after two bursts, only one remained.
I put my assault rifle down, and pulled my pistol from the holster at my side. The last zombie was completely naked. He gave a half-hearted lunge for me, but I sidestepped him easily. I got behind him and grabbed a fistful of his hair. I began walking forward with him, over to Ulysses and the rest of the guys, who were staring at me with eyes wide. They had no idea what I was doing, but they began backing up as I walked toward them.
The zombie was unaware that I was behind him, of course. As soon as I was out of sight all he cared about were the fresh meals in front of him. I just kept a grip on him to make sure I was leading him the right way.
It was time for me to show Ulysses who was boss. I stared straight at him, and everything faded away. He had no idea what I’d been through. The people I loved who died. That I had to watch die. He was some spoiled brat who thought it was fun to go outside. Who thought it was cool. He thought he was some sort of badass. There were no badasses anymore. There were just people better at surviving than others.
I reached Ulysses, vaguely aware of Victor and Cody who stood a few feet behind him. Ulysses stood his ground, trying to act tough.
But then I shoved the zombie in his face. Ulysses backed up, but I took a step forward. The zombie snapped its teeth, wanting more than anything to sink its teeth into Ulysses’ flesh. Its arms were outstretched, swinging back and forth, trying to grab Ulysses and pull him close.
“That’s enough, Miles,” he said, looking from the zombie to me. “That’s enough!” he shouted.
I still walked forward, keeping the zombie’s outstretched hands just a few feet from Ulysses’ face.
Ulysses continued to stumble backward, until he tripped and fell to the ground. When he did that, fear filled his eyes as he realized that he might not be able to get out of the way in time.
I shoved the zombie downward, keeping a tight hold, but now it was closer to Ulysses’s face than ever. He stopped moving, paralyzed by fear. “Will you ever grab me like that again, Ulysses?” I asked in a calm voice.
Ulysses looked from the zombie to me. He shook his head. “No, I won’t. Just get that thing out of my face.”
I pushed the zombie in closer, and Ulysses let out a whimper.
“Cut that shit out!” he yelled.
“Tell me you’re sorry,” I said.
“I’m sorry!”
“What are you sorry for?!” I shouted. The zombie got an inch closer.
“For grabbing you, man! I’m sorry!”
“No, tell me you’re sorry that you thought you were better than me. Tell me you’re sorry for thinking that a self-entitled prick like yourself was better than someone who lives on the outside, fighting for their lives and the lives of the ones they love every singly day. Tell me you’re sorry!” I shouted.
“I’m sorry for all of that! I don’t know what I was thinking! I’m sorry!” Ulysses shouted.
I threw the zombie to the side, holstered my gun, and stomped on the zombie’s head, killing it. I looked at Ulysses, Victor, and Cody who all stared at me with terrified faces. I became vaguely aware of tears rolling down my cheek. I wiped them off with the back of my hand.
“Well?” I said, looking at them. They said nothing. “Let’s go meet up with Trevor.”
I turned around and began walking back to where we came. I felt strange. Almost sick to my stomach. I had no idea what had come over me, and I wasn’t sure if I liked it. I’d lost control , and it scared me.
I closed my eyes and took a deep breath as I walked. I wished I had someone I could talk to. Someone to whom I could explain what just happened, and who wouldn’t judge me. Someone who would try and understand, and be there for me. Someone to listen. All I wanted was to just talk to someone.
All I wanted was Ashley.





Chapter Thirty-Five
Ira
Ira’s eyes shot around the room, trying to take in the whole situation. Andrew said that the people were harmless, as long as she didn’t suggest anything to them like she ’did with Darren. Apparently, they were really susceptible to suggestion, which frightened Ira. She didn’t want to slip up again, so she just kept her mouth shut.
She sat in one of the larger living areas where people lounged around reading books and talking.
She watched a young man with ginger hair read a book. What struck her as odd, though, was that he didn’t seem to be reading the book at all. He’d been staring with glazed-over eyes at the same page in the book for fifteen minutes, never turning it. Ira would glance over at him every once in a while, and he was frozen in the same spot, having never turned a page.
The whole situation made Ira feel uneasy. She wasn’t even sure if she should feel too guilty about Darren shooting Bethany. Of course, she did a little, but everybody who lived in Jefferson Memorial seemed like they were sleepwalking.
Andrew came in the room, and Ira’s heart leapt with joy. He told her to act “normal”—as in, like everybody else at Jefferson—so Ira couldn’t jump up and run out of the room with him. She wanted to, though. She wanted to get out of the creepy room with the people who didn’t seem human. She wanted to leave Jefferson Memorial and everything in it behind. She didn’t care about redeeming herself anymore. She just wanted to get to a place where she could try and be normal.
“Hey, Ira,” Andrew said as he came and stood by the chair Ira sat in.
“Hello, Andrew,” she said. “What are you doing?”
“Oh, nothing,” he said.
Ira began to realize that Andrew was sweating, and his cheeks were flushed, as if he just ran around the block. “Is everything okay?”
“I think you should come with me. Right now,” he said as calm as he could.
Ira didn’t like the sound of that. It didn’t seem like they were about to do the running away that she wished they would.
Ira stood and followed Andrew out of the room. He led her down the narrow hallway that once held offices but now were retrofitted into tiny bedrooms. They reached the back door and exited the building.
The mid-afternoon heat from the sun beat down Ira as Andrew led her to the stairs that led to the large wall that surrounded Jefferson Memorial.
“Andrew, what’s going on?” Ira asked as the ascended the steps.
“Just hurry up, okay?” Andrew said.
Ira noted the fear in his voice and started taking the steps two at a time.
They reached the top and were standing on the platform that went around the length of the Wall.
“Look,” Andrew said, pointing to a building that was a about a hundred yards away.
Standing at the edge of the building’s shadow was the most horrifying creature Ira had ever seen. It was black and shiny like it was covered in ink. It looked wet, and Ira began to wonder if it might actually be covered in ink.
Her body went cold as her hair stood on end. She tried to say something, but the words were stuck in her throat. Her eyes stared directly at the creature, and she could almost feel it staring back. It just stood there, watching.
“That’s what attacked us,” Andrew said. “I saw it while I was keeping watch up here. A whole group of those things came, killed everybody, and left those human shells behind.”
Ira still couldn’t find the words to speak. Her legs felt weak, and she thought she might throw up.
The creature moved closer. Ira fought back the urge to scream. She looked up and saw that a cloud was moving over the creature, allowing it to move.
“It’s staying in the darkness,” she said.
“Oh shit,” Andrew said.
Ira saw it too. The cloud was coming right for Jefferson Memorial, bringing the ink-creature with it.
“Run to the vault!” Andrew shouted.
Ira turned and ran down the stairs, trying her best not to trip. Andrew was right on her heels. The two of them ran across the yard, past people of Jefferson Memorial, who stopped what they were doing to stare at them.
Ira barreled through the back door and ran down the hallway. The windows got dark. The cloud was directly overhead.
She pushed herself to run faster as she maneuvered through the tight hallways. She turned a corner and saw the vault door up ahead. She looked behind her and saw Andrew running close behind. She looked past him, and coming right around the corner was the ink-creature.
The sudden attack of terror almost brought Ira to a halt. The creature ran on all four of its thick, black appendages. It let out a noise that sounded like a hiss and a roar. The sounds echoed down the hallway, filling Ira with dread.
She crossed the threshold and entered the vault. Andrew ran in right behind her, and the two of them shut the vault door as fast as they could. As soon as they pulled it shut, there was a thud from the other side as the creature slammed into it, followed by another of its roars.
Ira and Andrew pulled on the handles as hard as they could. She doubted the creature would have the know-how to pull the door open, but she had nothing to base that assumption on. She had no idea what that creature was capable of, and she was perfectly okay with never having to find out.





Chapter Thirty-Six
Daniel
Daniel got into the front seat of the truck and started it up. The engine roared to life, and a Taylor Swift album started playing. Daniel turned the CD player off.
“Jorge’s what my niece would call a ‘Swiftie,’” Ron said from the passenger’s seat with a chuckle.
“You can’t deny her mass appeal,” Mike said, leaning into the front seat from his position in the back.
Daniel said nothing. He put the car in drive and drove out of Riven. The three of them drove in silence for a few miles before Ron spoke up.
“So, Daniel. Mike and I…well we’re just, uh,” Ron began.
“We’re really sorry, man,” Mike said. “We didn’t mean to leave you behind.”
“Yeah, we didn’t, honest,” Ron said, nodded in agreement. “We thought you’d be right behind us. We didn’t think you’d stay behind either. We tried to get Jorge to wait, but those Roves stuck around, so we just couldn’t.”
“Don’t worry about it, guys,” Daniel said. “I’m cool with you two. It’s Jorge I have a problem with.”
“Oh, us too, man,” Ron said.
“ We never trusted Jorge, no sir,” Mike said in agreement.
“Yeah, always something off about him. Something in his head not wired right or something.”
“You guys ever find out anything about what he’s hiding?” Daniel asked.
“You think he’s hiding something?” Mike asked.
“Of course he is, Mike,” Ron said.
Daniel sighed. He was already getting annoyed by Ron and Mike’s banter. “I don’t know. Just seems like he is. But I guess we all have our secrets, right?”
“Nah, Ron and I know everything about each other,” Mike said.
Daniel had to fight hard to hold back a groan. It was going to be a long ride to Jefferson Memorial.
* * *
Daniel drove along. Everyone in the car was silent. They all kept their eyes on the road, having quickly grown tired of conversation. Daniel forgot how much he enjoyed driving. He cruised down the road, almost in a trance. He was deep in thought, the hum of the truck relaxing him.
He almost didn’t see the large truck up ahead, stopped in the middle of the road.
Daniel slammed on his brakes, causing everything in the truck to fly forward. The tires skidded across the road, and the truck eventually came to a screeching halt.
The hood of the truck was open, and standing all around it were the people Daniel saw the day before at Brinn. They were all Roves.
In a split-second, Daniel found himself looking down the barrels of six guns.
“Get out of the truck right now!” one of the Roves screamed.
“Dammit,” Daniel said beneath his breath. He raised his hands.
“What are you doing?” Ron asked in a frenzy.
“You see all them out there? You see those guns? We’re outnumbered. Just do way they say and keep quiet. I’ll try and handle this,” Daniel told him.
Daniel opened the door of the truck and got out.
“Walk toward us slowly,” the Rove said.
Daniel, Mike, and Ron did just that. Daniel looked behind the Roves with the guns and saw other Roves gathering their hard covered cases that Daniel assumed were filled with some sort of equipment.
“Hey! Eyes over here,” the main Rove said.
Daniel’s eyes met his, and he stared into them, unblinking, as he walked forward.
“That’s close enough,” the Rove said once Daniel was fifteen feet away.
“What do you want?” Daniel asked.
“We’re taking your truck,” the Rove said. “Gotta catch a ride home.”
The Rove to his right snickered. “Yeah, you guys can have ours.”
The other Roves laughed at their comrade’s joke.
The lead Rove smirked. “Yeah, you don’t mind, do you? That sound like a fair trade to me.”
“Well, I think we can negotiate something else,” Daniel said, feeling the confidence that he had when he confronted Rocco rise up within him.
“I don’t think so,” the main Rove said. “That’s not how this works.”
Daniel opened his mouth to say something else but was met with a blow from the butt of a gun to his chin. Pain shot through him, and Daniel fell to the ground. He felt dizzy and was having trouble getting his bearings. He tasted something metallic in his mouth and spit out some blood.
He felt someone grab the back of his shirt and begin to pull him up. Daniel reached down and grabbed the small revolver, pulling it from the holster around his ankle. He pushed himself from his captor’s grasp, swung around, and aimed the revolver just inches away from the main Rove’s face.
“As I was saying, I think we can negotiate something else.”





Chapter Thirty-Seven
Daniel
Daniel kept the revolver pointing at the main Rove’s face. “Why don’t you tell your men to put their guns down.”
The Rove scoffed. “You really think that’s going to work? You’re outnumbered.”
Daniel pulled back the hammer on the revolver. The click it made struck fear in the main Rove.
“Lower your weapons, but don’t put them on the ground.”
That would have to be good enough for Daniel. He was already pushing his luck; he wasn’t about to push it even more.
“Why don’t we make things a little more fair, huh?” Daniel said. “Ron, Mike, go get your weapons from the truck.”
Daniel heard their footsteps run back, followed by the opening and subsequent slamming of the truck door.
“I’m getting tired of your games,” the Rove said.
“What’s your name?” Daniel asked.
“Maddox,” the head Rove said. “Do me a favor and remember that name, will you?”
Daniel smirked. “That’d be easier to do if it was just a little more weird,” Daniel said trying to be as sarcastic as possible.
“I think it’ll be easy enough for you. Do you know why, Daniel? Because it’s the name of the guy who’s going to kill you.”
Daniel’s heart skipped a beat. He looked at Maddox, confused. “Wait a second, I never told you my na—”
“Go, Mike!”
Daniel started to turn to see what was going on, but before he could, there was a blinding flash and a loud bang.
Daniel became disoriented, unable to see or hear anything for a few moments. He felt arms grab him, and someone was leading him somewhere. He ran along with the person, the pops of gunfire going off behind him.
Daniel began to get his bearings and realized Mike was leading him to the woods at the edge of the road. He looked behind him and saw Ron running close behind. There was a large cloud of smoke where they just had been on the road, providing cover, allowing them to escape.
Daniel and Mike entered the woods and kept on running. Daniel turned and saw the Roves weren’t following.
“Wait, wait, wait,” he said, stopping Mike.
“We gotta get out of here, Daniel,” he said.
“Wait, stop!” Daniel all but shouted.
Daniel watched through the trees. He could see the Roves on the road, moving equipment from their truck to Daniel’s.
“They aren’t following us,” Ron said.
Daniel shook his head. “They’re more worried about getting out of there with our truck.”
They watched the Roves from their spot a hundred feet or so in the woods. The Roves moved their equipment from one truck to the other in record speed.
Maddox stood at the edge of the road, looking out into the woods, scanning for any sign of Daniel. He couldn’t see them thanks to their cover.
One of the more scientific-looking Roves came up behind him, telling him they had to leave. Maddox gave one last look across the trees, and once he was satisfied, turned and climbed into the driver’s seat of the truck.
Daniel’s truck was a lot smaller than the Roves’, so some of them had to ride in the bed. They sped off.
Daniel ran back through the trees as fast as he could. He ran out onto the road and watched the truck speed off, trying to see which direction it was going. It went a hundred yards or so and turned right down another road.
“Come on,” Mike said as he began running down the road. “Let’s try and follow them!”
“Wait!” Daniel said.
Mike stopped and turned to him. “Come on, Daniel! They’re going back to Jefferson Memorial, anyway! That’s their only outpost this far out, right? Let’s go!” Mike started off running again.
“Mike, wait!” Daniel shouted. “Yes, we’re going to Jefferson Memorial. But that’s not how you get there.”
“What are you saying, Daniel?” Ron asked.
Daniel was still trying to process everything. He wasn’t even a hundred percent sure what he was seeing. “You don’t turn right on that road up there to get to Jefferson Memorial. They’re going somewhere else. Maddox said ‘we gotta catch a ride home.’ Jefferson Memorial? Dallas? You gotta stay straight on this road to get there.”
Ron and Mike looked at each other. They were beginning to understand what Daniel was saying.
“So if Jefferson Memorial, Dallas, and the rest of the Roves are that way,” Ron said, pointing straight down the road, “then what’s down there?” he asked, pointing to the right.
“It looks like the Roves are expanding their borders faster than we thought.”





Chapter Thirty-Eight
Ira
Ira supported her head on her hand as she stared at the door to the vault. She and Andrew had been in there for hours, just waiting. Listening. Looking for any sign that the ink-creature was still out there.
The creature had given up fast. After the initial hit and roar, they hadn’t heard anything from the other side of the vault doors in hours. Still, they weren’t going to risk opening it and letting the creature kill them. But at the same time, Ira knew that they couldn’t stay in the vault forever, even though she would’ve been perfectly fine with that.
“I think we should take a peek outside,” Andrew said, standing up from his spot in the corner.
“Are you crazy?” Ira said, giving him a look.
“We’ve been in here for hours, Ira. If that thing is out there, it has given up on us by now.”
“Yeah, but that thing will still be out there,” Ira said as she stood as well.
Andrew sighed. “I can’t just sit in here. That thing…I just need to take a look around.” Andrew turned to walk toward the vault door.
Ira crossed the room, grabbed Andrew’s arm, and turned him around. “Andrew, listen to me. You can’t go out there. It’s not safe.”
“Ira, I need to look around, all right? I need to see if I can get answers. I can’t do this again.”
“Answers? What do you mean answers? Do what again?”
Andrew sighed. He shrugged, and sat down on the ground. “Last time one of those things were here, I just hid in the vault. Meanwhile, all the people I’ve known for the past few years—my family—were out there being killed by those things.”
Ira sat down next to Andrew. “What do you mean? All those people are still out there.”
“You don’t believe that,” Andrew said.
“Of course I do,” Ira said, aghast.
“If you do, then why aren’t you all beat up over the fact that Darren killed Bethany?”
Ira tried to say something, but she couldn’t find the words. She just sighed.
“Exactly. You know as well as I do that those things out there are just that: things. They aren’t my friends. They aren’t my family. And it’s all because of that creature.”
“You don’t know that for sure, Andrew,” Ira said.
Andrew shook his head and stood. “This is my decision. I’m going to go out there. I’m going to try and figure out what’s going on.”
Andrew walked toward the vault door. Ira searched for mind for something to say to try and stop him, but was coming up short. But then something hit her. “Why, Andrew?”
Andrew turned around, frustration growing on his face. “Why what?”
“Why are you going to try and figure out what’s going on?” she asked taking a step forward. “Why don’t you just leave? If all your friends are gone like you say they are, why are you still here?”
Andrew looked down at the ground to try and hide his tears from Ira. “Because I’m lying to myself.” He looked up at Ira, making no effort to hide the tears anymore. “I want them to be who they look like. I want them to be who they think they are. I think that maybe I’ll wake up, and they’ll be back to normal. That everything will be back to normal.” Andrew’s voice cracked. “I don’t deserve this. I don’t deserve to be the one who made it out alive. The only reason I’m still here and not one of those empty shells is because I was a coward who hid inside of a vault.” The tears were really flowing now, and Andrew began to raise his voice. “I just hid in a stupid vault like a stupid coward! I have to help them! I have to figure out how to bring them back! I don’t know how I can keep going on if I don’t do something.”
Ira grabbed him. She wrapped her arms around him, and pulled him into a strong embrace. She just held him, not saying anything. She did exactly to him what she wished someone would’ve done for her when all her friends died. She listened, and she comforted. She squeezed him tight as Andrew cried into her shoulder.
They stood there for a moment, holding each other. Little did Andrew know that Ira was getting just as much comfort from him as he was getting from her. They let go of each other and took a step back. Ira wiped her tears and Andrew did the same. The two of them laughed awkwardly before taking a deep breath.
“Okay, Andrew. I’m ready. Let’s go see what we can find out, shall we?”





Chapter Thirty-Nine
Ira
Ira followed Andrew out the vault door. They were met with an eerie silence. Nobody was talking or going about their day. There was only total dead silence.
“Let’s check the commons,” Andrew whispered to Ira. His whispers carried around the room so he might as well have shouted.
The two of them snuck down the hallway, trying to stay as quiet as they could. Ira looked over her shoulder, making sure the vault door was still open. The two of them could make a break there if they needed to.
They rounded the corner and walked down the main hallway that led to the commons. From what she could see at the end of the hallway, something strange was happening in the commons. Ira and Andrew snuck further down the hallway, trying to get a closer look.
They reached the end of the hallway and were having a hard time processing what they were seeing. Everybody stood in the main common room, lined up in single file lines across multiple rows. Everybody had their backs to Ira and Andrew, so the two of them couldn’t get a good look at what was going on.
Ira had a feeling that even if she did get a good look, she still wouldn’t be able to figure out what was happening.
“Vitals on subject zero-two-seven are abnormal,” a muffled male voice said.
Ira looked up and saw that a person wearing a hazmat suit and gas mask was examining someone in the back row of the lineup. More people in suits came to see what he was talking about. Ira realized the person in question was Darren.
Andrew pulled her back deeper into the hallway, away from the common room.
“Who are those people?” Ira whispered as quietly as she could.
Andrew shrugged, his eyes wide with fear.
Ira backed further into the hallway. “We need to get out of here, Andrew.” Ira’s heart beat faster. Whatever was going on, there was nothing the two of them could do about it. She needed to get out and tell Ashley what was happening. She’d know what to do.
“Ira, you know I can’t,” Andrew said.
“Andrew, listen, I know someone who can help us. I’m not saying abandon them. I’m saying we’ll leave and come back.”
Ira could tell that Andrew wanted to protest. There was no way the two of them could stay there, not when there were those humans around doing whatever they were doing.
“Hey, we got something over here!” a voice shouted from behind them.
Ira turned and saw one of the people in hazmat suits standing at the end of the hallway pointing at the two of them.
“Run!” Ira shouted.
She and Andrew ran down the long hallway. Ira looked behind her and saw people in hazmat suits running after them. They weren’t shooting at them, which Ira was thankful for, but she didn’t want to find out what they’d do if they caught up with the two of them.
Andrew reached the back door and barreled through it, Ira right on his heels. The two of them ran down the back side of the bank.
Ira could hear the people shouting and running behind them. She looked behind, and the suits and heavy equipment they were wearing slowed them down just enough to keep Ira and Andrew a little more than arm’s length away.
They had reached the edge of the building when a person in a suit appeared around the corner, cutting them off. Ira didn’t slow, and neither did Andrew.
Andrew slammed his fist into the persons face, sending them to the ground. They ran to the front, and this time, Ira thought for a second that they were finished.
Standing in the front of the bank were twenty Roves with guns ready. They didn’t see the two of them, but the people in the hazmat suits shouted at them to cut them off.
The Roves started to block the exit, pointing their guns at the two of them and yelling at them to stop.
Andrew shifted his course, and Ira followed. He ran to the corner, where a set of stairs led up to the Wall’s platform. They bounded up the stairs, the hazmat people right behind.
They reached the top of the platform and ran as fast as they could. The Hazmats were slowed by the stairs, putting some distance between them.
“We’re going to have to jump down,” Andrew said back to Ira.
Ira didn’t like the sound of that. They were probably two stories up. That would be a long fall. But it’s not like she had another choice. It was either that or give themselves up to the Hazmats and the Roves.
She gritted her teeth and ran as fast as she could to the corner of the Wall. Andrew reached it first, jumping up onto the top, sitting down on the edge dangling his feet off. He put a hand down and helped Ira climb up there as well.
The two of them sat side-by-side, dangling over the edge of the Wall.
“Try and roll when you hit the ground,” Andrew said.
Ira nodded and looked over her shoulder. The Hazmats were just twenty feet away. “Jump!” she shouted.
The two of them slid off the top of the Wall. Ira’s heart dropped to her feet, and she braced herself for impact. As soon as she felt the ground beneath her feet, she rolled forward. She rolled across the ground, unscathed. On the ground next to her, Andrew was lying unharmed, catching his breath.
Ira jumped up and helped Andrew stand. “We gotta hide somewhere, then we can find Ashley.”
“Okay. Wait, did you just say Ashl—never mind, let’s just get out of here.”
The two of them took off running as fast as they could, toward the town surrounding the Jefferson Memorial Bank.





Chapter Forty
Miles
As we walked to the meeting area under the trees, I couldn’t help but notice the huge grin on Trevor’s face.
“You boys have a good time?” he asked with a small chuckle.
“Great time,” I said. “Lots of team building.” I looked back to the group. Victor and Cody shrugged, and once they saw Trevor was cool with it, they let out a small smile.
“Kinda funny hearing Ulysses freak out like that,” Cody said.
Ulysses shot Cody a look and turned to Trevor. “You’re not going to do anything about that?”
Trevor looked at me and shrugged. He turned to Ulysses. “You attacked him. Looked to me like he was defending himself.”
“Looked to me like he was a psychopath,” Ulysses said.
“Not a psychopath. He’s just had to live on the outside. Which is exactly why he’s a valuable member to this team,” Trevor said, his voice rising a little.
I didn’t like how they were talking about me like I wasn’t standing right there, but that didn’t keep me from enjoying Trevor defend me.
“Let’s get these supplies to the Garner drop-off and then head home. Think we can do that without any fighting?” Trevor asked, looking at Ulysses and myself.
I nodded. I turned to Ulysses, who just gave me a smug look.
“Let’s just get out of here,” he said as he turned around. We began walking around the edge of Fields and to the Garner drop-off.
“Cody, you and Miles go raise the signal flag,” Trevor said as he tossed a blue and white flag to Cody. He, Victor, and Ulysses were loading up plastic boxes that they’d dug up from the ground with supplies.
“Yes sir,” Cody said. He gestured for me to follow him as he put the flag in his pack, and the two of us began walking toward Fields.
The boxes were buried at the edge of town, in the front yard of a large brick house.
“Where’s the signal flag?” I asked Cody.
“It’s in front of a library about a block away,” he answered as we walked down the road.
The sun was beginning to get lower in the sky, causing the trees that lined the road to cast long shadows. There was a cool breeze that blew leaves across the road.
“Why’s it so far away?”
“If someone were curious as to why there was a flag flying and came to inspect it, they still wouldn’t stumble upon the supplies. There’s nobody around here except for Garner, so we really don’t have to worry about that though.”
I mumbled, acknowledging what Cody had said. There were a few moments of silence as we walked. I found it a bit awkward, so I decided to try and break the silence. “Sorry if I kinda lost it back there,” I said. I wasn’t sorry that I’d done it, of course; I needed to teach Ulysses a lesson. Still, I was afraid it might’ve painted me the wrong way in Cody’s eyes, and I actually didn’t mind him.
“Hey, don’t worry about it,” he said. “It’s stressful out here, and Ulysses can be a lot to handle. I’m glad someone finally decided to put him in his place. I know you’ve been through a lot out here. I definitely don’t want to diminish that or think I’ve been through worse or am better than you or some shit.”
I nodded my head. “Thanks, man. And I’m not saying you haven’t been through a lot. I mean, I barely know you, so I don’t know what your worst is. I’m just saying…” I paused for a moment.“I actually don’t know what I’m trying to say, really. Just thanks for understanding, I guess.”
“No problem.”
We continued to walk, except this time the silence wasn’t awkward.
We turned the corner. I could see the library. The flag post was in front, its top flapping in the wind, hitting the pole. It caused a pinging noise that echoed down the empty street. The noise made me feel uneasy. It cut through the ambience like a siren. I hoped no zombies decided to come and investigate the noise.
We reached the flag post, and Cody began to dig in his backpack. He pulled out a blue and white flag, and began tying it to the post.
“What’s with the colors?” I asked as I watched Cody.
“Helps it blend into the sky, so you’ll only notice it if you’re looking for it. At least that’s what they say. They’re just paranoid about somebody finding the bunker, so they take dumb precautions like this.” Cody began to pull on the rope, and the flag climbed up the pole, flapping in the wind. It reached the top, and Cody tied it off.
I gave the flag an exaggerated salute, which got a laugh from Cody.
“Come on,” he said as he put his backpack on. “Let’s get out of—”
A scream ripped through the air, interrupting Cody. The scream sounded like it came from a child.
My hair stood on end as I searched for where the screams were coming from.
“It sounds like it’s coming from that way,” Cody said, pointing toward the direction we came from.
Both of us took off running, our guns ready.





Chapter Forty-One
Miles
I ran toward the child, each scream causing more adrenaline to pump through my body. I cut through the yard of a house, climbed on top of an overturned trash can, and jumped over the wooden fence. I ran through the backyard, clambered up the back fence, and landed in a small alleyway.
I looked to my left and heard screams coming from that direction. I ran down the alley right as Cody landed behind me. He was right on my feet, as ready to take on whatever was at the end as I was.
I reached the end, and to my right, I saw a young boy standing in the middle of the road, his clothes and face dirtied. He stood there screaming, and when I looked to my left, I saw just what he was screaming at.
A Xenomortis was a few hundred feet away, charging right at him. A horde of zombies shuffled a few yards behind the creature.
I bolted as fast as I could for the boy. It was a race against the Xenomortis to see who could reach him first. I looked to my left, and the creature was a little bit faster than me, so it was gaining fast. I pushed myself into overdrive and reached the boy just in time. I grabbed him without stopping and threw him over my shoulder.
The Xenomortis ran right by, unable to stop itself in time. I looked behind me and watched Cody run by the Xenomortis as it slowed itself down and turned around, putting us back into its sights.
I ran up the steps and onto the porch of a two-story white house. I kicked the door open, and ran inside, the boy still screaming.
I ran up the stairs in front of me two at a time, Cody right behind. I heard a loud banging noise behind me. I looked over my shoulder and saw the Xenomortis had taken out the side of the doorframe, knocking it out of balance a little. Those few precious seconds were just what I needed to reach the top of the stairs, and run down the hallway.
Cody ran past me, and as he ran, pulled out his pistol and shot out the window at the end of the hallway. He reached it well before I did and knocked the rest of the glass out. He climbed out onto the first floor roof, turned around, and put his arms out. I handed him the boy, and Cody pulled him on the roof, throwing him over his shoulders.
I turned and saw the Xenomortis reach the top of the stairs. Our eyes met, and he began running right for me.
“Miles!” Cody shouted.
I turned and climbed out the window onto the roof. Cody leaned past me and threw something through the window. I heard it clatter in the hallway.
He took off running across the slanted roof, and I followed. A loud explosion went off behind me, and the whole roof shook.
We reached the end of the roof, and I looked over the edge. We were only on the roof of the first floor, so it wasn’t that far of a drop. “I’ll climb down, and you hand him to me,” I said. The boy had stopped screaming, but now he was sobbing.
Cody nodded, and I grabbed the edge of the roof, and dropped down. I landed on my feet, and reached my hands up, signaling for Cody to hand the boy down.
There was a crashing sound from up there, and Cody turned to see what it was. “Shit!” he shouted. “It just busted through the window!”
“Give me the boy!” I shouted, my heart pumping a million miles an hour.
He handed the boy to me, and as soon as I had him in my hands, Cody jumped to the ground. He hit the ground and rolled before springing to his feet.
I turned to run, but the Xenomortis jumped off the roof, flying over my head. It landing right in front of Cody.
The Xenomortis stumbled as it hit the ground, which was Cody’s opportunity to take the creature out. But he didn’t. He just stood there. He didn’t know what to do.
“Under the neck!” I shouted as I pulled out my pistol. I ran toward the Xenomortis, who was now getting up.
Cody didn’t understand what I was telling him.
“Shoot under the neck!” I yelled as I ran past him toward the creature. It looked like I was going to have to take this one out on my own.
The Xenomortis stood on its feet and lunged for me. I slid underneath it, the air leaving my lungs as I hit the ground.
I scrambled up and saw Cody was running around the side of the house with the boy, leaving me to deal with the Xenomortis. I didn’t have time to worry about that, but I was glad he was getting the boy out of there.
The Xenomortis got up from the ground and lunged for me again. I jumped to the side, but its hard, scaly skin clipped my side. I fell to the ground, the force of the blow knocking me down.
The Xenomortis was on top of me in a second. I tried to knock it off me, but it was too strong. It had me pinned, but I could still maneuver my right hand. The hand with my pistol.
Its face was next to mine, and it was about to bite into me. I put the barrel of my gun against its neck and began unloading into its soft spot. The bullets tore through its brain, and it slumped on top of me.
I was covered in blood and brains. I tried to push the Xenomortis off me, but it was too heavy.
The sounds of moaning reached my ears. I poked my head over the side of the Xenomortis, straining to see what was going on. The zombies that followed the Xenomortis found their way through the house. They had knocked open the screen door that led into the backyard and were now flooding in.
And I couldn’t get the damn Xenomortis off me.





Chapter Forty-Two
Miles
My right hand and the pistol it held were stuck between me and the Xenomortis. My assault rifle was digging into my chest as well, unreachable. The Xenomortis covered the right side of my body almost completely. I tried to wiggle out on the left, but the weight of the creature on top of me made that impossible. I swung my left hand around, trying to grab anything I could to help pull myself out. There wasn’t a single thing for me to grab on to.
The moaning got closer and closer, and my options weren’t looking good. I couldn’t reach any of my weapons, and the Xenomortis really had me pinned down.
I reached down and pulled one of the grenades from my vest. I brought the pin up to my teeth, pulled it out, and tossed the grenade over the side of the Xenomortis, praying it landed in the middle of the zombies.
I tried to squeeze myself beneath the Xenomortis even tighter. The grenade went off, sending a small shockwave out. My ears rang, and everything sounded muffled and far away. I heard the grenade shrapnel hit the Xenomortis’s dead body and bounce off, hopefully sending them back into the crowd of zombies.
There weren’t as many moans, but there were still a couple. I’d bought myself some time, but being eaten by a zombie was still an option. I tried harder than ever get free. I began to shout and groan as I tried to fight against the weight of the creature. I couldn’t reach my other grenades, so I either had to get out from beneath the it or die trying.
“No,” I said to myself through gritted teeth. I wasn’t going to die beneath the body of a Xenomortis. That was not how I was going to go out.
My mind raced as I grabbed tufts of grass and tried pulling myself out. I ripped the grass up, as it was unable to hold my weight.
The few zombies that were left got closer and closer.
“No!”
Gunshots rang out, and I heard bodies hitting the ground.
My heart leapt with joy. The Xenomortis was lifted off me. Trevor stood above me, offering his hand to help me up. I grabbed it and stood up. I leaned over on my knees and breathed in long breaths.
Cody handed me a bottle of water, and I gulped it down. My whole body shook, and I felt light-headed. That was a close one, and it almost didn’t go my way.
“Holy shit,” Victor said as he looked around the backyard.
Pieces of zombies were spread everywhere. My grenade had taken a lot of them out. Not to mention the Xenomortis that I’d killed.
“You good?” Trevor said. He leaned down next to me and put a hand on my shoulder.
I nodded my head. I couldn’t speak as my breathing got heavier and heavier. My chest constricted, and my mind raced. I lowered myself to the ground and sat. I needed to take a moment to process what had just happened. How close I came. The adrenaline was wearing off, and the terror of the situation started to creep in.
“Yeah, it’s okay. Just take a minute,” Trevor said.
Cody examined the scene, holding the hand of the boy we’d saved. “Dude, what you did was so badass.”
I didn’t pay attention to what he was saying. All my attention was on the little boy we’d saved. He was only five or six, and he was looking right at me.
“Y-you okay?” I asked, my voice shaking.
The boy nodded. Streaks from tears marked his dirty face.
I nodded back at him. “Good.”
“Thank you,” he said in a small voice.
I smirked. “No problem.”
* * *
Trevor talked to Ben—the boy we’d saved—as I gathered my bearings. I hadn’t been paying much attention to what they were saying, as I was focusing on getting my own head under control.
“You catch that?” Trevor asked me when I joined the group. They were standing over by the side of the house, a few yards away from where I had been sitting.
“No,” I said. “What’s the plan?”
“Ben’s from Garner. Says a group of people they’ve never seen before came and took some of the people who live there. Said they’d keep them unless they started playing by their rules—giving them livestock, things from their gardens, stuff like that.”
I felt my stomach turn as I felt anger begin to simmer within me. I took a deep breath. I needed to calm down, or else I’d pass out. “Roves,” I said. “It was the Roves that came, wasn’t it.”
Ben nodded his head. “That’s what they were called,” he said in his young, innocent voice.
“Aren’t these the people you were telling us about, Miles?” Trevor asked.
I nodded my head. “They pretty much own Dallas. They’re the ones who took my home. Can’t believe you guys have never heard of them.”
“We don’t get out much,” Trevor said with a smirk. “Don’t go very far when we do.”
“Looks like we don’t have to go very far anymore,” Victor said.
“True. I don’t like that they’re this close,” Trevor said.
“Don’t forget they know about the G—Ronoss,” I said, shooting a look to Ben, making sure he didn’t realize that I almost admitted to the Genari being around still. “They were probably out looking for him and stumbled upon Garner.”
Trevor scoffed and hit his knee. “Ronoss. That son of a bitch. We never should’ve allowed them to get out. I always said it was too risky.”
“We can talk back at home. We need to get out of here so we can get Ben back to Garner,” Ulysses said.
“We’re taking him home?” I asked, flashing Ben a smile.
“Of course,” Cody said, ruffling Ben’s hair. “Can’t send him all the way to Garner on his own.”
“How’d you get all the way out here in the first place?” I asked him.
“He got away from the Roves,” Trevor said. “He was one of the ones they took and was small enough to slip away without them noticing.”
Suspicion rose from within me. Grown men and women couldn’t escape the Roves, much less a young child. Then again, I guessed that being a young child did have an advantage. If they used handcuffs on him, they probably weren’t able to get them on him tight enough. It started to make a little more sense, and I began to accept that it must’ve been what happened.
Still, I stayed on my guard. Regardless of whether or not the Roves let Ben go for some reason, if they were starting to mess with Garner, I had a feeling things were going to get even more complicated.





Chapter Forty-Three
Daniel
Despite Ron and Mike’s protests, Daniel continued on the road toward Jefferson Memorial. They believed that they should follow the Roves, but Daniel knew that they were long gone. They’d sped off in a truck, so there was no way they’d be able to catch up to them in time.
No, they’d continued on to Jefferson Memorial. It was the only place they knew the Roves were for sure. Plus, Daniel hoped to find any sign of Miles. Jefferson was the only place Daniel knew Miles had gone. That is, if Miles even made it there.
Daniel didn’t want to think about that, though. Sure, he and Miles had their differences, but they’d still been through a lot together. Daniel would always have his back. He had even more respect for him now that he knew what it was like leading a team out into the wild. That level of stress wasn’t something Daniel was comfortable with. He was more used to negotiating or mediating between two parties. Political stress, not life-or-death, zombies-trying-to-kill-you stress.
Daniel looked forward to the day when he could be back behind Jefferson Memorial’s Wall, making sure the place ran smoothly. He’d leave the fighting to Miles. Of course, he just had to find Miles first.
“How much farther?” Mike asked.
“Not much,” Daniel replied.
“Then we gotta walk all the way back once we’re done?” Ron groaned.
“Unless you learn how to fly,” Daniel said.
Mike and Ron chuckled, despite their sour moods. “There’s hope for you yet, Daniel,” Ron said.
Daniel wasn’t so sure about that, but he just smiled in response and kept on walking.
“What’s the plan once we get there?” Mike asked.
“We’ll keep our distance but just watch the place from every way we can. Hopefully we’ll be able to get a glimpse of how many people they got in there. If they’ve got a blindspot, we’ll be able to get up close and try and listen through the Wall.”
“Sounds good to us,” Ron said.
“Yeah, I guess. I’d just hate to get captured or something,” Mike said.
“Well, of course. Nobody’s saying you do,” Ron replied, rolling his eyes.
“No, I know, I’m just saying—”
“—Guys,” Daniel said, interrupting them. “Let’s just walk in silence, okay? We’re getting close. Don’t want to have to deal with any zombies on top of everything else.”
They continued walking in silence. They walked past a sign that read Meridian, One Mile.
“Just one more mile, so stay sharp,” Daniel said.
After a bit more walking, Daniel and his group reached the edge of town. Daniel breathed in the fresh Meridian air. He knew there was no difference in the air here and the air somewhere like Riven, but still, he enjoying breathing this air more. This air felt like home, and Daniel couldn’t help but smile.
They walked through town, making sure to stay on edge. They didn’t want someone—or something—sneaking up on them. They also didn’t want to make their presence known, so that meant shooting at any attackers was a last resort. Daniel made sure to reiterate that if they were very quiet, they wouldn’t have anything to worry about. He had a feeling that might be difficult for Mike and Ron, but they were doing well so far, so Daniel hoped for the best.
Up ahead, Daniel saw a car lot. He smiled. That was the car lot he and the rest of the group stayed the night in the night they escaped Jefferson Memorial. That seemed like forever ago to him, but it really wasn’t that long at all. Daniel had been through so much in just those few days, it was almost overwhelming to him.
“We’ll rest in that car lot up ahead before going to Jefferson,” he said.
Ron and Mike nodded. Daniel could tell they were finding it difficult to be quiet.
They reached the front of the car lot and walked inside. The lobby looked like even more of a mess in the clear afternoon sunlight. There were drops of blood on the ground leading to the couch from Julia’s gunshot wound.
Ron plopped down on the couch. Daniel was about to warn him that Julia almost bled out on that very couch, but a clattering sound from the back stopped him in his tracks.
Ron and Mike looked at Daniel, who stared at the back door. The door led to the offices, where he and the group stayed the night they were there.
Daniel pulled out his pistol and gestured for Mike and Ron to join him.
Daniel grabbed the doorknob, took a deep breath, and opened the door. The only light source came from the little sunlight that shone through the front windows,and the ambient light leaking through the office windows that were covered with blinds. Daniel scanned the rooms as he walked down the corridor, his eyes adjusting to the darkness.
He reached the door at the end of the hallway, the one that lead to the large main office. There were no windows he could peek through, so Daniel took a deep breath and opened the door slowly, his gun ready.
When the door opened, a fist came from nowhere, punching him hard in the face.
“Ira, wait!”





Chapter Forty-Four
Ira
Instead of running deep into the town, Ira and Andrew ran parallel to Jefferson Memorial. Once they were on the front side of it, they ran deeper into town. They hoped that the Roves would assume that they ran into a building to hide and would search on the other side of town from where they actually were hiding.
“There’s somewhere up ahead that’ll be a good place to hide,” Andrew said.
Ira nodded, even though Andrew was running in front of her, so he couldn’t see her acknowledgement. Ira thought her lungs would explode and her legs would fall off. They’d been running for what felt like forever, and even though she wanted to take a rest, she was too afraid to. Fear kept her legs going. It was a powerful motivator; Ira knew that for sure.
“There it is,” Andrew said after they ran a little bit more.
Ira felt her heart leap for joy before she even saw what Andrew was referring to. She looked and saw a large automobile dealership up ahead. The thought of being able to take a moment’s rest gave Ira a second wind, and she found herself running with renewed energy.
They reached the dealership and came to a stop inside. Ira leaned over on her knees, heaving deep breaths. Her mouth was dry and her head light. Now that she had a moment to catch her breath, she’d realized that she had never been so thirsty.
She looked up and saw Andrew sitting on a couch, catching his breath. She walked over to him and paid no attention to the bloodstains as she sat down next to him. The two of them sat there, catching their breath.
“Do you think they have some water around here?” Ira asked after her breathed slowed.
“They should. If you’re buying a thirty-thousand-dollar car, they’d better at least have some water if you need it,” Andrew said.
“Let’s take a look around.”
Andrew nodded. The two of them walked through a door in the back of the lobby that led to a hallway lined with floor-to-ceiling glass that allowed you to peek into the offices where car dealers did the last steps to their dealings. At least, you could peek into the ones that didn’t have their blinds closed.
“Go to the one at the back,” Andrew said. “That’ll be the owner’s office. He has a mini-fridge in there that should have some water.”
Ira did as he said, and the two of them walked into the owner’s office. The office was substantially larger than the others, and the walls were made from a polished wood. There was a large desk in the back center of the room, and sitting up against the wall behind it was a small mini-fridge.
Ira practically ran to it, throwing the door open. Inside were a couple of bottles of water. Ira grabbed one and tossed it to Andrew. He caught it, and Ira grabbed her own. She guzzled down the water. She tried to pace herself so she wouldn’t get sick but found that difficult to do. The water was so refreshing, and there wasn’t a single dry spot in her mouth or throat. Her thirst was quenched, and she felt as if she could go out and run some more.
But then the ache in her legs reminded her that, no, she didn’t want to run anymore.
She sat down in the large computer chair and closed her eyes for a few moments. She took a couple of deep breaths, enjoying the few moments of relaxation she was given.
She opened her eyes and began to look on the desk. A picture sitting inside a frame next to the computer on the desk caught her eye. There was only a little light seeping in through the blinds from behind her, so she grabbed the picture and pulled it closer. She recognized the young boy in the picture. He was a bit younger, but the resemblance was undeniable.
“Andrew, is this you?” she asked.
Andrew sighed and looked away from her. “Yeah, that’s me.”
Ira examined the picture closer. There were two boys, and standing behind them were a mother and father. They were all smiling and standing in front of a church, wearing their Easter best.
“Is this your family?”
Andrew nodded. He walked across the desk and held out his hand. “Can I see it, please?”
Ira handed him the frame. She could tell something was wrong from the tone in his voice. Andrew held it in his hands like it was a long-lost treasure. His hands started shaking, and he dropped the frame.
It hit the ground and shattered. Ira jumped, the sudden crash frightening her.
She and Andrew went to pick up the pieces at the same time.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I just. I don’t know. It’s ju—”
A door squeaking open down the hallway interrupted him. The two of them froze and stared at the door that led to the office they were hiding in.
“Someone’s here,” Ira whispered.
She could hear the footsteps coming down the hallway. The two of them looked around for somewhere to hide, but they couldn’t find any place that would cover them.
The footsteps stopped in front of the door to the hallway. Ira made a split-second decision. As long as they had the element of surprise, she was going to use it. She ran to a spot next to the door.
The door opened.
Ira attacked. She punched the man walking into the room as hard as she could, but before she could get another punch in, Andrew grabbed her arm.
“Ira, wait!”





Chapter Forty-Five
Ira
“Andrew?”
“Daniel?”
Andrew let go of Ira, and he and the man she’d just punched embraced in a hug.
“It’s good to see you, kiddo!” Daniel said.
“So you guys really got out in one piece?” Andrew said with a smile.
Daniel nodded. “Yeah, we sure did. What are you doing out here? You got out of Jefferson?”
Andrew nodded his head. “It’s a long story, but some weird shit’s going down there.”
Daniel looked past Andrew, right at Ira. “Who’s this?”
Andrew stepped aside and brought Ira forward. She didn’t like all the eyes starring at her, but she stood tall, trying to look as tough as possible. “This is Ira. She came to Jefferson Memorial, and the two of us escaped together.”
“How’d you get into there with—”
“Like I said,” Andrew began, “long story.”
“Yes, it is. I have someone that has to hear it as soon as possible too,” Ira said.
“Really now? You’re trying to help Jefferson Memorial?” Daniel asked.
Ira nodded. “I’m helping a friend. She is nearby. If you’d like to join us, then you can. But I will only tell what happened once. It’s quite a long story, and I’m very tired.”
Daniel nodded. “Well then, ma’am,” he said with a smirk as he stepped aside. “Lead the way.”





Chapter Forty-Six
Miles
The gates to Garner opened as we approached. The wall surrounding the small community rivaled Jefferson Memorial’s. It wasn’t nearly as good, of course, but I was biased.
“Trevor!” A portly man with greasy hair said as he greeted us at the gates. “Long time no s—” The man became speechless when he saw whom we brought with us. “Ben!” he shouted.
Ben ran to him, and the man picked him up, swinging him through the air. I couldn’t help but smile at the sight.
“Thank you!” the man shouted. “Thank you so much!”
Trevor smiled and nodded. “It’s no problem, Hugh. This one sounds like he had quite the adventure. Are you related to him?”
Hugh shook his head. “Not directly, but we’re all family here at Garner.” Hugh put Ben down, and stood to the side, gesturing for us to come in. “Come in, please. I have a feeling Newton is going to want to speak with you.”
Trevor nodded his head. “Yes, I’d like a word.”
We entered Garner, and even with my bias for Jefferson Memorial, I was impressed by the small community Garner had managed to build. There were seven buildings, all of which were built by hand. The dirt road led to a large house at the back. It was an old two-story house, the white paint peeling from its wooden boards. The road leading to it was lined with six buildings, three on each side. These buildings looked new and were built from unpainted wood. People walked between the buildings going about their day. It reminded me of small towns I remember seeing in old western movies.
“This is a pretty nice place,” I said to Cody as we walked to the house at the back of the town.
“For sure. If I didn’t live where I did,” he said, being intentionally vague just in case someone was listening, “this is where I’d set up shop.”
“Who’s this Newton guy we’re seeing?” I asked.
“He’s the guy who founded this place. That’s his house,” he said, pointing to the house at the back. “When more people started showing up, they started building these new buildings and their wall. It’s pretty cool.”
We reached the house and began walking up the steps to the screened-in front porch. The front door was open, and Hugh led us in. We stood in the foyer of the house, which had all sorts of pictures on the wall. To our left was the living room that had couches, chairs, and a large bookshelf filled with books. To our right was the dining room; ahead was a hallway that led to other rooms of the house, and on the left of the hallway were some stairs that led to the second floor.
“Newton?” Hugh shouted from the foyer.
“In here!” a voice shouted from a room behind the stairwell.
We ventured further into the house. Hugh led us to a room that was filled with bookshelves . There was a desk that had all sorts of blueprints and plans on it, behind which in a chair sat a plump old man with a thick head of hair and wiry beard. He looked like Santa Claus, which made me smile. I looked down at Ben. I wondered if he still believed in Santa Claus. I hoped he did. What I wouldn’t do to believe in Santa Claus again. To still have innocence and ignorance enough to believe in someone like Saint Nick.
When Newton saw Ben standing there, he almost started crying. He thanked us profusely, and after their short but sweet reunion, he sent Ben off to go get cleaned up.
“Where are his parents?” I asked as he left the room.
Newton’s face flushed red and his hands turned to fists. “Those damn people came and took them. Most everybody here, too. We tried stopping them, but they outnumbered and outgunned us. They killed Tobias and Paula when they tried to stop them.” He turned to Trevor. “Is there anything you know about them?”
Trevor shook his head. “Not much, unfortunately.” Trevor turned to us. “It’s kinda stuffy in here. Why don’t you guys take a look around, see what you can find.” He looked at me. “You should get some food. Been through a lot.”
I eyed him suspiciously, but Trevor just gave me a wink that Newton couldn’t see. I nodded, trusting his judgment. “All right, I could use something to eat.”
The four of us left the room and walked outside the house.
“I’m gonna take a look around,” Ulysses said. “You coming Vic?”
Victor nodded, and the two of them walked off.
I couldn’t help but laugh.
“Looks like they don’t wanna be around you,” Cody said with a smile as he watched them walked down the street.
“I’m so offended,” I said. “I wonder why Trevor kicked us out?”
Cody shrugged. “Who knows? Maybe he doesn’t want to show his hand and let Newton know we’ve got an expert on our hands,” he said, referring to me.
“Yeah, well I’d love to not be an expert,” I said.
I didn’t mean what I said in a rude way, but Cody apologized. “Sorry, that was kinda insensitive.”
“Don’t worry about it. I got what you meant. Let’s find something to eat. Sound good?” I asked.
“Yeah, sounds good. They have their kitchen set up like a little diner or cafe or something. It’s kinda cool.”
“Well then, let’s check it out,” I said as we began walking down the street. “You guys come here often?”
“Every once in a while we do, just to make an appearance so they don’t get suspicious,” Cody said under his breath. “But we can talk more about that later. Not really the best place to do it here.”
“Makes sense.”
Cody led me to the diner, which was the second building on our left. We walked up the steps on the porch and into the building.
Inside the building were lines of tables and a bar with stools. I couldn’t help but laugh at how strange the place looked. It was like an old-timey bar and diner, except the walls weren’t painted tacky colors and they didn’t have old movie posters on it. They were just bare and wooden.
A teenage girl stood behind the bar, drawing something in her notebook. Besides her, nobody else was in the diner.
“Hey, guys,” she said with a smile.
I opened my mouth to respond, but before I could, a loud explosion came from outside, shaking the building we stood in. My first instinct was to duck down, which I did. The girl yelled as she hit the deck behind the bar.
I looked out the window and saw that the front gates of Garner were no longer there; it was now just flaming debris. Three trucks came speeding through where the wooden gates were and slammed to a halt in the middle of the town.
I knew instantly who they were. The Roves were back.





Chapter Forty-Seven
Miles
“Stay down, and if you have a gun, get it ready,” I told the girl behind the counter. I crawled beneath the window to the left of the door, and Cody got under the one to the right.
I slowly peeked out the window, assessing the situation. Two Roves got out of each truck, six of them in all. That wasn’t a lot of men, but there didn’t seem to be a lot of people left in Garner for them to take anyway. If they were even here to take anybody, that is. They were fully loaded with assault rifles, grenades, everything. They looked like they were about to go to war.
And I had a feeling I was about to give them one.
The Roves split into three groups. Two of them went into the first building on the right, the other group in the building on the left, and the final group walked straight up the road, right to the main house.
I turned to Cody. “Get the girl out of here,” I said, pointed to where the teen was hiding behind the counter. “Sneak to the next building and get the people out of that one too. It looks like they’re searching the buildings.”
“What about you?” Cody asked.
“I’ll be waiting for them when they get here. You just gather up as many people as you can and look for a way out.”
Cody hesitated. He didn’t want to leave me. He wanted to stay and help. I wanted him to stay too. I could’ve used his help. Still, he needed to warn the others. Plus, I wasn’t too upset over the chance to get some alone time with the Roves.
“Go, Cody. We don’t have enough time. I can handle them.”
Cody nodded, and then jumped up and left through a back door with the girl.
You can do this, I told myself. If
you took on that Xenomortis by yourself, you can take on some Roves. The only difference was the Roves had functioning brains, guns, and the know-how to use them. It was like comparing apples to oranges.
I looked out the window and saw the Roves exiting the building across the street and to my right. They had two people with them, an older woman and a young man. They looked terrified, with their hands bound, tied together at the waists. The Roves loaded them up into the truck, tied them down, and began moving on to the next building.
The team of Roves from the building next to the one I was in came out with a little girl who couldn’t be much older than ten. Her hands were bound, and rage surged within me. I was beginning to get the feeling that I would enjoy what was about to go down when the Roves entered my building.
They approached the diner, their heavy boots stomping the dirt ground. I got up from my position under the window and dove behind the bar for cover. I got my knife in one hand and pistol in the other. I needed to try and take the two Roves out as quietly as possible, as I didn’t want the two other Rove teams to know what was happening. I wanted to keep the element of surprise for as long as possible.
Heavy footsteps pounded up the stairs and on the porch. My grip on my knife and pistol tightened. My knuckles went white; I took a deep breath and the door opened.
“Hellllloooo?” a mocking voice said as the two Roves entered. “Is there anybody home?”
One of the footsteps went to my right. I could hear him moving around chairs, searching beneath tables for any people hiding. The other Rove got closer to the bar.
I looked up, and saw the barrel of an assault rifle peek over the bar. I acted fast and without a plan. I just followed my instincts.
I holstered my pistol, and what happened next happened in a swift, fluid motion. I reached up and grabbed the barrel of the assault rifle and pulled it down. The gun flew out of the Rove’s hand, and the man stumbled closer to me. I raised my knife and plunged it into the Rove’s chest. The flesh gave way beneath the force of my blade, filling me with a sickening but satisfying sensation.
I pulled the knife out and stabbed the Rove a couple more times in quick succession. He fell to the ground in a bloody heap, my knife still in his chest. I didn’t have the chance to pull it out. I looked up, and the other Rove was standing from his crouched position beneath a table just fifteen feet away, just now realizing what was going on.
He reached for his weapon. I climbed up on the bar and leaped through the air, tackling the Rove to the ground. The impact knocked his assault rifle out of his hands, sending it flying across the ground, coming to a halt beneath a nearby table.
I punched the man in the face hard. A spurt of blood came from his nose, and I punched him again.
He was getting his bearings now though, and my element of surprise was all but gone. He used the momentum from my next punch against me, and when I swung, he moved his head out of the way. My fist hit the hard wooden ground, and the Rove pushed me off him.
He climbed on top of me, pinning me to the ground. Blood flowed from his nose, dripping in his beard. Drops of it fell on my forehead as he began to pummel my face. His punches came fast and hard, and I began to see black spots in my vision.
I got my hands out from under him and gave him a weak punch to the face. I didn’t have enough room to throw a real one. I grabbed a handful of his hair and slammed his head into a chair next to us. He grabbed his head in pain, and I pushed him off me.
He fell face first on the ground, so I climbed on top of him and grabbed more of his hair. I slammed his head into the ground.
Once.
Twice.
Three times.
He shouted and grunted in pain, but I ignored him. All I could think about was what he represented. His people were the ones who took everything from me. They killed Ashley. They killed my home. They tried to kill me.
I smashed his head a few more times. I had every intention of continuing, but then something slammed into me, knocking me off the man.
I slid across the ground, taken aback by a new attacker. I looked up and saw that my attacker was the man I’d stabbed to death just moments before. He’d already turned into a zombie, and since he’d just turned, he had all the strength and speed of the man he just was moments before. His glazed-over, bloodshot, dead eyes looked into mine, and all he wanted at that moment was a meal. Me.
The zombie lunged at me, and I put my arms up to protect myself. I knocked the zombie to the side before it reached me, and it slammed into some tables. I scrambled to my feet and reached for the pistol in my holster.
The zombie got up and lunged at me again, knocking my pistol from my hand. It tackled me to the ground. I put my hands around its throat, keeping its face away from mine. It snapped at my face, trying with all its might to sink its teeth into me.
I was squeezing its throat as hard as I could. The zombie was strong, and it was taking everything I could to keep it off me. I looked to my right and saw my pistol sitting there, but it was too far away for me to reach. I looked down and saw that the knife I’d killed the man with was still deep within his chest, blood dripping from it.
I reached down with my right hand and pulled the knife from the zombie’s chest. Now I only had one hand holding it back, so it came even closer to biting into my face. I reached back and plunged the knife into the side of the zombie’s head. It stopped trying to eat me, dying instantly.
I pushed the zombie off me, and pulled the knife from its head. I cleaned the knife off on my already bloody shirt, and put it back in its holster. I picked up my pistol and did the same.
I scanned the room and took in all the damage I’d caused. Blood was everywhere, tables and chairs were turned over and knocked aside, and there were two dead bodies in the floor.
I stepped over the Rove’s body whose head I smashed in and began walking toward the back door.
Two down, four to go.





Chapter Forty-Eight
Miles
I stepped out the back door of the diner and walked to the edge of the building. The sun was low in the sky, casting long shadows across Garner. I was thankful for the cover of darkness, but hoped I wouldn’t need it. I hoped Ulysses, Victor, and the rest of the guys had taken out some of the Roves. In either case, regrouping with them was my next move.
I peeked around the corner of the building and saw one of the trucks backing up. I ran down the side of the building to get a look at what was going on.
I reached the edge, looked around the side, and saw the Rove truck at the very front shoot backwards in reverse, sending up a large cloud of dust. It sped off in the distance, leaving Garner behind.
I stepped out into the road and looked around. Two of the trucks were still there with people in the back.
Trevor came running from down the street and fired a couple of shots at the fleeing Roves, but they all missed. I ran to his side, and the two of us stood in the middle of the road, watching the two Roves flee.
“Where are the others?” I asked him.
“Other Roves? Victor and Ulysses took out one of the teams. I got a shot off on one of that team,” he said pointing at the direction the truck just drove off in. “But they got the jump on me. Kept me pinned down until they were able to escape. I don’t know about the ones in the third truck.”
“I took care of them. They’re in the diner.”
“I’m guessing they’re not tied up in there,” Trevor said as he turned and began walking back toward the house.
“Not quite,” I said as I followed him. “Did you get a chance to talk to them?”
“The two who came into the house started demanding that people come with them. I came out of the office, and we started fighting. What are they taking people for?”
“Slaves,” I said.
“What do they need so many slaves for? Why bother coming all the way out here for them?”
“I don’t know,” I said. We walked up the steps and stood on the front porch of the main house. “But the Roves have an empire. They own Dallas, all the skyscrapers downtown, everything. Their army is huge, and they need slaves to keep their empire sustained. They’re probably running low and are having to expand their search for people. That’s probably why they were only taking a few at a time when they came out here. I doubt they were expecting to run into a place like this all the way out here. Weren’t expecting so many people.”
Trevor sighed and kicked at the ground. “Having people like that all the way out here can complicate things. If they come across something we don’t want them to,” he said, referring to the bunker and hatches, “it could be bad for all parties involved.”
I nodded my head. “Trust me, you don’t want these guys taking your home from you. They were all over Jefferson Memorial, and who knows what they’re doing with it. A place like where you guys live? I don’t even wanna know what they could do with that power.”
Trevor smirked. “Don’t worry, I think we’ll be able to hold them off. Besides, our place was made to be hidden. I doubt some gang could find us that easily.”
I believed him. As long as nothing like the Ronoss incident happened again, it would be a very long time before somebody found the bunker again, if ever.
“Speaking of which,” Trevor said. “We’d better start heading back. It’s getting late.”
“We’re just going to leave Garner like this?” I said.
“Ulysses and Victor are staying the night just to keep an eye on things. You and Cody are coming back with me.”
I sighed. Trevor didn’t trust me enough to stay in Garner for the night. To be fair, had he done so, I probably would’ve sneaked out and made my way to Jefferson Memorial. I didn’t bother fighting him. I needed to play by his rules until the best opportunity presented itself.
If one didn’t present itself soon, though, I was just going to have to make one.





Chapter Forty-Nine
Daniel
Daniel walked along the road with Andrew. He told him what-all had happened to him over the past few days, and Andrew listened, his eyes wide.
“You did all that? You took on a Xenomortis and everything?!” Andrew practically shouted.
“Shh!” Daniel said, putting a finger to his mouth. “You wanna let all the Roves know we’re here? But yeah, I did.”
Andrew looked up at him with the biggest smile. “That’s so awesome. I thought Miles was the tough one.”
Daniel chuckled. “Trust me, Miles can be the tough one all he wants. I’m perfectly okay with that.”
“I wish I knew where he was at,” Andrew said. “Sorry I couldn’t help you with that. I hope he’s okay.”
“I hope so, too, buddy.”
“She said she’d be camping out in there,” Ira said from the front of the group. She pointed toward the First Baptist Church.
They walked toward the church when something caught Daniel’s eye. Sitting in the parking lot was Mila’s Range Rover. Daniel broke out in a run for it, everybody else running close behind.
“What is it, Daniel?” Andrew asked when they came to a stop in front of it.
Daniel opened the door and began searching inside. “This is the vehicle Miles took when they were coming to scout Jefferson Memorial,” Daniel said. “They could’ve left something behind.”
Andrew ran to the passenger side, opened the door, and began searching around as well. The searched under the seats, on the dash, in the door—everywhere. Nothing.
Daniel hit the steering wheel in frustration. “Not a single damn thing.”
“Whoa, anger management, please,” a voice said from behind Daniel.
Daniel recognized it instantly, but it couldn’t be whom he thought. He turned around, and she stood just a few feet away from him. He was at a loss for words. It really was her. “Ashley? You’re supposed to be dead.”
Ashley smirked. “You too, Dan.”





Chapter Fifty
Miles
We walked through the woods, the sun almost completely gone in the sky. I kept looking over my shoulder, unable to fight the creeping feeling that an atra was going to come out of nowhere and melt me. I knew one was around somewhere since there was that one in the cave. I doubted it knew the bunker was there, but still, the fact that it was in the bunker entrance was unsettling.
“You did good today,” Trevor said to me. “It went off the rails and definitely wasn’t what I had planned, but you kept your cool and saved a couple of lives while you were at it. I’m impressed.”
“Just part of living on the outside,” I said. “Gotta be ready to adapt.”
“Well, you’re very skilled. In both adapting and in combat,” Trevor said.
“Thanks,” I mumbled. I just wanted to get back to the bunker, take a shower, and sleep for a long time. After thinking that, I immediately felt guilty. I didn’t know what the people at Jefferson Memorial were going through, and all I cared about was being able to take a shower and sleep in a bed. Only one of those things were luxuries I had before the bunker, and even then there were times where I didn’t even have a bed.
I looked around the woods as I walked, except instead of looking for hostiles, I took everything in. The smell of the trees, the crickets chirping, the rustling in the leaves as a rabbit ran by. I couldn’t forget it. It was a part of me, and no matter how long I stayed in the bunker, that couldn’t be taken away. I figured I’d only be in the bunker for the night, and the next day Trevor, Cody, and I would go and check on Garner. Still, I couldn’t let my guard down for those few hours. I was afraid of something going wrong inside there; I was afraid of something going wrong in my head. That I would get spoiled by the luxuries and forget about my main mission—saving Jefferson Memorial.
“Almost there, guys,” Trevor said, breaking me from my train of thought.
I looked ahead, and could see the cave that led to the bunker. We were close enough to it that we could have been walking over one of the corridors, which I found unsettling. Hundreds of feet below me was a city where people were going about their normal day. It was too weird for me to think about for too long.
Trevor and Cody entered the cave up ahead and almost completely disappeared into the darkness. My eyes hadn’t adjusted when I stepped into the cave, so I was caught off guard when Trevor pulled me to the ground and behind a part of the cave wall that stuck out a bit.
He put a finger up to his lips, telling me to stay quiet. He pointed toward the back wall, and I stuck my head out to see what was going on.
At the back were a group of men. They were speaking into a part of the wall.
“They know there’s a camera there,” Cody whispered. “How do they know there’s a camera there?” Panic grew in his voice.
Trevor shot him a look, shutting him up.
“…someone out so we can chat. We just want a little chat,” the leader of the group said. “Maybe you’ve heard of us? We like to call ourselves the Roves. If that rings any bells, you know you’re going to want to send someone out. It’s what’s best for you.”
My eyes grew wide, and my chest constricted. I turned to Trevor, and his face was filled with dread.
“This is not good,” Trevor whispered.
I swallowed hard, trying to wet my dried throat. “Well, Trevor. To you and the rest of Bunker Bravo: Welcome to my war.”
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