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Chapter One
 
     Maddie
 
    
 
   I'm staring at my fingers soaked in red blood. I almost want to laugh out of pure hysteria. I've started my period, and the impossibility of the situation hits me. A million thoughts fight for the forefront of my mind, yet I can't seem to grasp a single one. 
 
   I take a deep breath and try to calm my mind. Lowering my body to the ground, I take a seat on my bathroom floor and close my eyes. I feel my body shaking, rocking back and forth. What the hell am I going to do? All odds say this shouldn't be happening, yet here I am. 
 
   What I feel most is fear. I’m terrified, terrified of what this means for me, for my family. It feels as though my life is slipping through my fingers, because I know with the conviction of every bone in my body that my only option is to run. 
 
   The Militia will be doing their routine sweeps of our city any day now, and it means I have to act fast. I can't risk being found out. One quick test and they’ll know. They're looking for girls just like me, the ones who can reproduce, the "Breeders.” I won't let that be my life. 
 
   Some girls go willingly, families sacrificing them for the greater good; others are taken and a few have even run, but the circumstances don't change the result. None of the girls are ever seen or heard from again. It's a fact, but we’ve been raised to turn a blind eye. No one wants to talk about it, but I've heard rumors…rumors that the runners don't survive, rumors that the Breeders are locked up, free will stripped away. The rumors that I'm hoping, praying, are true, are the ones of a free nation—a community without government control, free of forced breeding. I have to believe this is true, because it's my only plan. 
 
   I'm already making a mental list of everything I need to do before I go, what I need to pack, when I suddenly realize I can't say goodbye—not to my family, not even Travis, my best friend. Tears threaten to fall, but I hold them in, reminding myself to be strong. If I’m going to do this, make it on my own, I have to be brave. The Militia will immediately question my family and friends about my disappearance, and if they know anything, their lives are at risk. I can't do that to them. 
 
   I wish I could ask Travis to come with me, but he has his mother and sister to look after. Putting him in that position, to choose between them and me, is out of the question. 
 
   A loud pounding pulls me from my thoughts. "Maddie, are you okay? Dinner's ready,” my mom’s voice carries through the door. I tell myself again that this is my only option and force myself to suck it up, because they can't know the life altering decision I’m about to make. 
 
   Taking another deep breath, I relax my shoulders. I can do this. I can do this. "Yeah, Mom. I'll be right out." I push myself up from the bathroom floor and get to my feet. 
 
   Quickly fixing myself up, I wash my hands, drying them on my pants. When I move to open the door, my hand pauses on the handle. I just need one more second to compose myself. My heart is pounding, but I paste on the best smile I can muster and open the door. 
 
   My mom’s waiting for me on the other side, and she wraps her arm around my shoulders, guiding me down the hall. I take the time to look over at her, really look at her, and observe the things I’ll miss, things I realize I’ve taken for granted, like the kind smile and loving eyes she’s giving me right now. She squeezes me closer, and I wrap my arms around her, hugging her tight as I fight to hold back my tears. We round the corner into the kitchen, and my dad is sitting in the dimly lit room holding a candle. As we move closer, I see that he’s actually holding a cupcake with a single lit candle on top. 
 
   My mouth opens wide, "What is this for?"
 
   "Happy birthday, Maddie!" they say together. 
 
   That's right, I'm turning seventeen. Wait. I look from my dad to my mom, "My birthday isn't until tomorrow."
 
   She gives me another squeeze and releases me to sit down at the table with my father. I notice the looks they exchange. Sympathy? Or worry? ...Shit. Do they know? "What's going on?" I shift around uncomfortably, waiting for an answer. 
 
   They finally look back at me, and my mother answers, "Your father and I heard the Militia will be doing sweeps tomorrow morning, and we just didn't want to ruin your birthday by celebrating it on such an awful day. We know how stressful and invading it can be, and we just...we wanted it to be a good memory."
 
   She doesn't realize how hard her words hit me, how true they are. The tears I've managed to hold in start to fall. "Thank you. That means a lot...more than you know," I say and quickly wipe away the few tears that escaped, not wanting to look like a big baby crying over a cupcake. 
 
   "Come sit down sweetheart, let's eat," my dad says as he motions me to the table. 
 
   Walking over, I take a seat next to him, directly across from my mom. My stomach is churning and eating is the last thing I feel like doing, but I know I need to. I manage to take just a few bites but then find myself mindlessly looking around the room. Our kitchen is small, made up of four plain walls, only the bare essentials filling the space. The rest of our house is just the same. We have what we need and nothing more. It's how everyone lives now. 
 
   Our home is in Los Angeles. What was once a city amongst thousands in this country, is now the one and only. The entire continent's population lives here. 
 
   This is the world I've always known, but my parents have lived differently. When they first got married the world was full of people, something like seven billion. Life was filled with entertainment, amusement...choice. They could do whatever they wanted with their lives. It's something I can't even fathom, to just live. That's such a crazy concept, but my parents have experienced it. 
 
   My mom had just found out she was pregnant with me when the plague hit. She said it spread so far and so fast that it killed millions in a matter of weeks. The government rushed to find the cause and create a cure, but by the time they produced and administered the mandatory vaccines, millions more had died. The vaccine quickly slowed the virus and how many it was killing, but when the nightmare was over, the world's population had shrunk by billions. 
 
   And it didn't end there. The vaccines didn't go through normal testing because of the rush to create them, and the result was a horrific defect causing mass infertility in the female population…a defect that unfortunately took years to pinpoint. Even women who were already pregnant at that time had started to miscarry. There was a small percentage of women though, my mother included, who managed to carry to full term and give birth, but most of the new generation has continued to be infertile. 
 
   So here I am, living in a world that is dying off faster than it can reproduce, and I’ve started my period, an almost guaranteed sign of fertility. Should I be volunteering to save the human race? Will it be cowardly of me to run? My gut tells me no on both counts. Something is very wrong here, and I’m not sticking around to find out.
 
   I realize I’ve become lost in my thoughts and glance up to see my mom staring at me with sympathy in her eyes as she gives me a tight smile. She must equate my withdrawn state to my being nervous for what tomorrow brings. 
 
   If she only knew.
 
   She’s lucky in that sense. She’ll never have to know the fear that constantly lives in the pit of your stomach when you know you could be swept up by the Militia at any second. Because they only take us, the new generation. They say our eggs are pure, our systems clear of a direct contamination from the vaccines that led us to such a desperate time. 
 
   From the corner of my eyes, I see my mom wipe away a stray tear, and I suddenly realize she knows exactly how I feel, her fear manifesting itself in an entirely different way—the fear that your only child could be swept up at any moment by the government, knowing there’s absolutely nothing you can do to stop it.
 
   Our meal comes to an end, and I help clear the table. We wash the dishes together silently. I wish I had more to say, but I can't find the words. I’m going to miss them so much. 
 
   We finish drying the dishes, and I grab my cupcake off the table as I leave the room, my parents following behind. We're walking down the hall to our bedrooms when I sense my time running out. If the Militia are coming tomorrow, I have to leave tonight. I knew I’d have to go soon, but now I have no time at all. It feels like the walls are closing in on me. I need to say goodbye, but how?
 
   Stopping mid step, I turn around, facing my parents, "Mom, Dad? Thank you for this," I hold the cupcake up. "And I... I just want to tell you guys that I love you. So much. I hope you know that." I bite my lip in a desperate attempt to draw the pain away from my chest. 
 
   "Oh, of course honey!" my mom says as she steps forward and wraps me in her arms.
 
   "We love you too, Maddie." And my dad joins us. 
 
   This is just what I needed, the warmth of their hugs, the closest thing I can get to a goodbye. 
 
   We separate and say our goodnights.
 
   I find myself lingering in my doorway, resting my cheek against the doorjamb as I watch their retreating backs. My dad wraps his arm around my mother, pulling her close. He kisses her hair, and then they disappear into their room. I wipe away the tears that have fallen down my cheeks. I wish there was some other way, but it doesn’t matter what I do, what choice I make, I’ll never see them again. 
 
   Once I'm in my room, I set the cupcake down on my dresser and head straight for the bed. Flopping down face first, I take a few shaky breaths. I can't believe this is my life right now. It's so unfair. I let myself cry, soaking the blanket beneath me. I can feel sorry for myself, even if just for a few minutes. Maybe if I let it all out now, I can put these feelings behind me, so that when I leave here I can focus on what's most important, my survival.
 
   I'm exhausted, but there’s still so much to do, so much to plan for. Reluctantly, I pull myself up from the bed and walk over to my closet to grab my backpack. I snag a few pairs of jeans and T-shirts off their hangers and tuck them inside. Next, I head back over to my dresser and grab a sweater, some underwear, and a few pairs of socks and throw them in. I start to reach for my cellphone on top of the dresser but stop myself. It won't work outside the city limits anyway, and the Militia can probably use it to track me down somehow. 
 
   Quietly wandering around the house, I gather the rest of what I'll need—some food from the cupboard, a hunting knife, rope, a lighter, and some water bottles I find in the garage. I grab a few things from the bathroom too, including some rolls of toilet paper, because it's the only thing I’ve thought of using to stop from bleeding all over myself. I can't think of anything else to pack, so I head back to my room and set my backpack down on the floor next to my bed. 
 
   While moving towards the closet, I start undressing. I reach for a pair of black jeans and pull them on, followed by a plain black shirt. Shrugging on my only heavy jacket, I grab my boots and head back over to my bed, tugging them on and lacing them up, lying back onto the mattress when I'm done. I want to make sure my parents are asleep before I go. I don't want them to hear me leaving and ruin my plans before they've even begun. 
 
   I lie here awhile, staring at the ceiling, tugging on my bracelet, while my thoughts drift to Travis. I've put off thinking about him long enough. I really can't bear the thought of never seeing him again. I know he’ll be pissed when he finds out what I've done; I just hope he understands why. 
 
   We’ve been friends for as long as I can remember, and somewhere along the way he became my person, my best friend. We just get each other. He can make me laugh so hard that I forget about everything going on around us. I know I can talk to him about anything, my doubts and fears. 
 
   Well, all but one. Breeding is a subject that has always been off the table for me. It's not that I don't want to confide in him, I just can't. I've kept my fears about it so close to me for so long. It's almost as if I knew it would affect my life in a much bigger way than most. He’s never pushed me to talk about it, and I’m so thankful for that, especially now. 
 
   "Crap," I exhale on a shaky breath. I’m going to miss him the most.  
 
   Travis is an amazing human, beautiful both inside and out. I've been aware of my attraction to him for a while now, but he’s three years older than me, and I’ve always doubted that he might feel the same way. He's also never said anything to make me believe otherwise, but there are the little things he does that have made me wonder—like the way his eyes light up when he sees me or how he tucks my hair behind my ears, the way he softly grabs my face to make me look at him when he's talking about something important, and the way he always compliments me. 
 
   Then of course, there’s our almost kiss... I think. It was a few weeks ago and we were at our usual spot, the top of an old business building halfway between our homes. We love to sit on the ledge and watch the city lights while we talk about everything and nothing at all. We were discussing what it would be like to have a family of our own one day, if that were possible, in a different world. 
 
   "To have someone who would want that with me, love me that much, would be amazing!" I gushed. 
 
   I turned to look up at him and he was frowning, biting his lip, looking torn about something.
 
   "Yeah, I could see that for you. Easily." He ran his fingers through his dark brown hair, messing it up in that way that makes him look even hotter. 
 
   He shifted and looked down at me, pulling my chin in his hand, forcing me to look into his gorgeous, green eyes. His thumb caressed my cheek and I let out a little sigh, smiling up at him as my heart began to beat faster. He stared at me intently, slowly leaning towards me, and I remember thinking, Holy shit, is this really happening? He’s going to kiss me! Finally. 
 
   My eyes slid shut, and I felt him moving closer, my breath quickening. I could feel his breath on my cheek, then at my ear. "You deserve that you know," he whispered, and then released me. I let out the breath I hadn't realized I was holding and opened my eyes to find him staring back out at the city.
 
   Thinking back on it, I wish I had been brave enough to explore my feelings, to ask him how he felt about me, because now I'll never know. My heart breaks a little at that thought, and I immediately decide I can't leave without letting him know how much I care about him, more than he might realize. My attention drifts to the bracelet I'm still fidgeting with when it hits me. He knows how much this bracelet means to me. It’s simple, braided of red and purple yarn, and it belonged to my older sister. She died when the plague hit, before I was born. My mom gave me her bracelet when I was little, and I’ve kept it on since. Even though I never knew her, it’s always made me feel connected to her in a small way. 
 
   The house is silent now except for the quiet hum of the refrigerator. I know it's time for me to go, and I hope I'm making the right choice. Picking up my backpack, I take a last look around my room before I switch the light off. I make my way through the house as quietly as possible. When I get to the front door, I carefully turn the locks, ease the door open, and shut it behind me with a soft click. 
 
   I have one last stop to make. Luckily it's in the same direction I'm already heading, only a few blocks away. The streets are quiet and empty, and I try to stay in the shadows of the buildings while I walk. I take a good look around me, knowing it's the last time I'll walk down this street. The plants are overgrown and the buildings are old and deteriorated, the result of years of neglect, because when the plague hit, life became about survival and most everything else fell to the wayside. 
 
   When I arrive at our spot, I head through the front door, climb the stairs to the very top of the building, and make my way over to the edge where Travis and I always sit. It takes me a while to untie the knot of my bracelet and when I finally get it off, my wrist feels naked. I look around for a good spot to put it, one that he won't miss but will also keep the bracelet safe. There's a pipe that comes up from the floor, against the ledge, and I tie the bracelet around it, tight and secure. 
 
   There’s nothing left for me to do now, only to find a way through the gates of our city and get away from here, as far and as fast as possible. The stairs creak beneath me as I make my way to the bottom. I hop down onto the floor with a thud, exit the building, and begin to navigate my way out of the city. 
 
   With only the sound of gravel crunching beneath my boots, I already feel so alone. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Two
 
                                                Travis
 
    
 
   "Tell us where she is, Travis, before you're hooked up to the lie detector. I promise if you're honest with us we'll go easy on you for not reporting any knowledge you have to the government, and instead of charging you with treason for aiding and abetting a criminal, I’ll recommend that you be charged with failing to report a crime in a timely manner."
 
   In his suit and tie, one would think Brad was an employee of some public relations firm and not a high ranking detective employed by the Militia. That coupled with his laid back demeanor and the "I'm here to help you" vibe which oozed from this assholes every pore, might make a weaker man sing. Never would this bullshit work on me, and never in a million years would I turn on Maddie. Plus, everyone knows these deals are shit. I'd be charged with treason anyway. Guys like Brad want you to believe they’re the good guys, only to later slit your throat on some technicality. 
 
   Just the threat of using a lie detector will coax a confession from most people who believe these machines actually work. Thinking it's better to confess than to be caught in a lie, they spill, but lie detectors are far from fool proof and since the intel can't be trusted, a confession is always the outcome they seek. 
 
   "I told you Brad," I look directly at him, eyes blank. My voice would sound almost monotone if it wasn't for the strength that pulsed beneath it, "I don't know where she is...because I didn't know she was going to run."
 
   The lie detector technician enters the room which is kept intentionally barren and cold except for the old metal chair I'm sitting on, positioned beside a matching desk which holds the lie detector machine. There’s a bright light shining down from the ceiling, spilling down the bland, barren gray walls. The cold feeling of the room is meant to feel lonely and intimidating just like the confines of a jail cell. 
 
   The technician, whose badge says Robert, steps up beside me and grabs the sensors attached to the machine. He begins by attaching a sensor to the index finger of my left hand and another to my ring finger. Next, he wraps two cords around my chest and finishes by placing the final sensor, a blood pressure cuff, around my bicep.
 
   Brad, who’s been standing across from me in silence, waves Robert out of the room. As he shuts the door behind him, Brad steps towards me; a few feet of empty space is all that stands between us. I purposely try to come off unaffected from the show that has been put on in my honor, but the truth is, I want to destroy Brad. He is the one sent to try and get info that will help the Hunters find Maddie. 
 
   The Hunters are an elite military group, loosely comparable to what used to be known as the Navy Seals, minus the heroism, before everything changed and life on this planet became about saving the human race from extinction. The Hunters have one purpose and one purpose only, to hunt Breeders who run. 
 
   A knock sounds on the door and Robert peeks his head through the opening, notifying Brad that he has a phone call. Brad acknowledges him with a nod and the door closes. He remains in place, bringing his full attention back to me. "Travis, I need to step out to take this call. When I return, you’ll be given a final chance to come clean as to any knowledge you have in regards to the disappearance of Madison Ryan."
 
   "Her name is Maddie, Brad," I respond, "Not short for Madison...just Maddie." 
 
   "I stand corrected," he replies. "I understand how difficult this may be for you, Travis, but the truth will be told either way." He takes a step back and continues, "When I return, we’ll pick up where we left off. Please consider what I've said." 
 
   I say nothing in response, and he exits the room.
 
   My mind instantly begins to replay the moment I found out Maddie was gone. I was outside under the hood of my dad's old '66 Chevelle, a restoration project he never had the chance to finish when we lost him to the plague and one I took over a few years ago. Maddie's parents walked up, worry emanating from them both as they approached.
 
   "Hi Mr. and Mrs. Ryan. Is everything okay?" Fear flared in my chest. 
 
   "It's Maddie, Travis,” Mrs. Ryan said, and my heart began to pick up speed. "We woke up this morning and she was gone. Her backpack is missing, so are some of her clothes, personal items and her father's hunting knife. Please say you've seen or heard from her today," her mom pleaded. 
 
   "I haven't spoken to her since yesterday afternoon, but we made plans to meet up later today for her birthday. Are you sure she didn't just go out for a run?" My explanation felt as pathetic as it must've sounded, but I wasn't ready to consider the truth that was evident in the Ryan's showing up here...they thought she ran. 
 
   "She never leaves the house without letting us know where she's headed. She always leaves a note," Mr. Ryan responded. 
 
   "The Militia are doing sweeps today, Travis." Mrs. Ryan's words brought the hammer down hard and fast on any hope I had that their fear wasn't warranted. Anger and panic began to course through my veins. "We should head home," she continued. "Please let us know if you hear from her."
 
   Mrs. Ryan hugged me goodbye, and I could feel her body shaking within my embrace. Mr. Ryan then reached out his hand to shake mine, "Thanks, Travis."
 
   "Of course," was my only response. I turned and headed into the house, the sound of my fist punching a hole through the entryway wall was probably the last sound the Ryan's heard as they exited my driveway and headed home.
 
   I'm pulled away from the memory as Brad re-enters the room, his lackey Robert following closely behind with a black stool in hand. Brad steps forward and pulls out a pack of cigarettes from the inside of his suit jacket. He opens the pack and holds it before me, offering me the chance to take one. 
 
   Cigarettes are not easy to come by these days. A pack has tripled in price, and no one where I come from can afford them unless they want to starve. I don't reach for one so Brad pulls the pack back, closes it and returns it to his breast pocket. "You don't smoke. Well good for you, Travis. These things will kill you anyway."
 
   No shit Captain Obvious, and they'll also speed up my blood pressure and help skew the results of your test, but I keep these thoughts to myself and instead simply reply, "Never picked up the habit, not about to start now."
 
   I hear Robert set the stool down, the legs hit the floor with the unpleasant sound metal makes when it hits concrete. In my peripheral vision, I see Robert take a seat and switch on the machine sitting before him. As I look over at him, I watch him adjust a few dials and give Brad a thumbs up. Brad clears his throat attempting to draw my attention back to him, but I keep my eyes on Robert. I make him wait. 
 
   "So, Travis," he pauses until I turn to face him, "What have you decided?" The look on his face is one of empathy as though he understands the struggle of my position and actually feels for me. 
 
   "Thing is Brad," I respond, "I have nothing else to say. I've told you everything I know, which is nothing. So let's get this shit over with. Shall we?" It seems Brad finds humor in my attitude as I catch him start to crack a smile, but he recovers quickly and begins his interrogation.
 
   After thirty minutes of questioning, the machine tells Brad exactly what I knew it would... no deception found. 
 
   "You're free to go, Travis," Brad says, reaching out to shake my hand. I don't offer mine in return, so he pulls his hand back and continues, "There hasn't been a runaway yet who didn't indicate her plans to run, either directly or indirectly to someone, a family member, friend or boyfriend. The fact that she told no one of her plans or even mentioned the possibility she might run makes this a very unique situation for my unit. Should you hear anything from anyone, I ask that you please contact me." He then reaches into his back pocket, pulling out a black leather wallet. Opening it, he proceeds to pull out a business card, offering it to me. I accept it, not because I’ll ever use it, I just want to get out of this room as soon as possible.
 
   I slip Brad's card into the back pocket of my jeans. "Am I done here?" is my only response. 
 
   "Yes, Travis," he replies, "you’re free to go." 
 
   With that, I leave the room. It's late. I need to go home and process all of this alone.
 
                                    ~~~~~~~~~~
 
   When I open my eyes, its morning. The sun is barely making its way through my bedroom window, a slight breeze finds its way under the window pane and across my face. I look over at the clock sitting on my nightstand...6:19 a.m. I'm surprised I got a few hours of sleep. 
 
   My eyes drift up to a photo pinned to the wall, and I see her. It's a picture of Maddie laughing, there's mischief in her beautiful, hazel eyes. Her long brown hair is up in a ponytail, loose strands framing her face. She was here in my room, sitting across from me Indian style on my bed and had just gotten done beating me at a third round of a card game she called "Sucker." A game I'd never heard of nor played before, where the odds seemed to keep working consistently in her favor. 
 
   She swore it was a game her dad had recently taught her. I told her she was lying, laughing as I said every word, and that's when I picked up my cell, threatening to call her dad to verify the validity of the "game" but snapped a pic of her instead. 
 
   "Go ahead and call him, Trav." Arrogance dripped from her tone. "The mere fact that I got you to play not just one, but three rounds of a game you clearly had no shot at winning, says it all....Suckaaaaa!" 
 
   And with that, I launched at her from across the bed, where I proceeded to tickle the shit out of her. My hands found their way to her sides, directly below her rib cage, her most ticklish spot. "Who's the sucker now, Maddie? Huh? Tell me!!"
 
   "Travis stop...Stop!" she half yelled, half laughed, desperately trying to wiggle herself away from me and catch her breath. 
 
   "Then tell me, Maddie." I continued tickling her. "Maddieeee?"
 
   "Fine...it's me, Travis! It's me...I'm the sucker!"
 
   I instantly stopped tickling her. "That's what I thought and let's not forget it little girl," a smug grin played across my lips. 
 
   Next thing I knew, she'd thrown herself on top of me and just as my back hit the mattress, I wrapped an arm around her small waist and rolled so I was lying on top of her, my body covering hers. As she giggled and struggled to push me off her, I took the opportunity to grab both her wrists and pin them up over her head. I used one hand to hold them there and the other arm to take the pressure of my weight. I looked down at her face and she was laughing, while failing miserably at any and all attempts to wiggle herself out from under me. Reaching over, I brushed a loose strand of hair off her face, tucking it behind her ear, my thumb caressing her cheek.
 
   "You're so beautiful," the words fell out across my lips without permission. Maddie stopped wiggling as soon as her mind registered what I had just said, her laughter fading into a cute, nervous smile, and I found myself wanting to kiss her just like I'd wanted to so many times before.
 
   I knew if I made the move to kiss her, she'd let me, but sense smacked into me hard. I let her wrists go and quickly pushed myself up off of her and onto my feet, extending my hand to her. Once she took it, I pulled her from the bed and continued, "But you're still a suckaaa!"
 
   I never tried to take our friendship to the next level, because I wanted to protect her from experiencing something she might never get to see through to a natural conclusion. If she was eventually found to be fertile, there would be no chance for us. I always thought I made the decision for her, but that's bullshit. I did it to protect myself too. It would've been a cruel joke to take things further with the only girl I've ever imagined any kind of future with, only to have her taken from me if she was able to have children. But I was wrong. I should've taken the chance anyway. I should've kissed her. 
 
   I hear a knock at my door, followed by my mom's voice. "Trav, can I come in?" 
 
   "Yes, Mom." 
 
   She enters my room with a look of concern on her face. I know she's worried about me. I'm still laying in the same position I woke up in, and I remain here as she makes her way across the room. She comes to sit beside me, resting her hand on my arm. "How're you holding up kiddo?"
 
   "I'm okay, Mom," I respond, my voice betraying my feeble attempt at really sounding okay.
 
   "You can let your guard down with me honey and feel what it is you're feeling. I know you feel responsible for your little sister and me since your dad's not around, but I'm still your mom. You don't need to protect me, Travis. I can handle whatever it is you're going through. Everyone knows how close you and Maddie have been since you were–"
 
   Uncomfortable with where she's heading, I sit up, leaning my back against the wall, interrupting her, "Mom...I'm still processing everything. I'm not sure how I feel." And that's the truth. A part of me is angry with Maddie...angry that she would leave without any explanation or warning, but angrier that she’s out there alone with no one to protect her. I understand her not wanting to place anyone at risk by giving any indication of her plans to run, but I'm not just anyone. 
 
   My mom studies my face for a while, concern etched across the lines of her forehead. She lets out a little sigh then leans in and kisses my cheek. "Ok Trav, when you're ready, I'm here." 
 
   "I know, Mom. Thanks." 
 
   She rises from the bed and leaves my room, shutting the door behind her. She’s right. Since my dad isn't around, I've always felt a sense of responsibility when it comes to her and my seventeen year old little sister Grace. It's not something I've ever resented, nor is it a burden I felt my mom placed upon me. In fact, she always encouraged me to let her worry about the three of us and just be a kid, but my need to protect them and take on a bigger role came naturally to me. 
 
   Maddie’s always said that I'm an old man trapped in a young man's body. She always knew when something was bothering me. That's probably why it had become so natural for me to open up to her. When I needed to get away and to talk things out because I'd been especially quiet or acting like a jackass, she'd call and say, "Let's meet at our spot," and then hang up the phone. 
 
   We'd meet at the top of our building, overlooking the city we call home. Sometimes just sitting there in silence with her by my side was all I needed. Other times, I would tell her how I worried about my mom and how I wished she had someone, a partner to share her life with...finding some happiness of her own. It felt so natural to open up to her that sometimes I'd bring up my fear for Grace's future and how the unknown messed with my head. She knew exactly what I meant with her future being just as uncertain, but any talk about the possibility of her or Grace becoming a Breeder would die there. 
 
   I respected her limits with the topic because everyone deals with things in their own way, but now, in retrospect, I should've pushed her to open up. Maybe then we wouldn't be where we are today, her out there alone, running to god knows where with the Hunters trying to find her, and me, left with more questions than answers, struggling to come to terms with the fact that she's gone. 
 
   But the truth is...even if I had pushed, Maddie can be very stubborn, and I know a major reason why she never opened up was to protect me. She knew that I would never let her run without me, and she would never put me in a position to have to choose between her and my family. 
 
   I have to do something. I just don't know what. Feeling anxious and restless, I get up out of bed and head to my dresser, pulling out a pair of sweat pants and an old Pantera t-shirt that belonged to my dad. I grab my running shoes and quickly dress, needing to go for a run. It always helps me clear my head. 
 
   I make my way to the hallway bathroom, take a leak, and brush my teeth. Walking to the entry way of the house, I see the hole in the wall I put there yesterday. I'll need to repair that later, but for now, I just need to go. Grabbing my sweatshirt hanging by the front door, I put it on and pull the hood over my head, and as I unlock the front door, I yell, "Going for a run, Mom. Lock up behind me!" 
 
   I open the front door, waiting only for her acknowledgement, "Okay honey, be safe," and I'm gone. No stretching this time. I clear the stairway with one jump and as soon as my feet hit the pavement, I fall into a steady pace. 
 
   Memories of Maddie immediately flood my thoughts, and my heart aches. I push them out as quickly as they come and focus on the sound of my feet hitting the concrete, my breathing steady and deep. The sounds of the world around me fade with each step I take, until suddenly my lungs open up, my jog morphing into a run, and I'm in the zone. Free from worry, free from random thought, I just run. 
 
   I run for what must be miles, breath moving easily in and out of my lungs, sweat drenching my clothes, and the tension I've been holding within every muscle finds its release. Freedom is the best word to describe how I feel, so naturally, I'm surprised when my pace begins to slow without my permission, until I realize where I'm standing when my feet come to a stop. I'm in front of our building...the place Maddie and I call "our spot." 
 
   As though I'm being drawn to the rooftop, like a moth to a flame, up the stairs I go, climbing until I reach the top. Opening the door, I feel the all too familiar ache return to my chest. How could she just leave without a word, a goodbye? The logical side of me understands why Maddie did what she did, but the part of me that fails to see logic...the love I feel for her, struggles to understand her choices. My heart seems unable to speak the same language as my head, and as I make my way across the rooftop, I wonder if Maddie truly knows how much she means to me. For the first time in all the years I've known her, I begin to question how much I mean to her.
 
   I take a seat on a concrete slab which faces the ledge she and I would always sit upon...the place we would talk for hours, looking out over the city, finding comfort in the bond that made our words or even the silence we shared here effortless. Her leaving doesn't change the past or what I know to be true about us...but I can't seem to quiet the doubts that have been creeping their way to the surface, making me question what was always as sure as the air I breathe...and that's when I see it.
 
   Tied to a pipe a few feet away from where I sit, I see her most cherished possession, the one thing I've never seen her go without in all the years I've known her...her sister's bracelet. And with that, every emotion I've been holding in since the moment I found out she'd gone comes rushing to the surface. 
 
   I don't remember the last time I actually cried, but instead of fighting the tears, I bow my head and allow them to fall, the ache in my heart finally finding it’s much needed release. With each tear, any feelings of helplessness and fear are replaced with a steady determination, and any doubt as to how Maddie feels about me vanish. 
 
   Lifting my head, I get up off the bench and make my way over to the bracelet, untying it from the pipe. I wrap it around my wrist, tying it closed with my fingers and teeth. As I look down at it, suddenly there’s no question as to what has to be done. 
 
   I have to find Maddie, and there is only one way to do that without hurting my family in the process. 
 
   I will join the Militia. 
 
   I will become a Hunter, and I won’t stop hunting until I find her. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Three
 
                 Maddie
 
    
 
   ...6 months later.
 
    
 
   I lie in the grass with my eyes closed, my face to the sun, as warmth slowly seeps its way through my body. The river ripples, flowing beside me. The sound of the water rushing by quiets my mind, giving me some peace. I can't take the thoughts and memories of my family, of Travis, that consume me anymore. I find myself here more and more, desperate for the reprieve. 
 
   I have to remind myself everyday why I did this, why I ran. It’s become nearly impossible to remember. The loneliness, the fear, the sadness, they push me further and further away. I'm ready to give up most days, but then I remember what I would be running back to, a life where I will miss the people I love as terribly as I do now. At least this way there’s some hope, something to keep me moving forward. 
 
   It's been 183 days since I left home. It feels like a lifetime ago. I got incredibly lucky that night, hopping on a train that was just leaving the city. I sat in the front of the freight car in a daze, watching the city shrink as it moved farther and farther away. I'm not sure how long it was before I jumped off the train, at least a few hours. I saw a grouping of homes in the distance and figured it was my best bet, the best place to get off and figure out my plan. 
 
   I walked as much as I could in those first few days while I had plenty of food and water to sustain myself, waking up and following the sunrise. My joints hurt, my feet blistered, my entire body was sore, but I kept pushing, trying to put as much distance between myself and my old life as possible. I collected things from abandoned homes as I went and was lucky enough to find water jugs and canned food in a few houses along the way. It's become sort of a hobby, searching the deserted homes for things that could be of use to me. It's mind blowing how much people have left behind. 
 
   After the first couple of weeks I slowed down tremendously. I was already so lonely, even that early on. I hadn't realized how scary it would be, being on my own with no one to turn to. If something happened to me, no one would ever know, and that was terrifying. It still is. That fear is what kept me barely moving a town over every few days, finding myself just wanting to hide inside the homes that I occupied. Eventually, I realized if I didn't get moving I'd never find what I was looking for, and that gave me the kick I needed. 
 
   The first time I came across another person, I thought I would die of a heart attack. I was passing through a small town, walking through a neighborhood, when I saw a woman walking out of a home. I stopped dead in my tracks and barely contained the scream that threatened to escape my lips. She put up her hands as if in surrender and told me that everything was okay, that she wouldn't harm me, that there was nothing to be afraid of. In what could have been a very stupid move, I followed her into her home when she invited me in. 
 
   It turned out to be the best night I've had since I left home. The woman, her husband, and son had been staying there for years, living off the grid. They cooked a delicious meal of chicken and potatoes for dinner that I scarfed down like a starved animal. We played card games and kept the conversation light. It helped keep my mind off of the many things that continuously plague me. 
 
   While I was grateful for their generosity, I was careful not to divulge much information about myself. I didn't feel comfortable telling them who I was, or what I was, and where I was headed. 
 
   I slept on their couch that night, and in the morning they sent me off with a gallon jug of water, half a loaf of bread, some homemade peanut butter, and well wishes. I've seen a few people since, but they were nowhere near as friendly, regarding me with suspicion or just simply ignoring me. I made it a point to move through those towns quickly, but the more people I came across, the more hope it gave me. If there were really people living outside of Los Angeles, then the reality of a free nation was that much more tangible. 
 
   There have been many days I had to eat things I never imagined I would, from flowers and weeds, to insects and all kinds of reptiles and animals. If I've heard of someone eating it and I come across it, I'm going to try it. In most cases it’s absolutely disgusting, but I don't really have a choice. It's that or starve. 
 
   I've been fortunate enough to find quite a bit of water in the homes I've come across. Other times I got it from water hoses that were still working or collected rainwater in buckets. I've hauled buckets of water for miles. Needless to say, some days I didn't travel very far, some days not at all.
 
   The hardest weeks were the ones I spent walking across stretches of desert. Those were the days I walked the most, trying to reach the next town as fast as I could. Walking in the middle of nowhere in the bright open space left me feeling too vulnerable, so I immediately changed my plan, walking at night instead and sleeping during the day. It was easier to walk in the colder night air than it was to try and sleep in it anyway. I kept close to roads and highways not wanting to get lost and end up stranded. 
 
   Thank God for paying attention in school. I remember learning about the Navajo, Apache, and Mohave Native Americans and how they lived off of the land. Specifically these tribes, because I knew I was somewhere in the middle of the Arizona desert. 
 
   Cactus doesn’t provide as much water as I've been led to believe and the few times I tried it, it made me sick to my stomach. I had traded out the majority of my belongings in my backpack for two big jugs of water and a few cans of green beans, and it turned out to be a lifesaving decision. When I couldn't find my own food or water I took a small portion of what I had, just enough to get me by and keep me going. I'd become accustomed to the constant hunger clawing at me by that point anyway. I never ate too much for fear of having nothing later on. 
 
   The river I'm at now is the Rio Grande in Albuquerque, New Mexico. I know this because of the many signs that still litter this city. I've been here quite a while, almost two months now. I haven't found it in me to continue on, having no idea where to go next, and I'm afraid to keep going, because I know I've been lucky, and it feels like only a matter of time before my luck runs out. Here, there’s plenty of food and water, an amazing little house just a few hundred feet away from the river for me to stay, and the view is breathtaking. 
 
   I realize it's foolish of me to stay in one place for so long. I can probably be found much easier this way, but maybe that's what I'm secretly hoping for.
 
   Sitting up, I open my eyes. So much for keeping the thoughts at bay. I look around and am reminded again of how beautiful it is here. The clear blue skies are streaked with white clouds, and the ground is covered in green plants and trees that stretch out as far as I can see, the river flowing through it all. The sounds of water and birds surround me. There’s something incredible about living here, in the middle of this beautiful place.
 
   The fishing line beside me pulls tight, and I quickly reach for the rod, pulling it up and reeling in my catch. It's another small fish, but it's the third I've caught today, which should be plenty along with the wolfberries I picked earlier. I unhook the fish and throw him in the bucket with the others. Standing up, I gather my things then start to make my way back to the house. 
 
   I walk through the back door into the kitchen and set the bucket of fish down on the counter. Straight ahead of me is the living room and to the right, inside that room, is my favorite thing about this entire place...the huge bookshelf. It’s filled from top to bottom with books. I’ve sat in front of it for hours deciding what book to read next. 
 
   Ironically enough, I found a "Survival Guide for the Desert" book I’ve been using to learn about the area, discovering all kinds of new food I never would have known about. 
 
   I find myself drawn to the romance books, though. They’re like nothing I’ve ever read before. I get lost in the stories each and every time, imagining they’re about Travis and me, ending up happily ever after. The love and passion the characters feel for each other intrigues me. I want to know what that feels like, to have those feelings reciprocated, and reading these stories is the closest I’ve ever come to it.
 
   After I've boiled the water and cooked the fish I brought in today, I settle into the rocking chair on the back porch and eat quietly. It's in these moments that I feel the loneliest. I miss the company, someone to talk to. I miss my family, the smiles and laughter we'd share at the dinner table. I wonder for the millionth time how they’re doing, how they feel about me being gone, if they know why I left. Hopefully it wasn't too hard on them, but I can’t help but picture the looks on their faces when they realized what I'd done. Maybe now that some time has passed it's not so hard on them. Probably not, but I can only wish that for my parents.
 
   My plate clanks in the sink as I toss it in and turn around, leaving the kitchen. I head to the back of the house for the bedroom and cover the windows with sheets, lighting the candles that are placed around the room. 
 
   I change into a large shirt, the only one I ever sleep in—Travis's old track shirt that I snuck in with the rest of my stuff the night I packed to leave. The smell of him is long gone now, but wearing it still brings me comfort. 
 
   Slipping beneath the covers of the bed, I settle into a comfortable position and reach for the book on the nightstand, opening it up to where I left off. Twenty minutes later, I find myself reading the same page over and over again. It's no use trying anymore, so I throw it back onto the nightstand. 
 
   Thoughts of Travis have flooded my mind. When I'm in bed late at night, there’s no escape from the memories of him that haunt me. I can see his green eyes boring into mine, can almost feel the light stubble that lines his sharp features. The dimple that shows when he smiles or laughs; the scowl on his face when he's deep in thought; the biting of his lip that I've dreamt about kissing; his muscular, tattooed arms; the tattoo of a large bird that spans across his ribs and tight stomach, one of the wings dipping down and hiding beneath the waistline of his pants…all of these things that make up Travis are ingrained in me. I'll never be able to forget them. 
 
   How could I not have known how deeply in love I was with him? 
 
   I still am. 
 
   Like a song on repeat, the memories of him play on and on until I finally fall asleep. My last thought before drifting off…Please come find me.
 
   


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four
 
                                                       Travis
 
    
 
   "Lieutenant Travis Brennan." 
 
   Hearing my name called, I make my way to the front of the small auditorium and take three steps up onto the stage, walking directly over to my Captain. 
 
   We salute, and he extends his hand for me to shake. "Congratulations, Lieutenant Brennan. We're proud to have you on our team," he says. 
 
   "Thank you, Captain Thompson," is my only reply as he hands me a certificate which states that I’ve successfully completed specialized training and have been inducted into the Militia Hunter Special Operations Unit.
 
   I step forward, salute, then shake hands with Major Jones. He’s the man in charge of all Hunter Special Ops Units or HSOU. 
 
   "Congratulations, Lieutenant." 
 
   "Thank you, Sir."
 
   He steps forward and pins an HSOU badge to my chest and continues, "I've heard great things about you Lieutenant, graduating first in your class in all areas of training. Talent like yours is hard to find. We'll definitely be keeping a special eye on you, Soldier." 
 
   "Not for long," is my first thought, but I respond with, "Yes, Sir. Thank you, Sir," instead.
 
   I make my way across the rest of the stage and return to my seat, but not before seeing my mother and sister's smiling faces in the back of the room. 
 
   The Colonel makes some more comments and brings things to a close by congratulating our unit as a whole and dismissing us to go spend the rest of the day with family and friends who came to cheer us on. I shake hands with my fellow graduates. 
 
   Joining any Special Ops Unit entails a grueling training regimen which involves pushing one's mind and body beyond what most would consider reasonable limits. Many don't make it. In fact, our class started with fifteen soldiers, yet only four of us completed the program. Those that didn't make the cut are sent back down to general duty and placed according to skill level in a job that best suits their skills. 
 
   I feel a strong pat on my back, then a hand grip my bicep as Jay Sanders, a fellow graduate, pulls me into a congratulatory hug. "We did it, Bro. We fucking did it! Can you believe this shit?"
 
   Returning the hug, I reply, "You're welcome, Sanders. We both know you couldn't have done it without me." 
 
   "Yeah right," he responds, chuckling as he pushes me back. "Just because you're a freak of nature with your above average hand to hand combat skills, doesn't mean I can't take you, Brennan. In your sleep," he finishes under his breath. 
 
   Sanders is a good guy and the only one I would consider a friend. I've purposely distanced myself from everyone else since our motives for being here are obviously very different. We met our first week on base and bonded over our twisted sense of humor. He's definitely the jokester of our unit, but he's also the most real of the bunch. I don't see him as the kind of guy who gets his rocks off chasing after innocent girls who've gone on the run to escape a life of breeding, like these other clowns, and that's why I have my suspicions about why he's here. At this point, I trust him with my life, just not with my secret. That's for me to know and me alone. 
 
   I look up from him and see my younger sister, Grace, and my mom coming towards me. Grace has a huge smile on her face, "Congratulations, shithead!"
 
   “Grace,” our mom scolds.
 
   Laughing, I pull her into a bear hug and say into her ear, "Uh, that'll be Lieutenant Shithead to you, Squirt." I kiss the top of her head and look to my mom who joins in the hug. 
 
   "Congratulations, Travis!" She pulls back and looks me in the eyes, "Graduating top of your class. I'm so proud of you." I might believe she actually means it, if I didn't notice how her smile fails to reach her eyes. 
 
   Six months ago when I told her I was joining the Militia, her initial response was, "No, Travis. Why?" So I gave her some bullshit story about how I wanted to make something more of myself and be able to better provide for her and Grace. I also played on the fact that in High School, testing showed I had a strong aptitude for thriving in a highly structured environment. She didn't buy it then and even less so when I called after boot camp to tell her she wouldn't be hearing from me for the following ninety days or so, since I would be training for a Special Ops Unit. 
 
   "Which unit?" she asked. 
 
   I didn't respond.
 
   "Which unit, Travis?!" Her voice was loud and unforgiving.
 
   "The Hunters, Mom. I've been recruited to join the Hunters. I'm sorry, but I've got to go. I'll call you as soon as I can.” I hung up the phone before she was able to respond. 
 
   I'm pulled away from the memory when Sanders calls out my name. "Travis, I'm heading out man." 
 
   Introducing him to my mom and Grace, I tell him I'll hit him up in the next day or so. Our unit has been granted a one week leave, which is typical upon graduation, so most of us are heading back home. I considered staying on base to avoid my mother's scrutiny which is sure to come, but I need time to process what I've learned and implement a plan. 
 
   As my mom, Grace, and I make our way to the door I'm forced to make a few more introductions. I hate bullshit niceties, it feels like such a waste of time...because it is a waste of my time. These people and this place won't be a part of my future. 
 
   When we finally reach the exit, I tell my mom I need to run back to the barracks, gather my things, and I'll meet her and Grace back at home. 
 
   "Alright sweetie. Just be sure you're home in time for dinner."
 
   "Mom and I are making your favorite," Grace chimes in. 
 
   "Well if that's the case, you two better get home and start cookin'!" 
 
   I pull into the driveway a few hours later. The sun is setting behind the house, and I can't deny that it feels strange to be back home. The moment I found out Maddie ran, the course of my life changed. Within a week I enlisted. The timing was perfect. I barely made the cutoff for boot camp which started the following week. Had I not joined when I did, I would've had to wait another three months to start and sitting idle would've killed me. 
 
   Grabbing my things out of the car, I go inside. The smell of my mom's homemade cooking hits my nose immediately, and suddenly I'm overtaken by hunger. With so much going on this morning, packing up and getting ready for graduation, I didn't get to the mess hall for breakfast.
 
   "Travis, is that you honey?" my mom yells from the kitchen.
 
   "Yeah, it's me." I put my bags down in the entryway and head into the kitchen. "It smells great in here. You have no idea how much I've missed your cooking."
 
   "You have no idea how much your sister and I have missed you."
 
   At the same time that I walk up behind my mom and kiss her on the cheek, Grace says, "Speak for yourself, Mom!"
 
   I turn to see her sticking her tongue out at me, and I make my way over to where she's setting the table. "So you haven't missed your big brother?" I wet my index finger and stick it in her ear.
 
   "Ewwwwww! Travis, you're disgusting!" she exclaims as she scrambles to get away from my finger, which I keep trying to put back in her ear.
 
   "Come on, Grace, you know you've missed this," I respond, laughing.
 
   "I haven't missed you being annoying that's for sure," but the lack of conviction in her voice makes it clear she's missed me as much as I've missed her. 
 
   My mom steps up beside us and places a tray of lasagna down on the middle of the table. "Come on you two, let's eat," she says. 
 
   Grace gives me a little shove. 
 
   "I've missed you too, Squirt," is my only response, and a smile takes over her face.
 
   “I’m seventeen, Travis. You can’t call me Squirt forever,” she responds. 
 
   “Try and stop me,” I chuckle. 
 
                                  ~~~~~~~~~~~
 
   Dinner was so good I'm finding it hard to move. I ate three servings and was actually considering another until my mom reminded me our kitchen is always open. Sitting here on my bed, I'm tempted to take a nap due to this self-imposed food coma I've placed myself in, but now that I'm away from the barracks, I need to organize. 
 
   Reaching over, I pull a notebook out of my bag. I decided I need to keep notes regarding anything that may help with Maddie. I don't want to keep them on base, so I'll keep them hidden in my room. Since I've completed training and base isn't too far from home, I'll be able to access it without too much trouble if it's here. 
 
   Opening the notebook, I begin to write down what I've learned so far: 
 
   Breeder Compound:
 
   Tri-level facility. Two levels located above ground. One Underground. 
 
   Top level is hospital setting/labs/testing rooms.
 
   Ground level holds offices for hospital staff/Militia personnel, kitchen. 
 
   Underground level - Breeder holding cells/interrogation rooms, residential quarters. 
 
   Underground tunnels off N/W side used by Militia Top Level Personnel but primarily Hunters when bringing in new Breeders/runners. Leads to Dominegoni/Hwy 74.
 
   After first trimester breeders are brought somewhere- where?
 
   Camera surveillance located throughout facility. Accurate count?
 
   Surveillance towers on S.W./N.E. corners of compound.
 
   Perimeter surveillance- Armed soldiers always present except during shift change. 10 min max left unmanned- twice a day - during shift exchange. 3 soldiers on duty per shift. 1 per tower, 1 at gate. All have been stationed at facility for min. 5 years. 
 
   Davey Johnson IT Coordinator- Plan boys night out. Gain intel Ally?Both?
 
   Possible allies- Sanders, others? 
 
   Potential problem- Jenkins-Kiss Ass needs a beat down A.S.A.P.
 
   Lastly- Ask Hot Doctor out next time I'm at compound.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Five
 
                                  Maddie
 
    
 
   I wake up in a panic, hearing voices outside my window. With my entire body shaking, I slowly climb out of bed and tiptoe over to the window. The voices have stopped, but I can hear light footsteps. A twig snaps outside, and I tense, screwing my eyes shut, holding my breath. Shit, shit, shit.
 
   After a few moments of silence, I slowly let out the breath I've been holding in, relaxing slightly. Deciding to brave a peek outside, I carefully peel back the sheet covering the window inch by inch. Looking out, I meet another pair of eyes staring back at me. A scream rips from my throat before I can stop it. It's a deer. “Dammit, damn you!” I yell. Stupid animal. I know it's not his fault, well... yes it is, and I feel like being mad about it. 
 
   I heard voices though, didn't I? It was probably a dream. I was half asleep when I jolted out of bed after all. If there had actually been someone out there, I don’t know what I would’ve done. I still can't believe that damn deer, he scared me half to death. I smile at myself. In retrospect, it was pretty funny. 
 
   I might as well get ready for the day now. There's no way I can fall back asleep, feeling as jittery as I do. I pull on a pair of jeans- another cool thing about this house, the closet is full of clothes and shoes. The clothes are a little tight and the shoes a little loose, but I can't complain. The people who used to live here must have left everything behind; it doesn't appear as if anything is missing. 
 
   I tear the sheets away from the windows and look outside. The sun is just rising, casting a soft glow across the yard. The deer is nowhere in sight. 
 
   After eating a quick breakfast, I step outside onto the back porch and take a seat on the steps, hugging my knees to my chest. It's pretty cold out here for a summer morning. The sound of chirping birds fill the air. The adrenaline and excitement of this morning's events are already wearing off as the loneliness I've become familiar with creeps its way back in. 
 
   I take a deep breath, letting out a long sigh. The monotony of my days is starting to get to me. Wake up, get dressed, eat, sit on the back porch watching the morning pass, gather food, hang out by the river half the day, eat again, and go to bed- that's my day, every day, for the past two months or so. I’m not sure I can take it any longer. I'll have to pack up and leave soon, I just have no idea where I should be looking, if I should continue east or change my direction and head north. I could have passed the free nation months ago for all I know, if there even is a free nation to begin with. At this point, the doubts have eclipsed any optimism I ever had of the free nation existing, but I'd rather charge into the unknown than continue living in this state of nothingness.
 
   Standing up, I head back into the house feeling resolved. I'll only stay another few days; it's time for me to get moving again. 
 
   I gather all my dirty clothes and toss them in a duffle bag to take with me down to the water. I'll rinse them and lay them out to dry while I bathe in the river. Throwing the bag over my shoulder, I leave the house, wanting to switch up my routine for the day. 
 
   It only takes a few minutes to get down to the river, and I drop the bag next to me as I take a seat on the ground. Opening the bag, I dump out its contents, grabbing the shirt at the top of the pile, and inch myself closer to the water. I dunk the shirt, scrub it, rinse it again, and lay it out across the nearest bush, then take my time repeating this process until the pile of clothes have disappeared and are scattered across the greenery to dry. 
 
   I stand up and take a look around the open space before stripping off my clothes. While I’d usually go in with a shirt and underwear on, I’m feeling adventurous today. The deer drama of this morning has me craving more excitement. I back up a few feet, run, and jump into the water with a yelp. The water is freezing, and I start swimming upstream, trying to warm myself up. 
 
   After a few minutes it seems to be working, so I turn around and lay on my back. I let the current carry me downstream while I float, my arms spread wide, enjoying the feeling of floating free. I do this again and again until I hear something in the distance, quickly pulling myself up to take a look around. 
 
   Was that voices? No, it can't be. It's probably that damn deer again, stalking me. I continue to search the area, trying to spot him. It's quiet again, but then I hear laughter just as two forms emerge from the trees, only thirty or forty feet away from me. 
 
   You have got to be kidding me, is my first thought, quickly followed by, Shit, I'm naked! This isn't happening; this can't be happening right now. 
 
   As they move further beyond the trees, I can see that it’s definitely two people, a guy and a girl. The guy is blonde, tall, muscular, early twenties maybe. The girl looks about my age, blonde as well, and much shorter than the guy she's walking with. Aside from my current predicament, I know I should be worried, afraid even, but their demeanor isn't intimidating. They're smiling and laughing with each other; they look happy. They’re heading this way, and though they don't see me yet, it should only be a matter of seconds before they do. I'm stuck in the water, naked, forced to wait and see how this plays out. This is humiliating. 
 
   I see their confused expressions as they notice my clothes strewn across the area, then watch as their faces morph into surprise when they finally spot me in the water. 
 
   “Hello,” is the best I can muster with an embarrassed smile and a sheepish wave. Oh, god. “Please don't come any further, I'm naked.”
 
   “I told you I heard someone!” the girl says to the guy, and he smiles as he takes in my situation.
 
   “Could you guys turn around so I can get dressed?” I ask, feeling hopeful.
 
   “Oh, we don't mind,” he replies, crossing his arms, making no move to turn around and smiles with his bottom lip between his teeth, just like Travis does. 
 
   “Gross! Turn around perv!” the girl commands as she smacks him across the chest and turns, looking away from me. He chuckles and follows. “I was only kidding,” he adds. 
 
   I rush out of the water and grab the nearest shirt, yanking it on and quickly pull on some underwear as I reach for the closest pair of pants. I'm hopping around on one foot, trying to get the material up my second leg, when I lose my balance and fall forward, crashing to the ground, shrieking the entire way down. 
 
   They both spin around, and I’m immediately mortified. My bottom is on full display and by the looks on their faces, they've seen it all. Of course the nearest pair of underwear would have been a thong, just my luck. I push myself up with my scraped-up palms, pull my pants up, and stand to see that they’re still staring at me, her with a look of shock and sympathy, him with one of pure amusement. Why? Why me? This is so far beyond any level of embarrassment I have ever felt in my entire life. 
 
   My cheeks burn, and I just know they’re a bright shade of red. “So...” I begin, but stop, not knowing what else to say, and with that, they both burst into laughter. 
 
   Kill me now.
 
   “Are you okay?!” she manages to say through her laughter and gasps for air. 
 
   “Quite the show you put on there,” he says and doubles over, his hands on his knees, his body shaking. He's still laughing at me. It feels like minutes go by before he stands tall again, taking in a deep breath and exhaling loudly. “I'm sorry, I'm sorry,” he says, trying to hide his amusement. 
 
   This close up, I can't help but notice how attractive they are. The girl is beautiful with her blonde hair flowing behind her, her soft features curving into a smile as her bright blue eyes study me. My gaze moves back to the guy standing next to her as he crosses his arms in front of him, and I notice that they’re covered in tattoos just like Travis's. His body is lean, definitely fit, just not as built as Travis. Why I keep finding the need to compare the two, I have no idea. 
 
   My eyes rake up his tall body, and I take in his handsome features. His eyes are a more vibrant blue than the girl's, and his slightly long, blonde hair is messy and tossed to the side. He might just be the second most attractive man I have ever seen, which makes all of this so much worse. My eyes follow the scruffy line of his jaw to his lips that I only now notice are smirking at me. 
 
   “I guess it's only fair I let you ogle me now, considering what I've just seen,” he jokes. 
 
   My cheeks flush yet again, “Sorry, I haven't come across anyone in such a long time and you guys caught me by surprise, obviously.” I ramble, my arms gesturing around the area, pointing out my clothes and the river, or the scene of the crime, I'm not really sure. I feel like an idiot. 
 
   “Leave her alone,” the girl scolds as she stretches out her arm to shake my hand, and I’m surprised to see a few tattoos across them. “I'm Alex, and this is my older brother Aiden.”
 
   I shake their hands, “I'm Maddie.” 
 
   “So you live around here?” Alex asks.
 
   “Well...yeah, for now I guess. What about you guys? Are you from around here? Or... I mean, I haven't seen anyone around, but-”
 
   Aiden cuts me off, “No, we're just passing though. Are you here all by yourself?” 
 
   “Um...” is my only reply. I'm not sure how much I should say. I don't know these people and telling them too much could backfire. They seem nice enough, but I can't trust them with my secret. “Did you guys come from Los Angeles?” I ask, avoiding his question. 
 
   “No, Dallas,” he tells me. 
 
   “Dallas?” 
 
   “Yep.” But he notices my confused expression and adds, “The Dallas District?”
 
   I have no idea what he’s talking about. “I've never heard of it.” 
 
   “What do you mean you've never heard of it? One of our countries three main cities?” He looks appalled.
 
   I'm so confused. “What do you mean three main cities? I thought there was only one, Los Angeles.” 
 
   “Why would you think that? Is that what you've been told? That Los Angeles is the only city left?”
 
   “Well, yeah,” I answer, and they’re both staring at me as if I've grown a second head. “What?” 
 
   Alex shakes her head, hands on her hips as she turns to Aiden. 
 
   “Nothing,” he replies, then faces her. “I knew something was wrong, but whatever it is must be bigger than we know.” 
 
   “Why do you think they would tell people that, that there’s no one else?” she asks, concerned.
 
   “I don't know. It doesn't make any sense, but it was right to leave, Mom and Dad were right.” 
 
   “Yeah,” she agrees, sadness passing through her eyes. 
 
   I interrupt their private conversation, “What's going on? Why did you guys leave? Are there a lot of people in Dallas? Where's the third city?” I feel completely lost and have too many questions. 
 
   Aiden turns to face me, “Well, the government is lying to everyone for starters, but what's new there? Why did you run?”
 
   Crap. “What makes you think I ran?” I ask, hoping I don’t sound as nervous as I feel. 
 
   “Well, you mentioned Los Angeles, yet you're all the way out here and by yourself none the less.”
 
   “You don't know that,” I reply. “My family could be waiting for me back at the house, and you didn't answer my questions. Why did you guys leave Dallas?”
 
   “Could be, which means not,” he counters. He’d be intimidating if it weren't for the smirk stretched across his face. 
 
   We're going around in circles, obviously avoiding each other's questions. We stay silent for a few moments and my mind wanders, thinking of all the possibilities- why they ran, if they did something they had to run from, what their parents were right about, and the fact that there are other cities. This bothers me the most. Why would they tell us we were the only people left, that Los Angeles was the last populated city in America? But the people in Dallas know that there are other cities. It's just us who are in the dark…none of it makes sense. 
 
   I look up to find Aiden staring at me in curiosity, like he's trying to figure me out. He quickly looks away, but I see the corner of his mouth turn up in a smile, and it makes me smile. He's a little strange. 
 
   Alex breaks the silence. “What's the worst that could happen?” she asks no one in particular, shrugging her shoulders as she faces me. “My family and I ran because I started my period.”
 
   I gasp, my mouth open wide. I should have guessed, but I still didn't expect her to say that. 
 
   “Alex,” Aiden warns her. 
 
   She continues anyway, “We left before they could take me in. As soon as I told my parents, we packed up and left that same night. That was about two months ago.”
 
   “Oh,” is all I manage to reply, wondering where their parents are. 
 
   “Yeah, the Hunters almost caught us the week after we left…that's when we lost them.” 
 
   “Your parents?”
 
   “Yeah,” she replies sadly. 
 
   Oh my God. “I'm so sorry. What...what happened?”
 
   “The Hunters,” is all she says, and I can only wonder what must have happened. Her eyes shine with unshed tears, and my heart feels heavy for them, for what they must have been through.
 
   “Fucking, Hunters,” Aiden spits. 
 
   “I'm so sorry,” I repeat my words, not knowing what else to say. 
 
   “Yeah,” she whispers, almost to herself. 
 
   “Yeah,” Aiden repeats, “So care to explain to us what your deal is?” he asks, his tone angry, but I can understand why.
 
   “Well,” I begin nervously. I don't want to tell them, but I feel like I should, especially after what Alex just shared. “I kind of ran for the same reason.”
 
   “I thought so, but what are you doing out this way?” he asks, not looking surprised in the least, but Alex's eyes have widened.
 
   “I've been looking for the free nation?” I shrug. “I've only heard rumors, so I guess I was hoping to run into it somewhere along my way...hopefully.”
 
   He laughs, “You're kidding right? You're heading in the exact opposite direction of where you want to be.”
 
   “You know where it is?” my words come out softly, almost as if I’m afraid to voice the hope that’s begun to bloom inside me. 
 
   “It's up North, just past the Washington border in Canada. What, were you just going to keep walking the entire country until you found it?” he asks, dumbfounded.
 
   He waits for my reply, but my attention drifted off after the mention of Canada. It's real. There is a free nation. “How do you know it's really there?” I ask. 
 
   “Our parents knew of it,” Alex answers. “It's mostly through the grapevine information, but our parents were sure of it. They knew someone working in the Militia who told them about it.”
 
   I feel the weight of a thousand worries lift from my chest. Six months of wandering, feeling lost and alone, were not in vain. “Is that where you guys are headed?” Please let me come with you, the thought threatens to burst from my lips.  
 
   “Yep.” 
 
   “Yeah.” They both respond.  
 
   I nod. Okay... “Well, I'm staying in a house just up that way.” I point in its direction, “Would you guys want to come stay with me? There are plenty of bedrooms, and beds, clothes even.”
 
   “I don't know,” Aiden replies, looking torn. “We were planning on walking straight through and finding somewhere to stay tonight, further on our way.”
 
   “But a bed does sound amazing, and I could use a break.” Alex's eyes plead with her brother. 
 
   It must influence his decision, because he quickly makes up his mind, saying “Okay, yeah that would be great. Thank you.”
 
   “It's no problem really,” I tell them both. “I'll just gather my clothes here and then show you the way.”
 
                                ~~~~~~~~~~~
 
   I hold the back door open for them, but Aiden grabs ahold of it above my head, gesturing me inside with his other arm. "Ladies first," he says, his tone genuine, his face less than a foot away from mine. 
 
   “Thanks,” I mumble, feeling flustered, and slip past him into the house. 
 
   I give them a tour, showing them the four extra bedrooms. They pick their rooms by throwing their backpacks inside them, and it makes me smile.
 
   Walking them into the garage, I point out the fishing rods, “I use these to catch fish down at the river. There are also a ton of edible plants and berries outside.” 
 
   They nod in acknowledgement, and Aiden walks over to the tarp covering two quads. He lifts it, looking underneath, then suddenly rips it off, dust swirling in the air. He bends down, twists and pulls out the dipstick, checking the oil. He says nothing as he inserts it back in, twisting it into place. He pulls off the gas cap and gives the quad a shake, looking inside the tank. “The oil is clean and this gas is fresh,” he tells us. 
 
   That's odd. 
 
   He flips a few switches and turns the key. The engine sputters at first but then roars to life as he pulls on the throttle. 
 
   What the hell?
 
   I just assumed they didn't run. I tried turning the keys before and nothing happened. It didn't occur to me to flip a few switches before starting the damn things. I shake my head, at a loss for words. I'm ashamed of myself really. 
 
   He twists back the key, and the garage goes silent. “How long have you been staying here?” he asks, eyeing me suspiciously. 
 
   “Just over two months now.” 
 
   “And you haven't come across or seen anyone, at all?” His eyes narrow even further. 
 
   “No, not since I've been here. Only you two.”
 
   “Well these bikes are in working order. They haven't been sitting very long, and the house if full of stuff, just like you said. Someone must live here.”
 
   “But there hasn't been anyone here.” 
 
   “Maybe they had to leave for some reason,” he wonders out loud. He walks over and toes an oil spot in the middle of the garage. “Looks like there was another vehicle. They probably left in that. If they haven't been back by now, they’re most likely gone for good, but there's no way to be sure.”
 
   I should have noticed these things. These people could have come back home and found me. “I didn't even realize...” What would I have done? 
 
   “We should leave early tomorrow morning. We can take the quads, make up some lost time,” he says to Alex and my heart sinks, but then he adds, “You're welcome to come with us. If you want, that is.” He's speaking to me. Thank God.
 
   Alex looks surprised, but doesn't comment.
 
   “Yes. Please,” I say, the desperation clear in my voice. 
 
   “Okay, it's settled then. I'm gonna take these fishing rods and go catch us some dinner. You girls can stay here and gather some other food, hangout or whatever. I'll be back later.” And with that, he picks up the rods and leaves. 
 
   “Okay then,” she says sarcastically, turning to me. “What do you want to do?”
 
   We spend most of the day outside as I show her the different plants that are edible, what tastes the best and what tastes awful, and we pick from the better tasting options of plants, fruit, and cactus of course. 
 
   Later, we come back to the house, and I show her the closet in my room. She squeals in excitement when I offer for her to take whatever she likes, and then we browse through the bookshelf, her for the first time, me for the millionth, but it never gets old. I learn that she loves to read mysteries and sci-fi novels. She thinks it's hilarious that I love romance stories and doesn't hide her disgust, telling me how unrealistic and ridiculous they are. Whatever, they're not for everyone. By the end of our long debate about book choices, we’ve agreed to read a book of the other's choosing. A sci-fi for me and a romance for her. 
 
   We’re on the back porch now, reading our books, and I hate to admit that I’m already enthralled in a futuristic world of heroes and villains consumed with having the ultimate power, in which an interplanetary war ensues. 
 
   I'm so lost in the story that I don't notice Aiden walking up until he hits the steps. I look up at him and realize the sun is already setting. How long have we been out here? I glance at Alex and see that she’s fast asleep, the book in her lap.
 
   “Guess she wasn't into it,” I chuckle. 
 
   “Come on, we should let her rest. I know she's wiped. We've come a long way in a short period of time.” He walks into the kitchen with me following close behind. “What do you use to cook your food?” he asks. 
 
   “There's a small grill outside with some wood in it. I have a few lighters to light it with.”
 
   “Okay, cool.”
 
   He pulls a knife from his pocket and starts prepping the fish, so I go grab the basket of food that Alex and I gathered earlier. I start working on the prickly pear first, cutting the ends off and peeling the skin from the fruit with a knife and fork. We work through our tasks in silence, though I find myself peeking up at him every minute or so. It takes me a while to get through them all, but when I'm done, I cut up the fruit and put the slices on a plate. I take the yucca fruit from the basket and do the same. 
 
   When I look up, he's staring at me, studying me. “All done,” I say calmly, despite my nerves. The way he looks at me makes me nervous. Not in a bad way. I've just never been looked at this way, like he's deliberately checking me out. 
 
   “You're very pretty,” he states matter-of-factly. 
 
   I feel my cheeks warm instantly. “Thank you.”
 
   Alex saves me from further embarrassment by walking into the room. “Why didn't you wake me? I could have helped.”
 
   Over dinner I tell them all about myself. I explain the night I left and why. Guilt seeps in when I realize I’ve told these two strangers more about my fears of being a Breeder, than I ever told my family or Travis. I tell them where I'm from, where I grew up, and who I left behind. This part is particularly hard. I think about them every day, but to put my thoughts into words is almost unbearable. I tell them where I've been, what I've seen along my way, who I've seen. 
 
   I learn that Aiden is nineteen, which is surprising, because he seems older. Alex, whose name is actually Alexa, is sixteen. They talk about their childhood and tell me stories about life before being on the run. They're both hilarious, and play off of each other, making them even funnier. 
 
   I laugh for the first time in six months, long and hard. The kind of laugh that leaves you breathless and gasping for air. It's a relief, but depressing all at once, because it reminds me of laughing with Travis, and that makes me want to cry. 
 
   As we head off to bed, I realize that their company has been refreshing, leaving me feeling a little lighter, a little less sad, and a little more hopeful. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Six
 
                                      Travis
 
    
 
   It’s Maddie. I know it is. I take off running and call out to her, but she doesn’t slow down. “Stop Maddie! Stop!” Does she not realize it’s me? “Maddie, its Travis!” I yell.  Instead of veering left or right as I assume she would, she continues straight with only the edge of a mountain up ahead. “Maddie please!” I’m catching up to her as she stops, her feet inches from the cliff. Panic begins to set in when she doesn’t turn to face me. She doesn’t look down below; her head remains forward. A vast canyon lies before her, and she doesn’t seem concerned with the 500 foot drop that lies just beyond the tip of her feet. I need to get her away from the edge of this cliff.
 
   I’m thankful that I removed my vest, radio, and weapons back in the jeep. Hunter fatigues are all black so they won’t give me away. There is no way Maddie could know I’m a Hunter, but obviously with the state she’s in, the realization that I’m part of the Militia unit she’s been running from might further fuel the disconnect that had her running from me in the first place. “Maddie, it’s me. It’s Travis,” out of breath, the words sound more like a plea than a statement. She doesn’t respond. She still doesn’t turn to face me.  I take a small step towards her, my boots crunching the dirt below my feet. Willing calm to my voice, I say, “Maddie, it’s me. It’s–”
 
   “Don’t!” she states firmly. I freeze and slowly, she turns around. My heart drops. “Oh Maddie.” I want to pull her into my arms as the anguish of what I’m seeing takes hold, but I won’t dare. Her face is sun beaten, her lips chapped, and her cheeks hallow. She looks so thin and frail; the dirty clothes she’s wearing hang loosely off her body. She’s looking at me, but right through me, and I’m gutted. Her eyes which once held so much life within them are now empty, haunted. What has happened to her? My heart sinks even deeper into my chest as my mind grapples with the guilt I feel for not finding her sooner. Fear begins to take hold as I question what horrors she must have endured to make her this way. But now is not the time to deal with this shit. Right now I have to get her off this ledge and out of here, so I force the emotions down and lock them away to be dealt with later.
 
   My partner, Sanders, should be here any minute, and he doesn’t know about Maddie. I saw her as were driving back to base after a training exercise. I couldn’t believe my eyes and shouted for him to stop the Jeep. I took off running without explanation, never slowing even as he called out after me.
 
   “Maddie?”  I slowly dip my head down hoping the small shift will force her back from the place she’s lost within her mind and into this present moment with me. Just as I hoped, her eyes follow the movement of my head as she searches for my eyes, and I see the moment it happens; the connection is made…she finally sees me.
 
   “Travis?” The confusion that passes over her face is replaced by a glimmer of hope within her eyes. Just as I let out a sigh of relief, her attention is pulled away from me as she looks over my shoulder. Fuck! Fuck! It’s Sanders! When her eyes come back to mine, any hope has been replaced by what I can only describe as confusion laced thick with betrayal.
 
   Sanders voice drives out the silence between us as he opens up radio signal and speaks, “This is Lieutenant Sanders. Lieutenant Brennan has pursued and apprehended a possible Breeder. Location: 33.3308333 / -95.5552778. Over.”
 
   The betrayal in her eyes flashes to anger, and she is quickly overtaken by grief.  “Maddie, let me explain,” my voice steady and low. I hear Sanders approaching from behind. I raise my voice, my eyes never leaving hers, “Sanders go back to the jeep!” Trusting me and my judgment he doesn’t question me. In fact he doesn’t say a word. He turns and walks away. I remain silent until his footsteps fade into the distance behind me.
 
   “Maddie, it’s not what you think.” I need to get her away from that fucking ledge. “Please just take a step towards me and we can–”
 
   “No,” falls from her lips in a whisper. “How could you Travis?” Tears fall down her cheeks, “How could you?” she whispers, then turns and steps off the cliff. I lunge towards her.
 
   “Maddie, Nooo!” My own desperate cry jolts me straight up from sleep. My body is drenched with sweat, my shirt soaked, and my body shakes uncontrollably as fear coupled with relief course through my veins simultaneously. I sit with my head in my hands as I force my breathing to slow, because I need my heart to stop pounding out of my chest.
 
   As I pull off my shirt and toss it to the ground, I can no longer deny the regret I feel over coming home while on leave. This is the third nightmare I’ve had about Maddie since being here, so I can’t help but be grateful that I’m leaving today. I have too much time to think here, to miss her, to remember her. She was so much a part of my life that it feels like there is nowhere I can go across the city and not be reminded of her. Everywhere I turn, I find a memory of her there. I lay back down, but I won’t allow myself to fall asleep. I need to be sure enough time has passed to prevent me from being pulled back into that fucking nightmare. After about forty minutes, I finally close my eyes and allow sleep to take me once again.
 
   I wake up to a knocking at my door which morphs into pounding. What the fuck? More pounding. “Lieutenant Shithead!” Grace sings from the other side of my bedroom door, “May I enter?”
 
   “Yes, Grace.” I quickly try and get my bearings.
 
   She opens the door and peeks her head in. “Give your favorite baby sis a ride to school? Pretty please,” a cheesy smiles plasters her face.
 
   “Since there’s only one of you, I had no choice but to make you my favorite, so don’t let it get to your head. Yes, I’ll bring you but give me a minute to get pretty will ya?” I wave her out the door.
 
   “We need to leave in ten pretty boy. I mean, Lieutenant Pretty Boy, Sir.”
 
   “That’s not what I meant Grace, smart ass.”
 
   She bursts into laughter and slowly shuts the door as she sticks her tongue out. The sound of her laugher is infectious, and I can’t help but laugh with her. Laughing feels good but it also feels foreign, and that’s when I realize this is first time I’ve really laughed since the day Maddie left. The ache in my chest began and hasn’t stopped since the moment I found out she ran. The pain so normal, it’s become a part of me. 
 
   I’m pulled from my thoughts as I hear Grace’s voice make its way up the stairs, “Lieutenant Shithead, Pretty Boy, Sir. Wait….did I miss anything? Let’s GOOOO!”
 
   That’s it! I open the door, “Get ready Grace ‘cuz you’re going down!!” and I stomp my foot as though I’ve taken the first step down the stairs. Grace’s laughter turns into a scream, and I hear her yell, “Mommm!” as she races outside, the front door slamming behind her. I can’t help but start laughing again. Except this time I don’t allow myself to analyze it. How can I? I step out the door and find Grace sitting inside my car, still laughing. 
 
   We are almost to her school and yet Grace hasn’t spoken.  “What’s on your mind, Squirt? Spill.”
 
   “I’m just going to miss you that’s all,” she says as she stares out the passenger side window. I know my leaving has been hard on her even though she tries to hide it. My mom told me the first month I was gone was really hard on Grace.
 
   “I’m gonna miss you too, Squirt.” A smile spreads across her face. I pull into the parking lot of her school, stop the car curbside, and turn off the engine.
 
   “Listen, Grace,” I turn to face her. I’m going to ask you to do something, and I need you to give me your word that you will do exactly as I say. Most importantly, I need you to swear you won’t mention this to anyone, not even Mom.”
 
   “Okay.” She turns to face me.
 
   “I need you to give me your word, Grace,” I say firmly.
 
   “I give you my word. What is it, Travis?”
 
   “If you start your period. You tell no one. Do you understand? No one.” I reach over, pull a piece of paper and pen out of the glove compartment, and write down a phone number. “I mean it, Grace. No one. Use this number to reach me, but only use it under that circumstance. Never before. Do you understand me?”
 
   She looks down at the slip of paper I just handed her, folds it up, and says one word as she looks me straight in the eye, “Okay.”
 
   “Okay.” That was easier than I expected. “Now get outta here and get to class.”
 
   She reaches across the seat, hugs me, plants a kiss on my cheek, and opens the car door. She steps out, leans down, and says, “Later Lieutenant Shit Head, Pretty Boy, Sir.” She sticks out her tongue as per the usual, slams the door, and heads to class.
 
   I pull into the driveway ten minutes later. I need to get packed and on the road so I can make it back to base by noon. As I pack my things, a call comes in on my Militia issued cell phone, the same phone number I gave Grace. The Unit’s Secretary informs me that instead of heading back to base, I need to report directly to the Breeder Compound by 13:00 hours, or 1 p.m. civilian time. A Breeder has been apprehended, and Sanders and I have been assigned to handle the interrogation.
 
   What if it’s Maddie? Any relief gained by entertaining the thought that it could be her is quickly replaced with anxiety, because I don’t have a secure plan in place yet. I’m not ready. I couldn’t guarantee I’d be able to safely get her out of the compound undetected, and until my plan is air tight I can’t risk it. Maddie would never see the light of day, and I’d be helpless to save her if I’m court-martialed for treason. I need more time, and I pray I have it, because the window of opportunity to act will be very small if she’s ever apprehended.
 
   Once a Breeder is brought to the compound, blood is drawn during intake and results are available within hours. Those results will determine the course of action that needs to occur in order to prepare her for optimum fertilization. The In-Vitro Fertilization process is invasive and wreaks havoc on the body, both physically and emotionally. Eggs are extracted with a needle through the pelvic cavity. Once cells divide, the embryos are transferred directly into the female’s uterus with a catheter. All of this occurs 3 to 5 days after the initial retrieval of eggs. So technically, depending on age, overall health and timing, a Breeder could be pregnant within the span of two weeks post intake.
 
   Before grabbing my bags, I pull out my night stand drawer, grab my notebook and some duct tape. Although my Mom and Grace would never go through my things, I can’t risk these notes ever being found, even if by accident.
 
   I tip my dresser over so that it’s lying horizontally on the floor. I pull a long strip of blue duct tape and run it down the length of the notebook securing it to the underside of the bottom drawer. I run another piece across the width, then for added security purposes, I pull one more strip of tape and run it diagonally, from one corner of the notebook to the other. I admit it’s a bit overkill, but I don’t give a shit. I stand and pull the dresser back up, giving it a few shakes. The notebook remains in place.
 
   I put my uniform on, grab my bags, and make my way downstairs. As I lock the front door behind me, I’m glad I said goodbye to my Mom last night just in case I missed her this morning. I hop into my truck and put my bags on the seat beside me. I start the engine; the gas light is on which tells me where my first stop will be as I head out of town.
 
   I pull into the nearest gas station five minutes later. As I head towards the cashier, I hear my name called by a familiar voice. I turn to see Maddie’s Dad, Mr. Ryan, walking towards me. I have not seen him since the day he and Mrs. Ryan came by the house looking for Maddie. His expression is unreadable as he approaches. Will he be angry that I joined the Militia? If he is I can’t blame him, but the last thing I need is a confrontation right now, especially with Maddie’s dad. Obviously this is a sensitive subject, and I don’t have the time or luxury to explain my actions, especially to him.
 
   He reaches out to shake my hand and surprises me as he pulls me into a hug, “How are you, Son?”
 
   I’m taken back by the warmth behind his greeting as well, “I’m alright, Mr. Ryan. How are you and Mrs. Ryan?” I want to take back the question as soon as it leaves my mouth because I’m not prepared to hear the answer I know is sure to come.
 
   “Gloria isn’t doing so well. I’m worried about her.” His sad eyes carry the weight of the world behind them. He continues, “She’s been plagued with horrible nightmares. It’s hard enough that worrying about Maddie, missing her and wanting her back home has consumed her waking hours, but to have her greatest fears played out in her dreams at night has been rough. She has no escape. She blames herself for not handling things differently. Maybe if we better prepared Maddie in some way, she thinks she might have made a different choice.” When I look into his eyes, the worry and pain within them is so deep, I force myself to look away. I feel like an asshole for doing so, but I have to remain objective.
 
   I want to ease his suffering, let him know why I joined the Militia and that I won’t stop searching until I find Maddie, but I can’t. The Ryan’s home will be one of the first places the Militia looks once Maddie and I run. Maddie would never forgive me for disclosing any information that placed her parent’s at risk, especially considering the choices she made to protect them. It can’t be all for naught, and I would never forgive myself if I had took any part in hurting her or her parents in any way.
 
   So I lock my emotions down, something I’ve become at expert at doing since joining the Militia, and respond in the only way I can, “I wish I could help you, Mr. Ryan, but I can’t. Speaking to you off the record is not allowed.” My delivery is free of emotion, distant and cold. I brace for his anger, prepare for his disappointment, so I’m in shock as I watch Mr. Ryan’s lips curve into a smile which quickly meet his eyes.
 
   He pulls me into a hug and begins speaking close enough to my ear so that only I can hear him, “When you find her, Travis, tell her how much her mother and I love her. Run, keep her safe and don’t you ever look back,” his voice begins to crack. “Thank you, Son.” He pats my back a once more, turns without another word, and walks away.
 
   By the time I reach the Breeder Compound I finally have all my emotions in check. I’m not going to lie, seeing Mr. Ryan this morning threw me. I made it a point to avoid the Ryan’s during my visit. I’d even gone as far as to ask Mom and Grace to keep my being home to themselves. The thought of having to face Mr. Ryan or even worse, Mrs. Ryan, was the last thing I wanted to happen, but seeing Mr. Ryan and hearing his words touched me in a way I didn’t realize I needed until I heard them. Entrusting me with the care of his daughter is a responsibility I will never take lightly, and his blind faith in me despite the contradiction of my words or actions is something I will never forget.
 
   I take a few minutes before entering the compound, quickly running every scenario through my head again. This will be my first official interrogation, and although everything I am about to do is in complete opposition to my beliefs, I have a job to do. I have to remain detached whether the girl I find behind the door is a stranger or Maddie.
 
   I take a deep breath and step out of the truck. I put on my vest, secure my weapon, and attach the radio on my sleeve. I make my way into the compound, and I’m greeted by Sanders immediately. “What up, Brennan? Did you miss me?” He comes in for a fist bump.
 
   “Terribly,” is my sarcastic reply. “So what do we know about the girl?”
 
   “She just arrived twenty minutes ago. They have her in the lab drawing blood, and will be bringing her to the interrogation room within the next ten minutes.”
 
   “Do we have a name?”
 
   “Jane Doe. She’s refusing to disclose any information.”
 
   “Description?” Sanders knows I have a photographic memory, so the question will make him think I’m trying to match this girl’s physical attributes to one of the many runners whose photos/bios line the walls in the briefing room down the hall.
 
   “5’7, brown hair, on the thin side, 102 pounds. She was alone when apprehended and put up quite the fight I hear.” It could be Maddie. “And jackass Jenkins is the one who brought her in. Said she’s feisty just the way he likes ‘em, and I quote, ‘underneath all the grime, she’s gonna be a hottie.’ Dick.”
 
   He’s such a piece of shit. My blood runs cold. If it’s Maddie we’re talking about here, and I find out he laid a hand on her or disrespected her in any way, I will tear him apart limb by fucking limb.
 
   The intercom beeps overhead, pulling me from my thoughts. “Lieutenant Brennan, Lieutenant Sanders report to Interrogation Room Four.”
 
   “It’s show time, Brennan. You ready?” We round the corner and head down the hall.
 
   “Let me handle round one,” I reply. As we approach the closed door I ask Sanders one more question, “Eye color? You didn’t mention her eye color.”
 
   “Green.” My heart sinks. It’s Maddie. I don’t remember seeing any other Breeder’s profile matching her physical description this closely. My heart is pounding in my chest. I need more time to plan our escape, but if it’s her, the clock has already begun ticking. I’ll have to think fast, but right now I need focus on the task at hand.
 
   Right now, I’m not Travis, I’m Lieutenant Brennan…a Hunter. Interrogate. Get intel. Remain unaffected. Walk away.
 
   I grab the door handle and just as I’m ready to turn the knob, I pause. I’m not ready to face what’s on the other side. Now that there’s a very real possibility that Maddie is inside this room, I can’t help but feel the excitement of seeing her again.
 
   Jenkins’ laughter echoes down the hall, and I see him coming my way. Anger courses through me instantly, and my left hand balls into a fist at my side. To ensure that I don’t attack the prick before I make it into the room, I quickly turn the handle and enter. The door slams behind me, and I look up into the eyes of the green eyed girl sitting before me. Both relief and disappointment flood me. It’s not her, it’s not Maddie. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seven 
 
                                              Maddie
 
    
 
   Everything is sore—my legs, my neck, my shoulders; my butt is numb, and my tired, stiff arms are still wrapped around Aiden, clinging on for dear life. The rest of my body has given up the fight and is relaxed, pressed against Aiden's back, my head resting on his shoulder.
 
   The rumbling of the quads and the gusty wind are all I hear as we ride through city after city. We left Albuquerque about an hour or two ago, but it's hard to know for sure. 
 
   Last night, I tossed and turned all night, afraid I'd wake up to an empty house, alone and forgotten, so I got up bright and early this morning, making sure they didn't leave me behind. Aiden was already awake, strapping our packed bags onto the back of one of the quads. 
 
   "Morning," he said, voice raspy. 
 
   "Morning."
 
   "Best to get an early start." He stood, stretching his arms above him, yawning.
 
   I nodded in agreement, watching as his stomach began to peek out from the bottom of his shirt. "Where's Alex?" I asked, pulling my attention back to his face.
 
   He gave me a knowing smirk, "Still sleeping. I was just gonna come in and wake you guys."
 
   "Oh, okay. I can go inside and get something together for us to eat before we go." My voice was a little shaky, and I hoped he didn't notice. 
 
   "Perfect. I'll go wake her now."
 
   Aiden had already packed a bag of food and water to take with us, so we had to eat from what was left, more of the prickly pear we'd picked the day before and a can of peas. Not quite appetizing, but it did the job. 
 
   Aiden insisted that I ride with him, saying something about Alex being able to handle the steady load of our bags better than another person riding on back. I didn't argue; they were taking me with them, and that's all I really cared about. But had I taken into account how up close and personal I'd be with Aiden, and for how long I'd be clutched onto the back of him, I might have protested.
 
   As awkward as I might have felt at first and as uncomfortable as my aching body feels now, I can't deny how cool the ride has been. I haven't spent much time in a vehicle other than the hours I spent on the train the night I left, but even then it was dark out, and I could hardly see anything but some city lights every so often. 
 
   My dad is a city patroller, which means he has his own vehicle for work, but I wasn't allowed to ride in it with him. My mom works at the elementary school close to home, and my schools have always been walking distance from our house, so we never had the need for a personal car. No one is allowed outside the city unless it's by a patrolled work bus with a direct route to its destination, or if you work for the government of course, so anyone having a car is pretty rare in itself. Being on the quad has been a new experience, watching the scenery rush by us, my hair whipping around in the wind…it’s fun and exciting. 
 
   Travis once promised me the first ride in his dad's car as soon as he got it running. I loved watching him work on the Chevelle. He was always so focused on the task at hand that it gave me the perfect opportunity to study him. It never got old—the way he moved, how strong he was, his determined expression, and always with the biting of that lip. He'd look up at me every once in a while and smile or wink at me. I lived for those moments. 
 
   Mostly, we'd work in a comfortable silence, him on the car, and me rushing through my homework so I could sit and stare at him some more. 
 
   I started helping him work on the Chevelle about a year before I left. One day he'd just looked up at me and said… 
 
   "Get your ass over here Mad-dog, and bring that wrench with you," pointing at his pile of tools. "I'm gonna teach you a thing or two about cars."
 
   I narrowed my eyes at him but quickly obliged, plopping my books onto the ground, grabbing the wrench, and making my way towards him. "You could have asked a little nicer, but sure. Show me your ways, oh wise one," I joked as I nudged him with my shoulder. 
 
   Helping him turned out to be so much better than watching him. Working that close to him, his hands on mine as he guided me in what to do, breathing in his scent, our faces only inches apart, it all gave me butterflies. It was glorious. And he actually did manage to teach me a thing or two about cars. 
 
   I miss that, the simplicity of hanging out with my best friend. 
 
   I just miss him, terribly. 
 
   I wonder what he's doing right now.
 
   The quad starts to slow and I lift my head, taking a look around. I don't see Alex anywhere. Crap... I was supposed to be keeping lookout. My panic is short lived though as the dust settles and I see her only a little ways back. Tapping Aiden on the shoulder, I point behind us. He turns us around and speeds back to her, circling around her before coming to a stop right beside her quad. The engine quiets, and I take the opportunity to hop up and stretch out. I stretch my arms, my legs, my back, my shoulders, my neck…my everything. It feels so good to be standing and moving my body.
 
   "I'm out of gas," Alex tells Aiden. 
 
   "Shit," he groans. "Let's get this stuff untied. You guys can wear your backpacks, and we'll tie the rest of the stuff to the back of our quad. One of you guys can ride behind me and one of you up front on the bars. Hopefully we can make it into the next town before we run out of gas, too."
 
   My eyes widen. "Ride up front?" I ask, fear clear in my voice. 
 
   Alex laughs, "I'll take the front."
 
   "Thank God," I mumble.
 
   Aiden snorts, "Are you actually afraid of sitting up front or is it the thought of not being able to continue squeezing the life out of my hot man bod?" 
 
   I'm not going to dignify that with a response. "Smartass," falls from my lips. It slipped, oh well. 
 
   Alex agrees with me, "You are a smartass," and she cracks up. 
 
                                     ~~~~~~~~~~
 
   Thankfully, we do make it into the next town, just over a hundred miles north of Albuquerque. It's small; only an old abandoned gas station sits off the highway, and a few houses are placed every half mile or so. It's still pretty early in the day, but we decide to find a place to stay anyway. We covered more ground today than we could’ve in a few days of walking, and who knows how far the next town is from here. 
 
   We choose a small house a mile off the highway. It's old and run down, the white paint faded and peeling away in most spots. The wooden porch wraps around the entire house, the railing almost nonexistent as it's broken in more spots than not. Half of the windows are shattered. We definitely didn't choose it for its homey feel; we chose it because you can see anything coming from a mile away in any direction. 
 
   The inside isn't much nicer. The flowery wallpaper is falling away from nearly every corner of the house. There are two bedrooms, only one of which has a bed, a bathroom that I won't dare go in again, a kitchen full of dusty knickknacks, and a living room with only a couch and wooden coffee table occupying its space. 
 
   Aiden is outside somewhere hunting for food, and Alex is searching the garage for anything useful, while I’m in here, in the house, looking for something to wipe down the dirty coffee table with. Finding a few towels in the hall closet, I take one and get to work. The dust is caked on in so many layers that I finally give up and lay the towel down across the top of the table. I grab another towel from the closet and smooth it over the couch, lying down on top of it when I'm done. 
 
   I take a deep breath and close my eyes. Everything around me is still and quiet. And somewhere in the middle of that thought I drift off, dreaming of green eyes and greased hands reaching for me, of smiles and dimples, and lush lips grazing mine. 
 
                                 ~~~~~~~~~~
 
   I'm startled awake by a loud thud and a cackling Alex. I must have been asleep awhile, it's dark except for a small flickering light coming from the kitchen.
 
   "Oh my god, dude! Are you okay?" she howls, managing only a few words at a time between her fits of giggles. 
 
   "Oh, shut it," Aiden grumbles. "You need to watch where you're going."
 
   "I didn't see you standing there! I'm sorry." She doesn't seem the least bit sincere, seeing as how she's doubled over in laughter when I enter the kitchen. 
 
   She comes up for air and sees me. "Oh! You're awake."
 
   "I don't see how anyone could sleep through that." He points at her with his arm, doing a circular motion in her direction, then he lunges at her and wraps an arm around her neck, messing up her hair with his other hand. "Now say sorry like you mean it!"
 
   "Knock it off dickwad!" she yells, trying to free herself but failing miserably. 
 
   I can't help but laugh. They remind me of Travis and Grace. 
 
   One time Grace and I had the brilliant idea of pouring ice cold water down Travis's back while he was working on the car, and boy did that backfire. He jumped up in surprise and when he saw us giggling, his face shifted into one of mischief and excitement. 
 
   "Oh, you two are gonna get it!" he growled, immediately charging towards us. 
 
   I remember shrieking and turning to run, but he was fast, and I was tackled to the ground as I watched Grace run into the house and up the stairs. 
 
   "Grace! Help me!" I yelled for her in vain, but she had ditched me.
 
   "No one is gonna help you now. What do you have to say for yourself, Ryan?" he asked, his voice low and gravelly. 
 
   He was lying on top of me, the side of my face squished into the ground. I could feel the rise and fall of his chest against my back.
 
   "It was Grace's idea!" I threw her under the bus. My heart was racing, and he started shaking with laughter.
 
   He tucked my hair behind my ear, leaned down, and quietly said, "Oh no you don't. You two were in on this together, and you'll both be punished...when you least expect it." And in the next instant his body was off of mine. 
 
   I turned and looked up to find him standing, reaching his hand out to help me up. 
 
   "I don't trust you." I pushed myself up off the ground, watching him the entire time. He was amused, excited at the prospect of holding this over my head until he made his move. 
 
   Payback came later that night. He dumped an entire bucket of water on us when we were sleeping, shocking us awake. 
 
   I smile, enjoying the memory. 
 
   Alex snaps her fingers in my face, "Hello, earth to Maddie."
 
   "Sorry," I reply. "You guys remind me of my friends back home." I shrug, unable hide the sadness in my tone. 
 
   "No worries. You were asleep awhile, so dinner's ready. Grilled cactus and snake. Yum," she says the last part sarcastically, her face twisting in disgust. 
 
   "Cool, thanks." 
 
   I eat in silence, listening to the two of them banter back and forth and watch them playfully nudge each other, laughing hysterically in the middle of conversation, eyes glistening with humor. I think to myself, how strong they are. After everything they've been through, to be able to find some lightness and fun, must take so much courage. 
 
   And I envy them. 
 
   Because while I may have slivers of time where I’m not weighed down by the pain of missing my family, I'm not delusional enough to believe that I'll ever get to that point. 
 
   Aiden and Alex have helped me ease a tiny bit of that pain, if only by keeping my mind off of it, but they’ve also made it a little bit harder to deal with. Seeing them together reminds me of home, and they make me miss it so much more. 
 
   Aiden tells us to go ahead and take the bed, that he’ll stay out here and sleep on the couch. We grab a few more towels on our way to the bedroom and lay them down on the mattress, settling in on top of them when we're done. I'm hardly tired after my long nap, so I just stare up at the dark ceiling, wondering if Alex has fallen asleep yet. 
 
   She rolls towards me, her head resting on her arm. "Maddie?"
 
   "Yeah?" I answer, turning my face to look over at her. 
 
   "You ever wonder what would’ve happened if you stayed home?"
 
   I hesitate a moment. "Yes...and no. I try not to think about it. It's too late now."
 
   "I know. I just wonder if it's really as bad as we imagine…being Breeders I mean."
 
   "I think it is. At least I have to believe it is, or leaving everyone behind would be for nothing," I reply.
 
   "Yeah, I get that...Will you tell me about them?"
 
   "Who?"
 
   "Your family, your friends. Tell me what they're like."
 
   I don't know if I can do that…I don't think I want to.
 
   "It could help you know, to talk about them," she adds.
 
   "I don't know..." Maybe she's right. Maybe telling her about them will help. I'm just not ready.
 
   "It’s alright. Another time, when you're ready," she says, reading my mind. "Why don't we change the subject? Something fun…like boys.” I hear the smile in her voice.  
 
   "Boys?" I question. 
 
   "Yeah, like ex boyfriends? Cute boys back home?" 
 
   "Oh, gosh. I've never had a boyfriend...or dated, like at all." But as far as cute boys...one brooding, tattooed, green eyed cutie immediately comes to mind.
 
   "What?!” She pushes herself away from the mattress, looking down at me. “You're joking! Surely you've at least messed around though, right?"
 
   "Um, no..." I’ve dreamt about it, of course. But actually, physically done anything with a boy? Never. I’ve haven’t even been kissed. 
 
   "How is that even possible?” She lies back onto the mattress. “You're beautiful. You can't tell me a guy has never been interested."
 
   I smile, feeling my cheeks warm. "Thank you, but no. Sometimes I’d think a guy was interested, but it never went any further than some flirting or walking me to a few classes..." and then nothing. Not one of them ever asked me out. "I think they were intimidated by Travis."
 
   "What do you mean?"
 
   "Well like... Some days he would surprise me and be waiting after school to walk me home, and it just seems like every time a guy I thought was interested would walk me out and end up meeting Travis, the next day they would barely acknowledge me. Avoid me even."
 
   "Huh." I can sense her wheels turning. 
 
   "Yeah. I don't know...it was kind of weird." 
 
   "Ohhh," she replies, the single word long and drawn out as recognition dawns on her. "My guess is Travis was totally into you and scared them off with a 'stay the hell away from my girl' death stare."
 
   "No way..." I wish. 
 
   "Oh, I'd put money on it."
 
   "Believe me, he never tried anything with me.” Because if he did, he would have known how badly I wanted him to. “Besides, he used to date all the time." It was torture. Watching him get dressed up for other girls sucked. He looked so good too, his hair gelled in a messy, sexy do, dressed dark from top to bottom in a nice dress shirt, dark jeans, and black laced up boots. I'd lie in bed those nights, stewing in anger and jealousy, wondering what he was doing with those girls. Was he kissing them, touching them, in ways I dreamed he would kiss and touch me?
 
   "Oh. My. God. You were into him, too. Well isn't that fucked up."
 
   "Yeah..." 
 
   "He's was an idiot not to make a move." 
 
   I’d like to agree, but I can’t. If he did have feelings for me, I can’t really blame him for not taking that step when I was too afraid to do it myself.
 
   A few minutes pass before she quietly comments, "I think my brother likes you."
 
   "What?!" My eyes widen, and I feel my cheeks warm. Thankfully it's dark and she can't see my embarrassment. 
 
   "Yep. He's always flirty, but he's like...weird around you. Well, more weird than usual."
 
   "That's crazy, he hardly knows me and besides-"
 
   "I know, I know. Your heart's somewhere else. Maybe someday though. You deserve to be happy, even if it's a long time from now." She yawns.
 
   "Yeah, I don't know. It's hard to even think that far. I'm more worried about surviving and not being caught by the Hunters before we get to where we're going, you know?"
 
   "Mmhmm," she hums in agreement, closing her eyes.
 
   I stare back up at the ceiling, thinking about what she's said. It does seem like Travis purposely scared those guys away, and why would he do that if he didn't like me? But he never said or did anything to take our friendship further than that. Why? Probably for a lot of reasons. Our age difference and not wanting to ruin our friendship, to name a few. And he could have been just as unsure about my feelings for him as I was of his feelings for me… 
 
   I can't decide what's more depressing, the fact that we more than likely both wanted something more with each other but were too afraid to act on our feelings, or the fact that I’m only now realizing it and there's nothing I can ever do about it. 
 
   I dwell on it for too long, feeling sick to my stomach, before sleep finally pulls me under. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eight 
 
                                             Travis
 
    
 
   Jane Doe's real name is Danielle Clark. She marked the first official interrogation for Sanders and I, and it couldn't have gone any fucking worse. 
 
   I enter the gym on base, grateful to find it empty. It's 3 a.m. and I can't sleep again. I make my way into the locker room and set my bag down on the floor. Reaching inside my locker, I grab the tape and wrap my knuckles. I pull off my t-shirt, shove it inside, and slam the locker door shut, making a beeline for the punching bag hanging in the center of the room. I need to beat the shit out of something. I'm still unable to push the events of Danielle's interrogation out of my mind. 
 
   I step up to the bag and begin my assault. My mind immediately turns to Danielle. She’s seventeen years old and had been on the run for the last year and a half, leaving behind her father and twin brother. Like Maddie, she gave no indication that she planned to run, but unlike Maddie, she didn't run alone. Danielle ran with her best friend Amanda. The two girls made a pact early on that if one of them started their period, they would run together. Amanda began hers just days before they left their homes, which were located on the outskirts of Los Angeles. Shocking them both, Danielle started her period a few months later. 
 
   Life on the run was not easy, but Danielle said adjusting had been especially difficult for Amanda. In fact, she loathed it, and after only three months she wanted to return home and face the consequences together. Danielle said they fought for days as she tried desperately to change her best friend's mind. Feeling angry and betrayed, the last thing she said to Amanda was that she was a coward, and she would never understand or forgive her if she went back home. The following day Danielle woke to find Amanda gone. She had left without any goodbye. 
 
   Danielle said she was pissed off at Amanda for a long time, but eventually the anger faded and was replaced with regret for how things had ended between them. 
 
   "We might fight like hell but at the end of the day she's my best friend. Nothing can change that. Even if I never see her again, I just need to know she's okay." Her words hit way too close to home. I thought of Maddie, and as the ache I've grown so accustomed to feeling began to rise within my chest, I had no other choice but to tell her that I would find out what I could about Amanda. I intended to keep my word. 
 
   Danielle may have the same physical attributes as Maddie, but that’s where any commonality between the two ends. Danielle has a rough edge to her personality, while Maddie has always had a softness about her. I wondered if Danielle had always been a bit hard or if life on the run made her that way. 
 
   What will Maddie be like when I finally see her again? How much will what she's experienced change her? These thoughts prompted me to ask Danielle if she'd come across any other runaways while she was out there. She quickly said no, but the more time I spent with her, the clearer it became that she's the type of girl who would remain loyal to anyone who ran, whether she met them along her way or not. 
 
   "I'm part of a sisterhood," she said, "who believe that forcing pregnancies on young women is absolute bullshit. We run in protest, because what you're doing here," she waved her hands around the room, "violates our rights, not only as a women but as human beings, and you should be fucking ashamed of yourself for taking part in it." She was absolutely right, but I said nothing in response. 
 
   Completely shifting gears she then asked, "So are the rumors about Hunters true?"
 
   "Rumors?" I replied as I leaned back in my chair.
 
   "Yes, it's quite sad actually. Even sadder for someone as good looking as you I suppose. A cruel joke, really," she responded.
 
   "By all means, please continue, Miss Clark, enlighten me," I replied. 
 
   "Only if you promise to verify the rumor's accuracy, Lieutenant." She was baiting me. 
 
   I bit. "I'll see what I can do." 
 
   She leaned into me from across the table, and lowering her voice, she continued, "Ya know...that all you Hunters have extremely tiny dicks." The mock sympathy that played out across her face quickly morphed into a sarcastic grin.
 
   "Is that so?" I chuckled in response as I shook my head.  
 
   "You have to wonder though," she added, "are men with small penises assholes because they have small dicks? Or did God give them small dicks because she knew they were going to be assholes? I'm going with God on this one. It just shows she has an unbelievable sense of humor. Priceless really, don't ya think?" She then broke into a fit of laughter and began to apologize as she regained control. Placing her hand upon her chest she said, "I'm so sorry. How insensitive of me." Once she composed herself, I continued with her interrogation. It was the first of many insults towards my manhood to come. 
 
   Danielle could hold her own and wasn't one to be easily intimidated or outsmarted. She failed to give either myself or Sanders any information the Militia would find useful, or anything that would help me in my search for Maddie. I couldn't help but admire her strength and determination. 
 
   Once her interrogation was complete, I excused myself from the room to check with Sanders and see if the results were back from the lab confirming her fertility status. Sanders was just hanging up the phone when I entered the room. He had what I can only describe as a look of disappointment on his face. 
 
   "Positive. She's a Breeder," he said, his eyes failing to meet mine.
 
   "I'll prepare her for escort," I replied.
 
   He nodded, and I turned with a heavy chest knowing that for the first time since becoming a Hunter, I was about to cross a line that would forever haunt me. How could it not? I was about to handcuff Danielle and lead her to the exact fate I joined the Militia to save Maddie from enduring. Just because I love Maddie, didn't make Danielle's life insignificant. I couldn't view her as a means to an end or collateral damage in my quest to save Maddie, because she was neither of those things. She could very well be someone else's Maddie. 
 
   There was no way I would ever be able to justify what I was about to do. So I did the only thing I could, I pushed those feelings away to be dealt with at a later time, promising myself that someday, somehow, I would make right my wrongs. Danielle's suffering wouldn't be in vain. It would be a silent promise I would give her. I could only pray that God would forgive me. 
 
   With my emotions in check, I entered the room and explained to Danielle that I would have to cuff her again in preparation for transport to her new living quarters. Typical protocol post interrogation includes transferring the Breeder to the residential portion of the compound. I asked her to stand and turn around. She did so without a fight or a single word spoken. I secured the cuffs and led her out of the interrogation room. Sanders was waiting just outside the door, and he took his place on Danielle's right side, with me already to her left. We proceeded down the corridor towards the Breeder residence portion of the compound, where the girls are housed until successfully impregnated.
 
   We came to a stop once we reached the security door, and I took note of the camera in the upper right hand corner. The sliding steel door could only be opened after both Sanders and I inserted our badges into the reader, entered our numeric I.D. codes, and then placed our thumb upon the imprint scanner to further verify our identities. Once clearance was authorized, the door opened and we stepped across the threshold into the residential quarters. As the steel door slid shut behind us, I glanced down at Danielle who held a look of determination upon her face that said, "You will not break me." At the same time, red lights had begun to flash along the corridor, a sign that a code red was in progress.
 
   Fuck. 
 
   Suddenly, all hell broke loose as personnel started racing down the hallway, girls began to scream, and cries echoed out down the corridor. Sanders and I eyed one another with looks of trepidation. The three of us proceeded down the long hallway, slowing as we took in the chaos that played out before us. Our senses assaulted, Danielle's body began to shake, and the look of determination she held only minutes ago had been replaced with what I could only describe as absolute fear. 
 
   She struggled to break free of our hold as she begged us, "Please don't do this. Please," with tears streaming down her face. 
 
   What an unforgivable piece of shit I am, I thought as I looked down at her. My every instinct screamed at me to take this girl and get her as far away from that hellhole as I could. That's when Danielle dug her feet into the ground to stop our forward motion. I knew I needed to pull it together. There was nothing I could do to change her fate. We would be caught if I tried to take her and run. They'd stop us before we even made it out the door. All I could do for Danielle was try to help her get down that fucking hallway, and as fucked up as it may sound, I told myself to be grateful. Grateful it was me and not any of the other cocksuckers I worked with, because she fucking deserved more, and I would give her more.  
 
   "Danielle," I began as I leaned down to talk in her ear, "I know you probably hate me right now, but we need to make it down this hallway. Show them that you are the same strong, determined girl I met back in the interrogation room. I understand you're afraid, but you'll make it through this. If anyone can, you can, and you will." 
 
   Sanders cleared his throat, signaling me that we needed to move forward. My initial reaction was anger, but once I looked over at him, I was certain that he wasn't immune to the scenes playing out before him. He felt it too, made evident by the tremoring of his hands. His shame was clear as he failed to look Danielle or I in the eyes, but he needed to pull it together too. To expose that level of emotion could secure the end of his career as a Hunter or quite possibly within the Militia as a whole. 
 
   Sanders is unlike the rest of them, I sensed it from the start. His reaction spoke volumes about his character. Had he reacted any differently, I would have had to fight the impulse to beat him where he stood. 
 
   Needing to help him get his emotions in check, I fell into step behind Danielle and pretended to check that her cuffs were secure. While pulling on the metal that held her wrists behind her back, I spoke to him, my voice low and firm, "Pull it together, Sanders. Lock down whatever it is you're feeling until we are securely outside this unit." I moved back into step beside Danielle and knew my words found ownership within his mind as the tremors began to subside.
 
      As we continued down the long corridor, still unaware of the nightmare that lay ahead, I noticed Danielle looking around as she took in her surroundings. Her new home, the Breeders residence, was no home at all. The walls that lined the hallway were lackluster gray, adding color to the misery that surrounded us. The living quarters were not enclosed rooms that offered the girls privacy of any kind, instead, they were put on display inside rooms with large windows facing the corridor. 
 
   The girls we passed were plastered against their windows, trying to see what was happening down the hallway. The further we went, the looks of curiosity and fear that we witnessed changed to ones of understanding and terror. Most of the girls closest to the code red chaos cried out with screams as they took in the scene before them, while others were sitting on the ground rocking back and forth, their eyes closed, covering their ears with their hands in an attempt block it all out. 
 
   As we approached the room responsible for the code red, it was impossible to look away. There was a girl surrounded in a pool of her own blood, a shank protruding from her abdomen. Staff surrounded her as a doctor was attempting to perform CPR. 
 
   When it became clear the girl could not be saved, the doctor stepped back and called time of death. At the same time the girl's face became visible, Danielle let out a blood curdling scream. 
 
   "No, no, no," she bellowed as her legs fell out beneath her. The hold Sanders and I had on her arms was the only thing that stopped her knees from slamming to the ground. "No, oh God no," she screamed out in total despair, tears pouring down her cheeks, her body shaking without mercy. 
 
   And then understanding took form in my mind. The lifeless, bloody girl who had just taken her own life was Danielle's best friend. It was Amanda.
 
   Within seconds I had Danielle's cuffs unlocked and her swooped up into my arms, breaking protocol fifteen different ways. 
 
   Fuck protocol. 
 
   As she sobbed within my arms, I yelled out, "Where's her room?" 
 
   Plowing through staff, trying to get her away from the scene, Sanders pushed back anyone attempting to come up from behind and get in my way. 
 
   When no one answered, my voice morphed into a thunderous boom, "Where the fuck is her room?!" 
 
   An orderly stood down the hall and pointed into an empty room. He stepped back nervously as I approached, and I entered the room as Sanders stood guard at the doorway, blocking anyone who attempted to enter. I reached the bed and placed Danielle upon the mattress, but she clung to me, unwilling to release the grip her arms held tightly around my neck. Picking her back up, I took a seat on the bed and held her as she cried in my arms. 
 
   "I'm so sorry, Danielle," were the words I repeated in a whisper as I rocked her and stroked the side of her head. 
 
   I heard Sanders as he spoke to the doctor who was attempting to assert his authority in order to gain access to the room. "You are not getting in this fucking room Doc. Give 'em a minute." 
 
   Looking up, I saw Sanders move away from the door as he spoke quietly into his ear. The doctor looked over at Danielle and me and nodded to Sanders in acknowledgement.
 
   "I can give her a sedative to calm her," he said as his eyes returned to Sanders. He then turned and walked away.
 
   When the pills I'd given Danielle kicked in and she had fallen asleep in my arms, I laid her down on the bed. Completely silent, Sanders and I made our way back down the hall, through the security door, past the interrogation rooms, and out the compound door. We walked until we rounded the corner, out of sight from any ears or eyes. 
 
   Sanders immediately doubled over, vomiting, his body's attempt to purge all he'd just seen and heard. Unable to offer him support, and my body unwilling to offer me the same release, I cried out, "Fuck!" so loudly from the depths of my soul, I'm surprised I hadn't shattered every window within miles. The fabric of who I was, forever altered, and I knew in that moment I would never be the same.  
 
   Drenched in sweat, I back away from the punching bag, resting my hands upon my knees as I try to catch my breath. I hope this time, the exhaustion will finally be enough to silence the memories that continuously assault me every time I lay my head down and try to sleep.
 
   I just need a few hours. I need to quiet Danielle's screams. I just need a little reprieve. I tell myself it'll be okay. I'll be okay once I get some sleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nine 
 
                                            Maddie
 
    
 
   I've heard him before, but tonight is so much worse…much, much worse. The pain and helplessness in his screams crush me. I pull the comforter around me tighter and squeeze my eyes shut. These walls are too thin; I can hear everything. His screams turn into muffled sobs and as he yells into what must be his pillow, the pain in his voice courses straight through me, triggering my own pain. 
 
   What is it that haunts him so deeply?
 
   Before I can stop myself, I'm on my feet. I can't just lie here anymore, pretending I don't hear him. My heart aches as I walk down the hall, moving closer to his room. 
 
   I come to an abrupt halt as I take in the shadow crouched down on the floor, just outside his door. Alex looks up at me and the devastation in her eyes mirror the sounds coming from the other side of that door. She's been here awhile; her face is swollen and puffy from crying. 
 
   "Don't," she whispers. "You'll only make it worse. I've tried. He won't talk about it." Her head falls back down into her arms, and she starts shaking as sobs wrack through her body.
 
   I come closer anyway, but instead of trying to help Aiden, I lower myself to the ground next to her. My arm starts to reach out for her, but I pull it back in. I'm not sure what to do, how to console her. 
 
   "Do you want to talk about it?" I ask her quietly.
 
   She heaves a big sigh and nods. "Okay." 
 
   "Do you know what his nightmares are about?" I glance back towards Aiden's door. 
 
   After a long pause she answers, "Yeah, I do. He never had them before, only since our parents died."
 
   I wait patiently for her to go on, and after a minute or so she does. "I think he relives the night they were killed over and over again, every night. He's always screaming, begging for someone to stop...It kills me to hear him like that." She sits upright, wiping more tears from her face and continues, "I think he feels guilty for not being able to save them."
 
   "That's awful. It wasn't his fault, even I can see that." I can't believe he's held that inside, all of this time since his parents died. "He can't take responsibility for something that was out of his control."
 
   "I know that, but he won't listen to me,” she replies. “He doesn't want to believe it. There's nothing he could have done that wouldn't have gotten us captured or killed too. He forgets that I was there. I know he couldn't have stopped what happened." 
 
   I'm not sure if it's right to ask, but something inside me wants to know what happened, so I can understand the pain that Aiden is feeling, the burden that he's holding. "Will you tell me what happened?" I ask hesitantly.
 
   Her head thumps against the wall, and she turns her face towards me. "That's the shitty part. I don't really know exactly. I didn't see it happen. We were heading back through town to meet our parents, and we were almost to the building we were supposed to meet them at, but when we came around the corner, Aiden whipped me back behind the building so fast I didn't have a chance to see what was going on. He just told me to be quiet as he took a peek around the corner. I heard men shouting, 'Get down! Get down!' and I heard my mom yell something, but then Aiden grabbed me and covered my ears. But I heard the shots anyway...and he covered my mouth to keep me from screaming." 
 
   She pauses, slowly inhaling and exhaling on shaky breaths, tears streaming down her face. "I saw it in his eyes. When the gunshots went off I knew something terrible had happened. Next thing I knew, we were running. We ran for so long, and he wouldn't answer any of my questions. When we finally stopped he only said, 'they’re gone, Alex.' 
 
   “We sat together and cried all night until we finally fell asleep. He's refused to talk about it since. He shuts me out when it comes to our mom and dad and what happened that day. I don't know exactly what he saw, but it broke him," the last part comes out on a sob, and I reach my arm around her. 
 
   Leaning my head against my knees, I look at her and say the only words that come to mind, "I'm so, so sorry. I know it doesn't help, but what happened to you guys is horrible. You didn't deserve to lose your parents that way..." The anger I feel for them, for what happened to their parents, finds its way to the surface and fuels my next words, "The Hunters are vile, disgusting human beings, and they all deserve worse than what they did to your parents. I only hope that one day they get what's coming to them." 
 
   I say it with such conviction that it startles me. I'm disgusted and angry. What happened to their parents is appalling, disturbing. They were murdered in cold blood. So that's what our government does, what the Hunters do, to anyone who doesn't fall in line with their sick plans? My stomach churns. If that's the way the Hunters handled that situation, I can only imagine what life as a Breeder is really like. I knew running was the right thing to do.
 
   Alex pulls me away from the dark place my mind has wandered. "You sound like Aiden." The faintest smile tugs at her lips but disappears before I'm sure I saw it. 
 
   "What?" I ask, a little confused. 
 
   "He said the same thing. That the Hunters will get what's coming to them, even if he has to do it himself," she answers. “Anyway, I think his nightmares were worse tonight because of our run in with the Hunter's today." 
 
   "That makes sense,” I nod. I could tell he was shaken up. In the week I've known them, he’s been easy going…an arrogant pain in the ass even. But today, he was very composed, serious.
 
   She sighs. “I know seeing those Hunters brought him back to the day our parents were killed." 
 
   “Yeah, I’m still freaked out, so I can only imagine what it was like for you guys.” In fact, I've never been so scared in my entire life aside from the night I started my period, but that pales in comparison to how I felt when Aiden yelled for us to "Find something to hide behind and get the fuck down on the ground!" and when he growled, "Don't move a fucking inch, it's the Hunters." 
 
   Time stopped, and I think my heart might have stopped too. When Aiden screamed his commands, I hit the ground so hard that I'll be bruised for days. Lying on the gravel waiting for the cars to pass felt like an eternity. I watched through a barely there bush as sleek, black cars sped by, one after the other for long minutes. With windows rolled down, nameless faces searched the area, and for the first time since being on the run, I felt hunted. 
 
   We stayed on the ground long after the last car passed by, my heart still pounding out of my chest. Aiden moved to stand but ordered us to lie and wait for him to check the area. After another short eternity he returned, letting us get up off the ground. The rest of the day was spent walking in silence until we ended up here, occupying another old, abandoned house in another small town. 
 
   I shiver at the memory. Seeing the Hunters terrified me right down to the bone. How they didn't see us, I have no idea, and I can’t help but feel like our time is running out.   
 
   "I think he fell back asleep," Alex says, interrupting my thoughts. 
 
   "I’m gonna go lay back down," I reply. 
 
   "Me too. And thank you for listening.” 
 
   "Of course, anytime." I shrug and attempt a smile, a meager one at best. 
 
   "See you in the morning," she says, pulling herself from the floor. 
 
   "Night."
 
   Climbing back into bed, I pull the blanket around me and shove my face into the pillow. Seeing the Hunters, listening to Aiden scream through his nightmares, and feeling Alex's pain as she told me more about the day her parents were killed, brought all my fears to the surface.
 
   I try not to cry, I really do, but I feel the dampness across my cheeks, I feel my body heaving, I feel what's left of my heart breaking into a hundred more pieces. 
 
   I want my mom and dad. To see them, hear them, know that they’re okay. Were there consequences for what I did? Did they have to pay for me running? For the first time since leaving home, I allow myself to dwell on the decisions I've made, and all I feel is regret. I'll never see my parents again. I'll never know if they’re okay. What the hell was I thinking? I was selfish. I only thought about myself, worried about what would happen to me as a Breeder. I didn't stop to think that something might happen to my parents because of my decision to run. I thought that if I kept them in the dark, it would be enough to keep them safe, but I was wrong. There's nothing the government won't do to find us. 
 
   A thought breaks through the jumble of my mind…my parents don't know anything about my whereabouts, where I was headed, or why I ran in the first place. It just might have been enough to keep them alive. The Hunters would want to keep them around in case I tried to contact them, right? Without them or Travis, there's nothing I would ever want to go back home for, and the Hunters must be smart enough to know that. It makes sense, and I have to believe that, because it's the only thing that will keep me from completely breaking. 
 
   I let out a shuddering breath. They'll be okay. They'll be okay...
 
                                   ~~~~~~~~~~~
 
   I wake up early, too early. I've hardly had any sleep, but I just want to get up and start the day, get moving, keep my mind off of...everything. 
 
   The floor creaks beneath me and I cringe, quickening my pace to make it outside before I wake anyone. The crisp, cold air wakes me up instantly. I sit down on the walkway in front of the house and watch as my breath freezes and swirls before me. I enjoy the morning. Waking up to a day of the unknown, planning where to go next, it occupies my mind, fills the space leaving no room for anything else. 
 
   The door clicks shut behind me, and I turn to see Aiden walking my way. He takes a seat next to me, but doesn't say a word, just stares ahead and shares the silence with me. 
 
   My thoughts drift to Travis. Something about Aiden always brings up my feelings for him, and I don't know what to make of that, but I couldn't keep him from my mind today no matter how hard I tried, because today is August 8th. It's Travis's birthday. 
 
   "You okay?" Aiden asks me. 
 
   I look him in the eyes. "I should be asking you that." 
 
   "Me? I'm fine, but you don't look so good."
 
   "It's just... it's my best friend's birthday today. I miss him like crazy. Today just sucks. I want it to be easier, but it keeps getting harder. I just miss everyone more and more every day, and I don't know how to let them go." I wring my hands in my lap, trying not to cry. 
 
   Running his hands through his hair, he replies, "I know it's hard. I left people back home too, and I miss them of course, but I don't let myself dwell on it. It is what it is. I can't change my circumstance, so I have to let it go. You have to forget them or it'll drag you down, because you'll never see them again. I don't want to hurt you, but you have to see that, otherwise you're only hurting yourself."
 
   I shake my head, biting my lip, "It's not that easy."
 
   "What other choice do you have? You have to forget them."
 
   "I don't want to forget them, I just don't want it to hurt so much." I sigh and bow my head. 
 
   I feel his hand at my shoulder, and he gives it a squeeze. "When you accept what is, then you can leave it all behind. Until then, don't expect that pain to go away," he says bluntly.
 
   Just because his words are true, doesn’t mean they don’t sting, especially with his harsh delivery. "Is that what you did? Did you accept it and leave it behind?" I ask angrily, but immediately feel guilty and soften my tone, "Because it seems like you've tried to forget, but it's haunting you. You can't forget what you haven't accepted. It wasn't your fault Aiden, and until you see that, you won't be able to leave it behind either."
 
   "You don't know shit about what I've been through." His fists are balled, betraying the calm of his tone. 
 
   "Maybe not, but I know you're hurting, and I know Alex is hurting. She could use some answers. If you'd just talk to her about it...she deserves that, and it would help you to talk about it, too. Then maybe you guys could really move on from it. You're a good guy Aiden, you deserve that." 
 
   "Forgetting works fine for me, for now. There's no time to sort out what could or couldn't have been, because I have to focus on getting us all the hell out of here and to the free nation." 
 
   "And then what?"
 
   "Then I'll figure it out," he says, shrugging. 
 
   "I hope you do."
 
   "Right back at you." And just like that the tension is gone. He's smiling that cocky smile of his.
 
   "What?" I ask, eyeing him suspiciously. 
 
   "So I'm a good guy, huh?" he says as he waggles his eyebrows at me. 
 
   "Oh god, you never stop do you?" 
 
   We both laugh.
 
   "Nope. Gotta have fun where there's fun to be had."
 
   I scrunch my face. "You're so weird."
 
   "And you're so beautiful."
 
   Shaking my head, I sigh, "Knock it off."
 
   "I like you." He bites his lip, smiling.
 
   "I like you too." I roll my eyes. "I guess."
 
   And his laughter floats through the air, surrounding me, comforting me. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Ten 
 
                                         Travis
 
    
 
   The last place I want to be on my birthday is back at the Breeder Compound, but here I am. This is my first time returning since interrogating Danielle and witnessing the death of her best friend Amanda. To say it's been difficult to process would be an understatement. Being here is more difficult now, because the memories of that day are tied to this place. 
 
   I enter the briefing room and take a seat across from Sanders. He's looking down at the pencil he's slowly tapping on the table, so lost in his own thoughts he doesn't even notice I'm here. I know he's struggling to process what happened too, especially after seeing his reaction when we walked out of the compound last week. He and I haven't even attempted to discuss it.
 
   "What up Sanders?" I ask, and he looks up at me. 
 
   "Hey, how's our birthday boy?" He smiles, and it takes a few seconds for the emotion to finally reach his eyes. I'm glad to see it does.
 
   "I'm good," I reply, smiling back at him.
 
   "So are you ready for tonight? We can't let this momentous occasion pass without celebration. The infamous Travis Brennan is the big 2-0. Happy birthday, man!"
 
   "Thanks, but I wouldn't quite say I'm infamous. Charming and intelligent? Maybe. Infamous? Nahh. Well...at least not yet." 
 
   "Well, maybe after tonight that’ll change," Sanders quips.
 
   Our attention is drawn to the front of the room by the unit secretary who’s in charge of notifying all personnel of any changes to the unit's Standard Operating Procedures. It's usually pretty boring stuff, and as she rambles on it becomes clear this time will be no different. I look up at the clock and what feels like an hour has only been twenty minutes. 
 
   As she continues on, my thoughts drift to Maddie. I can't recall a birthday of mine that didn't include her. I hope she's safe. I worry about her constantly. It's always been my job to watch over her; I feel like it's what I was born to do. It's not like I have a choice in the matter. Whether she was being picked on by a little punk in her sixth grade class or getting hit on a by a cocky jock in high school, trying to score much more than a date, I was there to make sure she was left alone.
 
   It would be a lie to say all of my motives were unselfish and chivalrous. There were times when I'd meet her as she was getting out of school, walking out with a guy who looked as nervous as he did interested, and I'd pull Maddie into a hug, giving the unsuspecting kid the almighty stare down. Oblivious to Maddie, she’d make introductions and he and I would shake hands. She’d say goodbye, and as she turned to walk away, I would take the opportunity to give a silent "SShhh," followed with a slit to the throat just for added measure. 
 
   Was it a dick move? Probably. Especially when some of them looked like they might piss themselves. But she was too good for all of them. Hell, Maddie's probably too good for me. Whether she was seven and I was ten, or I was seventeen and she was fourteen, it seems a part of me always knew she was meant to be mine.
 
   My attention is drawn back to the room as I hear chairs scrape across the floor and see Sanders stand. We head out the door and are walking down the hallway towards the exit when I see "Hot Doctor" standing at the end of the hallway. My birthday celebration at the bar on base provides the perfect opportunity to get to know the doctor a bit better, so I decide to make my move. I don't have time to waste. 
 
   Hot Doctor actually has a name, but she was given the nickname by the guys in our unit and it’s stuck. Her actual name is Dr. Kelly Reesen. She's in her early thirties and from what I've been told, has a thing for younger men. She's a beautiful woman, stunning actually, and she knows it. She has long, red, wavy hair, green eyes, and porcelain skin, but her looks in my opinion are all she really has going for her. She walks around here in her tight skirts and stripper heels with a sense of superiority that doesn't sit well with me no matter who you are. I've heard the way she talks to staff. She can be very condescending at times which is a complete turn off. 
 
   Sanders is walking beside me as we make our approach. "Do me a favor man," I begin, "I need you to invite Hot Doc to the bar tonight. Do the initial invite, and I'll handle the rest."
 
   "No problem. Watch the master work his magic son. You won't have to handle anything." 
 
   Sanders isn't a bad looking guy, and what he lacks in height he makes up for with humor. His signature move with the ladies is to bust out the Spanish. He claims that when they hear him speak the language of his people, they are powerless to "fight the sexy." I have yet to witness this effect as I've only seen him crash and burn, but the guy never gives up. He's always entertaining. 
 
   We reach Hot Doctor, and Sanders side steps me to swoop over and stand before her.
 
   "Hola, mi amor." 
 
   Oh no, Sanders. Not with her. 
 
   He continues, "I'm sure you remember me. Como que no pudiste?"
 
   "No, actually I don't," Hot Doctor replies to Sanders but has her eyes locked on mine.
 
   "Well today is my good buddy here, Lieutenant Brennan's birthday." He nods in my direction. 
 
   "Is that so?" she responds as her eyes rake my body. When they return to my eyes she continues, "Happy birthday, Lieutenant."
 
   "Thank you." I decide to take over now. "We're all meeting up at the bar on base tonight to celebrate, if you'd like to join us for some drinks."
 
   "Hmmm." Her eyes scan my body again. "I think that can be arranged. Time?" she asks.
 
   "2100 hours," Sanders chimes in.
 
   Completely ignoring him, she continues, "See you then, Lieutenant. I'm looking forward to it." She smiles seductively and passes between us as she makes her way down the hall.
 
   Sanders checks her out as she walks away and leans into me. "I told you I'd handle it." Cocking his eyebrow he looks back to me and continues, "Even she can't fight the sexy."
 
   Shaking my head as I chuckle, I pat him on the back as we head out the door. "Of course she couldn't, Sanders. Thanks man." 
 
   And a smile takes over his face.
 
                                       ~~~~~~
 
   Sanders, a few of the guys from our unit, and myself are on our way to the bar on base. The rest of the guys will be meeting us there. It's fairly large in size, and most nights you’ll find servicemen or the occasional servicewomen drinking, listening to music, playing pool and darts. Sometimes they bring their significant others along. Tonight being a weeknight, the bar should be relatively slow.
 
   As we walk inside, the first thing I see is a cake on the bar surrounded by shots. Most of the guys from our unit are here and as we walk over to them, each greets me with a handshake or a pat on the back. The irony isn't lost on me that my birthday is being celebrated by people I honestly wouldn't waste my time celebrating had the tables been turned, unless it was Sanders. 
 
   I'm almost positive his motives for enlisting are similar to mine. But as for the rest of the guys, I can't see past the choice they made to become a Hunter. I have to constantly remind myself that it's all for Maddie, and I need to play the game until I find her. With that thought, I step up to the bar as Sanders hands me a shot of whiskey, and I ask the rest of the guys to grab one too. 
 
   Sanders holds his shot up, a sign he's going to give a toast, signaling everyone to quiet down, and all the guys start yelling louder just to piss him off. "Settle down jackasses! Settle down! Today we are here to celebrate the birth of Travis Brennan." Hoots and holler's ring out. "To know him...is to love him. And if you don't, it's best to pretend you do...cuz he'll whip. That. Ass. Happy birthday, man." 
 
   Everyone downs their shots and slaps me on the back as they head in different directions, some up to the bar and others to play pool. Sanders hands me another shot, and we take a seat at the bar as well. He tells me the remaining shots are for me, and I’m required to down the rest of them by the end of the night.
 
   "So where's Hot Doctor?" Sanders inquires as he looks around the bar.
 
   "She'll be here," I reply.
 
   "I know you're a good looking guy, Brennan, with those bulging biceps and dreamy eyes that drive the ladies crazy, but she's Hot Doctor. Come on, man." 
 
   "I know her type. She'll show, smartass." 
 
   Four shots and a few beers later, Sanders and I finish playing a round of pool and head back over to the bar. He’s going on about the fact that he beat me. He's feeling no pain.  
 
   "Admit it, Brennan. I kicked your ass," he boasts.
 
   "You do every damn time we play. And you just got done telling me that you and your brother used to clean up at the tables back home, so don't act so surprised."
 
   "Yeah, I did, didn't I?" The joy in his eyes disappears, and as he takes a sip of his beer, I can tell he's lost in a memory, sadness overcoming his features.
 
   "Where'd you go? You okay, man?" I ask. 
 
   He takes another sip, puts his beer down, and starts folding the tips of the napkin sitting before him. "Just makes me think about my family."
 
   "If you're missing them, then go visit. They're less than an hour away." 
 
   "The person I'm missing isn't—never mind, just forget it." He picks up his beer and takes another swig.
 
   "Isn't what?" I turn on the stool and face him, but his head remains forward. I've always been one to trust my gut, this time would be no different. "Let's take a walk outside." 
 
   If we’re finally going to have this conversation, it needs to be done away from so many ears. Standing, I place my hand on his shoulder. "Come on, man."
 
   He looks up at me, studying my face, deciding whether he should trust me. When the decision is made, he lets out a sigh and stands to follow me. We exit the bar, and it's clear no one saw us. The rest of the guys are too busy partying to even notice our departure. We walk about a hundred feet from the entrance, and when I'm sure no one is near, I turn to face him. Pain is etched across his face.
 
   "What's going on?" I ask him. 
 
   "It's my sister," he replies.
 
   "Your sister? I thought you only had brothers." My heart sinks, his sister is a runaway. 
 
   "I didn't tell you about her. I couldn't. Fuck, I shouldn't be telling you now. It's just too much...and with what we saw last week."
 
   "You mean with Amanda?" 
 
   "Yeah, man. It just hit too close to home," he pauses, running his hands through his hair and continues, "My older sister, Anna. She's a Breeder. When she started her period, my parents brought her in. To them it was the honorable thing to do. She didn't want to go. They told her if she didn't turn herself in willingly it would bring dishonor to our family, so she went. I was thirteen, and I didn't say anything. I knew it was wrong, and I didn't try to stop them." I can see the guilt weighing heavily upon him. "I should've done something. I should've stopped them." He drops his head in shame. 
 
   I place my hand on his shoulder. "Sanders, look at me, bro." His looks up, and I continue. "You were thirteen years old. There was nothing you could've said or done to stop them. Whether she turned herself in or got swept up by the Militia, her fate would still be the same. You know that, man."
 
   "My parents should have taken her, Travis, taken all of us and run." He stops speaking, knowing those words are a game changer. It explains why he's here. He joined to find his sister. Relief floods me, and as bummed as I feel for him, I'm relieved to know we're on the same team.
 
   Nodding my head in agreement, I look him in the eyes. "Yes. They should have." 
 
   Validation quickly followed by a look of realization takes over his face. "Who are you here for?" he asks.
 
   "Her name's Maddie. She ran."
 
   Sanders’ eyes suddenly dart over my shoulder, and he nods in the same the direction. I turn to look and see Hot Doctor only a few feet away from the bar's entrance. 
 
   "We better head back in. She actually showed…Fucker," he says with a smirk, shaking his head in disbelief. 
 
   I turn, and we both head back towards the bar in silence. Right before we reach the front door, Sanders stops me. "Maddie, is she your sister?" 
 
   "No." I look down shaking my head. 
 
   "Your girl?"
 
   I look up at him. "No...well, yeah." I pause a few seconds then continue, "She's my girl."
 
   Sanders grabs the handle to the door, and just as he's about to pull it open, he stops, "Hold up," he turns to face me before continuing, "If she's your girl, then what's with Hot Doctor?" He raises an eyebrow. I say nothing in response. I just give him a look that says, come on, man. Figure it out. 
 
   Understanding takes over his features. He opens the door and the sounds of music and laughter flood our ears. As I walk past him he leans into me. "Dude, I'm single. You sure you don't want me to handle this? She may be an ice queen, but even she can't fight the sexy."
 
   I walk away shaking my head with a chuckle. Hot Doctor is sitting alone at the bar, and I approach her. 
 
   "You know it's true," he shouts from behind me just as I take a seat beside her at the bar. 
 
   "Late to your own party? I was just getting ready to leave." She takes a sip of wine and eyes me with an amused expression on her face. 
 
   "Sorry I kept you waiting." I offer her my most endearing smile. "But I think you'll find I'm worth the wait, Doctor."
 
   "Is that so, Soldier?" She turns on the stool to face me, her eyes focused on my lips.
 
   "How about we take a seat in the back," I say it as a statement, rather than a question. Standing, I hold out my hand for her to take. "More privacy." I cock an eyebrow and add a smug grin. 
 
   She eyes me with suspicion, all part of her act to offer the illusion that she's the mouse, unknowingly being played by the cat. She takes my hand and stands. I hold it as I walk her over to a secluded booth in the back of the bar. Cat calls and whistles ring out as we pass the guys. She ignores them all and takes a seat when we reach the booth farthest from the bar.
 
   I take a seat across from her and intentionally say nothing, my eyes focused on her mouth. Completely aware of what's holding my attention, she bites down on her bottom lip. I smirk as my eyes travel up to her eyes. 
 
   She leans towards me, licks her lips, and begins, "Let's not waste our time playing games. I know why I'm here. The question is...why did you ask me here? What exactly do you want, Lieutenant?"  
 
   Taking a sip from my beer, I lean back against the seat, look her directly in the eyes, and respond, "You.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eleven 
 
                                                  Maddie
 
    
 
   "No! No, no, no! Don't do it! Don't you dare!" I struggle against his arms, trying to break free. "Alex! Do something!"
 
   "What am I supposed to do from all the way in here? You promised you'd come in anyway. I'm team Aiden on this one, sorry." She scrunches her face like she actually feels sorry for me. Yeah, right. 
 
   "Oh..." I growl at her. "You suck!" And I feel Aiden chuckle against me, right before he launches me into the water. 
 
   I crash into the lake, plunging beneath the surface. It instantly feels amazing, and I paddle myself up to the top, gasping for air when I break the surface. Meeting Aiden's eyes, I glare. "You didn't have to do that! I was going to get in." I turn myself in a circle to face Alex, "And you! Next time Aiden has it in for you, you are so on your own." I say the last part as a threat, and it seems to work because her eyebrows shoot up. 
 
   "Oh come on!" she says. 
 
   "Nope, sorry." I say sarcastically, mocking her previous words. 
 
   "You know it feels good, stop whining." Aiden says as he swims over to us. 
 
   I launch myself at him, moving through the water at full speed, paddling towards him with all my might. I move pretty fast, because he hardly reacts before I get my arms around his neck and try to pull him under. It doesn't work, and instead of me pulling him under, he yanks us both down into the water.
 
   I come back up choking and sputtering an unintelligible, "Oh, I hate you so much. You suck. You suck. You suck!" 
 
   His howls of laughter are his only reply, and Alex joins in with some snickering of her own. They sound ridiculous.
 
   "You," I point to Aiden, "sound like a baboon and you," I point to Alex, "sound like a hyena. So suck it." I tell them both, smiling the entire time, trying not to laugh. 
 
   They both go to splash me, but I expected that, so I duck under the water and make a dash for it. I hold my breath and swim as far out as I can before I need to come up for air. Taking a take a look behind me, I see that while I've made my escape, they've already started in on each other. A full on splashing war has ensued between them. 
 
   I turn back and keep swimming, moving farther and farther away from them. When I'm a good distance away, I turn over onto my back and float, staring up at the sky. It's a clear, crisp blue, not a cloud in sight. The sun is shining bright and hot, but the water surrounding me is cool, and as I make angels in the water, I can't think of anything that could feel as good as this. 
 
   I've missed hanging out in the water. It's only been a few weeks since we left Albuquerque, and I was only there for a couple of months, but it had started to feel like home. Well, as close to home as I've gotten since leaving my real home. Or what used to be my real home. 
 
   I won't let myself go there anymore though. At first, my talk with Aiden pissed me off, but after a while it sunk in. He was right. If I continued to dwell on the decisions I've made, I'd never have a chance at being happy again. So that's what I've been doing, attempting to make peace with it, trying to let it go, and doing my best to live my life for what it is now, because I'll be damned if after everything I've been through, I let anything else get in the way of my happiness. 
 
   The thing is, I haven't been able to accept it yet, so until I do, I've settled for pushing the thoughts and memories of who and what I left behind to the back of my mind. I know it's not the right way to go about it, but again, Aiden was right, it works for now. I think that eventually it'll click, and it will be easier to remember them without it being so hard. 
 
   A splash to the face draws me right into the present moment, and I immediately pull myself up to see which pain in my ass it was this time. Aiden, of course. 
 
   "Wanna race back?" he asks.
 
   Instead of answering, I take off through the water ahead of him. 
 
   "Cheater!" he yells, but I don't slow. 
 
   I pump my arms in front of me at full force, trying desperately to beat him. I chance a look behind me, and he's already gaining on me, fast. Adrenaline courses through me as I push myself harder. 
 
   I'm almost there when he catches up to me and grabs my ankle, yanking me backwards by my leg. I let out a scream before my face is pulled under the water. I struggle to right myself, but he still has a grip on me. 
 
   "Let...go...of my leg." I manage to choke the words out while trying to catch my breath. 
 
   He does what I ask, looking only slightly amused. "I'm sorry, I didn't mean to pull your face under like that. Honest." He puts a hand up in surrender, the other crossing his heart. 
 
   I splash him in the face. "Payback."
 
   Wiping the water from his face, he laughs, "Fair is fair." He reaches out for me, and his hands grab my waist. It's shallow enough to stand, but the water hits my neck so I grasp his shoulders to steady myself. I'm still catching my breath when I look up at Aiden. He's staring at me like he has many times before, but something about his gaze is different. Amusement and adoration are clear, but there's more...Oh my god, he's looking at me like...like he wants me. 
 
   His eyes drift to my mouth, and he starts to move closer. He licks his lips as he lowers his head, and for a second too long I think about letting him kiss me, but at the last minute I turn my face, and his lips meet my jawline. He lingers there, one of his hands finding its way into my hair. My grip tightens on his shoulders, and he pulls me closer by my waist, giving my cheek another slow peck before releasing me. 
 
   I don't move. I don't say anything. I just stare at him. I might be in shock, just a little. 
 
   "Breathe, Maddie." He smiles at me. "I'm sorry, I couldn't help myself."
 
   I clear my throat, "Umm."
 
   "Don't worry, I can see you weren't ready for that. I won't do it again, I promise. At least not until you ask me to." He winks and takes off for the shore. 
 
   That's the problem though, I kind of liked it.  
 
   He has no idea it's the first time I’ve been kissed by anyone like that. Even if it was just my cheek. Excitement stirs in my stomach, but it's quickly followed by a flood of guilt, because while my mind may be in denial, my heart remembers, knows, it belongs to someone else. 
 
                                   ~~~~~~~~~
 
   The fire crackles in front of me as I sit and stare, watching the flames dance. I've been a little out of it since Aiden kissed me. My emotions have been warring with my brain, pushing me to make sense of why I feel so guilty about liking it. I don't want to acknowledge the whys though. The whys are what I’ve been trying to ignore the past few weeks, what I've been trying to let go of. 
 
   If I allow myself to go there, it'll open the floodgates, and I don't want to deal with it. I won't be able to handle it, not after I've gotten this far ignoring my feelings. So instead of being honest with myself, I'm going to continue on my path of denial. It's simpler that way. Easier. 
 
   Aiden hasn't brought it up again, thank goodness, and while Alex has given me a few strange looks, she hasn't commented on it either. It's not like them to leave something like this be, but not one smartass remark has come out of their mouths, at least not directed at me. Maybe I haven't done as good a job of keeping my feelings hidden as I thought. 
 
   "I'm gonna go to sleep guys," I say as I snuggle down into my sleeping bag. 
 
   "Okay, night," Alex replies. 
 
   "Night, beautiful," Aiden says, smirking at me. 
 
   The "beautiful" and the smirking I'm used to, it's the twinkle in his eyes that tell me he isn't going to let the kiss go. 
 
   I turn over in my sleeping bag and look at the stars, finding the biggest, brightest one. It's something I used to do back home, with someone I wish with all my heart was lying next to me right now. 
 
   Maybe forgetting is what I need. I think about Aiden's words. "I won't do it again, I promise. At least not until you ask me to." 
 
   It's only two words. 
 
   Kiss me.
 
   It's all I'd need to say for him to do it, to really kiss me, and help me forget what I've been fighting to let go of. 
 
   Could I do that to him though, use him that way? The thing is, I genuinely do like him and if my heart wasn't stuck in the past, I think I could easily fall for him. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twelve 
 
                                                    Travis
 
    
 
   It's Sunday morning, and I'm pulling down the street towards my mom's house when I see Sanders' truck in the driveway. I pull in right behind him. He's leaning against his door talking to Grace...in Spanish. I hop out, laughing, yet nothing I'm witnessing is funny. My laughter holds behind it one message and one message only...someone's gonna die, and it isn't Grace.
 
   "First of all, Sanders," I begin on a chuckle, "you don't park in a man's driveway." My laughter stops abruptly. My eyes don't leave him and I continue, "Hi, Grace. Do your big brother a favor and go inside." 
 
   "Hey, Trav," she responds, but doesn't turn to go and stands, twirling her hair. 
 
   "Now, Grace."
 
   "Ugh. Fine," she responds. Turning, she makes her way into the house, and the screen door slams shut behind her.
 
   "What up, bro?" Sanders steps up to me and goes in for knuckles. Face stone cold, I stand with my arms folded in front of me and watch him as he fist bumps the air to completion. "Sorry about parking in the driveway. No need to get all crazy on my ass," he adds, both hands waving quickly in front of him as he breaks into a laugh. 
 
   I say nothing. 
 
   As though the pieces have suddenly fallen into place and he understands my irritation, he says, "Dude, please don't tell me you're upset that I was out here talking to Grace?" He looks appalled. "I'm hurt, Travis. So hurt, really man." He turns and begins walking towards the front door.
 
   "I heard you speaking Spanish to her," I reply.
 
   He suddenly stops. "Ohhh.” 
 
   I step up beside him and smack him in the back of the head. "Don't let it happen again, Sanders." 
 
   "Alright, bro. Geez," he responds as he eyes me from the side.
 
   "I mean it, man. Not Grace."
 
   "Okay, okay. Fair enough, Rocky," he responds as he turns to face me. Busting into a smile, he begins to bounce back and forth on the balls of his feet like a boxer as he simulates punching me in the stomach. "Thought you were going to beat my ass, didn't ya? That's so cute, mijo," he says on a chuckle.
 
   "Don't push me," I respond, my voice firm, an eyebrow lifted. His movements slow to a stop and the joking look on his face is gone.
 
   "So testy, geez," he responds, like I've hurt his feelings.
 
   "If I was testy, you'd be dead."
 
   He nods in understanding and replies, "Yes, but admit it Brennan, even you can't fight the sexy." He takes off running, opens the screen door, and stomps up the stairs to my room, bellowing out in laughter as he goes.
 
   I can't help but laugh too. "Fucker." I shake my head and walk into the house just as Grace is heading out the door with her backpack hanging off her shoulder. 
 
   "Where you off to, Squirt?" I ask. 
 
   "I'm going to Jen's to do homework. We have a project due."
 
   "Mom at church?" 
 
   "Yep. See you later?" she questions as she make her way down the steps, stopping to look back at me.
 
   "Not sure," I respond. 
 
   "Kay. Love you Trav, and can you tell Sanders I said goodbye?" she replies with a huge grin.
 
   "Love you too, Squirt. Be safe," I say, ignoring her request about Sanders completely. 
 
   I make my way upstairs and into my room where I find Sanders laying on the bed tossing my football above himself repeatedly. 
 
   "Comfortable?" I ask.
 
   "Yeah, your bed is way more comfortable than our bunks back at base. Mind if I catch a quick nap?" He smirks.
 
   I grab the ball out of the air the next time he throws it up. "Sit up, Sanders. We need to talk." 
 
   I asked him to meet me here, because it would give us an opportunity to talk openly without fear of being overheard. My mom and Grace are gone on Sundays. 
 
   "Dude, I was kidding...obviously." He sits up. "What's going on with you, Brennan? You've been jumping my shit since I got here." He stares at me with an irritated, quizzical look on his face.
 
   I pull my desk chair out and take a seat. "Sorry," I begin on a sigh. "Shit's just starting to get to me I guess. Had a 'date' with Hot Doctor last night."
 
   "Ohhh." He nods in acknowledgement. "Well, how did it go with the ice queen?" 
 
   "It went. She had me over to her place." I lean back in the chair, the back legs holding all my weight. "It's a few miles away from the compound."
 
   "And?" 
 
   "And...she made me dinner," I respond as I bring my weight forward so all four legs are again touching the ground.
 
   "Annnnd, I can see you don't want to talk about it. So, I'm gonna take a piss and tell you what I heard last night when I get back. Is it cool if I grab something to drink?" He stands.
 
   "Sure, man. Help yourself," I respond, and he walks out of the room. 
 
   I'm not trying to be evasive, I just haven't quite processed what went down with Hot Doctor, and I'm kind of irritated about the whole fucking thing. 
 
   Nothing major happened besides our kiss at the end of the night. I knew if I didn't give her what she wanted, she'd move on; she's definitely the put up or shut up type, and I need her. I need the access she has that will help me escape with Maddie, if or when that time comes. So I sucked it the fuck up and did what I had to do. 
 
   She walked me to the front door and opened it, then turned back, staring at my mouth as she thanked me for coming over. That's when she grabbed my shirt in her fist and pulled me into her. The kiss started out soft and slow. With my left hand, I held the back of her head and at the same time, she put her arms around my neck. The kiss grew a bit heavier, and that's when she took my bottom lip between her teeth and slowly let it go. I took back control, allowing my tongue to go deeper as I pushed her up against the wall. She let out a little groan into my mouth, and I felt her body soften against mine as she finally submitted complete control.
 
   I knew she wanted more from me, and I could've taken more. I could've shut the door and easily led her down the hall and into her bedroom, but instead, I stopped the kiss there. With both of us out of breath, I looked down at her, took her hand, and thanked her for dinner. I gave her one more quick kiss, turned, and walked out the door. It wasn't like it was a bad kiss. She definitely knew what she was doing, it just felt wrong. I felt like I was going through the motions, but my heart wasn't in it. I kept fucking thinking of Maddie, wishing it was her. 
 
   It's not like I haven't dated before. I've been out on plenty, and Maddie always knew about them. In fact, she'd be there with me sometimes, watching as I got ready. That also began to bother me as I was driving back to base. I wondered how I was ever able to be with another girl. Understandably, because of our age difference, for the longest time Maddie wasn't even an option. I didn't look at her that way. 
 
   Girls began to take an obvious interest in me when I was about fourteen, and Maddie was only eleven. So like any boy, I ate that shit up. Maddie was too young, so I get why I did what I did, but as she got older, I still went on dates, even when her attraction to me became obvious. 
 
   In my head, I knew the girls I dated didn't compare to her, none of them even came close, but Maddie didn't know that. It must've hurt her, and while I could've been spending my time with her, kissing her, holding her, letting her know how much she meant to me...I wasted time with other girls, because I was too fucking afraid to risk being with her, scared I might lose her someday. What a selfish prick I was. And the thought that Maddie may never know how I feel about her...absolutely guts me. 
 
   Sanders walks back in the room pulling me abruptly from my thoughts. "I made a sandwich too. I hope that's cool," he says as he takes a bite and sits on the bed, a glass of lemonade in hand.
 
   "That's cool, so what did you hear last night?" I ask, glad to get a reprieve from my own mind.
 
   "Well, Peters was on duty at the compound last night, said some intel came in from a couple of civilians who work for the Militia. They have a place up in Albuquerque. Their house is located within ten miles of some training facility the military uses sometimes. They take care of it, husband does maintenance, the wife cooks for the soldiers, more cost efficient I guess. Anyway, they only stay there when they know troops will be training. The rest of the year, they live in L.A. They just got back yesterday and said someone had been staying there while they were gone. Actually, they think it was few people, possibly a male and a female. Both of them had clothes taken along with some other supplies, books, random shit."
 
   "Was there anything left behind?" It couldn't be Maddie, or could it? But with a guy? Nah, and just the thought irritates me, so I quickly push it out of my head. 
 
   "Not from what they saw. The husband tried to track the direction the quads had gone, looking for tracks but said it was impossible. They had high winds there this last week, blew any tire imprints away, I guess." 
 
   "Are they sending anyone to investigate further?" I ask.
 
   "No, from what I understand, the husband's on point. If there's anything useful to us, he's knowledgeable enough to see it and report it."
 
   "Well, it makes sense that it would be a Breeder. Anyone coming from Dallas or L.A. is likely to pass through Albuquerque on their way up to Canada," I respond.
 
   "Right. From what I've heard, Dallas is much more privy to the intel about the free nation. They've managed to keep L.A. in the dark. Fuck, I didn't even know New York or Dallas had people living there until I joined the Militia."
 
   "Neither did I. There was talk of a "free nation" but I honestly doubted it even existed. Makes you wonder what twisted shit our government is involved in besides the breeding business. Why so many fucking secrets?"
 
   "And why hide Dallas and New York from L.A?" Sanders asks.
 
   "Easier to control everyone, avoid any uprising," I respond.
 
   He changes gears, "So, I've been asking around about where the girls go once they're pregnant."
 
   "And? Did you get anything?" 
 
   "Everyone is pretty tight lipped. Hard to get any intel, at least anything substantial," he says, disappointed.
 
   "Well, from what I understand from Hot Doctor, the underground tunnels are not just used as bunkers or to bring in supplies. They're also used to transport pregnant Breeders to the other side of the mountain, right behind the compound. She said that's where they live and birth their babies." 
 
   "Seriously?" he asks, looking hopeful.
 
   "Yeah. She said there's a whole other world that happens on the other side of that mountain. I didn't push for more. Didn't want her to get suspicious but I'm hoping-"
 
   "My sister's over there?" he interrupts.
 
   "Yeah, man. I'm trying to find out what I can."
 
   "Fuck, Travis. Thank you. I know Maddie’s your first priority. I owe you, man. I really do," he says with gratitude.
 
   "Anything I can do to help you. I know you'd do the same for me." And I mean that, I know he would.
 
   He nods in response. "Of course. So, what's your plan with Hot Doctor? I'm honestly surprised she gave up anything."
 
   "I was too. Sometimes I felt like she was the one scoping me out. I don't know. It was subtle, so I can't quite put my finger on it, but something was up with her."
 
   "Will you be seeing her again?" he asks.
 
   "No definite plan, but it'll happen." And like everything else these days, it'll happen regardless of whether I want it to or not. It's for Maddie though...and she, more than anything or anyone...is fucking worth it.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirteen 
 
                                                        Maddie
 
    
 
   He is so stubborn!
 
   "You just need to talk to her already!" I yell at Aiden, wanting to rip my hair out. We've already had this conversation. A few times. 
 
   "I have!" he screams back at me, running his hands through his hair, gripping it tight before letting it fall. "I'm doing the best I can," he adds quietly. Stopping on the sidewalk, he turns and starts to pace back and forth.
 
   "I know you are...but she needs more. Alex just needs you to talk to her, give her some closure so you guys can move past it together." I try in vain to meet his eyes as he takes long strides in front of me. 
 
   He stops mid step and leans against the wall of the building, briefly giving me the eye contact I was searching for. "I'm trying. Fuck, am I trying," he says sadly, resting his head in his hands, his voice cracking. 
 
   My chest constricts. I feel awful. There's no winning. It kills Aiden to talk about his parents, and it kills Alex not to. "Just...try harder, okay?" I reach for him, wanting to comfort him in some way. 
 
   He grabs my hand and entwines it with his. Pulling our hands to his chest, he gives me a squeeze before resuming our search for Alex hand in hand. 
 
   Aiden never stays mad, or sad, for long. I'm not sure if he gets over it that fast or if he just pushes it down somewhere with all the other crap, but he looks down at me and the corner of his mouth turns up in a small smile, "I will. We'll find her, and I'll make it right. I promise." 
 
   Their arguments have been coming more and more frequently, her refusing to go any longer without answers, and him still not ready to give them. Their argument this morning turned heated pretty quickly. 
 
   "Just tell me!" Alex yelled at him. "You're in fucking denial if you think that never talking about it is going to make it go away! And how is that fair to me? You think that because what happened to them doesn't haunt me in my sleep, that because I'm not the one screaming into my pillow at night, that it doesn't fucking kill me? Well, guess what? It haunts me every waking minute Aiden! I'm done waiting. I need you to talk to me!" She screamed so loud, her voice turned hoarse. 
 
   "Fair for you?" he said quietly, disbelievingly. His tone was sad, but that sadness quickly turned to anger. "I kept you from seeing what I saw, from watching our parents get shot Alex! I watched our parents die! And I saved you from witnessing that, what more could you possibly fucking want from me?!" 
 
   "I just want to know what you saw. Why you're so certain they didn't make it. I mean...what if they were brought somewhere and treated and they're alive now? You're so sure, but I don't know what you saw. It doesn't sit right with me, I need you to tell me," she answered.
 
   He balled his hands into fists, his face turning red, "That, I will never fucking tell you. I know what I saw. Why isn't that enough? Don't you trust me at all?" 
 
   "Of course I trust you, but I deserve to know Aiden! You're being so unfair!"
 
   "And you're being selfish! I don't. Want. To fucking talk about it!"
 
   "Well, fuck you Aiden!" and she'd stormed off, muttering something about needing to cool down. 
 
   I stood there dumbstruck, knowing there was nothing I could do to ease the tension in the room. 
 
   Aiden spun on his heels and landed a fist straight into the wall. "Fuck!" His heavy breathing was the only sound that filled the room. 
 
   It was only five minutes later that Aiden started packing up, ready to go find her. It hasn't been long, maybe twenty minutes now, so she couldn't have gotten too far. 
 
   We round another corner and come to a stop. I look left and right and then to Aiden for guidance. Which way to go? Broken store fronts line the way in each direction. He pulls me to the left and I follow, matching his pace as we continue our search. 
 
   "Alex?" he yells into the quiet, open space. 
 
   I crane my neck, searching all around us. Nothing. No answer to Aiden's call either. 
 
   I hope we find her soon; this town gives me the creeps. It's completely run down and barren. It must have been ransacked before the people were forced out and into what I now know to be three gated cities. Every single storefront we pass is broken, and when I look inside, they're in complete disarray. Shelves are lying sideways, upside down, and on top of others. Clothing racks are strewn about. Doors separated from hinges, tables missing legs, mirrors broken. Glass, debris, and dust cover everything. 
 
   I can picture the chaos, people filling the space, yelling and grabbing for anything they can, pushing each other aside fighting for things to take with them. 
 
   Brawls, hysteria, screaming.
 
   I get the chills as I look away. 
 
   "We need to find her and get the hell away from here. This place is giving me the jeebies," I tell Aiden as I move closer into his side. 
 
   He releases my hand to wrap his arm around me and pulls me in even closer. "We will. And only another month or so and we'll be at the border. If what Mom and Dad said is true, we'll have free passage and be done with all this bullshit." 
 
   "God, I hope so." These last few weeks have been rough. I'm hungry and exhausted, and as if on cue, my stomach starts to growl, begging me for something, anything to put inside it. 
 
   I just want to get there already.
 
   In the past few weeks, I've learned a lot from Aiden and Alex and what their parents knew. Their neighbor worked at the Breeder Compound and on the occasion that he'd use moonshine to numb the guilt of what he did for a living, he'd confess his burdens to his neighbors and his only friends, Aiden and Alex's parents. 
 
   Alex told me the man used to scare the shit out of her as a kid. She said he looked so empty and disturbed, especially on the nights he drank, that she'd run and hide in her room. Aiden was the one who'd sneak around the corner, listening to the man's stories. Stories of Breeders desperately begging to see their families, to not be impregnated, to be put out of their misery. Stories of girls being sedated and locked inside small, windowed rooms with no privacy whatsoever, looking lost or gone altogether, like what they'd been through had completely broken them and their lights had gone out. 
 
   Over time, he gave them detailed descriptions of the Breeder Compound. Like the fact that it’s a huge, security protected compound that's gated-in just like our cities. Watch towers and patrollers surround the entire area. There's only one way in or out, and that's with special security granted access, otherwise you're out of luck. Beneath the compound is an underground maze of tunnels that lead in and out of the facilities and to and from the small, sheltered city of Breeders and their children.
 
   Aiden said the man was haunted by the things he'd seen, but he feared for his life if he were to ever quit. He said there was no way they'd ever let him go free knowing what he knew, not only about the compound but about the government too. His only reprieve was when he started to notice things, learn things that promised of something more, something better to come. 
 
   Things like…the United States being the only country that runs this way, and that really, most of the outside world is the "Free Nation"... 
 
   That people have infiltrated our government to put a stop to what we're doing...
 
   That there are people from the Free Nation working in our government, in the Breeder facility, and at the border, so we can escape-- so that all runners can escape, if they're not caught first. And this is the information Aiden's parents took faith in when they decided to run. 
 
   It's hard to take in, when you learn that everything you've ever known was wrong. That you've been lied to. That you've lived a suppressed life because of a sick and twisted government running on greed and control. 
 
   I look up at Aiden again and feel grateful. I would have been so lost and in the dark without him and Alex. I never would’ve made it this far. 
 
   We turn yet another corner, and that's when I see her. Alex is tangled up in the limbs of a man. She's struggling, pushing against him, while he pulls at her, trying to drag her into his truck. 
 
   "Alex!" I shout in fear. 
 
   "Shit!" Aiden gasps, and it's in that exact moment that the man looks up at us. 
 
   "Don't you fucking come any closer. This doesn't concern you," the dirty man spits at us. He's covered in filth, and his evil sneer shows off a mouthful of yellowed, decaying teeth. 
 
   I cringe and look to Aiden in a panic, but he's frozen in shock...and fear. 
 
   "Aiden! Do something!" I scream at him. 
 
   He reaches for his gun, but it's too late. The man has already pulled out a knife and is holding it against Alex's throat. Tears pour down her face, and I know we only have seconds left to do something before she's pulled into that truck and gone forever. 
 
   The disgusting man laughs, "Seems you lovebirds know this pretty little thing. Doesn't matter anyhow. You come any closer and I'll slit the bitch's throat. Ya hear me?" He's at the door now, pulling on the handle. 
 
   Shit! Shit! 
 
   Aiden lowers his gun with shaky hands, "Please," he pleads, "let her go, and I'll give you anything. Don't take my sister, please. Take me, just let her go." 
 
   The man snorts and replies with a growled, "Don't got the right parts kid." 
 
   What the fuck? 
 
   His gaze is locked on Aiden and his gun. I don't let my brain process what I'm doing and react before my thoughts or fear can stop me. I hear my gun click as I level it on the man and pull the trigger. The pop echoes against the buildings surrounding us, the sound stretching far out into the distance. 
 
   He slumps down and reaches for his leg. "You fucking bitch!" he screams as Alex scrambles away from him. Blood soaks his jeans, gushing out of the bullet wound. 
 
   I turn my head to Aiden who looks at me in horror. He shakes his head as if to clear his thoughts and makes a beeline for Alex. They rush into an embrace, both in tears, and I watch them in a state of shock. 
 
   After a while they turn to me, saying something, motioning towards the truck. I can see their mouths moving, I just can't make out what they're saying. Numbly, I follow them into the truck. As Aiden speeds down the street, I watch the crumpled man grow smaller, slowly bleeding out on the sidewalk. 
 
   What the hell did I just do?
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fourteen
 
                                                    Travis
 
    
 
   Sanders and I had just finished investigating a bogus tip from an individual claiming to have witnessed a runaway Breeder enter her parent's home in L.A. when we got the call. A military truck carrying supplies was driving through Colorado this morning when they came upon an unconscious male lying in the road with a gunshot wound to his left thigh. Luckily for the man, it was a clean shot, hitting only muscle and no major artery or bone. He was able to stop the bleeding by using his shirt as a tourniquet. He's forty six years old, said to be in poor health, malnourished, dehydrated, and was taken by copter to L.A. General Hospital for treatment. He’s now being held for observation.
 
   Our unit was brought in to investigate, because the man identified the shooter as a Caucasian female, approximately eighteen years of age. He said she was accompanied by a male and another female, both Caucasian and approximately eighteen years old as well. Due to the assumed age of the females and the fact that the incident occurred off grid, they’re automatically considered Breeder runaways...guilty until proven otherwise.
 
   L.A. General is within a mile of where we just completed our investigation, so I'm assuming that's why we got the call. Within minutes we reach the hospital and, as instructed by our unit secretary, we report directly to the security office which is located at basement level. Upon entering the office we're greeted by an older man, standing at a desk looking through some paperwork. 
 
   He steps towards us and reaches out to shake my hand. "Hello, I'm Jim Peters, head of hospital security. Please call me Jim." 
 
   I introduce myself, then Sanders shakes his hand and does the same. Jim has salt and pepper hair and a fairly large build. If I had to guess, I'd say he's in his early sixties, and physically looks to be in excellent shape. Although his demeanor is calm, Jim has a very commanding presence, and not just due to his size.
 
   We follow him past his secretary's desk and into a rather large room that looks more like a command center than an office. Shutting the door behind him, Jim crosses the room, and rounds a u-shaped mahogany desk. He takes a seat while gesturing to the two chairs across from him, asking us to do the same. 
 
   The wall behind him is lined with twelve 25" monitors, each screen divided into nine quadrants. Although all the monitors are on, only two are providing visuals of what looks to be the outside parking lot, hospital entrances and exits. Sitting on the desk behind him are three separate multi-line office phones, two computer monitors, and two keyboards. Across the room to our left is a two person workstation which faces a wall of even more monitors. 
 
   Hospitals have security, but I'm a bit taken back by what I'm seeing...it's such overkill. L.A. General would be considered a mid-sized hospital at best, yet there's enough equipment in this room to secure a fucking prison. Last I checked, hospitals care for the sick, which generally don't pose much of a security risk. I get the feeling that Jim's job entails much more than just securing this building. 
 
   "Let's get right to it gentleman," he begins. "The male you’ll be questioning is Leroy Johnson. As you know, he was brought in this morning by MedVac for a gunshot wound to his upper thigh. It was a clean shot, so he's in stable condition. He's been placed on minimal pain meds so he's clear for questioning, but be warned, he's not happy about it." 
 
   He slides a closed manila folder in front of us and continues, "You should know, Mr. Johnson has a criminal history. He's been incarcerated multiple times, his convictions include robbery, petty theft, and sexual assault against two minors, both under the age of seventeen. " 
 
   Piece of shit. 
 
   "He's managed to stay out of jail the last four years, but if he's been living off grid, let's not kid ourselves, that's probably the only reason why. The details of his charges and convictions are all in the folder. Do either of you have any questions?" he asks, leaning back in his chair.
 
   "No, I think we're good," I reply as I grab the manila folder off the desk, and Sanders nods in agreement. 
 
   Jim continues, "Mr. Johnson is already waiting for you in the conference room down the hall. Because he was shot by a suspected Breeder runaway and is giving you possible leads, he's under the false assumption that he's going home after his stay here. In my opinion, that girl committed no crime. Had she not taken the shot, she could've ended up as this scumbag's next victim. Anyway, I figured I'd leave you the honor of informing him that he's still being charged for illegally going outside the gates and will be leaving here with the police."
 
   I'm surprised Jim is being so candid. Within law enforcement and military circles, it's commonplace that runaway Breeders are thought of as second class citizens, owned by the Government; their only value is their ability to breed and nothing else, so they have no rights. Their lives, happiness, or freedom is not just of little concern, it's of no concern at all. 
 
   Jim stands, and we follow him out of his office and into the hallway. "One of my guys is waiting outside the conference room until you relieve him," he says, pointing down the hall. I see his security guy standing outside a door. He continues, "The room is completely soundproof. No one, including myself, will hear you. I give you my word." 
 
   That's an odd admission, but I nod in understanding, and Sanders and I begin walking down the hall. 
 
   "Oh, and gentleman," Jim calls out from behind us. Sanders and I stop, turning to face him. "Before you contact your Sargent or anyone on base, you need to come see me for further instruction. Understood?"
 
   I respond with a leery, "Okay," but despite my obvious skepticism as to why the head of hospital security would have any authority to make that call, he just turns and walks back into his office.
 
   "What the hell was that?" Sanders questions as we continue towards the conference room.
 
   "I'm not sure, but somethings up," I reply. 
 
   The overkill security, Jim openly supporting a runaway Breeder’s decision to shoot someone, his directive that we report to him, along with his need to basically let us know that whatever happens in the room with Johnson, will stay in the room with Johnson, backs my initial theory. Jim may actually run this hospital's security, but there's definitely more than meets the eye here. This should be interesting.
 
   The man at the door leaves his post when Sanders and I reach him. We enter the room, and Sanders closes the door behind us.
 
   "Mr. Johnson?" I ask the man sitting at the end of the table, seated in a wheelchair.
 
   "Yes," he nods, with a pained look upon his face, which I don't care to address, so I don't.
 
   Although Mr. Johnson may be in his mid-forties, he looks as though he's easily pushing sixty. The hospital gown hanging off his shoulder reveals dark, sun beaten, and leathery skin upon a skinny frame, attached to a surprisingly plump, sunburned face. His overgrown hair is black with strands of gray. Three day old stubble lines his cheeks and chin, his teeth yellowed and stained. 
 
   Skipping all niceties, Sanders and I take our seats across the table from him, and I dive right in. "I'm Lieutenant Brennan," I nod towards my right and continue, "and this is Lieutenant Sanders. We're from the Hunter Special Ops Unit, sent to get a detailed account of the assailants and the events surrounding the shooting."
 
   "Uh-huh," he replies with a nasty tone and a snarly expression on his mug. "I know who you are," he says, rolling his eyes.
 
   I say nothing in return. I just sit and stare at him and don't stop staring until I see him get visibly uncomfortable. He sexually assaulted two young girls. It's best he doesn't poke the lion. This is his only warning. 
 
   Maintaining eye contact, I continue, "With the descriptions you've already provided on the two females, it’s assumed they’re Breeder runaways at this point. We need you to give us the best detailed descriptions you can about the females involved."
 
   "You mean the Breeder bitches who stole my truck?" he responds, agitated as he struggles to readjust himself in his seat, and then continues, "Look, all I care about is getting back my damn truck and you finding that Breeder bitch who fucking shot me. I'll tell you what I know, but we need to make this quick. They won't give me more damn pain meds 'til we're done here." 
 
   "Then the more details you give us, the sooner we'll be done. You need to start from the beginning. Tell us where you were and exactly what happened," I respond as I lean back in my chair. 
 
   Sanders grabs his yellow pad of paper, flips the pages until he finds a clean sheet, then uncaps his pen, ready to take notes. 
 
   Mr. Johnson takes a sip of water, clears his throat and begins, "I was drivin' my pick up down the interstate and had to pull over off Clearwater to check a tire."
 
   "Truck color, year, make and model?" I interject. I see Sanders taking notes beside me.
 
   "'86 Chevy truck, blue. The front left tire has been givin' me trouble for a while. Felt like it was going flat, so I pulled off to check it. I pull up outside of some empty buildings and get out of my truck. I'm leaning down, lookin' at the tire, and this girl walks up out of nowhere and starts talkin' to me. I immediately knew she was a Breeder bitch," he says, visibly annoyed. 
 
   "Was she alone when she walked up?" I ask.
 
   "Yeah she was alone...at first."
 
   I nod, gesturing for him to continue.
 
   "She was about seventeen, maybe eighteen." He closes his eyes and inhales, there's a sudden shift in his tone. "Pretty little thing," he says, clearly enjoying the memory. "She has blonde, long hair and blue eyes. Decent sized tits," he ends on a chuckle.
 
   I'm fighting the urge to reach across the table and knock this perverted fuck’s teeth out. Sanders clears his throat.
 
   "She was wearin' some tight, blue jeans and a yellow t-shirt," he continues, his eyes still closed, "...oh, and she had a tattoo on her arm. It was black and on her right arm, no...her left, since she was facin' me."
 
   "You said she was small. Her height?" Sanders inquires, and his lips form a hard line. He's clearly as disgusted as I am with this sick fuck.
 
   "I'm guessin' she was about five feet six."
 
   "What did she say to you?" I ask.
 
   "She said hello. She was flirtatious. I know the type. I've come across these runaway bitches before. They're all the same, out for themselves, lookin for a hand out." He's visibly annoyed again.
 
   "So you've come across other runaways?" I inquire. 
 
   Mr. Johnson shifts uncomfortably. He knows he said too much and automatically goes on the defensive. "If I had a phone, I would have reported it. Of course."
 
   "I understand. Now, you said the female was flirting with you. What exactly did she say? Did she give you her name?" I ask.
 
   "I believe she said her name was Sandy, Sandra somethin' like that. She was asking me questions about my truck. Then she asked me if I could give her a ride. Said she was hungry and tired. Had been walkin' for a while."
 
   "Did she say where she came from or where she wanted a ride to?" I question.
 
   "Nope. Just that." He pauses and takes another sip of water. I notice the subtle shake in his hands as he sets the cup back down on the table. He continues, "I told the bitch no. I don't get involved with no runaways. I don't need that kind of trouble."
 
   I nod, prompting him to continue.
 
   "That's when she told me she was takin' my truck. She nodded over my shoulder, and that's when I saw her two friends that had snuck up from behind when she was keepin' me busy talkin' to me. The bitch who shot me was standing about fifty feet away, holdin' a gun, pointing it straight at me with a smile on her face."
 
   "Can you describe the two friends for us please?" I ask.
 
   "The bitch was cute, I'll give her that. She was about eighteen I'd say. Shorter than the guy, probably five foot seven. He was about six foot. She had brown hair, a little long. The guy with her was blonde. His hair was kinda wavy." 
 
   The hair and height are a match for Maddie, but those characteristics alone are a match for half the runaways. I need more.
 
   "Can you describe what they were each wearing with as much detail as possible? Eye color possibly?" 
 
   His eyes make contact with mine for only a second before he quickly looks away. Even though he's clearly agitated, there's a nervous edge to his tone now. He's being deceptive, I'm just not sure how yet. 
 
   "Too far back to see their eye color." His hands move to the table, and he begins to trace along the grain with his fingers. Glancing up sporadically, he continues, "The girl was wearin' some old, torn blue jeans. She had on a big t-shirt, pulled tight at the waist. The t-shirt had a helmet on the front. Like a Trojan helmet that was big and black." My heart immediately begins to pound in my chest. "What color was her t-shirt? Was there anything else on it? Writing of any kind?" 
 
   If he says red, it's Maddie. The t-shirt he's describing sounds like my old high school track shirt. Maddie loved that shirt. It was way too big on her, but she said it was the most comfortable one she owned.
 
   "Uhhh, it was red, like a brick red. Now, come to think of it, I did see some writin' on it. It was black and it was above the helmet, pretty faded." 
 
   Fuck, it's Maddie. He's talking about my Maddie. Maddie shot him? She shot him to steal his truck? That's not Maddie. Not even fucking close. He's lying. I suspected as much, but now I know. 
 
   My heart is racing, anger is coursing through me, and I'm fighting to keep my emotions in check. I need a second. "Mr. Johnson," I begin as I suddenly push my chair back and stand, "we need to take five." 
 
   "Are you kiddin' me? We need to get this-" 
 
   Before he can finish his sentence, I reach over the table, grip the front of his gown, and pull him forward, his face inches from mine. "Do I look like I'm fucking kidding?" 
 
   Sanders stands and places his hand on my shoulder, trying to calm me. I push Leroy back in his chair and head out the door. Sanders is right behind me and pulls the door shut as we exit the room into the hallway. I immediately begin pacing.
 
   "What's up, man?" Sanders inquires, visibly concerned by my outburst inside. 
 
   "The shooter. It's Maddie," I reply, my voice just above a whisper so no one hears me. I look to Sanders, and his eyes go wide. 
 
   "You sure, man?" He replies.
 
   "I'm fucking sure." I stop pacing and continue, "The shirt he described the shooter wearing is my old track shirt. Our school's mascot is a Trojan warrior, and the shirt was brick red with black writing, just like he described." 
 
   My fists clench and unclench at my sides as I try to get a grip on the rage I feel fighting its way to the surface. Looking Sanders directly in the eyes, I continue, "What are the chances another girl would be wearing the same exact fucking shirt?" I begin to pace again, "Plus, the physical description, it's a match for Maddie."
 
   "Oh shit, man. Damn, okay," he responds as he glides his fingers through his hair, knowing this info is a game changer. 
 
   "He's fucking lying," I seethe as I come to a standstill and look at him again. "Maddie would never shoot anyone, let alone shoot someone so she could steal from them. She would only shoot if she felt threatened in some way." 
 
   I force myself to take deep breaths as I fully comprehend what it is I've just said. He may have hurt Maddie or threatened to hurt her in some way. That's why she shot him, and I'll fucking kill him. 
 
   Sanders quickly gauges my anger and takes a step towards me. "Look Travis, why don't you let me handle the rest of the question-"
 
   "No," I interrupt him abruptly, holding my hand out in front of me. "No. I need to handle this. I just need a minute." I turn and walk towards the water fountain located a few feet away. Leaning forward, I push on the metal bar and begin to slowly sip the lukewarm water as I force myself to calm. 
 
   I rise back up, taking deep breaths in and out, in and out, as my hands grip the sides of the fountain. I tell myself that I need to be on my A-game. The information I'm finding out today, could very well be the break I need to help me find Maddie, and the first I've had since joining the Militia. I can't risk fucking this up. I take more deep breaths in and out, and when I finally feel back in control, I turn and head back towards Sanders, who's leaning against the conference room door.
 
   "You alright, man?" he asks, understandably concerned. 
 
   "I'm alright now. Let's do this." 
 
   Determined to get to some answers and resolved to stay here until we get the truth, I enter the room behind Sanders. We both take our seats across from this piece of shit. He's nervously biting on his thumb nail, clearly on edge from our little exchange before I left the room. 
 
   Good. 
 
   "The male...what was he wearing?" I ask as I lean back, biting the tip of my pen. 
 
   "Uhhh, he had on a plain, white t-shirt and black jeans," he responds, his voice shaky.
 
   "Any visible tattoos?" I ask. 
 
   He looks in my eyes, but quickly looks away and responds, "Yeah, he had some on his arms. Don't know what they were."
 
   "Okay, now that we have the shooter and the male's description, how about you begin again from when the blonde starts talking to you and go from there?" 
 
   Leroy sighs, reaches for his cup and begins, "The blonde comes up to me when I'm checking my tire and starts talkin' to me." He takes a sip of water and continues, "She was being coy. Askin' me about my truck, just like I already told you," he says annoyed, cringing from what I assume to be pain as he grabs the side of his leg.
 
   "The sooner we get done, the sooner you get your pain meds," I say as a matter of fact in response to his pained expression.
 
   "You're making me repeat myself. I told you all this already," he states, clearly irritated. 
 
   Silly, silly man.
 
   "Continue," I respond, my expression blank as I tap my pen against my cheek.
 
   "Fine! I told the bitch no. I didn't need or want the trouble," he continues, his speech rushed as he attempts to race through the story, "and that's when I see the shooter and her boyfriend."
 
   "Boyfriend?" The layered question explodes out of my mouth. I'm just thankful the emotion behind it wasn't evident in my delivery.
 
   "Yeah. He had his arm around her when they came around the corner." Immediately, he catches his mistake and scrambles to correct himself. "Uhh…I mean, that's when I saw them standin' behind me."
 
   Sanders flips back through his notes.
 
   "You just said the male had his arm around the shooter." I eyeball him suspiciously. "You said he was her boyfriend." 
 
   "Well...uhh...yeah, he did have his arm around her when I turned back to look," he replies while his eyes dart around the room.
 
   "So what you're telling us, Leroy, is that while the female had her gun pointed directly at you, the male had his arm around her? That's odd," I reply with obvious suspicion. I lean forward and drop my pen on the table.
 
   "That's what I said," he looks me in the eye in an attempt to challenge me.
 
   "You're a fucking li-" A heavy knock sounds at the door, interrupting me. 
 
   Jim enters the room, his eyes on myself and Sanders. "A word with you both?" 
 
   I nod, irritated at the interruption. Sanders pushes back his chair, stands, and heads out of the room. Jim remains just inside the door, waiting for me.
 
   My eyes return to Leroy as I push back my chair. Leaning across the table, I give him no option but to continue looking directly at me as I begin, "When I get back," he pulls his head back, so I move closer and continue, "you will give me the truth Leroy, or I won't hesitate to beat it the fuck out of you." I don't move.
 
   He puts his hands up in the air and looks to Jim for help. "He's threatening me. You heard him. He can't threaten me." 
 
   Jim responds, shrugging his shoulders, "I didn't hear anything." 
 
   Leroy's mouth drops open as I push back from the table. Jim is holding the door for me as I exit the room.
 
   "Sorry for the interruption, but I just received a call," Jim begins, ignoring what he just witnessed. "It seems Mr. Johnson is in the business of kidnapping runaway Breeders and keeping them for himself."
 
   "You've got to be kidding me," Sanders responds. 
 
   Jim shakes his head no and continues, "One escaped upon his absence this afternoon. A Militia transport heading up north, reported a female who ran out in front of their vehicle begging for help. The incident was referred directly to my boss."
 
   His boss? He sees the confusion on my face, but continues without clarifying. "The female claims there are other girls still in his home, being held against their will. He picks them up, takes them as ‘wives’ in his quest to repopulate the earth with his own spawn." 
 
   "Oh, fuck," Sanders responds, shaking his head.
 
   "He rapes them," I respond, seething with anger.
 
   I'm going to kill that sick fuck. What if he hurt Maddie? Touched her? Is that why she shot him, trying to escape? Twenty different scenarios run through my head, and I can barely contain my rage. 
 
   "Because of the sensitive nature of this situation," Jim continues, "you two have been ordered to cease questioning Mr. Johnson immediately and report to the rooftop, where you will be taken by copter and dropped at the Militia facility closest to his home. The female claims two other runaways are being held there against their will. You are to assess the situation then contact me immediately, no one else. Is that understood?" 
 
   I take a step towards him. "With all due respect Jim, who the fuck are you? And why the fuck are we reporting anything to you?" I question him.
 
   He doesn't step back. "You will report back to me because the order came directly from my boss and your superior, Lieutenant. That is all you need to know. I suggest you follow the orders you've been given. If either of you deter from them, kiss your careers as Hunters goodbye. That's all I can give you." He turns and walks back towards his office. "I'll give you a few minutes to handle things with Mr. Johnson, Lieutenant Brennan," he yells out as he continues down the hall, "but be on the rooftop in ten." He turns and disappears into his office.
 
   I immediately charge towards the conference room door. Sanders lets me pass him without a word. I enter the room and head directly for Leroy. Clearly afraid, he raises his hands in the air and says, "I'll tell you whatever you want."
 
   "Too late," I respond as I reach him. Gripping the arms of his wheelchair, I lift it, turning him to face me, and slam it back down. He cries out in pain, holding his leg as he cowers back in fear. I grip the front of his gown so tightly, the knot holding it shut breaks behind his neck.
 
   He looks to Sanders for assistance. "He's crazy. You can't let him do this," he begs, shaking in his seat. "This is illegal. I have rights." 
 
   I barely hear Sanders chuckle past the blood that's coursing fiercely through my ears. With my hands still firmly gripping the arms of his wheelchair, I lean down and begin to speak into his ear. "One of your ‘wives’ escaped, you sick fuck." Disgust drips from my rage-filled tone. "You're lucky I don't kill you right fucking now." I lean in even closer and continue speaking through gritted teeth, "If I find out you even so much as laid a hand on the girl who shot you, and I will find out Leroy, I'm coming for you, and you're... a fucking...dead man." I shove the wheelchair back with such force, it slams against the back wall, lunges forward, and crashes down on its side, taking Leroy with it. 
 
   I immediately turn and exit the room, Sanders waiting for me at the door. We make our way down the hall, past Jim's office, and step directly into the elevator which will take us to the rooftop. Leroy can be heard crying out for help down the hall. 
 
   Just as Sanders hits the elevator button marked "R," Jim appears outside his office in the hallway and looks over at me. With my hands folded over my chest, I nod in Leroy's direction, "He's all yours." 
 
   As the elevator doors begin to close, Jim responds, shrugging his shoulders, "Shame, it might be a while before one of my guys can get to him." He smirks and walks back into his office, slamming the door shut behind him. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fifteen 
 
                                                    Maddie
 
    
 
   I rub the sleep from my eyes and my mind slowly processes that the truck has stopped, and I'm in here alone. There's only a few blissful seconds where my mind forgets before the sinking feeling of guilt and regret invade. I bite my lip hard, trying to tuck those emotions away. I did what I felt I had to; there was no time to contemplate. It was that or watch the man take off with my friend, never to be seen again. I'm going to have to accept that. 
 
   The truck is parked in a driveway, and I stretch and yawn as I take in the house before me. It's huge, and it's beautiful. It somehow seems untouched by the devastation and disaster that's affected the rest of the world. The giant two story home stretches in each direction and large, opulent windows stare back at me. It's made up of wood panels and brick, giving it a rustic, country feel. It's like nothing I've ever seen, not in real life anyway. Even the big houses in Los Angeles don't come close to how beautiful this home is. The plants and weeds are long overgrown but have somehow managed to survive all on their own. They frame the house, swirling up and around it, adding to its mystery and beauty. 
 
   A figure appears at one of the windows, and I immediately recognize it as Aiden. He gives me a quick wave then turns and retreats. I expect one of them to come out the front door for me, but minutes tick by and I'm still alone. 
 
   Something tugs at me deep...fear, fear that they’re upset with me, mad at what I did to that man, but then I remember our drive and the quick conversation we had just before I fell asleep. 
 
   When we all hopped in the truck, Aiden sped away. He asked Alex what the hell had happened, and she explained that she was walking when she heard a truck skid around the corner. She dove into the first door she came across, but it was too late, the man had already seen her and screeched to a stop in front of the store. She ran out the back and around some buildings until she thought she had lost him and quickly began making her way back to the house. She could hear the truck somewhere in the distance and grew afraid, darting in-between buildings, rushing to find her way back, and that's when the truck came barreling down the street she was on, coming right towards her. 
 
   He slammed to a stop only a few feet away and darted out of the truck, immediately coming for her. When he caught up, he yanked her by the arm and told her to get in the truck or she’d regret not listening to him later. She tried to scream, but he covered her mouth with his filthy hands. He muttered something about Breeders and her being his special girl while she tried to fight him off, and that's when Aiden and I had come around the corner. 
 
   After hearing her story, Aiden shook his head and grabbed her hand, staying silent. It was a quiet ride, too quiet. It gave me too much time to think about what I'd done, the look on the man's face when I shot him, the sight of him bleeding out on the sidewalk. I swayed between guilt and conviction, between hoping the man hadn't completely bled out and died, and hoping he did for what he must have intended to do with Alex. The beady eyes of that deranged man will haunt me forever. 
 
   Just as I shifted away to try and escape my feelings with sleep, Alex spoke up. 
 
   "Thank you, Maddie," she turned to me to say.
 
   Aiden nodded in agreement, "You saved her Maddie. I froze, and you did what I couldn't. I'll always be grateful to you for that." 
 
   Tears started to well in my eyes, and I took a deep breath. Nodding was all I could manage as a reply, and Aiden reached over to pat my knee while Alex rested her head on my shoulder. I leaned my head against the door and fell into a deep, heavy sleep. 
 
   I'm not even sure how long we drove or how long I've been out here alone. But I sit here awhile, watching the slow fade of the sun as it disappears over the horizon. It's mindless and easy. The sky grows darker, and I think my emotions are finally at bay, resting there to be dealt with at another time along with everything else. 
 
   I open the door and climb down from the truck, slamming it shut behind me. I make my way to the front door of the mansion and almost feel the need to knock before I shake my head and let myself in. 
 
   Aiden comes down the stairs and makes long, fast strides towards me, embracing me in a tight squeeze when he reaches me. "Thank you so, so much Maddie," he says, almost desperately. 
 
   "It's okay," I breathe. 
 
   "It's not okay. You shouldn't have been left in a position to do what you had to. I should have taken care of that, protected the both of you...but I froze dammit, and I'm so fucking sorry," he says in my ear, his tone laced thick with regret.
 
   "Really, it's okay." It'll be okay, eventually. 
 
   He pulls away, resting his hands on my shoulders, looking me straight in the eyes. "You did what needed to be done. If that fucking prick had gotten away with her," he takes a deep breath and heaves a big sigh, "God knows what he would have done with her. You saved her. Please know you did the right thing." 
 
   My lips form a thin line and I nod my head in response, blinking rapidly, trying desperately not to cry. 
 
   He notices my struggle, and I can see the sympathy in his eyes. "Shit, Maddie," he whispers as he pulls me into another hug. I stand there, arms squished at my sides, resting my head on his chest. I wait with my eyes closed, wait for his words to sink in, for me to understand that there was no other choice, that I did the right thing. 
 
   He starts to pull away, but I wrap my arms around him, shaking my head. I feel myself hiccupping first, then feel the wet tears as they fall down my cheeks. I nuzzle my face into him further, not wanting to come to terms with the fact that I might be breaking. 
 
   He strokes my hair gently. "Shh, it's okay Maddie. It's okay," he says softly. 
 
   I don't have any words for him, it's all just too much. 
 
   Alex comes in gently behind me, wrapping her arms around me too. We stand here together, the three of us, for a long time. Until my sobs subside and my tears run dry. Until I'm breathing evenly again. Until I think I'll be okay, at least for a little while. 
 
   I lift my head, and they slowly release me from their hold. Aiden watches me with sad eyes while Alex reaches for my hand and says, "You've got us now. I love you like a sister. And I mean it...It's the three of us, in this together, no matter what. Okay?" 
 
   "Okay," I answer her with a small smile. 
 
   Alex tugs on my hand and pulls me towards another room, Aiden following behind. She leads us into a giant kitchen, all smooth surfaces and clean cut lines. It’s beautiful. What it must have been like to live like this, what it must have cost, I wonder.
 
   Alex moves to the pantry, pausing at the door. "Check this out," she says with muted excitement as she opens it. 
 
   I move closer to take it all in. Cases upon cases of water line the right wall and to the left, are shelves covered from top to bottom with food. Cans, boxes, and bags completely fill the space. 
 
   With my mouth hanging open, I finally answer with a whispered, "Holy shit." 
 
   Aiden claps behind me and shouts, "Let's eat!" 
 
   I can't help the bubble of excitement that rises within me. We get to eat as much as we want, and what feels like whatever we want too. It's a little ray of sunshine on a dark and bleary day. 
 
                                     ~~~~~~~~
 
   I lie on the couch, hands on my stomach, feeling stuffed and happily satisfied. I haven't been this full in a very, very long time. Aiden belches across the way and I laugh. 
 
   I don't want to leave this place. 
 
   I want to live the last hour of my life over and over again. 
 
   We poured bottles of water in a huge pot and boiled an entire bag of rice in it on the grill out back. We topped the rice with green beans and gravy we made from these little packets of powder. Weird, but so, so good. And we didn't stop there. We must have opened a hundred things, tasting them against the test of time. Things I never imagined existed, let alone thought would survive after this long. Like small packets of Kool-Aid that you mix with water and sugar and taste like sweet heaven on earth. And Twinkies? Don't even get me started. 
 
   My stomach rumbles in contentment, such a contrast from the usual angry, hungry sounds it makes. I'm so full I could cry from happiness alone. 
 
   "Lookie what I found!" Alex interrupts my thoughts, dancing into the room holding a bottle of something. "Tequila!" she answers for us.
 
   I strain my neck, looking upside down at her, "You're crazy."
 
   "Oh come on!" she whines. 
 
   Aiden quickly sits up. "I'm in." 
 
   She whoops in excitement as she sets the bottle down on the glass coffee table and leaves the room, returning seconds later with some shot glasses and salt. She lines up the glasses and opens the bottle, filling each glass with the amber colored liquid.
 
   I sit up and cock a brow at her. "Three glasses? Really?"
 
   "Oh, you have to have at least one with us! We have shit to celebrate." I eye her skeptically as she gestures to herself, "Hello! I've been mauled by a disgustingly creepy dude trying to make me his new wife and survived. We've all survived. For this long, on our own. We are going to make it to the free nation and live long, fucking happy lives. So let's forget all the other bullshit and have some fun!" 
 
   Her optimism sparks something in me, but... "We're not even old enough to be drinking," I say, feeling a little nervous. I've never had a drink of alcohol before, let alone been drunk. 
 
   She spins herself around in a circle saying, "I don't see anyone here who cares." She waits for my response, adding, "Come on, Maddie. I double dog dare you."
 
   I relent. "Fine, but I get to dare you next."
 
   "You're on!" she replies, only too happy to oblige. "Lick your hands," she directs us and we do so. She shakes some salt on them and hands us each a shot glass full of tequila. "To us!" she exclaims. 
 
   "To us!" we say together. I clink my glass to theirs and follow their lead, licking the salt from my hand and shooting back the burning liquid. It stings on the way down and makes my nose burn. I choke back the urge to cough, and my mouth is left with a tingling sensation, the lingering taste of tequila on my tongue. That wasn't too bad.
 
   "My turn," I say to Alex with excitement, rubbing my hands together. 
 
   "Give me your best shot, Maddie." 
 
   "My best shot huh?"
 
   "Yep!"
 
   "Let me think for a minute." I start contemplating. Should I make her strip naked and run around the house? But with her brother here...nah, and I don't want to see that anyway. I could pour a can of creamed corn on top of her head; that would be funny, but such a waste of perfectly good food. Hmm...I think I got it. "Pillow fight," I finally answer. 
 
   "What?" she asks, confused.
 
   "I want to have a pillow fight, and I dare you to take it like a champ," I goad her. 
 
   She throws her head back in laughter. "Alright, Maddie, game on." 
 
   We run around the house gathering all the pillows, stripping them from their cases, and bring them down to the living room where Aiden is waiting with an amused smile on his face. 
 
   "This should be fun to watch," he tells us. 
 
   I give Alex a look, and she winks in understanding. 
 
   "One...two...three!" I yell, and we lunge for Aiden. She nails him in the head, and I whack him across the chest. 
 
   "Whoa!" he yells and immediately stands, grabbing a pillow. 
 
   We shriek and run through the house together trying to outrun Aiden, but he's on us in no time. It's each man for himself now. We whack the crap out of each other, feathers exploding from the pillows and floating down all around us. Aiden whips his pillow around and it smacks into my back, pushing me forward and onto the large ottoman. 
 
   "Okay, okay!" I say, out of breath. "As dare maker, I officially call this one fulfilled." 
 
   "I go next!" Alex says. "Aiden, truth or dare?" 
 
   He tosses his pillow aside and rubs his hands together. "Dare me something good."
 
   She glances at me and turns back to him with mischief in her eyes. "I dare you to kiss Maddie." 
 
   "What?!" I shout, throwing my pillow at her. 
 
   Her arm blocks the pillow and it falls to the ground. "Don't be a baby, just a peck," she tells me, laughing. 
 
   Aiden looks at me and shrugs. "You know I'm not upset about it...and a dare is a dare." 
 
   They don't think I'll do it; they can suck it. 
 
   "Fine," I finally answer. "But you are so gonna get it Alex," I threaten as I walk up to Aiden. 
 
   Now standing only a foot away, I glance up at him, waiting. "Well?" I ask. I should feel more nervous than I do, but I don't. 
 
   He steps forward and grips me with a hand at my waist, his other arm wrapping around my back. Before I realize what's happening, he quickly pulls me to the side and dips me down.
 
   I breathe heavily in surprise, looking up at him, his blue eyes meeting mine. "This isn't an invitation for more, it's not me asking," I say. 
 
   He chuckles softly. "I know Maddie. It's just a dare." His breath fans across my face. 
 
   "Then get on with it," I reply. 
 
   He lowers his face and his lips gently touch mine, and as quickly as it began, it's over. He lifts me back up to a standing position and I pull away, crossing my arms in front of me and smiling awkwardly. 
 
   We make our way back to the comfy couches in the living room and when they're not looking, I touch my fingers to my lips. Did that really just happen? A small smile forms on my face, and I'm not sure how I feel about it. 
 
   When it's my turn again, I dare Alex to let me pour a can of creamed corn on her head. It was worth it. We go on and on like this, playing truth or dare and taking shots, and here we are, three more rounds, a jump on every bed in the house, a who can stuff the most Twinkies in their mouth, and an Aiden streaking in a lap around the house, later. 
 
   He sits at the couch across from me, still out of breath. I can't even look him in the eyes right now. Not that I looked. Not really anyway....only for a second when he ran by the front window and I got a glimpse of him from behind. Enough to know that he has a very, very nice behind. 
 
   Oh my god. So embarrassing. 
 
   Alex gives me a knowing look, trying to suppress her smile. She dared him to do that on purpose just to embarrass me, I know it. I stick my tongue out at her. 
 
   She pours another round and hands them out to us.
 
   "To Maddie!" Aiden exclaims.
 
   "For being a fucking badass and saving my life!" Alex slurs. 
 
   They both turn to me expectantly. 
 
   "To..." I shift around on both feet, my arm suspended in the air. "To why the hell not?" 
 
   "Say it with some con-vic-tion!" Alex thrusts her shot at me, half of it spilling over the glass and onto her hand. 
 
   "To why the hell not!" We clink glasses, and I throw the shot back. It would burn if it weren't my fifth. Everything seems to sway around me, and I steady myself with a hand on the couch. 
 
   "Now who's next?!" Alex asks us, and anyone within a half-mile radius. 
 
   "I think it's your turn if I'm correct," I point at her with mischief in my eyes, "and I'm doing the asking. Truth or dare?"
 
   She contemplates for a quick moment before answering, "Truth."
 
   "What's the farthest you've been with a guy?" I blurt. My eyes go wide and I mash my lips together, surprised at myself for asking her something so personal. 
 
   Aiden throws his head back against the couch. "I sooo don't want to hear the answer to that," he groans and covers his ears with his hands. 
 
   Alex snorts at him and looks at me, shrugging. "All the way," she answers. 
 
   "What was it like?" I immediately ask. 
 
   "Uh-uh, I answered my question," she says, waving a finger at me sloppily.
 
   I purse my lips and give her my best pleading facial expression before bursting into laughter. 
 
   She chuckles and waves me off, "Whatever. It was uncomfortable and awkward as hell is what it was."
 
   My face falls, "Well that sounds terrible."
 
   "Anyway, your turn Aiden!" she yells, loud enough for him to hear. 
 
   He sits up and looks right at me, determination in his eyes. Uh-oh. He smirks. "Maddie. Truth or dare?"
 
   I lick my lips, nervously. "Truth."
 
   "Why haven't you asked me to kiss you yet?" He smiles, gazing at me, eager for my answer. 
 
   Crap. I rub my hands up and down my face. "Honest?"
 
   "Give it to me straight." 
 
   Alex smacks herself in the face and grumbles a long and drawn out, "Ugh." 
 
   I bite my lip, take a deep breath, and go for it. "Because I think I’m still in love with my best friend." 
 
   By the look of disappointment on his face, I know he doesn't like that answer. I thought he might have known of my feelings for Travis, but I'm guessing Alex never told him. 
 
   "You're in love with him? With Travis?" he asks, confirming my suspicion. 
 
   I nod my head yes. 
 
   "Well that fucking sucks."
 
   I don't reply. It does suck, but I haven't been able to let those feelings go and the harder I try, the more I feel like maybe I don't want to. 
 
   He leans in towards me from across the way and points his finger at me, "I'm not giving up on you, Maddie. You'll come around." He winks, and I shake my head at him, trying not to laugh. He's relentless. 
 
   "My turn!" Alex shouts, and I can see that her mood has shifted. "Aiden, truth or dare?" 
 
   "I guess we're going with truth this round. Truth," he tells her. 
 
   She shifts in her seat, straightening her posture. "What happened to our parents?"
 
   Oh shit, my eyes widen in surprise. 
 
   He sighs in exasperation. "Now? Really?"
 
   "Yes, now," she answers, adding a quick, "Please."
 
   Aiden's gaze darts to me then directly back to her. "Let's go for a walk first, walk off some of the alcohol. Then we can talk. Okay?"
 
   "Okay," she replies, sounding relieved. 
 
   With that, they get up and leave. 
 
   "Back in a bit," Aiden tells me just as he closes the door behind them. 
 
   I lie back onto the couch, hoping it goes well. I've wanted them to talk it out for so long now. I'm happy Aiden is going to keep his word and give Alex what she needs. It can only get better for them from here. 
 
   I close my eyes and for the first time in quite a while, I let myself picture them –my mom, my dad, Grace, Travis, the only people who ever meant anything to me before I met Aiden and Alex. I feel a painful twist in my chest, but thinking about them is also comforting, and I can really use that comfort right now. 
 
   It's the comfort of these thoughts that help me drift to sleep, but it's a restless sleep and I find myself drifting in and out, tossing and turning on the couch. I wake again to the murmuring of voices outside the front door. 
 
   "Thank you so much, Aiden," I hear Alex say.
 
   "Don't thank me. I should have talked to you about it a long time ago, and I'm sorry I didn’t," he replies. "I'm sorry I couldn't do it sooner." 
 
   I hear Alex sniffle. "I understand now. I'm sorry I was so hard on you before. And I just have to say it again, you did the right thing. You couldn't have saved them, and you made the choice that saved our lives. Please, please don't feel guilty about that anymore."
 
   "Thanks, I’m working on it. This has helped me too."
 
   I smile, comforted by their words, knowing they've come to some sort of an understanding. They're quiet now, but they don't come through the door yet. I yawn and roll over, falling back to sleep.
 
                                 ~~~~~~~~~~
 
   I wince at the pounding in my head. So this is what a hangover feels like. I groan as I slowly sit upright and pull myself from the couch, heading for the kitchen. Grabbing a bottle of water, I down it, immediately feeling the churn of my stomach. I rush to the bathroom and make it just in time to watch myself lose the entire contents of my stomach, everything I ate last night. My body heaves and heaves, and it feels never ending. I'm so mad at myself; how stupid I feel for being so careless. Sitting back against the wall, I wipe my mouth with my sleeve. I'm never drinking again. 
 
   Finally, I pull myself from the floor and make it back to the kitchen for something to eat. After that, a few more visits to the bathroom, and three bottles of water, I feel a little better. I'm sitting at the bar top when Aiden and Alex stroll into the kitchen. They don't look sick at all, not like I was, just tired and grumpy. 
 
   "I'm starved," Alex says as she makes her way into the pantry.
 
   "I am so fucking thirsty," Aiden rasps as he follows behind her.
 
   A little while later, we pack up all our stuff and as much food and water as we possibly can. We're walking out of the house when Aiden asks from behind me, "Wanna drive, Mad-dog?" 
 
   My head whips in his direction. That's one of Travis's nicknames for me. "First, please don't ever call me that again and second, I don't know how to drive."
 
   "What's wrong with Mad-dog?” he asks playfully. “And don't worry about it, I'll teach you."
 
   "Don't say it again, please," I plead. "And okay, give me the keys then." 
 
   He tosses them to me, and I catch them mid-air. Alex and I start loading up while Aiden grabs the gas can from the bed of the truck and empties it into the tank. 
 
   As we all hop in, Aiden says, "Okay, seat belt first, always," clicking his own belt in. 
 
   "Got it," I reply, latching mine into place. 
 
   Alex rolls her eyes but clicks hers in too. 
 
   Reaching across her, he points at the gear shift. "D is drive, R is reverse, and P is park, that's all you really need to know."
 
   "God, she's not an idiot," Alex comments. 
 
   "For two seconds, Alex. For just two seconds could you not be a smartass? It's your own damn fault we're all hungover, so don't take it out on me." He throws her a glare before continuing my lesson. "Now you're gonna turn the key and take a good look all around the vehicle. Then you can put your foot on the brake and shift into gear."
 
   Feeling a little giddy, I glance at him and smile, turning the key. The truck starts, and I remember to look in the mirrors and check around the truck. It's highly unlikely there will actually be anyone or anything around, but I do it anyway. I ease the brake pedal down with my right foot and pull the gear shift towards me, settling it into Drive. 
 
   "Okay, you're gonna take your foot off the brake and gently give it some gas," he warns me. 
 
   I laugh, I can't help it, because he looks slightly terrified. I release the brake and move my foot to the gas pedal, pushing it just a little too hard and then release it a bit, trying to find the right amount of pressure. It forces the truck into a jerking motion, and from the corner of my eye I can see Aiden and Alex being pulled forward and back in their seats. 
 
   Aiden tries to stifle his laugh with his fist, but Alex doesn't hold back and starts cracking up. "My stomach can't handle this shit, Maddie! You're gonna make me barf." She puts a hand over her mouth, being dramatic. 
 
   I stomp on the brake. "Oh, shut it! Don't laugh at me!" It only fuels their laughter. "Jerks," I mutter and give it another try. Much smoother this time. 
 
   "Much better." Aiden smiles, his amusement twinkling in his eyes. 
 
   It doesn't take long before I'm at ease in the driver's seat. With no other cars on the road, I imagine it's easier to learn, but I've already grown relaxed, comfortable with the responsibility of driving us out of this town. 
 
   We fly down the highway going seventy-five, fast for this old Chevy clunker. The windows are down and the wind whips through the truck, blowing my hair all over the place. Alex found some CD's in the glove box and popped one in, Sweet Home Alabama by Lynyrd Skynyrd blares from the speakers.
 
   Alex shouts the words and nudges me to join in, and I scream the lyrics at the top of my lungs, swaying in my seat and tapping the steering wheel. I glance over and see that Aiden is watching us with amusement. His gaze fixes on mine and he bites his lip, adoration flickering across his face.
 
   It's that look again. My lips form a thin line and I smile, shaking my head. I break eye contact with him to look back at the road in front of me. He's kept his word and hasn't tried anything since his promise not to, but he's constantly flirting and making little comments and looking at me...like that. Even my admission last night didn't deter him. Not even a little. 
 
   I'm not sure how much longer I can go before I start to give in. I'm not even sure how much longer my heart can continue to hold onto something that will never be. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Sixteen
 
                                            Travis
 
    
 
   It's quiet in the car, and after what's transpired in the last twenty-four hours, a little quiet is exactly what I need. So much happened once we left the hospital…
 
   Sanders and I were immediately taken by helicopter to a remote Militia training facility located about three hours North of Leroy's home. We were greeted by a civilian employee who introduced himself as Pete. He immediately handed us keys to a vehicle, coordinates to Leroy's home, and a cell phone with one phone number in it...Jim's. Within twenty minutes, Sanders and I grabbed some food, took a leak, and were geared up and on our way. 
 
   We couldn't get there fast enough. Even though Leroy's account of what transpired had Maddie taking off in his truck, I couldn't trust a word that came out of that piece of shit's mouth. My fears wouldn't be silenced until I got to the house and saw for myself that she wasn't one of the two remaining girls he'd been keeping there against their will. 
 
   I killed the lights once we arrived down the street from Leroy's home. GPS told us that his house would be about a half a mile down the road and on our left. Although the girl, Jessica, who escaped said there was no one back at Leroy's except the two females, we couldn't take any chances. We crept down the street slowly, eyes scanning the area. As expected, the houses we passed were boarded up and overrun with debris and weeds. 
 
   When Leroy's house came into view, I pulled the car over to the left side of the street and killed the engine. Sanders and I exited the vehicle, pulling our weapons as we crossed the driveway of the house two doors down from Leroy's. We skirted along the front perimeter of the two homes and came to a stop once we reached the end of the property directly next door. With his house plainly in view, I looked at Sanders, motioning for him to check the back and far side of the property, and that I would be checking the side directly facing us as well as the front of Leroy's home. Sanders crept towards the backyard, while I crossed the driveway and stood directly beside one of the two windows facing it. 
 
   As expected, the window was partially boarded but also had heavy drapery hanging inside. Drapery is standard in most homes, but dark, heavy drapery is utilized in homes resided in by those illegally living off grid. It gives the occupants the ability to use lights at night without detection. The house was eerily quiet, and when I made my way over to the second window, I found more of the same. 
 
   As I reached the front of the house and looked around the corner, I was surprised to see Sanders already coming up around the other side, but he gave me the signal for "all clear." I motioned for him to move towards me. There was a front bedroom window he'd need to clear on his way towards the front door. I'd clear the large bay window once he was standing directly beside the front porch. 
 
   Sanders skirted the wall until he reached the bedroom window. He stopped, looked and listened, and just as he started to proceed forward, he quickly pulled back, the sound of metal clanking in the street stopping him in his tracks. Using the light from our shot guns, we both scanned the street until we saw the culprit, a skinny black cat pawing at an old metal can. Fucking cat. 
 
   Sanders took a second then moved forward, taking his place beside the concrete steps. Ready to proceed, I stepped up onto the concrete porch. Standing right beside the large bay window, I could see that it was completely boarded up with 2x4's; if there were any lights on inside, it was concealed with the large drapery I could see running along the rim of thick wood. I listened intently for any sounds coming from within the old dilapidated home and again heard nothing.
 
   In a normal situation the eerie silence might be alarming, but in a situation like this, where the inhabitants are illegally living off grid and under the thumb of a shit bag like Leroy, who keeps his victims in a constant state of fear, anything but complete silence would be unusual. Not only that, but the two girls inside were probably in fear of Leroy's wrath when he’d return and find one of the three girls missing. Psychopaths like Leroy don't play fair. I'd put money on the fact that when one girl pissed him off, they all paid the price.
 
   I crossed the boarded bay window and took my place directly beside the front door, at the same time Sanders took his place across from me. With no screen door blocking my access to the knob, I attempted to turn it and surprisingly, it was unlocked. As Sanders remained in place, holding his gun up beside his head, I turned the knob and opened the door slowly. A dim light coming from a lantern I saw in the kitchen helped illuminate the front room. 
 
   We entered, and to our left was a beat up sectional couch, beside it was a lazy boy chair that looked brand new. In fact, the plastic covering was still in place. In the kitchen sat a card table stacked with neatly, separated piles of crossword puzzle books, a few hundred at least. I'm honesty surprised that sick fuck can read, let alone solve a puzzle of any kind. I guess in-between terrorizing young women, trying to complete crossword puzzles was Leroy's favorite pastime. 
 
   The rooms were surprisingly tidy. The kitchen counter was lined with canned food, categorized by type and size, each can stacked neatly, one on top of the other. Seems that Leroy has some OCD issues as well. In place of where a refrigerator would usually be, were plastic containers filled with water. An old, beat up cooler sat beside it. 
 
   The door leading into the backyard was boarded up from the inside, probably Leroy's added security measure to ensure the only means of entering or exiting the house was through the front door. In front of it was a large cardboard box utilized as a trash can.
 
   We cleared the kitchen and still no sounds emerged from any other rooms within the house. From where we stood down the hall, we saw two doors on the left and one on the right. I took the lead as we cleared half the hallway and came to the first door on our left which was open. With Sanders close behind me, I rounded the corner into a bathroom. With the light from my gun, I found a sink to my left, followed by the toilet. Lining the wall next to the toilet and directly in front of me was a pile of neatly stacked porn magazines. All old and put to good use I'm sure. Just the sight of them infuriated me. 
 
   I stepped back out of the bathroom, and Sanders motioned with his shotgun to the door across the hallway, catty corner to where we stood. It was bolted shut from the outside and likely where we would find the two girls, but for safety reasons, we cleared the room directly across from it first. 
 
   The room contained a single mattress which laid upon a box spring on the floor, with no bedding or pillows on top of it. A pile of clothes was all that sat beside the bed in the room. The closet held two empty hangers, and three sets of old, worn cowboy boots, lined neatly on the floor below. This was Leroy's room.
 
   I re-entered the hallway and quickly surmised that our best option to gain access to the room bolted shut from the outside would be to kick it in. The doors within the house were old and could be busted open with the force of my kick. I didn't want to risk harming either of the girls who could easily have been sitting on the other side of the door, so before busting my way in, I needed to warn them first. 
 
   With Sanders on one side of the door and myself on the other, our backs to the wall, I knocked. When no one answered, I knocked again and said, "Girls, my name is Lieutenant Brennan. We're here to help you." 
 
   Still nothing.
 
   "I understand you're afraid. Jessica escaped and let us know you were here. Leroy is in custody. He can't hurt you anymore." Immediately, the sound of crying within the room could be heard from outside the door. "I'm going to have to kick the door in to get to you, but I need to be sure you're safely away from the area. Okay?" 
 
   No response. 
 
   "Okay, ladies?" I inquired again. 
 
   And as if the response came from a young child, a voice shaky and so soft spoken it almost sounded like a whisper replied, "Okay."
 
   "Great. So you’re away from the door?" I asked, needing to be sure.
 
   "Yes," the same small voice replied.
 
   "Okay ladies, on the count of three I'm going to kick the door in. One...two...three" ...and with a strong kick the door crashed open, slamming against the wall, the dead bolt was the only piece of the door left intact. The room was dark, but the light from my gun found two girls huddled in the far left corner of the room, clinging to one another, shaking.
 
   My heart broke at the sight of them, and to my relief, neither girl was Maddie. While Sanders cleared the attached bathroom, located off to the right, I holstered my weapon, pulled my flashlight, and crossed the room, kneeling before the two frightened girls.
 
   "My name is Travis," I began. "We're here to help you." As the words left my mouth, I remember instantly feeling as though they were a lie, because the truth was, despite the horrors these women faced as victims of Leroy, they were still runaway Breeders. And though we were rescuing them from this nightmare, we'd be the ones responsible for literally bringing them to the place where their next nightmare would begin, the Breeder Compound. And after all these girls have endured, how the fuck would Sanders and I be able to live with that? 
 
   Looking at the two of them, so fragile and afraid, made that reality too much to bear, and I was instantly filled with shame. 
 
   Sanders moved behind me, setting down and lighting a lantern he must've found in the bathroom, as he made his way back across the room to stand guard at the door. His movement brought me back into the present moment, and to the two frightened girls that sat before me. 
 
   I noticed immediately that both of the girls were pregnant and anger began to flood through me. One only looked to be about seventeen. She had blonde hair, that looked combed through, but due to the amount of oil in her hair from not being washed in a while, it stuck to the side of her head, the remaining hair falling down below her shoulders. Her eyes were crystal blue and she was extremely thin, the bulge of her belly prominent against her small, thin frame. Tears streamed down her face, and she couldn't look me in the eyes. I reached my hand out to place it on her knee in a comforting gesture, but she immediately flinched back in fear and clung tighter to the girl beside her. And in that moment, my heart broke a little more. 
 
   The girl she clung to looked a bit older, maybe eighteen or nineteen years old. She had thick, black hair that stood in stark contrast to her pale white skin. She was also rail thin, her stomach smaller than the other girl’s, with big hazel eyes that looked even larger against the concaves of her hollowed out cheeks. She would look me in the eyes, but then just as quickly look away. 
 
   Addressing them both, I said, "We won't hurt either of you. I give you my word." 
 
   Her body trembling, the second girl responded, "Le...Leroy, he's in jail?" 
 
   "Yes, Leroy's in jail. He can't hurt you anymore," I replied as I looked at them both.
 
   With that, she began to cry. "Thank you," she said, pulling her friend tighter into her embrace.
 
   "Can you tell me your names?" I asked.
 
   "I'm Laura," and nodding down towards the other girl, whose head was resting on her chest, she continued, "and this is Jane."
 
   "Well, Laura and Jane, again, I'm Travis, and the guy standing over by the door," I looked over my shoulder, "that's my buddy, Sanders." 
 
   The girls looked over towards Sanders, who offered them a smile, and they both quickly looked away.
 
   "How about we get you two up and out of this room?" I asked. 
 
   Laura nodded in agreement, but when she began to move, Jane clung to her even tighter. Looking down at her friend she said, "Look at me, Jane." Jane looked up into her eyes. "They're here to help us. It's okay mama. They won't hurt us. It's okay," she said, trying to give her friend the reassurance she knew she needed.
 
   Jane nodded meekly in understanding. She pulled away from Laura, but quickly grabbed her hand instead, not willing to break their connection.
 
   "Do you need my help getting up?" I asked Laura, waiting for a response before reaching out my hand.
 
   "No, but thank you," she replied as she slowly rose to her feet, never letting go of Jane's hand. Grabbing her other hand, she helped her up off the floor. They were both shaky on their feet. Jane began to sway and Laura immediately helped steady her. "It's been a while since we've eaten," Laura said in response, sounding ashamed.
 
   Fucking. Leroy. If he was here, I'd kill him.
 
   "How about we follow Sanders into the front room and get you two something to eat and drink," I replied, forcing calm to my tone. Stepping back, I gestured for them to pass me and continued, "Take your time." I followed them out of the room, grabbing a blanket off the queen sized mattress which was lying on the floor in the center of an otherwise barren room. 
 
   The girls made their way slowly down the hall and into the front room. Sanders gestured for them to take a seat on the couch and immediately headed for the front door. "Getting the car," he said. I handed the girls the blanket and nodded to him in understanding. 
 
   Before leaving the training center, Sanders and I grabbed something to eat and decided to bring some food for the girls in case they might be hungry. Monsters like Leroy don't concern themselves with the well-being of those they kidnap and rape repeatedly, and not just physically, but mentally and emotionally too. 
 
   Coward scumbags like him thrive on control, robbing his victims of their power and stripping them of their free will...one of greatest crimes one can commit against another human being. If Leroy's actions are criminal, then so are the actions of our government, because no entity, whether it be the government or a person, has the right to ever rob another human being of their free will and with that, their dignity...period. 
 
   I was sickened by the reality of what these girls were about to face once we left there, especially in the wake of what they'd just endured. How could we take part in that? We’d have rescued them from one captor, only to hand them over to another with even more power and no chance of escape. 
 
   The cell phone we were given at the training center began to ring in my pocket, pulling me from my thoughts. Just as expected, the caller ID read Jim. 
 
   "Ladies, I need to step out front for a minute and take this call," I explained. 
 
   Laura nodded, and as I stepped out the front door, Sanders had just reached the stairs, bags of food in hand. With the cell still ringing in my hand, I passed him and said, "Jim."
 
   "I'll get them fed," he replied as he took the stairs and entered the house. 
 
   "How 'bout I make you two something to eat?" I heard him say as I answered the call, "Brennan here."
 
   "Lieutenant Brennan, it's Jim," the already familiar, steady voice said. "Any updates on the situation? Have you found the girls?"
 
   "Affirmative," was my only response, still apprehensive about Jim's part in the situation and everything as a whole.
 
   "Have you confirmed that both girls are in fact Breeders?" he asked.
 
   "Yes," I responded as my heart sank deeper into my chest. Shit was getting too real too fast. 
 
   "Then you need to make a decision," he said without hesitation. His voice calm and self-assured.
 
   Taken back by his response, I quickly quipped, "Excuse me? A decision?" 
 
   "Yes. You and Lieutenant Sanders have an extremely important decision to make, Travis. If both girls are fertile, you can escort them back to the Breeder Compound as per Hunter protocol or-"
 
   "Or what Jim?" I interrupted. "What kind of game are you playing here?" I was pissed.
 
   "Or..." he picked up right where I cut him off, "your official report will state that when you entered Leroy's home, it was empty, the two girls had already escaped on their own."
 
   "What? Why?" I asked firmly, feeling annoyed.
 
   "You can't tell me that you and Sanders have never wondered how two individuals with intimate connections to a Breeder and a Breeder runaway would be allowed into the HSOU. Can you?" My heart began beating hard within my chest. What the fuck was going on? "Do you think it was an over-site?" he continued. "It wasn't. The information was omitted from your files on purpose, Travis." 
 
   "What the fuck is going on Jim? I don't like games. Be straight with me or this conversation is done. Do you understand me?" I said through gritted teeth, fueled by the fear the reality of his admission brought into the present moment. What did he know?
 
   And as though he read my mind, he replied, "I know about Maddie and Anna." With that, any fears this conversation ignited were quickly extinguished by my rage over him even mentioning their names.
 
   "This is not a conversation I wanted to have with you over the phone, but due to the circumstances this is how it has to go down. We’re on the same side of this thing, Travis."
 
   "I don't know what the hell you're talking about, Jim," I replied as I paced back and forth in the street outside Leroy's home.
 
   "I understand your hesitation to trust me, especially after all you've seen, but I’ll tell you why I'm in this." He cleared his throat and continued. "I played by the rules. I believed in my government and the honor I once thought existed within the system. I wasn't always a civilian, Lieutenant." 
 
   I knew it.
 
   "And when my daughter Hannah was found to be fertile, she willingly turned herself over to the Government as a Breeder to help humanity, by being a vessel in which she could help repopulate the earth. For her, there was no other option, Travis. Why? Because I raised her that way. She trusted her old man, and I failed her." He paused, then continued, "She died during childbirth. Her mother and I weren't notified of her passing, and by the time I found out through my own channels, she had long since been cremated. Her remains buried with the Compound trash."
 
   Silence.
 
   "I'm sorry," was all I could say.
 
   "It happened many years ago, but thank you." He took a few moments, then continued, "Our government isn't honorable. Things are not as they want the public to believe. Their intentions are so corrupt and their roots run so deep, we still don't know the half of it yet, but we're getting closer every day." 
 
   "The girls...what will happen to them if we choose the second option?" I asked, my defenses partly calmed with Jim's confession. How could they not be? My instincts told me Jim could be trusted. But what if I was wrong? Once we crossed this line there was no turning back. 
 
   "You will bring the girls to a designated drop off area where they’ll be taken by copter to a secure and safe location, free from a life of forced breeding."
 
   Hope rose in my chest. There was only one choice to be made here. Laura and Jane would be free. They'd be safe now. If only we could've done the same for Danielle. My chest ached at the thought of her, just like it always did. "So they'll be flown to Canada, to the Free Nation," I said, letting out a huge breath I hadn't realized I'd been holding. Relief flooded me.
 
   Jim cleared his throat. "No, but they will be flown to a secure location."
 
   "What? Why? The best guarantee that they'll be safe from harm or capture by the Militia would be in Canada...under the protection of the Free Nation." And that's the only option I'd be comfortable with, because it's the only one that ensures their complete safety. "Jim…after all they've been through–" 
 
   "Son," he interrupted, "there is no free nation. It doesn't exist."
 
   Laura coughs in the back seat, pulling me away from the memories of all that transpired in last twenty-four hours. So much to take in. The Jim issued cell phone begins to ring on the seat, and I quickly answer it. I've been waiting for this call.
 
   "Hello."
 
   "Travis, I have the information you requested. A truck matching Leroy's description was found abandoned south of the drop off location. I'll send you the coordinates. How are the girls?"
 
   "They're good," I reply, looking in the rear view mirror. Laura's eyes are closed, her head resting upon Jane's shoulder. Jane looks up and when her eyes meet mine, for the first time since we met, she doesn't immediately look away. Instead, she offers me a gentle smile, then glances down at her belly which she's rubbing with her hand. Looking back up at me, she gives me a silent, "Thank you." I nod and return the smile. 
 
   I'm pulled away from the moment when I realize Jim is speaking. "Travis? You still there?' he asks.
 
   "I'm here," I reply.
 
   "Everything okay? You good?" he questions.
 
   And for the first time I can answer that question with some truth behind my words. I feel hope, because I know I'm getting closer to finding Maddie, and for the first time since joining the Hunters, I feel like I'm part of something I can be proud of...Laura and Jane will be free. 
 
   "Yeah, Jim," I reply. "I'm good."
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seventeen 
 
                                                            Maddie
 
    
 
   My fingers tap the glass of the window as I sit on the ledge and stare outside, watching as if anything is going to change anytime soon. The grey clouds move fast and boom overhead as the rain falls and crashes all around us, the sound of it on the roof a relentless pounding. 
 
   Looks like we aren't going to make it back out today or anytime in the near future anyway. It's been like this outside all day and hasn't let up even a little since this morning. 
 
   We didn't get very far in the truck, only a few cities over before we ran out of gas. We ditched the truck and managed to make it a good ten miles or so on foot before the storm rolled in and it started to pour. That was a few hours ago, and it hasn't stopped since. So we've been stuck, holed up in this tiny house, and I already feel like I'm going stir crazy. 
 
   My leg shakes restlessly, and I still it with my hand. Not being able keep going, when I feel this anxiousness to get moving, is unsettling. I feel the time ticking, passing us by while we get nowhere. 
 
   It's only been a few hours. The storm will let up and we'll get moving again. We just have to wait it out. I repeat this to myself over and over again, trying to keep my anxiety at bay. 
 
   I catch myself biting my nails and quickly pull my hand away from my mouth, turning my body around to look at Aiden and Alex. Aiden is sprawled across the old sectional and Alex is lying on the floor, her feet resting up against the wall. 
 
   "Isn't there anything we can do to pass the time?" I desperately ask them both. 
 
   Alex stills her hands, stopping her taps against the floor and looks at me. "Seriously, I'm bored as hell, but I'm too lazy to move right now." 
 
   Aiden just grunts in response. 
 
   I sigh a, "Whatever," and turn to resume my stare outside. I pull my legs up onto the ledge and stretch them out in front of me, crossing one leg over the other. Pulling my hoodie on, I thump my head back against the wall, groaning out a long sound of frustration. 
 
   "Take it easy there. What are you so anxious about?" Aiden asks me. 
 
   My eyes don't leave the window as I answer. "I don't know. Don't you feel like we should be moving? I feel stuck, trapped in this tiny piece of junk house." 
 
   Aiden laughs. "Relax. It can't stay this way forever. We'll get out of here soon enough."
 
   "I just hate feeling stuck here. It doesn't help that it's so dark and gloomy outside, I can hardly see anything out there." Thunder booms and lightning brightens the sky momentarily. "Creepy," I mutter and push myself up and away from the window. 
 
   I stretch and begin making my way across the living room, which also happens to be the dining room and kitchen. I rummage through cabinets mindlessly, finding nothing. Walking to the back of the house and into the four walled box of a bedroom, I find myself staring out of yet another window. There's nothing but a grey stretch of land and sky and clouds, all blurred by the downpour of rain. 
 
   I leave the room, running my hands along the walls as I make my way back into the living room. Aiden and Alex haven't moved an inch. 
 
   "Come on guys!" I beg. 
 
   Alex smacks her hands against the floor and pulls herself up. "Dude, you're killing me. Chill out!"
 
   "How are you two not bored out of your minds?" I throw back at her, feeling frustrated. 
 
   "What do you suggest we do?" Aiden asks, tilting his head to look towards me. 
 
   "I...I don't know! You two are supposed to come up with that part." 
 
   He chuckles but makes no move to help ease my boredom. He just rests his head back the way he had it and lays his hands on top of his chest, sighing. 
 
   Ugh. "Tell me a story or something," I plead.
 
   "How about you tell us one," he replies. 
 
   "Yeah, perfect. You tell us a story, Maddie," Alex says as she resumes her spot on the floor, legs kicked up on the wall once again. 
 
   "Umm, Okay..." I reply.
 
   A story...
 
   Travis immediately comes to mind, but I'm sure Aiden doesn't want to hear a story about him. What stories do I have really? I try to remember something, anything. Looking back on my life at home, it was so simple compared to now. I'm having a hard time remembering anything exciting or funny...that didn't involve Travis anyway. Surely my life wasn't that boring when I wasn't with him...
 
   I look back to the window, to the rain pouring down, and a memory sparks. "Okay, I got one," I tell them, moving to take my seat back at the ledge again. 
 
   "Go on," says Alex.
 
   "Okay, so my friend Grace and I would walk home from school together every once in a while and this one day, it was pouring rain outside, like today. So that day when I came out of class, I didn't expect her to be waiting for me, but she was and she was soaked, I mean drenched. I remember laughing because she looked so ridiculous. Well anyway, she had been hoping that I had an umbrella for us to walk home under, not that it mattered at that point anyway, but I didn't have one of course. So we decided to run home together, and somewhere along the way it became a race. I had her most of the way, but when we were running through the park I almost tripped and ate it, and that's when she passed me up." 
 
   I pause and snort, chuckling at the memory before continuing, "Anyway. So she comes racing by me, laughing and calling me a sucker, not paying any attention to what was in front of her –which was a huge, muddy puddle by the way. So she runs, sliding right into it, and somehow..." I cover my mouth with my hand, suppressing my laughter. "...she slips and like, flies up into the air," I motion with my hand as if it was Grace, "and her entire body came down and smacked right into the puddle." I clap my hands together, not even trying to hold back my laughter anymore. 
 
   Aiden smiles, and Alex gives a tiny breath of laughter, "Funny," she says, and I can tell she only half means it. 
 
   "Well it was funny, funny as shit," I reply. "Guess you just had to be there." 
 
   Looking back out the window, I find myself smiling. I don't think I've ever laughed as hard as I did when I saw the look on Grace's shocked face. 
 
   I stare at the rain hitting the asphalt, losing myself in the memory and the rest of what happened that day. 
 
   Grace hopped up and came straight for me, embracing me in a huge, muddy hug. 
 
   "You punk!" I yelled as I pushed her away.
 
   She just laughed and told me to come home with her, that she'd let me borrow some clothes. Of course I couldn't let it end there though, so I picked up a handful of mud and chucked it at her, which led to a full on mud war, only ending when we were both completely covered in mud from head to toe. 
 
   We sloshed our way back to her house, and she ran straight in when we got there. I laughed, knowing Mrs. Brennan was not going to be happy about the mud Grace had just tracked through her home. Not wanting to add fuel to that fire, I took a seat on the steps outside her front door instead. 
 
   I was pulling off my second boot when I saw Travis walking up, umbrella in hand. 
 
   He laughed as soon as he saw me. 
 
   "Forget one of these?" He lifted the umbrella up and then closed it, taking a seat next to me. His eyes crinkled in amusement as he reached out and rubbed his thumb along my cheek, "What's up with the mud, Mad-dog?" 
 
   "Your evil sister is what," I replied. "She ate it in a puddle of mud and thought that maybe I could use some too, and then things kinda got outta hand from there."
 
   He chuckled, "Sounds like you two alright. Put you two pain in the asses together and who knows what'll happen."
 
   "Ha! Oh really? You want some of this?" I taunted him with my muddy hands. 
 
   He grabbed my arms and pinned them down. "See? Pain in the ass," he said, making his point. 
 
   I laughed. "Grace said I could take a shower and borrow some clothes, but I don't want to get mud all over your house. Well, more mud anyway. Grace didn't seem to care."
 
   He shook his head, amused. "Of course she didn't," he said in mock irritation. Travis never actually gets mad at Grace. He stood and moved to open the door, gesturing me to get up too, "Well, come on."
 
   "I just said-" I tried to answer, but in the next instant he hauled me up and over his shoulder. Hanging upside down, I squealed a, "What are you doing?!" 
 
   With his hands holding me up by my thighs, he marched us inside and down the hall, setting me down on the bathroom floor. "Problem solved." He smirked, shrugging his shoulder.
 
   Oh man, he is so hot, I thought to myself. I stared at him, lost in that thought, lost in the feelings stirring deep inside me. 
 
   His features smoothed and his green eyes met mine as he reached forward, lifting my chin. "Still pretty, even with all that mud on your face." 
 
   His words lit me up in excitement and anticipation, but then he winced as if he regretted his words, and my stomach dropped. 
 
   At the time, I thought that maybe he meant it but in a friendly way, that he probably felt bad for saying it because he hadn't meant to lead me on like that. 
 
   It's only now that I know he really meant it. I know he liked me too. Funny how some separation can bring clarity... Or not funny at all, not really. 
 
   "Anyway...get to it Ryan, you stink," he said, releasing me and breaking our connection. He retreated back down the hall and I stood there, watching as he disappeared around the corner, listening as his footsteps carried up the stairs. I was mad at myself and embarrassed, because I realized then that he probably knew what a huge crush I had on him. How could he not? 
 
   After showering and getting dressed, I came out of the bathroom pulling up on Grace's too tight shirt, feeling exposed, but then I tugged it back down wanting to cover my stomach too. It settled somewhere in-between, and I thanked god that they weren't around to see how ridiculous I looked in her clothes. 
 
   "Bye, Grace! Bye, Trav!" I yelled before quickly closing their front door behind me.
 
   I looked up to find Travis walking towards me and when he saw me, he stopped dead in his tracks, his eyes widening. Oh, great, I thought, but then his eyes lingered on my body as he rubbed his bottom lip with his fingers. When his eyes finally snapped up to mine, I narrowed my eyes at him, wondering if he had really just looked at me like that. 
 
   I could have sworn I saw a fleeting look of embarrassment on his face, but it quickly turned to one of annoyance. Clearing his throat, he muttered a, "What the hell was Grace thinking? You're gonna freeze in that," and charged past me into the house. "Hold up a sec!" he yelled from the entryway. 
 
   My eyes followed him as he paused to grab something. Turning back to face me, he tossed me a jacket, and I threw my arms up to catch it. 
 
   "Put on the damn jacket. I don't-" he took a deep breath. "You don't want anyone seeing you like that," he said, visibly irritated. 
 
   I pulled it on, smiling to myself. He might not like me like that, but I saw the way I affected him. The thought made me smile brighter. "Bye, Trav," I said as I crossed their lawn, heading home. 
 
   If I could go back to that day for even a minute, I have no doubt about what I'd do, what I would change.
 
   When he looked at me for those few seconds like that, like he might have liked what he saw, I'd push all of my doubts aside and rush him. I'd reach my arms up and around him, pull him down to me, and crush my lips against his. No second thoughts, no second guessing, I'd just give in to what I've always wanted to do. He might have kissed me back or he might not have, but at least I'd know. 
 
   In my wildest dreams, he might have hesitated but only for a second before grabbing me by the waist and pulling me close. He'd groan in satisfaction, in the realization that this right here is what he's always wanted too. Then he'd pull me even closer, bringing my body flush to his as he opened his mouth to mine, tasting me for the first time. 
 
   I just know that it would be perfect, kissing him would feel so right. 
 
   I clear my throat, a little embarrassed at where my mind has wandered, and it's then that it hits me. The thought of him doesn't hurt as much as it used to. I can live in this daydream of what I'd do, look back on it without so much pain. Our friendship, with those first love feelings simmering beneath the surface, was something special. How could I ever want to forget that? 
 
   It's only now that I understand why it's been impossible for me to let him go. He was my best friend and the closeness that we shared, the bond that we had, it was real. 
 
   I smile, finally feeling okay about it. 
 
   It's still raining out but not nearly as much as before. "The rain is letting up a little," I say as I watch the clouds slowing, thinning out as they move closer. 
 
   I blow a breath against the glass, drawing a heart in the frost, and a movement in the distance catches my eye. I immediately crouch down in the alcove. "Guys," I say quietly. 
 
   I look over to see that they've both fallen asleep. 
 
   "Guys!" I say louder. 
 
   Aiden pops up, "What...what?" he asks, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. 
 
   Alex sits up too, yawning. 
 
   "I just saw something outside," I whisper.
 
   They both straighten. "What was it?" Aiden asks at the same time that Alex asks, "Are you sure?"
 
   "Yes," I answer, "and I'm not sure, a car I think." 
 
   Aiden stands and walks the perimeter of the house over to me, Alex following behind. We all take a peek out the window, and I already know what it is. It's a Hunter's vehicle, stopped in the field just across from us. Shit. What if they're looking for me because of what I did? 
 
   "Fuck!" Aiden says quietly, a little panicky. 
 
   "You think they're here for us?" Alex asks, worried. 
 
   "I don't know, but we need to get the hell out of here," he answers. 
 
   "It's just the one car, there's no one else," I comment. 
 
   The car sits idle only a few hundred feet away. The headlights turn off, but I can see the heat coming from the exhaust, mixing with the cold air. 
 
   We watch in silence and wait...and wait. 
 
   "What are they waiting for?" Alex asks. 
 
   "Hell if I know. If they get out of that car though, we need to find somewhere to hide," Aiden answers. 
 
   "Or run," Alex adds. 
 
   "You really think we could outrun them?" I ask. 
 
   "Well if it's just that one car, yeah." Aiden pats his coat, reminding us of the gun he's carrying. Alex nods in understanding. 
 
   I swallow thickly, hoping it doesn't come to that.
 
   Another tense ten minutes go by with nothing, no movement from the car. The sun has set and it slowly gets darker outside, and then we hear it, the loud purr of helicopter blades getting closer and closer. 
 
   The helicopter flies overhead and circles back around as we all watch in shock. 
 
   "What the hell is going on?" Alex asks, her voice shaky. 
 
   We don't answer and my heart beats heavily, fear weighing down on my chest. The roar of the helicopter becomes louder as it nears and hovers above, slowly making its way to the ground by the black car. The sound of it is so loud I can't hear my own breaths.
 
   When it finally lands, a man jumps out of it, making his way towards the car. The tall, dark man rounds the Hunter's vehicle, leaning down at the driver's side as the window rolls down. 
 
   They stay like that a few minutes and then the man from the helicopter straightens, stepping back. The front doors of the car open and two men in uniform exit, moving to open the back doors simultaneously. 
 
   It's too dark now to make out any faces, I just see their bodies move as they open the doors and two girls get out. 
 
   I gasp, "Oh my God..." ...they’re both pregnant.
 
   The driver of the car grabs his girl by the shoulder and leans down, saying something into her ear. She nods and holds her nightgown down over her swollen belly, the wind from the blades trying to force it up on her. They all run towards the helicopter and the girls are helped in, the man from the helicopter jumping back in last. Then just like that, it lifts and takes off. All is quiet again except for our heavy breaths. 
 
   We watch as the men walk back to their vehicle and hop inside. The car turns around and speeds off in the direction that it came. 
 
   "What the fuck did we just see?" Alex asks, her expression one of confusion and shock. I imagine my face mirrors hers as I turn to look at Aiden. 
 
   He looks between the both of us. "I have no fucking clue," he answers. 
 
   Some time goes by, and we're still quiet. The sun is long gone and though it's only sprinkling now, I know we'll be staying here for the night.
 
   I wrap my arms around myself, trying to warm up. "It's freezing," I say, breaking the silence. 
 
   "Yeah, it is," Alex says. 
 
   "We'll have to layer up, it's only gonna get colder," Aiden replies. 
 
   "Can't we start a fire? There's hardly any blankets." Alex says. 
 
   "Yes, please," I second, shivering. 
 
   "You guys really want to send up a smoke signal right now? After what we just saw?" He asks with eyebrows raised. 
 
   "It's freezing. Look at Maddie, she's shaking. And you saw them take off, they did what they came for. What are the chances they'll be coming back through this exact location?" She asks as though it's an obvious assumption. 
 
   "She's right and there's no way we're going to get any sleep tonight if we don't," I add, rubbing my hands up and down my arms, trying desperately to get warm. 
 
   He shakes his head but gives in, "Fine." With that, he gets up and walks to the kitchen, suddenly kicking in the door of the nearest cabinet and continues down the short line of them. Picking up the splintered pieces, he makes his way back over to us and tosses the broken wood into the fireplace. 
 
   "Did you see that the girls were pregnant?" I ask as he attempts to light a fire, still not believing what we just saw. 
 
   "Yeah," Aiden answers quietly. 
 
   "Crazy," Alex adds, and I nod my head in agreement. 
 
   A few minutes later, the wood starts to catch fire and I watch the orange flames grow brighter. The warmth finally finds me, but my chills won't calm. Aiden stands and walks over to the sectional, plopping himself down on top of it. I get up and find my own spot in the corner of the couch, suddenly feeling exhausted and ready for bed. 
 
   I pull my hood back over my head and lie down, yawning. "Night, guys."
 
   "Night," they say together. 
 
   I lie here awhile trying to fall asleep, but it's still so cold. My feet are a little warm from the fire, but the rest of me is freezing, and I can't seem to stop shivering. Alex has taken up the spot on the floor near the fire, so I blow on my hands, trying to warm them up. 
 
   Aiden shifts and lies down so that his head is near mine. Reaching for my hands he says, "Let me."
 
   I hesitate for a moment too long. 
 
   "Relax," he chuckles. 
 
   "I never know with you," I reply.
 
   "I mean, I could come over there and keep your whole body warm if you'd like," he says suggestively. 
 
   "Shut up," I whisper, laughing quietly. 
 
   He takes my hands and rubs his around mine, blowing on them to create some warmth. "Your hands aren't even that cold." He reaches out and touches my forehead. "Shit, Maddie, you're burning up." 
 
   "No way, I'm so cold," I say, my teeth chattering. 
 
   He gets up and moves over to me, slipping behind me on the couch. "I'm not trying anything," he warns. "I think you've got a fever. I'm just gonna try and help you get comfortable, okay?”
 
   I nod, feeling so cold I don’t care what he does as long as it helps me get warm. He wraps his leg over mine and pulls me close, and I’m so tired that I fall asleep just like that, wrapped up inside the arms of Aiden.
 
   


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen
 
                                                    Travis
 
    
 
   "You made the right call. Come on, if we find her tonight, the last thing you're gonna want to do is say goodbye to her again. Not to mention, that would entail you entrusting her safety with virtual strangers. Regardless of Jim's promises that she'll be protected, I wouldn't take that chance," Sanders says while looking out the passenger side window of the car, searching for Leroy's truck.
 
   "I know what you're doing man," I reply looking over at him. 
 
   Looking back, he smirks. "What?" he asks, suddenly feigning confusion.
 
   "Is this your way of giving me your blessing, Sanders?" I respond, eyeing him from the side then shifting my focus back on the road.
 
   "My blessing? You plan on getting hitched before you two run off into the sunset? I'm honored man, really," he says, placing his hand on his chest, "but I don't really know Mad–"
 
   "You know what I'm talking about," I say loudly, talking over him. "My decision is already made, so why do you feel the need to try and convince me?" I continue as I scan the area we're passing.
 
   "I'm not worried that you won't take Maddie and run, you know that. We both know the score. If the opportunity presented itself, and I found Anna first, as much as I love you, I would not hesitate to leave your ass behind,” he says.
 
   "Yeah, and you're full of shit," I respond, giving him a little shove towards the door.
 
   "Okay, okay. I might hesitate a little. But all joking aside...would it feel all kinds of wrong to leave you behind? Of course it would, but I'd do it. And you'd expect me to," he says with conviction.
 
   "We know this already," I reply.
 
   "Look man, as tough as you may be, you don't know how to leave people behind," he says, and I shift uncomfortably in my seat. "After all, that's why you're here, isn't it?" he continues. "Accepting the fact that Maddie left and finding a way to go on without her was never an option for you. Was it?" he asks, and I feel the weight of his stare. 
 
   "No," I reply as I shake my head.
 
   "Look, you'll have enough on your plate dealing with leaving your mom and Grace, so I need you to keep me off that list, bro." 
 
   My chest tightens at just the mention of them. "What list, Sanders?" I respond, slightly annoyed. 
 
   "The list of people you're going to beat yourself up for leaving behind, and don't you dare make me one of them. And as far as your mom and Grace, I told you I'd look out for them. Jim said he'd keep tabs on them too."
 
   "I know, and I appreciate that." I reply, looking over at him. "And as for this list," I continue, "like you said, you and I both know the score. There was never any expectation that we had to run together or not run at all. I know we're both okay with this." 
 
   "But do you really, Brennan? I know you. You might say this now, and it may take you days or weeks, but at some point you’re going to think back on all this and the choices you've made...don't mind fuck yourself with that shit. Guilt can't be an option for you. If you two are going to survive, your head needs to be completely in the game, one hundred percent," he says. 
 
   "I'm not trying to save anyone," I respond. "I'm not that heroic. If I was, I sure as hell wouldn't be leaving my mom and sister behind."
 
   "No, you're just being the man your mom raised you to be. She knows why you joined the Hunters. Grace does too. You left to save the girl you love. How can they both not be proud of you for that?"
 
   "Cuz that's not true," I sigh, then continue. "It took me losing Maddie to realize how lost I am without her. Life hasn't made sense to me since she left. Not being able to see her face or hear her voice...I'm just...I won’t be the one saving her, man. She'll be the one saving me."
 
   Sanders starts to respond but is interrupted when the Jim issued cell phone starts ringing in my pocket. I immediately answer it. "What's up, Jim?"
 
   "Have you located the truck?" he asks.
 
   "Not yet, we're almost there. Why?" I question. 
 
   "A small plane that just flew over the area reported seeing a home with smoke coming out of the chimney. It's within ten miles of where Leroy's truck was spotted. Looks like it's the house sitting directly across the field from where you just brought the girls to meet the copter." 
 
   "You're fucking kidding me!" I respond. Immediately turning the steering wheel, I skid into a U-turn and haul ass down the road. 
 
   "It's protocol that planes flying over the no grid zone are to report any suspicious activity they might see. One of our people inside notified me of the transmission," he replies.
 
   "Thanks Jim," I respond.
 
   "Good luck, son," he says and hangs up the phone. 
 
   "What's going on?" Sanders asks immediately.
 
   "There's a house located across the field from where we just dropped the girls. A plane just spotted smoke coming out of the chimney," I reply as I look over at him with a huge, shit eating grin on my face. I can't believe this.
 
   "No way, man. No way!" he says in disbelief. Grabbing onto the dashboard with both hands, he looks over at me. "You've gotta be fucking kidding me, bro!" he shouts in excitement. 
 
   "Right?" I respond, looking over at him, shaking my head in disbelief. All this time I've been searching for her and she was right there, just across the field from me. What if she's already gone by the time we get there? I can't even ponder that possibility. Plus, it's too cold. They're in for the night. That's why they lit that fire. Not the smartest thing to do. It's like sending out an S.O.S., but an S.O.S. I am fucking thankful for. It has to be her. They ditched the truck and ended up there. The weather would make it hard to travel on foot. 
 
   My heart begins to race in my chest as the magnitude of this moment hits me. I can feel the adrenaline begin to pump though my veins. This is it. I'm actually going to see her. I'm finally going to see Maddie. 
 
   "So it looks like it's go time, Brennan," Sanders says, pulling me from my thoughts. "Just as we planned, I'll leave my radio in the car and say that you were escorting Maddie to the vehicle while I was in the house with the other two. When you didn't come back, I went out to check, and you, the girl, and the car were gone."
 
   "I think my plan was much better," I respond on a smirk, raising an eyebrow.
 
   "You mean your plan to hog tie me naked to the guy Maddie's with and gag me? I don't think so you sick bastard. There's something wrong with you, Brennan. You know that, right?" he replies, shaking his head.
 
   "Look, we need to make it look like there was no way you could stop me. How could you if you're hog tied?" I reply, and just the visual makes me laugh. "I'm just trying to help you out bro," I continue, laughing even harder.
 
   "And the gag? Who does that help fucker? It's not like anyone would hear me out here in the middle of nowhere," he responds.
 
   "The gag isn't to help you. It's to save the girl...from having to listen to your fucking ass."
 
   "Whatever. I know what this is all about," he replies as he reaches over the seat to grab his vest. "You're worried that once Maddie hears me speak, she, like many others that have gone before her, might fall prey to my charm," he says, pulling his vest on with a smirk. "And you and I both know that even the strongest of women can't fight it, Brennan. They just can't man," he pauses, raising an eyebrow. 
 
   And in unison we both complete his sentence, while he nods his head yes and I shake my head no, "-they just can't fight the sexy." 
 
   Our laughter fades and I say, "Thanks man," all the lightness from the previous moment already absent from my tone. "For everything," I add. Sanders has become like a brother to me. 
 
   "I've got you, Brennan. Just like you've always got me," he replies, holding his hand out. I go in for the shake and that's when I see the house, smoke billowing out of the chimney. "There it is," I say, pointing it out.
 
   When we finally reach the house I'm out of the car within seconds and running towards the front door. In this type of situation, we should take the time to secure the perimeter and assess any possible threats inside before entering the home. But given the fact that I am mere seconds away from possibly seeing Maddie, I don't give a shit. I've already wasted far too much time when it comes to her. I won't make that mistake again. Never again will she be left with any doubts as to how I feel about her. 
 
   Sanders is right behind me as I attempt to turn the knob. As expected, the door is locked, so he immediately hands me a pry bar. I slip the tip of the bar between the seams of the door, right above the lock, and pry the door away from the jam. 
 
   The door opens, and I see her lying on the couch. The ache in my chest that's been there since the day she left, finally disappears, but then I see him...his arms wrapped around her body, his legs entangled with hers.
 
   She looks up at me, confusion in her eyes. "Travis?" she asks, with the voice I've been needing to hear for so long. “Is that you?”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nineteen
 
                                                   Maddie
 
    
 
   "Travis?" I ask again, knowing that the person I see in front of me is real; it's not a dream. How is he here? How did he find me? It doesn't even matter. He found me; I should have known he would come. 
 
   Relief instantly floods me. "Travis!" I smile, my tears brimming over. I sit up, scooting away from Aiden, and the heavy weight I've been carrying lifts from my body and falls away, making me feel a million pounds lighter. I want to run into his arms and stay there forever, but I hear the commotion behind me and when I turn to look, Alex has scrambled herself to the back wall, and Aiden sits beside me looking pissed, his hand inside his jacket, no doubt gripping the gun inside. 
 
   "What the fuck is going on?! You know him?" Aiden asks in a rush. 
 
   I turn back around to look at Travis, not even sure myself that this is really happening. It's only then that I realize he isn't alone, and he doesn't look happy to see me. His expression is one of pain and anger as he looks between Aiden and me. 
 
   "Shit man, we're not alone," the guy beside him says.
 
   Travis turns to look behind him then faces me again with a look of defeat, quickly slammed down by a wall of rage. 
 
   "Fuck," he growls. His jaw clenches tight as he lowers his gun slightly. My face falls. How did I not notice the gun before? What is going on?
 
   My question is answered immediately as two more men move in behind him. It takes me far too long to process the next few moments. I take in the matching uniforms...the weapons...the walkies. Looking back into Travis's eyes, my tears continue to fall but for a completely different reason. 
 
   "You- you're... you're a..." I stutter, my body shaking, my breaths heavy and quick. "What the f-"
 
   "Quiet! Everybody down on the ground! Hands above your heads where we can see them!" his voice booms into the room. "Secure the perimeter!" he gestures to the men behind him.
 
   He still has his gun drawn, now pointed at Aiden. "Hands out of the jacket now! Get down on the fucking ground!" 
 
   Aiden stills on the couch, not obeying his orders. His other hand grips his chin and rubs at his face roughly; he looks like he's going to lose it. Pulling the gun from his jacket, he levels it on Travis. 
 
   "Aiden don't!" I plead. My gaze darts between the both of them as panic begins to claw at my chest. 
 
   The man beside Travis pulls his gun on Aiden now too, "Gun! Down! Now!" 
 
   "This is him?! A fucking Hunter?!" Aiden screams at me in disbelief, his eyes never leaving Travis.
 
   I shake my head, my mouth opening and closing..."I didn't kno-" 
 
   "Don't be stupid. Put the fucking gun down, before you get yourself or one of these girls killed," Travis cuts me off, his tone brutal and intimidating. 
 
   Aiden's expression wavers between guilt and anger, uncertainty and defeat. "Fuck!" he bellows as he tosses the gun to the ground and kicks it to Travis's feet just as the other Hunters move in behind him. He quickly picks up the gun and tucks it into the back of his pants. 
 
   "Perimeter clear," one of the men report. 
 
   Travis nods his head. "Everyone down on the ground now! Hands above your heads!" 
 
   I sit and stare at him in shock and in horror as tears continue to stream down my face. "What the hell is going on? What happened to you?" I barely manage. 
 
   "Down on the fucking ground Breeder!" He screams over me, looking me directly in the eyes, his face completely devoid of any emotion...just steady determination. 
 
   I move slowly, pain gripping me as I slide off the couch and onto the ground, my gaze never leaving him. 
 
   "Sanders, on her, now," he demands, gesturing towards me as he turns to bark out more orders. 
 
   "Don't you fucking hurt her!" Aiden yells protectively. His words are meant to protect, but they terrify me. What's going to happen to me now?
 
   With my body on the floor, my cheek pressed to the cold, hard ground, my heart completely breaks and that weight returns tenfold. I feel it pushing down on me, crushing me. We've been caught...by the Hunters...by Travis. My mind fights to understand, to come to terms with what's happening, but I can't seem to wrap my head around it. 
 
   Someone, the Sanders guy I'm guessing, grips my arms and pulls them around to my lower back, cuffing them in place as I watch Travis move in on Aiden. He gives him a pat down before cuffing him and lifting him off the floor. 
 
   I'm pulled from the ground as I hear Alex scream, and I spin around in the hold of the Hunter to find her fighting and clawing her way out of the grip of another Hunter. A few more men enter the house and help subdue her, but she fights it with everything she's got, twisting and turning trying to escape the hands of these men. 
 
   "Let her go!" Aiden screams, his voice breaking, and he starts to fight Travis's hold on him. 
 
   Travis grips him by the cuffs and yanks him in tighter. "Don't make this any harder on yourself, you'll all be brought in, no matter how hard you try to fight it."
 
   "Fuck you," Aiden spits.
 
   I don't fight it. There's nothing I can do now, no way to get out of this. I let the man lead me out of the house, going quietly. My stomach churns, and I swallow down the urge to vomit, taking deep breaths to ebb the nausea overtaking me. 
 
   "To think she held some kind of feelings for you fucking disgusts me. You're a piece of shit," I hear Aiden say to Travis from behind me. 
 
   My head falls and hangs in defeat. How happy I thought I'd be if I ever saw him again...I never could have imagined how wrong I’d be.
 
   "Watch your fucking mouth," Travis says through gritted teeth. 
 
   "Oh, does that hurt your feelings, Hunter?" Aiden replies with every ounce of disgust he's feeling. "Don't worry, I helped her get over you. And if she wasn't over you before, she sure as fuck is now." 
 
   Silence, no response from Travis. 
 
   And with that, I hear Aiden grunt behind me. "You fucking asshole," he mutters. "You don't even care what you're doing here do you? You're all the same, a bunch of fucking sheep."
 
   I shake my head as more tears fall to the ground. Why? I just want to know why, Travis. 
 
   My feet hit the steps of the front porch and I look up, taking in my surroundings. Black cars sit parked around the front of the house. Two Hunters stand close together, talking to each other, watching the scene before them as if it's some sort of entertainment. A slow fire begins to burn within me. How the hell did this happen? And Travis of all people? It just doesn't make any sense. 
 
   "Affirmative, three suspects in custody. Two suspected Breeders," a Hunter reports into his cell phone as he walks alongside us. 
 
   Breeders. 
 
   It suddenly becomes hard to breathe, and my hands begin to tremble behind me. That'll be my life now...a Breeder. I take deep breaths, trying to keep calm, trying desperately not to fly into a full blown panic. 
 
   "Could see the smoke a mile away. Led us straight to them," another Hunter says in astonishment. 
 
   My head snaps in his direction, his words immediately crushing me. 
 
   I asked for that fire, no...begged for it. 
 
   This is my fault. 
 
   God knows what the hell is going to happen to us, and it's all my fault!
 
   I fall to my knees in the dirt, letting out a loud sob. The tears come much faster now...I'm such an idiot...I did this...and now I'm never going to see them again. 
 
   "Woah, easy," the Hunter holding me says as he tries to help me to my feet. 
 
   I stand slowly, looking all around me for Aiden. He's sitting on the steps, one hand cuffed to the rail as Travis speaks with another Hunter. 
 
   I take the opportunity to make a run for it. Breaking free from the Hunter's gentle grip, I run across the yard, heading straight for him. He looks up in surprise, and I nearly collide with him before skidding to a stop. 
 
   "Whoa!" someone yells, and I hear the commotion around me.
 
   "I just want to say goodbye!" I cry. 
 
   Kneeling down, I look up into Aiden's eyes, "I'm so sorry. It's all my fault," I bawl and press my face into his chest. 
 
   He grips my head with his free hand, pulling me in tight. "Hey...hey. This is not your fault. Don't you dare think that," he says with such intensity that I believe him, if only for a moment. 
 
   "Let them say goodbye," someone says in the background.
 
   Aiden's hand slides along my face to my chin and he lifts it up, bringing his forehead to mine, "I wish I could say not to worry, that everything will be okay, but I don't know what the fuck is going to happen. But you're strong Maddie. I know that much. I have to believe that you’ll be okay, that Alex will be okay."
 
   I nod against him, but his words only make my tears fall harder. 
 
   I'm going to miss him so much. 
 
   I've been so stupid, missing someone who clearly hasn't given a damn about me when I could have let Aiden in. He's been nothing but nice to me. And here he is, still trying to protect me, trying to make me feel better when he sits here with his own future uncertain. 
 
   I pull away for a brief moment before moving close, pressing my lips to his. He immediately pushes closer, slowly sliding his lips against mine. 
 
   Through our kiss, I tell him everything I feel too broken to say.
 
   I'm sorry for getting us caught... 
 
   I'm sorry I never gave you a chance...
 
   And thank you...
 
   Thank you for being an amazing friend, for taking me in when you could have easily left me behind...
 
   Thank you for protecting me... 
 
   He takes my bottom lip between his just as we're pulled apart by the Hunters. My chest rises and falls with heavy breaths, and I look into his eyes to find him affected the same way. 
 
   "Knew you'd give in eventually," he says, smiling sadly.
 
   I mash my lips together, nodding my head as more tears pour down my face. 
 
   Finally looking up, I'm met by the eyes of many. Some of the men are amused as they chuckle at us, some just shake their heads, others stare as they speak into cell phones, and then there's Travis... His stare freezes me in place. 
 
   His eyes bore into mine as he stares me down. I can see the emotions warring within him as he fights to keep his temper in control. I'm not sure what he's feeling, but he doesn't look happy. With his tongue in cheek, he shakes his head and spins around, walking away from me.
 
   Guilt courses through me unexpectedly. Why would he care? He's here after all. A Hunter, responsible for our capture. 
 
   The sounds and commotion around us seem to quiet as all attention is now turned on Aiden and me. My face heats immediately, but it's quickly overshadowed by the deep sadness that settles in the pit of my stomach.
 
   Another black car pulls into the yard, gravel crunching beneath its tires. A tall, older man exits and slams the door behind him. 
 
   "Lieutenant Brown! Lieutenant Holmes!" he yells as he looks around for the men in question. "You will be escorting the females to Base Nine, where you will fly in to the Breeder Compound for questioning and await further instruction," he searches the area before continuing, "Lieutenant Sanders! Lieutenant Brennan! You will follow behind with the boy and fly in to L.A.- " 
 
   "Sir! We were first on scene, we should be the ones escorting the girls for intake and interrogation," Travis interrupts.
 
   "These are my orders! You do as I say. You got a problem with that, Lieutenant?!" 
 
   I turn to find Travis looking more pissed than I've ever seen him in the entire time I've known him. He mashes his lips together in anger, his eyes locked with the man. His hands ball into fists, tightening and releasing, the muscles in his thick arms twitching. Finally, with a quick nod, he says, "No, Sir. We will escort the boy, Colonel." 
 
   He brushes past me, not looking at me once. 
 
   His partner tugs at my arms. "Let's go, enough with pretty boy here," he orders. 
 
   "Goodbye, Maddie," Aiden says with such sorrow behind his eyes that it makes it hard to breathe. 
 
   "Bye," I reply sadly, and I can't seem to stop the tears from escaping. 
 
   "This your car?" the Hunter holding me asks someone and then leads me to it, opening the door for me. 
 
   Gesturing me inside, he shakes his head. "Good luck, you stupid, stupid girl." And with that he closes the door, shutting me inside. 
 
   I look out the window, scanning the area until I find Travis. He's leading Aiden away from the house as his partner joins him. I follow his every movement as he walks towards his car, shuts Aiden inside of it, and makes his way to join the other Hunters. 
 
   My eyes linger on his side profile, watching every movement, every twitch of his face. It doesn't make any sense. That's my best friend out there... How did he go from someone I could trust my life with...to this guy before me? 
 
   A Hunter. 
 
   I can't seem to draw the connection between the man I used to know and the one who's here now. All of this time I pined for him, wishing I could see him just one more time. I'd take it back in a heartbeat if I could. I never thought he'd be the reason I'm here, being taken in by the Hunters.
 
   He looks up and his green eyes meet mine. The familiarity in them shatter my heart even further as pain lances through me, carving a path so deep I don't think I'll ever be the same. But I refuse to let him see me cry any more. I won't let him see how much he's hurt me, won't let him see that he broke me. I tighten my fists and dig my nails into my hands, letting them take the brunt of my pain while I feel it all slip away- everything he meant to me, everything we had. It obviously meant nothing to him. I never knew him at all.
 
   I feel the skin beneath my nails break, but I welcome the pain. Anything but this, anything but the crushing realization that Travis is a traitor...a liar. Anything but the fact that my future is in the Government's hands now. 
 
   A door opens, and I turn to find Alex sliding into the seat next to me. 
 
   "Alex!" I croak. 
 
   "Don't. Just...don't," she says quietly. She shifts around in her seat before resting her head back against the headrest and closing her eyes. 
 
   "I'm so sorry," I whisper.
 
   She puts her hand up in the air, silencing me. "I can't do this with you right now." 
 
   "What?" I ask quietly, feeling a little confused. 
 
   "I've already lost my parents!" She screams as she pulls herself upright, looking me dead in the eyes. "And now they have Aiden! What the fuck are they going to do with him?! And what the fuck is going to happen to us?!" She takes a deep breath, trying to calm herself. "Just leave me alone!" Tears start falling down her face as she adds, "I don't want to get into it with you. I don't want to say something I'll regret."
 
   My mouth falls open. Say something she'll regret, to me?
 
   "Alex..." I say in disbelief. 
 
   "Maddie, I swear to god..."
 
   "I don't-"
 
   "We wouldn't fucking be here if it weren't for you!" She screams, cutting me off.
 
   The air leaves my lungs in a rush and I look at her in shock, my tears threatening to fall once again. 
 
   "We wouldn't be here if we had kept going like we should have. It was fucking stupid to pick you up along our way," she says more calmly than before. 
 
   Her words hurt, so much, but they're true. It is my fault. If they had never come across me, they wouldn't be here right now. 
 
   I sit quietly, letting that sink in. This is my fault. I already knew that, but Alex believing it makes it hurt a thousand times more. 
 
   The pain, the betrayal, the shock, the overwhelming disappointment in myself, in Travis, in Alex –it all rushes to the surface and I'm not able to keep it in any longer. Tears pour down my face as I scream at the top of my lungs, letting it all out. I scream until my throat rubs raw, until it hurts so much that all that comes out is a broken voice... 
 
   ...just like me. A broken version of who I used to be.
 
   


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty
 
                                             Travis
 
    
 
   I hear her screams, and it stops me dead in my tracks. I look over at the car ready to kill, but no Hunters are near her. My heart clenches in my chest as I see her in the back seat, as I feel the agony in her every scream, and I'm gutted. Pain courses through me, knowing I can't do anything to help her...knowing that I'm the cause. What have I done? 
 
   "Come on, man," Sanders says, pulling my attention away from her. There's sympathy in his eyes. Holding out his hand he continues, "I'll drive. We'll handle it, Brennan. The sooner we get him to L.A.," he says nodding towards the car, "the sooner we can get back to the compound."
 
   I hand him the keys and get into the passenger side of the car, slamming the door shut. He immediately follows. The kid in the back seat wastes no time laying into me. "You did this to her. Those screams were because of you, you fucking asshole!" he yells, slamming his shoulder into the seat behind me, and my body lunges forward.
 
   Part of me wants to reach back and choke the kid out, shut him the hell up, but I don't.
 
   Sanders starts the car and turns to face him. "Kid, it would be in your best interest to pipe the fuck down. Do you understand me?"
 
   "Fuck you," he replies and shoves himself back in the seat. 
 
   "Get us out of here," I say to Sanders, my head remaining forward. He peels out onto the main road, and the memories of what just occurred assault me. Everything happened so fucking fast. Seeing her again...seeing her see me...the look of relief I saw on her face. She looked at me like I was her knight in shining armor, like she had been waiting all this time for me to come save her. 
 
   And for me, to feel so much unbelievable relief and joy one moment, only to have it followed by such a range of emotions, one after the other...betrayal at seeing her entangled with another man, anger that he was even touching her in that way...in any way, then defeat, followed instantaneously by rage as I heard the other Hunters come in the door. 
 
   I never got the chance to tell her all the things I needed to say. I guess she needed to hear the words in order to trust me. She needed me to remind her of who I am...that there had to be another reason why I behaved the way I did and said the things I said, that I would never disrespect her in any way or allow anyone else to unless I had no other fucking choice, and that her greatest good is always the end game for me. Isn't that why I became a Hunter? So I could try to give her the life she deserves?
 
   I think that's what hurts me most. How she so easily doubted me. Even her own Dad saw the bigger picture when he saw me, why couldn't she? I understand that the events played out in a way that would make most people question the other's motives, but Maddie and I aren't most people. At least that's what I always believed to be true, that she knew me better than I knew myself sometimes, yet she actually thought I became a Hunter just so I could find her and turn her over to the government. How could she think I would ever do anything to intentionally hurt her that way? 
 
   I don't think I'll ever forget the way she looked at me when she was sitting inside that car. It's as though she didn't know me anymore. Maybe I've been wrong all this time, assuming so much about her feelings towards me. Since the day she left, my sole purpose became about finding her, protecting her, and letting her know through my actions how much she means to me. But maybe it's all too little too late. While holding on to her is what got me through the choice I made to become a Hunter and what that entails, it seems letting go of us, of me, is what's gotten her through life on the run.
 
   Seeing her break free from Sanders so she could run to the kid sitting behind me, was the farthest scenario from my mind when I envisioned what would happen when we finally saw one another again. She ran to him for comfort. She kissed him. She cried to him. And she did it all in front of me. 
 
   Had the other Hunters not shown up things would have played out so differently. What the fuck were they doing there? How did Jim not know? Why didn't he warn us? I'm instantly enraged. "Pull over," I demand.
 
   "What's up, man? Need to take a leak?" Sanders replies.
 
   "No. Just stop the car. Now," I demand again.
 
   He immediately pulls over. I grab the Jim issued cell phone out of the glove box and exit the car, slamming the door shut behind me.
 
   Hitting the only number saved on the phone, I hold it to my ear, moving further away from the car with every ring. No answer. I hit the call button again. "Answer the damn phone Jim." It continues to ring and still, he doesn't answer. "How fucking convenient." I call again, and on the second ring, he finally answers.
 
   "Travis," he says.
 
   "What the fuck, Jim? How did this happen?" I growl into the phone.
 
   "Calm down, son," he replies.
 
   "Calm down?" I yell. "Do you understand what the fuck just went down? Maddie is on her way to the Compound, Jim. Do you understand what this means?" 
 
   "I understand you're upset," he replies, his voice calm and steady. Nothing riles this guy.
 
   "Upset? Upset doesn't even begin to cover what I'm feeling!" I scream into the phone. "How did you let this happen? How did you not know other Hunters were coming? And I'm supposed to trust you? Your intel is shit, Jim. Shit."
 
   "Where are you now?" he asks, and I take a breath trying to calm myself.
 
   "We're on our way to the air strip to fly the male back to L.A. We pulled over to call you," I respond.
 
   "Get back in the car and get to the air strip. Once you land in L.A., you will be met by—"
 
   "I'm not meeting anyone," I cut him off and continue, "Once we get to L.A., I'm dumping this kid off and going straight to the compound. No delays." 
 
   "And do what when you get to there, Lieutenant? Grab Maddie and run? You and I both know you're not ready for that to happen," he says as a matter of fact. 
 
   As much as his words piss me off, he's absolutely right. I am in no way prepared to get Maddie out of the compound undetected. 
 
   "We can help you, Travis. We can make sure Maddie is not harmed in any way," he continues, "You just need to hear us out."
 
   "Fine," is my only reply before I slam the phone shut and head back towards the car. 
 
   On my approach I notice that Sanders' eyes are closed, and his mouth won't stop moving. And what is he doing with his arms? I draw closer to the car still trying to figure out what the hell I'm seeing, and that's when I hear him. He's singing. Wait. Is he singing "I'm A Little Tea Pot" or have I just lost my mind? 
 
   I get back into the car and slam the door, but even that doesn't faze him. 
 
   The kid in the back seat yells, "Make it stop!"
 
   I'm staring at Sanders in disbelief, but undeterred, his eyes remain closed and he continues singing. He lifts his right arm and actually forms the shape of a spout, leaning towards me as he finishes the song. 
 
   Done with his performance, he opens his eyes to find me staring at him, eyebrow raised, shaking my head with a look on my face that could only scream, "What the hell is wrong with you?" 
 
   "Sorry man, I got a little carried away I guess. Brings me back to my childhood. My late Nina, may she rest in peace," his hand gestures the sign of the cross, and his face suddenly grows very solemn. Is he for real right now? "She'd sing that to me when I was a little bambino," he says as he mimics rocking himself as a baby. "I was so afraid man—" he suddenly stops, looks me dead in the eyes, and then cracks a huge ass smile. "I'm just messing with you, Brennan," he says, shoving me. "Bro, if only you could've seen the look on your face," he begins laughing. "When I busted into the story about my Nina— Priceless man," he continues, cracking himself up until he registers that he's the only one in the car laughing. "I haven't lost my mind, if that's what you're thinking," he adds, raising an eyebrow.
 
   That's exactly what I'm thinking. 
 
   "Blame pretty boy," he continues, gesturing towards the back seat, "He was trying to listen in on your call."
 
   "Bullshit," the kid in the back seat chimes in. "And though I'm flattered by your obvious attraction to me, douchebag, I'm not interested. And the name's Aiden."
 
   "Aiden?" Sanders replies, so amused he turns in his seat just to look at him. "What kind of name is that? And what's with that hair, bro?" he asks on a chuckle, eyeballing the kid’s dome. "You need to cut that shit, Goldie-locks. Ever heard of scissors?" Sanders quips as he turns back around, puts the car into drive, and gets back on the road. 
 
   "I need you to haul ass," I say, interrupting their bullshit banter.
 
   "Yeah, Sandy, better listen to your master and haul ass. And my hair? I've had no complaints. Just ask Maddie," Aiden says, and I chuckle sarcastically in response. Clearly the kid's trying to piss me off.
 
   "Well considering her options were limited. As in, you were the only option, you might not want to use her as an endorsement for you or that hair," Sanders replies.
 
   This time I chuckle, amused. 
 
   "Well considering her opinion is the only one that matters to me, I'm good. And she made her feelings pretty clear. Don't you think? I didn't see her running to kiss anyone else," he pauses, "Did you, Travis? See her run to kiss anyone else?" he says sarcastically.
 
   Laughing under my breath, I shift in my seat, gripping the cellphone still in my hand. This kid is definitely trying to antagonize me, but I force myself not to engage, even though every instinct is begging for me to knock the cocky straight off the smug grin I imagine playing across his fucking face right now.
 
   "Didn't think so," he says, his tone dripping with arrogance. He continues. "You know, she's never going to forgive you. Maddie's not the kind of girl who—"
 
   "Don't attempt to tell me what of kind of girl Maddie is. You don't know shit about Maddie," I reply. So much for not engaging. 
 
   "You get to know someone pretty well when you're with them 24/7. I know her in ways you never have and never will, Hunter," he replies.
 
   That's it. Immediately, I twist in my seat and grab him by the fucking neck, pushing him back against the headrest. 
 
   "Dude," Sanders warns him. "Shut the fuck up."
 
   Aiden ignores him. "Take these fucking cuffs off," he says, challenging me, "then attempt to put your fucking hands on me, tough guy," he says, looking me straight in the eyes.
 
   "Do you have a death wish, bro?" Sanders chimes in again. "Cuz this mother fucker...he will kill you. Lights out for good, kinda kill you. Dead," he says.
 
   "Not fucking worth it," I say, releasing his neck. I turn back around in my seat, pissed.
 
   "Just what I thought. I knew something else was going on here. But regardless of your fucked up motives, she will never forgive you for what you've done to Alex and I. You fucked up." And under his breath I hear him say, "But I fucked up too." He sighs and says nothing else the remainder of our drive. Neither do I.
 
   I don't know what the deal is with him and Maddie, and I can't let it be my focus. But the kid's right, Maddie is obviously invested with him and his sister. As much as she’ll want to escape from the compound, she won't do so without her friend, and that definitely complicates things. Especially since I planned to do everything I could to get Danielle out of there as well
 
   My head is spinning, and I'm exhausted. Sanders and I are running off minimal sleep. Laying my head back, I close my eyes. I see Maddie and the look on her face when she first saw me, the smile that formed across her lips, the tears that welled in her eyes. And that's what I hold onto, until sleep finally takes me.
 
                                  ~~~~~~~~~~
 
   Sanders wakes me when we arrive at the airstrip. We exit the vehicle and immediately board a small plane that will bring us to L.A. Sanders heads to the cockpit to talk to the pilot, and I bring Aiden to his seat. Protocol says he should remained cuffed, but I un-cuff him anyway and toss them on the seat behind him. He looks at me surprised. 
 
   "Don't make me regret this decision. Take a seat," I say as I pat my gun, reminding him not to do anything stupid. He offers me a slight nod and complies.
 
   As much I want to hate the kid, how can I? He looked after Maddie when I couldn't. I don't like him or his mouth, but that doesn't change the fact that he's here because he did right by his sister and Maddie. Gotta respect the kid for that much at least. 
 
   I take the seat directly behind him and buckle up. Within seconds, Sanders is taking the seat across the aisle from me. He and I haven't had the opportunity to talk about what transpired or what went down when I spoke with Jim. Not giving anything away, I say, "When we get to L.A. I'll be meeting with a higher up for further instruction." 
 
   He looks at me with a questioning face, but accepts my answer anyway since we clearly have no privacy. Aiden may be inadvertently playing for the same team as Sanders and I, but even the best of people sell out when their back's against the wall. I don't know shit about this kid, and I take no chances when it comes to Maddie's wellbeing.
 
                                  ~~~~~~~~~~
 
   Even though the flight to L.A. was relatively short, it felt like it took forever. I get out of my seat and hand Sanders Aiden's cuffs. "You handle him. I'll meet you at the car." 
 
     Upon exiting the plane, I'm immediately greeted by some guy wearing what looks like a mechanics uniform. "Lieutenant Brennan?" he inquires.
 
   "Yes," I reply.
 
   "Follow me," he says. He leads me across the airstrip and into one of the three large hangers sitting before us. I have no idea who I'm meeting up with since I never gave Jim the opportunity to tell me. But all I can say, is that this better not be a fucking waste of my time.
 
     He brings me to a small room, located in the very back of the hanger. It's empty when I enter, and this thoroughly annoys me. As the guy begins to close the door, I grab it, stopping him. "This meeting needs to happen now. Relay the message." 
 
   He nods and shuts the door.
 
   I look at my watch and begin pacing. The room is set up with the basics, a small oval table with chairs, and against the back wall sits a table with coffee brewing. I immediately help myself to a cup, and it tastes like shit. I bend down to open the cabinet below in search of some sugar, and that's when someone enters the room. 
 
     I turn to look, and I cannot believe who is standing before me. It's Brad, the guy who interrogated me after Maddie's disappearance. "You've got to be fucking kidding me," I say, shaking my head in disbelief.  
 
     "I see you remember me, Lieutenant," he replies. He crosses the room and offers me his hand to shake.
 
     "How could I forget?" I respond, and eyeing him suspiciously, I shake his hand.
 
     Gesturing towards the table, he replies, "How 'bout we take a seat and get right to it. Jim said you're anxious to get to the compound."
 
     I take a seat across from him, shitty coffee still in hand. I'm not willing to offer him anything. He can talk. I'll listen. 
 
     "I realize you're upset. Things didn't go as planned earlier. I apologize for that. On a rare occasion, things slip through the cracks," he offers as some sort of consolation.
 
     "Spare me your bullshit apologies, Brad. Tell me, how is it that Jim already knew what went down before I even called him? How is it that you two already had it planned that I'd meet you here? Yet you expect me to believe that pivotal intel, like the fact that other Hunters and my Colonel, who were trailing so closely behind us, managed to slip through the fucking cracks? If that's the case, your cracks are black holes Brad, and your operation will fail." I lean towards him. "So do yourself a favor, don't insult my fucking intelligence. Jim set me up. That's why we're sitting here, isn't it? And I want the truth or this conversation is over."
 
     Brad leans back in his chair and sighs. "The truth. Jim and I go back a long way. We served together for many years until he lost his daughter, Hannah, and went civilian." He pauses at the mention of her name as though it pains him, then continues, "My daughter, Becca, is a Breeder too. Like Jim, I believed in the cause. I believed wholeheartedly in my government...in my country. Hell, that's why I served, and that's why like Hannah, Becca turned herself over willingly when she tested positive as a Breeder. 
 
   “When the program began, family contact was allowed. Initially they even offered visitation, but over time things began to change. Visitations were stopped completely, and the only form of communication permitted became through mail. Letters were opened and read before leaving the compound or ever reaching the girls. Not long after that, all forms of communication were banned. The reason given? Contact with family made it harder on the girls...made them miss home even more. They were becoming increasingly depressed, despondent even. The real reason? It's a business. These girls are not human beings in the eyes of our government. They are property and what they provide...human life...is nothing more than a commodity."
 
   "A commodity? They're selling these babies? Is that what you're telling me?" I ask, completely appalled.
 
   "There's many layers to this onion, and we don't have time to get into it all right now. They are expecting you to deliver your detainee to the jail within the next the hour. What I can tell you is that we've been working day and night towards exposing the corruption and putting an end to the breeding program as a whole, but we're just not ready yet. The roots run far too deep. To make a move now and expose our hand could be catastrophic, and everything we've been working towards will mean nothing," he says with complete sincerity in his tone.
 
     "So what do you need from me? Bottom line, why am I here?" I ask. 
 
   My God, what have I gotten myself into?
 
   "You're here because I need your help. Becca is not doing well. She's already given birth over seven times. Physically, she's worn down; with the last two pregnancies there were complications. Mentally and emotionally, she's struggling. She has been for years. I need her out of there."
 
     "So there was no way I was going to run with Maddie, was there? You two set me up." I reply, angered to be a fucking pawn in their game, but more angry that Jim lied to me. 
 
     "I understand you're upset. You have every reason to be. But there is no one else we can trust, I can trust. Too many lives are at stake."
 
     "Your daughter's being one of them," I reply, spinning the coffee cup in my hand.
 
     "When Breeders can no longer perform, they’re disposed of. She's my baby girl, Travis," he says, his eyes practically pleading with me. "You can judge me, judge Jim, but we're not so different from you. Look at the lengths you've gone to save Maddie. You can't tell me you haven't crossed lines since becoming a Hunter, ones you never thought you'd be capable of crossing, can you? Things you've done that haunt you when the quiet sets in." His tone holds no judgement. "By omitting the fact that you had intimate ties with a Breeder, I afforded you the opportunity to become a Hunter so you could save someone you love from a miserable existence and a deadly fate. I'm asking you to do the same for me. Time is running out for my daughter, Travis, and I need you to help me save my Becca, just as I've helped you in your quest to save Maddie." 
 
     Fuck. I sigh and nod in response. What other choice do I have? How can I not help him and his daughter? As angry as I am at him and Jim, I can't say that if the tables were turned, I wouldn't have done the same. 
 
     "Thank you," he replies, and when his eyes begin to water and he quickly looks away, I feel better about my choice.
 
     "I can only speak for myself though," I reply. "I'll have to run all this by Sanders, and he'll want to know about his sister."
 
     Nodding his head, he says, "Of course. We're still looking into it and we'll get you that information as soon as we can."
 
     "Okay, so how is this gonna go down? And until it does, what about Maddie? I need your assurance that she'll be safe."  
 
     "There's a battery of more extensive tests done on the girls upon intake. The results of Maddie's tests will be purposely altered, showing some medical issues which will slow down the fertility process and provide us some extra time. Also, any fertility drugs she'll be administered will be placebo."
 
     Just the thought of Maddie having to endure anything within the compound makes me sick. 
 
     "When you saw her, did you have the opportunity to tell her anything? Your reason for becoming a Hunter?" he inquires.
 
     "No, there wasn't any time. Why?" I respond. Obviously I planned on talking to her when I get there.  
 
   "You need to keep it that way, because too much interaction may be viewed as suspect, and they will be watching. Also, the girls undergo intense psychological profiling. Maddie's responses need to be absolutely genuine as to not set off any red flags. If Maddie believes she's going to escape, her reactions will naturally be different. We don't have the luxury of preparing her for these tests and the last thing we want to do is open her up to further scrutinization. I know keeping her in the dark doesn't sit well with you, but I need you to trust me."
 
     "Trust you?" I laugh sarcastically. "Trust is earned Brad. I may understand why you and Jim did what you did, and I will help you get your daughter out, but understand this...if both of you are not on the up and up with me from this point forward, the deal’s off. I need your help to get Maddie out of the compound, because you made it that way. Your number one priority here needs to be protecting her on the inside. If she is harmed in any way or I suspect any foul play on you or Jim's behalf...there will hell to pay. We may have started out as pawns in your game Brad, but now we are the game. You need me, and I will not hesitate to pull the plug on this operation or you. That is a threat, and it will become personal. I’m a man of my word. Remember that." 
 
     He stands and reaches out to shake my hand. "Understood," he replies. "Should you need to reach me, call Jim. I need to get you out of here so you can get the male to lockup. We'll meet up with you and Sanders soon to work out the details."
 
                                   ~~~~~~~~~
 
   Dropping Aiden off at jail bothered me more than I expected. I never thought I would say this, but I would have preferred his loud mouth compared the guy that stood before me. He was quiet and withdrawn, and the sadness in his eyes made me feel sorry for the kid. 
 
   Once we dropped him off, I explained everything to Sanders. He was pissed about Jim lying to us, but he's in. 
 
   I ask him to run me by my mom's. It might be the only opportunity I have to say goodbye to her and Grace, without actually saying goodbye. I also need to ask my mom to speak to the Ryans, let them know that Maddie was apprehended. Maybe it will provide Mrs. Ryan a little peace, knowing Maddie isn't out there trying to survive on her own anymore. 
 
     Sanders pulls in the driveway and when he starts to get out of the car, I remain seated. "Give me a second," I say. He nods and closes the door. 
 
   I sit for a moment taking it all in. This very well could be the last time I ever see this place, the home I grew up in, or the two people inside who I love more than life itself. How did the world become this way? Why do I have to choose? Sanders was right, I will never fully make peace with the decision I've made to run with Maddie because it means leaving my mom and Grace behind. 
 
     Moments in time begin to flash through my mind, Grace as a little girl, giggling, and us playing tickle monster, her and I playing catch in the front yard, or the first time she had her heart broken by a boy she had a crush on at school. She was about ten years old and came home visibly upset. When I asked her what was wrong, she immediately broke down in tears. Through her sobs she explained that Dylan Peters asked Sarah Thomas to be his girlfriend. 
 
   "He...hh..hh...he thinks she's prettier than me. He said he's going to m-marry her," she cried.
 
     "First of all, you don't decide who you're gonna marry at ten, Grace. And besides, Dylan Peters is a dork. I heard he really likes boogers. He's so weird, he actually has a booger collection."
 
     "Nuh-uh. He does not," she said, offering a little giggle through her tears.
 
     "He does. And so that explains why he chose Sarah Thomas. She's the girl with really bad allergies all the time, right?"
 
     "Yah, it's kinda gross. Her nose is always running and she's always sneezing all the time," she replied, scrunching her nose.
 
     "Well don't you see, Squirt? That explains it. Dylan didn't pick Sarah because she's prettier than you. He picked her because she has way more boogers. He wants to expand his collection."
 
   "Nuh-uh," she said, eyebrow raised, standing with her hand on her hip and her right foot turned out to the side. She continued, "But I do see him pick his nose sometimes in class."
 
     "Exactly. It's the truth. His brother told me so, but don't tell anyone, not even Maddie." 
 
     She didn't say anything at first, but as though the mere mention of Dylan's brother solidified my story, she said, "Eww, he's gross." And she never mentioned Dylan Peters again.  
 
     I'm pulled from the memory as I see my mom come out the front door to greet Sanders. I get out of the car and make my way to the front porch. 
 
     "Hi, honey. What brings you by?"
 
     "We were in the area, and I've been so busy with work, I haven't been able to come by in a while. Just wanted to say hi," I reply, knowing this is really goodbye. My heart clenches within my chest. Pulling her into a hug, I hold on a little longer, kissing the top of her head. "I love you, Mom."
 
     "I love you too, honey," she replies. She pulls back a little and looks up at me. "I wish I didn't need to head out to work right now. I'm actually running late or I'd make you two some breakfast."
 
   "We don't have time to stay and visit anyway," I reply. "We need to get to the compound. We found Maddie."
 
      "She's okay? Do the Ryan's know?" she asks.
 
     "She's okay, but no, it just happened last night. I was hoping you could let them know."
 
     "Of course. And how are you handling it?" she asks, a look of concern on her face. 
 
      I don't get a chance to respond because Grace walks out the door, backpack in hand. "Mom, we need to go. I have a Trig test this morning. I can't be late. Hi, Trav. Hi, Sanders," she says, giving him her best smile. Ugh. 
 
     "Let me grab my purse then we'll go. Did you eat breakfast, sweetie?" my mom asks her.
 
     "Yes, Mother. I ate," Grace replies.
 
     "Do you have time to give your big bro a hug?" I ask.
 
     "I guess," she says, rolling her eyes, then she laughs. She walks over to me and I hug her tightly, swaying back and forth. The reality that this is the last time I will probably ever see her hits me, and I have to fight back the tears. Sanders stands off to the side, feeling the gravity of this moment. I see him wiping at his eyes. 
 
     "I love you so much, Squirt. I miss you every day," my voice cracks. 
 
     My mom comes out the door. "Alright, Grace, let's go. We don't want you to be late."
 
     I kiss Grace's cheek, and as she swings her backpack over her shoulder, she says, "Later, shithead," and sticks out her tongue. 
 
   My mom passes and kisses me on the cheek. "I love you, sweetie. Come by soon. I'll make you and Sanders dinner."
 
   "I'll come by as soon as I can. Raincheck?" I ask.
 
   "Raincheck," she says. 
 
   I stand there and watch her and Grace get into my mom's work car, and I don't take my eyes off of them until they reach the end of the street and turn the corner. 
 
     I feel my heart break, and the only way I can get through this moment is to tell myself that someday the world will be a better place. A place where daughters aren't ripped away from their loved ones. And where sons don't have to leave their families in order to protect the girl that they love.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-One
 
                                                           Maddie
 
    
 
   I jerk awake, bolting upright, and the cot creaks beneath me. The pounding of my heart in my chest reverberates through me, pulsing in my throat, echoing in my ears. I swallow thickly as I twist around, laying my head back against the wall, taking deep breaths in and out.
 
   In and out. 
 
   In and out.
 
   I wish I could say it was only a nightmare, but I don't have to open my eyes to remember where I am, to know that it wasn't just a dream. Pulling my feet up onto the cot, I bring my knees to my chest and wrap my arms around them, squeezing tight. 
 
   I open my eyes as I slowly begin to catch my breath and one by one, things start to come into focus- Alex asleep on the cot across from me, the small toilet at the front of our cell, the bars locking us in. I look past them to the faint glow of light in the center of the room, illuminating the bars of the other cells around us. 
 
   There are so many of us here. Back home, being a Breeder seemed like such a rare thing, but in here I can see that there are far too many of us. Too many broken girls like me, only they've clearly been through so much worse. Things I can't even begin to imagine that must lie ahead for me. 
 
   Resting my forehead on my knees, I continue my deep and steady breathing, trying desperately not to fall into another panic attack. But my breaths come quicker as my chest expands to full capacity, and it doesn't seem to be enough. I can't seem to catch my breath. 
 
   I don't want to end up like these girls. Looking into their eyes is more terrifying than anything I've been through since leaving home. None of it compares. Because all it took was one look into a Breeder's eyes for me to know, to know that life here was going to be as bad as I've heard, to know that all of the rumors are true. 
 
   The pressure in my chest becomes too much to bear and I find myself rocking back and forth, hugging my knees even tighter as a tingly numbness spreads through my fingers and a few tears slide down my cheeks. 
 
   No, no, no. I think to myself as my head shakes back and forth. 
 
   Alex shifts in her sleep, and I realize I've said this out loud. 
 
   Please calm down, please calm down. I beg and plead with myself, but it's no use. I can't stop the fear from coursing through me, because it's too late. I've seen it all with my own eyes now, images that can't be taken back, and every time I think about it, every time I remember, it throws me into another panic. 
 
   Girls handcuffed to beds, bruises up and down their arms. The lost, drugged-up look on some of their faces. Being escorted everywhere they go. The way they all walk with their heads down, defeated. The way that most of them don't speak to anyone, not even each other. 
 
   But their eyes are the worst. When they do look up at me, it's like looking into the windows of the saddest and most desolate of souls. 
 
   Broken. 
 
   Empty. 
 
   I slide down and onto my side, curling up into a tight ball. 
 
   I don't want that to be me...I so badly don't want that to be me...but it will be. Soon enough, it will be. I press my face into the thin pillow, biting down on it when all I want to do is scream. 
 
   A long while later, my heart rate begins to slow, and it becomes a little easier to breathe. That one wasn't too bad, not compared to the ones I've been having. I've never had panic attacks before today, but all things considered, I'm not too surprised. It was only a matter of time before it all became too much, before it was ripped out of my control to keep it all in. 
 
   Just as my breathing evens out, chills overtake my body. They keep coming in waves even though I'm covered in sweat, and I curl into myself, trying to get warm and keep from shaking so much. It must be another fever. They say I have some sort of flu, the upside being that they can't start the in-vitro process on me until I'm better. 
 
   It all started the night we lit that stupid fire, the night the Hunter's found us. I guess I was so wrapped up in getting caught, in Travis being a Hunter, that I didn't feel it again until we hit the open road in the back of that Hunter's car. I still remember the hum of the tires, the steady bounce of the car on the road, the cross dangling from the mirror, swaying back and forth. I breathed hard trying to keep it in, but my stomach churned, and eventually I let it all out in the backseat. I was a little embarrassed until I realized who I was in the company of, because then, if I could have, I would have smiled just a little knowing that they would have to clean it up.
 
   I close my eyes, and the steady rhythm of my breaths finally start to pull me back under. 
 
   "Maddie?" Alex asks, causing me to jump. 
 
   I start to answer, but my mouth is too dry. I swallow and try again, "Yeah?"
 
   "You okay?" she asks with concern.
 
   I let out a quick breath. Of course I'm not okay, and in too many ways to count. So I don't answer, because I really wouldn't even know where to begin. 
 
   "Please talk to me. I've told you I'm sorry so many times, I don't know what else I can say." 
 
   And I know that. I'm not mad at her, I just haven't been able to bring myself to say anything, because all of this? It's just too much. But I know how bad she feels for the things she said to me. I know that she was just terrified, worried, hurt, angry. I get it, I really do, but it doesn't make it hurt any less. 
 
   "You're still mad at me," she cuts through my thoughts.
 
   I'm really not, but I can't bring myself to say the words. 
 
   "You and I? We're all we've got now. You can't stay mad at me forever. You know I didn't mean it, I'd take it all back if I could," she says sincerely. 
 
   "I know," I answer quietly and look over at her. 
 
   She nods her head, and her eyes glisten in the dark with unshed tears. "Okay," she breathes. 
 
   I roll over and pull the rough blanket up and over my shoulders, trying to get comfortable. 
 
   "Try and get some rest, Maddie, you'll never feel better if you're up all night," she adds. 
 
   I bite my lip, shaking my head. How does she expect me to sleep when every time I close my eyes, all I have are nightmares? When every time I close my eyes, I see him, his green eyes staring at me as I look at him with such an overwhelming sense of relief and happiness, only to have it completely shattered. It happens the same way every time. He walks over to me and the closer he gets, the more everything changes. The room grows darker, and so do his eyes. He smiles at me with deceit and amusement before pushing me to the ground, laughing. His evil laughter echoes all around me as he tells me things like how stupid I am, or how pathetic. He grips me with strong, painful arms and straps me down to a medical bed, and suddenly I'm in a bright white room with doctors all around. He tells them to have at me, then the overwhelming sense of pain tears through me, and that's usually when I wake up in a sweat, barely able to breathe. 
 
   I don't want to close my eyes. I don't want to see him again, but I don't have a choice. I'm so completely exhausted. As my eyes drift shut, I try to think of anything else, but I only see his face. 
 
   Why did he do this to me? 
 
   Why?
 
   When we first got here, I looked everywhere for him in vain. My eyes searched every inch I was allowed, convinced that maybe I was wrong about him, but I never found him. 
 
   He rushed back into my life like a tornado, just to tear it all down and never look back, and I'll never understand why. 
 
   But maybe I don't need to know why.
 
   Maybe there can be a reason for all of this. A purpose. If I could only focus on that purpose, believe that it's the honorable thing to do no matter how wrong it feels, then maybe I can keep myself from dying inside like the other girls. One day, when the world is right again, it might be us that they remember- the nameless, faceless women who brought life back into the world. And maybe I'll be a part of that legacy. 
 
   I curl into myself further.
 
   ...But I don't want to be a mom. Not like this...
 
                                      ~~~~~~~~~
 
   The bars slam against each other as the cell door opens, startling me awake. 
 
   "Ryan! Let's go!" someone commands. 
 
   I sit up, wiping my eyes and scrunching my face in confusion as I look up and see the same Hunter who questioned me yesterday, Lieutenant Jenkins. Something is off about him. I don't know what it is yet, but his demeanor doesn't sit right with me. 
 
   "Let's go! Move it!" he demands. 
 
   I slowly stand, stretching my arms behind my back, yawning a, "What now?" 
 
   "I'm taking you in for further questioning," he answers reluctantly. 
 
   "But you already questioned me. I don't have anything else to tell you." 
 
   "Just shut up and do what you're told," he snaps. 
 
   He leads me down the hall and to the door of an interrogation room, the same one from yesterday. 
 
   "Take a seat and hold tight," he instructs as he shuts me inside of the room. 
 
   I glance around the familiar space, the room I spent hours in yesterday answering the same damn questions over and over again.
 
   "Why did you run?" Lieutenant Jenkins asked. 
 
   "Because I didn't want to end up here."
 
   "Lot of good that did you."
 
   Asshole.
 
   "Did you tell anyone of your plans to run?"
 
   "Of course not." I shook my head in disbelief. 
 
   "Where did you go?"
 
   "East."
 
   "Yet we found you up North."
 
   "Yep."
 
   Clearing his throat in irritation, he continued, "Did you run across anyone during the eleven months you were on the run?" 
 
   "What does it matter?"
 
   "It matters because if there are other Breeders out there tired, hungry, and alone, we need to bring them in and keep them safe."
 
   I laughed. "Right."
 
   "This isn't a joke. It's against the law to withhold this kind of information. If you have any knowledge of other runaway Breeders you are required to tell us."
 
   "And if I don't?" I asked. 
 
   "Then there are consequences," he answered with a disturbing amusement in his cold, brown eyes. 
 
   "Consequences worse than this? Than being a Breeder?"
 
   His partner chuckled, looking at me, but really just looking through me, like I wasn't even there. 
 
   I swallowed, a little afraid. What more would they really do to me? 
 
   Jenkins leaned across the table, looking me dead in the eyes. "Yes, Breeder. Much worse."
 
   I cleared my throat, feeling nervous. "No. I didn't come across anyone, only the two you found me with." 
 
   The door opens, and Jenkins strolls in, taking the seat across from me. No one follows him in. It's just us two. Nausea begins to churn in the pit of my stomach. I don't want to be alone with this guy. 
 
   "We've received some new intel this morning involving a recent shooting. I have a feeling you and your little friend might know something about it," he says with a raised eyebrow, getting right to it.
 
   Shit. 
 
   "Why do you think I was involved?" I shift in my seat but quickly still myself. If he already suspects something, then I can't let him see that I'm nervous or he'll know. 
 
   "Well," he begins, lingering on that first word as he gauges my reaction. "There was a shooting only a few hours south of where you were apprehended. It was reported that two females and a male were responsible. Matching your descriptions exactly," he says in a condescending tone. "Oddly enough." he adds with a smirk. 
 
   I try to laugh him off, but I sound nervous. Shit. I'm gonna screw this up. "I don't know what you're talking about," I say with as much conviction as I can muster. 
 
   He stands up and rounds the table, stopping behind me. His large frame towers over me, casting a shadow across the table. I gulp and let out a slow breath as he leans down, stopping when his face is next to mine. 
 
   I squeeze my eyes shut as he begins to speak, "Funny thing though, there was no gun found on any of you or the home you were in. But I think you know where you left that gun, and I think you want to tell me where that is," he says, like it's a threat. 
 
   But wait...what? What about Aiden's gun? I saw Travis pick it up. Did he not turn it in? Why would he do that? 
 
   To protect me. That's my initial, gut reasoning, but if he had wanted to protect me, I wouldn't be here. Right? I shake my head, not understanding what's happening. 
 
   Then he pulls my hair away from my ear, leaning in closer. I jerk away, but he still has a grip on my hair, and he slowly pulls me back towards him. My pulse begins to race, and my hands start to shake. 
 
   "Jenkins! Office. Now," a familiar voice growls through the speaker, and I let out a huge breath. 
 
   I spin around in the chair, looking all around the room for Travis, but am only met by four plain walls, a closed door, and a one way mirror. 
 
   I still at the mirror, my eyes raking every last inch, but of course I can't see him. Is he in there, looking at me right now? 
 
   "Don't you move, I'm not finished here," Jenkins says as he makes his way out of the room. 
 
   I'm still watching the mirror, wishing so desperately that I could see who is on the other side. If I could just see his face, see him one more time, then maybe I could understand. 
 
   Thoughts keep swirling through my mind, so much doubt intertwined within them. Was it really even Travis there that night? Have I lost my mind? Every fiber of my being screams at me to see something deeper going on here, but what the hell could that be when I'm sitting here in the Breeder Compound? I've been interrogated and interrogated again, they've drawn my blood, run tests that have ensured that I am in fact a Breeder. I'm here, and I'm not going anywhere. 
 
   Did he expect to take care of me? To be able to monitor me while I'm in here? It doesn’t make sense. Why would he want to watch the things that they'll do to me? 
 
   I push away from the table and fold forward, my head hanging between my legs as I brace myself with my hands on my knees. I gasp for air, willing myself to calm. Not now. You're not doing this now. You'll be fine...you'll be okay. Aiden's right, you're strong. You can get through this. 
 
   Something slams into the wall and I immediately sit upright, looking back at the mirror. Another pound against the wall and then a loud murmuring of voices, but I can't make out anything they're saying. 
 
   It's quiet for only a few moments before Jenkins comes rushing through the door. 
 
   "Let's go, we're done here for now," he says through gritted teeth.
 
   I stand to follow but stop dead in my tracks when I see his face. There's an unmistakable red mark blooming beneath the slightly swollen curve of his cheekbone. 
 
   "Let's go!" he yells, and I jump into action, following him out of the room. 
 
   Did Travis punch him? I smile a little at the thought. 
 
   I don't know what's going on, none of it makes sense, but I do know one thing for sure. Travis is here for a reason, and I'm going to find out what that reason is. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Two
 
                                                             Travis
 
    
 
   A few minutes earlier...
 
   Because of the long run of hours Sanders and I just pulled, which began when we were called to the hospital to question Leroy, we're not expected back at the compound until tomorrow. I came here under the guise of wanting to get a head start on the shitload of paperwork we're expected to complete once a runaway is apprehended. Needing somewhere quiet to sit and get it all done, I just happened to set up shop inside one of the many rooms throughout the compound that offers live video feed of the facility. 
 
   My focus stays on one feed in particular, the one directed on Maddie's cell. Despite Brad's assurances of her safety, I needed to see her and make sure she's okay. Well, as okay as can be expected. Given the current situation, I need to trust Brad and Jim, but with the bullshit that just transpired, I'm not stupid enough to do so blindly. Sanders tried to convince me to stay back at base with him, saying that I needed to take a breather and give myself some time and space to regroup, but my nerves are frayed, and I felt too on edge to just sit there, especially when I could be here. 
 
   I just needed to be near her again. Being close to her soothes me in a way I hadn't realized it always had, until I lost her. But isn't that one of the cruelest lessons in life? We're usually too stupid or blind to realize what we have right in front of us, until it's gone. Thank God life does us a kindness by providing second chances sometimes, and in time I intend to make right every wrong I did Maddie when I failed to let her know how much she means to me. 
 
   I'm pulled from my thoughts when I see the back of a Hunter moving towards Maddie's cell. Wait, is that Jenkins? What the fuck is he doing? I checked the status board in the Hunter's office when I got here, and it showed he already questioned Maddie and Alex upon arrival. There's no valid reason for him to be waking her up and pulling her from her cell right now. The board also noted that hospital personnel will be visiting her every six to eight hours to administer meds due to flu-like symptoms. Obviously she needs the rest, and that fucking asshole knows better.
 
   He must've yelled something, because she looks like he just startled her out of sleep. I'm gonna kill that prick. I've been itching to beat that scumbag's ass. I've never seen him in action, but I've heard plenty of stories about how he treats apprehended runaways. He gets off on intimidating and scaring already frightened girls. 
 
   How completely terrifying it must be for them, to be caught and forced into a life they were so fearful of that they felt their only option was to run away from the only life they've ever known. As much as I've hated living life without Maddie, I respect her so much for being brave enough to make the choice she did. I will always understand her decision to run. I just wish she would've asked me to come...because for me, there is nothing to question when Maddie is the answer. 
 
   Maddie just got out of bed, and she's stretching. She and Jenkins are talking back and forth. I wish these damn feeds came with sound. Now she's walking out of the cell and Jenkins shuts it, leaving Alex alone inside. I need to see where he's taking her. I take in a deep breath, trying to calm myself and slow the adrenaline I can feel pulsing through my body, my fingers repeatedly pulling into fists. 
 
   They're walking down the hall, and I shift focus to the monitor showing the feed from the hallway. Just as I thought, he stops in front of one of the interrogation rooms. Opening the door, Maddie walks in and takes a seat. Jenkins closes the door, leaving her inside and heads further down the hallway. 
 
   He stops when he gets to the bathroom. Perfect. He needs to relieve himself, and as full of shit as that asshole is, it should buy me enough time to get to the surveillance office of the interrogation room before he gets back. 
 
   I exit the room and haul ass to the stairway. I can clear the stairs faster than the elevator. Taking the steps two by two, I make it down to the bottom floor in no time. I turn the knob slowly, trying to soften the click as it opens. Peeking through the small crack I've made, I see that all is clear. I rush out the door and walk swiftly down the hallway. Surprisingly, no one is around. I make it to the surveillance room door and quickly shut myself inside. 
 
      Taking a seat, I immediately flip the switch that will enable me to hear what's being said in the room. My heart drops within my chest as I look up and see Maddie. Seeing her this close and not at distance through the monitors, she looks so tired. As she looks around the room, her eyes hold within them a sadness I've never seen in all the years I've known her, and as if it could be possible, I swear I feel my heart break a little more. 
 
     She begins to fidget in her seat and worry plays across the features of her face. I hate seeing her this way. If only she knew the reason why I became a Hunter, and that I planned for things to go down so differently the night I found her. A few words from me right now might be all it would take to ease some of her pain and hopefully bring some light back into her eyes.
 
     I look down at the switch that enables the microphone into her room, then back up at Maddie. No one but her will be able to hear me. With a simple flip of that switch, I can tell her that she's going to be okay. But Brad's warning about keeping her in the dark in order to keep her safe keeps poking its way to the forefront of my mind, and as much as I want to, I know I can't do it. Especially now, since Jenkins just entered the room. 
 
     He takes a seat across from her, and Maddie wisely eyes him with suspicion. Knowing her the way I do, I guarantee she sensed something was off with him from the moment she met him. 
 
   Wasting no time, that prick dives right in. "We received some new intel this morning involving a recent shooting, I have a feeling you and your little friend might know something about it," he says. 
 
   Oh, fuck. 
 
   "Why do you think I was involved?" Maddie responds. She begins to fidget again but quickly stops herself. 
 
   Jenkins tells her that a shooting happened not far from where she was apprehended and that the descriptions of the suspects provided were a perfect match for her and her two friends.
 
   Maddie laughs in response. That's my girl. I can tell she's nervous, but there's no way Jenkins can. He doesn't know her like I do. 
 
   "I don't know what you're talking about," she says.
 
   Jenkins stands and walks behind her. Leaning over her from behind, he explains that no gun was found at the scene. "But I think you know where you left the gun, and I think you want to tell me where that is," he threatens. 
 
   She saw Aiden kick his gun over to me. I can see her processing everything she's being told against what actually went down. Understanding seems to take hold, but then she quickly shakes her head, as though she's trying to clear her mind of whatever thoughts she’s having.   
 
   Jenkins grabs her hair, pulling it back, leaning down into her. She pulls away, but he has a grip on her hair and he's using it to pull her back towards him. Maddie's eyes fill with fear. 
 
   Is she shaking?
 
   That mother fucker.
 
   I slam on the microphone. "Jenkins! Office. Now," I demand through gritted teeth before flipping the switch back off. He steps back and looks up into the two way mirror. 
 
   Maddie immediately spins in her chair, her eyes searching the room while mine stay trained on her. Jenkins says something before exiting the room, but my mind fails to process his words. My focus remains steady on Maddie, and time seems to slow down as I watch her eyes scan the two way mirror, desperately searching to see who's on the other side. She knows it's me.
 
     Time suddenly speeds back to normal, and I'm ripped away from the moment as I hear the handle of the door begin to turn. Before Jenkins' foot even has the chance to cross the threshold, I grab him by the front of his shirt and pull him into the room, his face inches from mine. "What the fuck do you think you're doing?" I yell into his face. 
 
   "What the fuck, man? Get off me." He attempts to push me off him but fails. "I didn't do shit. What the hell's wrong with you?" he replies. 
 
   Maddie shifts in my peripheral vision, and I look over at her. She's pushed herself back away from the table. Bending over, she grabs her legs and begins to gasp for air. 
 
   "What's wrong with me?" I seethe through gritted teeth as I look him dead in the eyes. Grabbing his shoulders, I quickly spin him around and grab his chin, turning his head so he's forced to look at Maddie as I slam his body into the wall. "What the fuck’s wrong with you? Look at her," I demand, as my hand continues to push the side of his face further into the solid wall that lines the two way mirror. "Do you see her in there, panicking? You did that." 
 
   He tries to respond but his words are incoherent due to the weight of my hand smashing against his cheek. 
 
   "You don't have a right to terrorize anyone you fucking asshole," I growl into his ear. "Especially these girls. They've been through enough. They're already on edge when they get here, and they don't need a punk bitch like you pushing them over the ledge because it's the only way you know how to get your pathetic rocks off. Do you understand me?" I ask, pulling his body off the wall by his shoulder and spinning him so that he faces me. Immediately, he tries to come at me, but I push him back up against the wall and hold him there with the weight of my forearm pushing hard against his neck, making it difficult for him to breathe.  
 
     "Don't push me Jenkins, or I will finish you," I promise him. The weight of my threat finally seems to register, and he waves his hands in surrender. I back away from him but don't take my eyes off him, even as he tries to catch his breath. 
 
     "Do you know this girl or something? I've never seen you lose your shit over a Breeder before," he says as he pushes off the wall, his breathing finally evening out. 
 
     "No, I don't know her. Hunters can't have personal ties to any runaways, you know that, but I've heard plenty of stories about the shit you pull with these girls, so don't act surprised. That aside, this case belongs to Sanders and me. We put in all the work to find those three. I don't even know why you're involving yourself any further. They were our find, not yours, and I don't appreciate you coming in at the end trying to take any of the fucking credit," I respond, hoping he takes my words at face value. 
 
   "And I will have no problem reporting what I've heard, and now witnessed, if you don't keep this shit between us. Do you understand?" I say, finding it especially necessary to mention since I can see swelling and redness forming around the cheekbone I just slammed into the wall.
 
     "Alright," he says, still pissed off though he looks as though he believes me. "I'll take her back to her cell," he grunts as he exits the room.
 
   Moments later, he enters the interrogation room and tells Maddie they're done. She gets up to leave, but suddenly stops when her eyes land on his face. She must notice the swelling. I swear a little smile forms across her lips, and I can only hope it's because somewhere deep inside her, despite evidence to the contrary, she's beginning to remember...remember who I am, and who I've always been to her. 
 
     I give her and Jenkins enough time to clear the hallways before I open the door and make my way back upstairs to the monitor room. Taking a seat, I watch her as she talks to Alex. She's probably filling her in on what just went down with Jenkins. I look on another monitor and see him walking back into the bathroom. He's probably going to check out the warning sign I left on his face. 
 
     I browse the rest of the monitors and see that Hot Doctor is downstairs in the Breeders residence portion of the compound. She's in the hallway talking to an orderly, looking down at what seems to be a hospital chart she's holding in her hands. I haven't seen her since I had dinner at her place and with Maddie safely in her cell, this would be the perfect time to make contact. 
 
   Although Brad and Jim are supposed to be putting together a plan to get us all out of here, I can't put all my eggs in that basket. I need to keep Hot Doctor close enough, since I may need to utilize her and her full access throughout the compound later. She finishes talking to the orderly, so I decide to go ahead and have an "accidental" run in with the Doctor.
 
     Heading down the hall, I'm forced to bullshit with a couple of the Hunters I pass along the way. 
 
   "So we heard you and Sanders caught two for the price of one. Good work, Brennan," Stevens says, and I just nod. 
 
     "It'll look good in your file. A few more of those and you might move up in ranking," his partner Danielson chimes in.
 
   Like I give a shit about ranking. "That's the plan," I lie. Like apprehending girls whose only crime is their ability to give birth and their wanting to have a choice in it is something to build a military career off of. It's fucking pathetic, and they all make me sick. 
 
     As I clear the hallway, lucky not to run into any more of those clowns, I can't help but wonder how a woman, Hot Doctor specifically, justifies what is being done to other women right under her nose. In fact, as one of the main doctors on staff, she plays an integral role in forcing pregnancies on these girls. How can she possibly justify what's being done here and her part in it?
 
     Clearing the security door, I make my way down the long corridor. I turn the corner and immediately see her leaning against the small nurse's station, looking down at something on the desk. I focus on the bullshit file I have in my hand, and when I look back up moments later, she's staring right at me. A seductive smile plays across her face, but then she turns, leaning further over the ledge of the station, displaying the curves of her body as she kicks one of her long legs up behind her, showing off her red heels. She quickly pushes back and turns to face me. 
 
     I offer her my best smile, and she begins walking towards me. We meet up about halfway down the hall, and she pulls me by the arm into an empty room, my back facing the door. 
 
     "Long time no see, Lieutenant. I was beginning to think you forgot about me," she says while eyeing me seductively. 
 
     "Been out of town, busy with work. Sorry," I say. "I guess I'll have to make it up to you." 
 
     Moving even closer to me, her attention is suddenly pulled over my shoulder as she says, "In here, Sam." I hear movement behind me, but she brings her focus back to me. Sliding her hand up my chest, she leans into my ear and continues, "I'll be looking forward to it, Lieutenant. This time you make dinner, and I'll be in charge of dessert." Her hand glides down my arm as she takes a small step back. 
 
     "I'll be in touch then," I say, letting her hand slip out of mine. I turn to leave the room, expecting to see Sam the orderly, but instead I'm met by the last set of eyes I wanted to see me in this moment...Maddie's. 
 
   FUCK.
 
   She looks hurt, almost embarrassed to have witnessed what she just saw, but she quickly looks away from me.
 
   "Madison Ryan, I'm Dr. Kelly Reesen. Have a seat," the doctor gestures towards a chair. 
 
   I almost make the mistake of correcting her as I exit the room, but Maddie speaks up before me. "It's Maddie, Doctor," and her voice begins to crack. She pauses for a moment, then continues, "Not short for Madison. It's just Maddie." 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Three
 
                                                               Maddie
 
    
 
   Sick to my stomach. That's how I feel as I watch the woman run her hands all over Travis. And worse? How he lets her, accepting her advances with such ease. 
 
   "This time you make dinner, and I'll be in charge of dessert," she purrs into his ear just as we stop outside the door. 
 
   "I'll be in touch then," he replies in a rough voice as her hand falls from his. 
 
   Of course you will, I almost scoff. I shouldn't be surprised. What did I expect really? He went out with girls when I was around, did it right in front of my face. Of course he would do it when I was gone. I just thought that maybe... 
 
   He turns to leave but pauses when he sees us at the door. His eyes widen in surprise, his gaze locking me in place, and every emotion I'm feeling threatens to burst through the surface. I tear my eyes away from him before that happens, as the long forgotten yet familiar feeling of jealousy stirs within me. 
 
   "Madison Ryan, I'm Dr. Kelly Reesen. Have a seat," the woman says as she points to a chair. They always get my damn name wrong. Don't they pay attention at all?
 
   With my head hanging down, I watch as Travis begins to leave the room, his feet walking through my line of sight. It takes every ounce of willpower I have not to look up at him again. I should. I should look up, if only to figure out what his game is or what the hell he's really doing here, but at this point, I don't think it really matters. 
 
   I swallow and pull my gaze back up, focusing on the woman with long, red hair trailing down her back. "It's Maddie, Doctor," I begin, but my voice cracks and tears threaten to fall. 
 
   Dammit. 
 
   I'm not doing this now, not in front of him. So what if I started to think he was actually here for me. I was wrong...oh well. I'm so sick of this, so sick of feeling unsure about him, about everything.
 
   Meeting the doctor's stare, I finish, "Not short for Madison. It's just Maddie." 
 
   "Got it," she says, smiling brightly, and looks over my shoulder. "A little privacy boys," she tells them with sweetness in her tone, and I turn to find Travis and Sam still lingering in the doorway. 
 
   Sam jumps. "Got it, Doc, page me when you're ready," he says as quickly as he leaves. 
 
   Travis's gaze darts between the doctor and I before he clears his throat, giving the door a pat as he nods and walks out of the room. 
 
   "Men," the doctor quips from behind me, feigning annoyance. 
 
   Yeah right, she obviously enjoys the attention. Turning back to face her, I give her a quick half smile. She smiles in return, only it's accompanied by an amused, knowing look in her eyes. 
 
   "Lieutenant Brennan!" she calls over my shoulder, stretching her neck to look down the hall. 
 
   His footsteps grow heavier as he nears, but I don't turn back to look at him.
 
   "Yes?" he questions and my eyes close in response, tingling chills spreading across my body. I fold my arms onto the table in front of me and rest my head on them. Being here is hard enough without having to continuously run into him. He's the one person in the world that I should have been able to trust, to run to, but there's this wall between us and I still don't understand why. He's so close, but he feels so far away, so out of reach. It would just be easier if I could do this alone, without wondering when and where I'll be seeing him again.
 
   "Since you're around, I'll be needing a Hunter escort from Breeder quarters to O.R. at 1200 hours. If you could stick around for that I'd very much appreciate it," she says, somehow making it sound like a come on. This woman is ridiculous. I shake my head slightly within my arms. 
 
   "Sure," he replies, and his footsteps echo as he retreats back down the hall. 
 
   "He's a hottie, that one," the doctor comments, and my head pops up at that. She scoots closer to the table, smiles, and winks at me. 
 
   What the hell? 
 
   And there's that jealousy again, stirring in the pit of my stomach. Why should I care? I don't. Really, I don't. I shouldn't. I really shouldn't. 
 
   "Oh, come on. I saw you looking at him," she says.
 
   "What?" I say a little louder than necessary. I clear my throat, "I mean, that's not it at all. He just reminds me of someone I used to know." And those words ring too true. 
 
   She hums, eyeing me suspiciously.
 
   This is not what's important right now. "Why am I here Doctor?" I ask, exasperated. 
 
   "Please, call me Kelly. And it's time for your check-up and medication, and while I'm down here, I need to draw a little more blood to run a few additional tests and then go ahead and process you for intake," she answers as if all of this is minor, trivial information. I guess for her, it is. 
 
   "Intake?" I question as she moves near me with a thermometer. 
 
   She inserts it into my ear as she answers, "Yes, it appears you had a small, twenty-four hour bug." She removes the thermometer and shows me the screen reading a 98.8. "Yep, all good to go," she adds. 
 
   "Intake?" I push. 
 
   "Oh yes, sorry. Didn't they tell you anything? Intake for Breeder's residence," she gestures to the window, showing me the long line of hospital-type rooms across the way. "It's where you'll be staying during the in vitro process and until you're cleared for residency within the Breeder community." 
 
   "Breeder community?" My eyebrows furrow in confusion as my pulse quickens. 
 
   She smiles, with a look that almost registers as sympathy. "Where you girls live, after your first trimester."
 
   "Oh," I answer, but it doesn't clear up any of my confusion. I only have more questions now, but I guess I'll keep them to myself. I don't want to hear any more. I'll be finding out soon enough. 
 
   "Okay, you're going to feel a little prick now while I insert the needle," she informs me, and I feel the small pinch as the needle pierces my skin. "Just a few minutes and you'll be done, then we can get you to your new room."
 
   "Now? You're moving me now?" And my heart begins to beat faster. 
 
   "Yes. Intake, remember? You'll be much more comfortable here than in that awful cell."
 
   "But my friend, she's waiting for me. She thought I was coming back. I didn't—" This is too much too fast, and panic starts to set in. 
 
   "Please try to relax. I'm sure you'll see her soon." 
 
   I look back out the window, to each of the girls locked inside of their rooms, where most of them are handcuffed to their beds. She follows my gaze and must recognize the fear in my eyes as she quietly says, "It's only a precaution." 
 
   My hands tremble as I face her. I can't breathe. "I don't..." I trail off, shaking my head. My throat closes in on me, and I can't breathe. 
 
   I can't breathe! 
 
   "No, no, no. No! I'm not ready. I'm not ready!" And I begin to pull away from the doctor.
 
   "Shit," the doctor mutters as she grips my arm tighter. "Sam! Code blue!" She looks me in the eyes. "I need you to calm down," she says calmly, but her words don't register. 
 
   I push at her arms, pushing her away from me and stagger backwards. Warmth trails down my arm, and I look down to find a crimson path of blood falling from my fingers. I watch as it drips and falls to the floor, and my back hits the wall just as I look up to find the doctor taking slow steps towards me.
 
   "Please. The more you fight it, the worse it'll be. You're making it harder than it needs to be. Have some faith," she tells me, and I want to believe her, but I can't trust anybody here. She'd probably say anything to get me to calm down and follow orders. 
 
   A few Hunter's rush into the room, and my panic fully sets in. Their sights are set on me, and their cold eyes, the hardness of their expressions, their rigid posture, tells me they mean business. They immediately rush me, and I turn to run but there's nowhere to go.
 
   "No! Stop! Please! Please!" I scream. 
 
   Strong hands grip me all over, and I try to twist out of their hold. I kick, I punch, I scream, but there are too many of them. 
 
   "Help!" I cry in desperation, but no one cares. No one will help me. 
 
   I dig my nails into the man beside me, just as I feel a sharp pain in my neck. Screaming at the top of my lungs, everything begins to become fuzzy and my body feels so heavy. 
 
   "Please! Travis, please..." I manage before the darkness consumes me and everything goes black.
 
                                     ~~~~~~~~
 
   It's a long way down, I think to myself as I pull back from the ledge. I kick a few pebbles down the steep ravine, watching them as they tumble and fall and disappear through the brush. Pushing my leg forward, I dangle it over the edge, and wonder... How far? How steep? How quick? 
 
   I pull my leg back and inch closer, my toes hanging over the ledge, and close my eyes, breathing in the stillness around me- nothing but a quiet breeze, a few rustling leaves, a single bird calling into the distance. 
 
   Another deep breath and a single thought... Be brave. 
 
   I open my eyes and look down into the canyon. One step...and it all goes away. I can end this now. 
 
   Be brave. 
 
   My eyes close again, and I see my parent's faces. They smile at me, a sad smile, and with tears in their eyes, they nod at me, telling me it’s okay. 
 
   End your pain; end your suffering. 
 
   "I love you," I whisper. "I'm so sorry." 
 
   And I feel the pull, it tugs at my chest, begging me to be brave, to take the leap and make it all disappear. 
 
   I nod to myself, knowing I can do this, and push forward.
 
   "Wait!" he calls to me, and my foot stills in the air. I turn to find a familiar set of blue eyes staring back at me. "Wait," he says again, out of breath. 
 
   "Aiden?" my voice echoes. 
 
   "Don't do this," he shakes his head at me. Reaching out for me, he tells me, "Come with me."
 
   "But I don't want to do this anymore," I tell him. "I can't."
 
   "You're better than this Maddie," another voice says, and I look to the left of Aiden to find my best friend. My heart clenches in my chest. "Come with me," Travis says as he holds out his hand for me. 
 
   "I can't," my voice breaks on a whisper. 
 
   "You can," they say in unison, moving closer to me with each step. 
 
   My gaze bounces between them. 
 
   "Come with me," Aiden begs. 
 
   "Come with me," Travis pleads, desperation shining in his eyes.
 
   My mind and heart war with each other, one screams for Aiden while the other screams for Travis. 
 
   Water crashes behind me, and I look over my shoulder, finding that the canyon has transformed into a vast ocean, the cliff now a large, raging water fall. 
 
   "Please," they say together, pulling my attention back to them. Only a foot away, they both reach out for me. 
 
   "Wake her up," Travis says, gently pushing my hair away from my face.
 
   "Wake up, Maddie," Aiden says, shaking my shoulder softly. "Wake up." 
 
   "Wake up," and they both nudge me. 
 
   I slip backwards, falling over the edge. Wind blows through my hair as I float through the sky. I spread my arms wide, welcoming the end, and an overwhelming sense of calm envelops me. 
 
   I'm free. 
 
   Gasping for air, I try to sit up, but a weight pushes at my shoulders. I reach to up to ease some of the pressure, but my hands jerk back. My wrists are caught, stuck, and I can't break free, no matter how much I strain against them. 
 
   "She's awake," someone comments. 
 
   I open my eyes, but a bright light forces them shut again. They open slowly, one at a time, and I squint at the white light that shines above. 
 
   A face looms over me and it takes me a moment to recognize who it is...Dr. Reesen. "Welcome back, Maddie." 
 
   I turn my face away from her, looking over at my wrist cuffed to the bed beside me. 
 
   "Like I said, it's only a precaution. Listen, I hate to upset you again, but I need to inform you that we're minutes away from being escorted upstairs, to the hospital level. You'll be undergoing a quick procedure." My body still feels so heavy, but at her words, I try to jerk forward, and her hands slowly ease me back down. "Please, don't worry, we'll only be removing some of your eggs today. That's all," she informs me. 
 
   I open my mouth to say something, anything, but the words never come. 
 
   Loud footsteps enter the room and I glance over, only to find Travis looming in the doorway. Of course...it's always Travis. A wave of sadness crashes through me, and I swallow down the urge to cry. 
 
   "Oh good! You're here, we're ready to go," the doctor says before leaning down into my ear. "A little eye candy for us on the way," she whispers. 
 
   I look up at her, knowing her words don't make sense. Why would she say that to me? But her focus is already on Travis. She licks her lips, "Ready, Lieutenant?" 
 
   "Ready," he states, no emotion behind his words. 
 
   Moving towards the bed, he quickly glances down at me, and a look of concern plays across his face. The look quickly disappears, but I didn't miss it. I didn't imagine it.
 
   When he reaches my side, he looks over at the doctor and they exchange a few words, but I'm not listening. My focus is on him. 
 
   The bed begins to roll beneath me as Travis and two orderlies push me out of the room, following the doctor, but my eyes are still on him. 
 
   I give myself permission to watch him, to study him. It's the first time in so long that I've been able to. He's taller...bigger...better looking than I remember. White lights pass overhead one after the other, rhythmically, illuminating him in short bursts. His hair is shorter now, but his scruff is the same, covering the lines of his jaw. 
 
   I watch as his tongue darts out, licking his lips, and it's only now that I notice how tired he looks...the crinkles around his eyes, the dark circles. 
 
   Are you okay? I suddenly feel the urge to ask him.
 
   He's changed so much since I last saw him all those months ago. I can see it in the broadness of his shoulders, in his muscular build that shows even through his clothing. A tattoo swirls up past his jacket, hugging the back of his neck. That wasn't there before either. My eyes travel down his neck, down his arms, and my breath hitches when I reach his wrist. 
 
   A red and purple braided bracelet is wrapped tightly around it. 
 
   My sister's bracelet.
 
   My gaze quickly darts back up to him and he's watching me. His eyes search my face, waiting for something, and in them I see pain, desperation. And it hits me like a ton of bricks. 
 
   Oh my god. 
 
   Shaking my head, I can't stop the tears that fall down my cheeks. 
 
   He is here for me. 
 
   He bites his lip and his hand slips beneath the sheet, the warmth of his hand sliding over mine. 
 
   How could I have doubted him? I should have known. The things he must have been through, the things he must have seen...all for me...and I doubted him. 
 
   I swallow thickly as more tears slide down my face, and he gently squeezes my hand in response. His thumb slides over the top of my hand, caressing me as I look into his eyes. He clears his throat and blinks, clearing his eyes of his own tears, and the enormity of this moment crashes through me. 
 
   I'm so sorry, I so desperately want to say. 
 
   His hand leaves mine, and a trail of goosebumps are left in its wake. 
 
   “Trust me,” he mouths, and I do. I trust him. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Four
 
                                                              Travis
 
    
 
   Hope is such a powerful thing. It can't be touched, bought, or sold…it's priceless. Hope sets us free. It empowers our dreams and eases our sorrow. It allows us to believe good things are possible for ourselves and those we love, even when life keeps showing us otherwise. 
 
   Twisting the bracelet around my wrist, I fight to understand why it's now, after Maddie finally gets why I'm here, that I seem to have lost the hope I've been holding onto all this time. 
 
   My mind keeps replaying the moment Maddie saw her bracelet tied to my wrist. I haven't taken it off once since the day I found it, promising myself that the only time I would ever remove it was when I placed it back on her. The sentimental value it holds for her spoke volumes about how much I meant to her when she left it for me, and thankfully, seeing it on me seemed to do the same for her. It bridged the gap, closing some of the distance that stretched out between us, reminding her of who I am and what we once meant to each other. 
 
   Yet, I'm struggling to make sense of why what I felt then is so different from what I'm feeling now, because that moment we shared was real. But the relief I felt when she finally understood, seems to have disappeared somewhere between then and now, and I'd be lying if I didn't admit that I'm not as happy as I thought I'd be once Maddie figured out why I'm really here. 
 
   More than anything, it all feels pretty fucking bittersweet, because while that moment may have quieted her doubts, it seems to have magnified mine.
 
   I hear someone clear their throat as they enter the room, and I'm immediately annoyed when I see it's Jenkins. He's the last fucking person I want to deal with right now, especially considering the smirk he has plastered upon his black and blue face. Does this guy ever learn?
 
   "So," he begins as he saunters across the room, heading towards the kitchen counter. "I wanted to believe you when you said there was nothing between you and that Breeder, but," he pauses, "I'm starting to think you lied to me." He grabs a coffee cup from the cabinet and moves to pour himself a cup.
 
   Saying nothing in response, I just smirk and shake my head as though he's completely delusional, but of course the asshole continues. "There was a code blue called on her earlier. It was pretty pathetic actually. She was so upset," he says, stepping in front of the table I'm sitting at. "I just happened to be downstairs when it occurred, so of course I ran to help." 
 
   There was a code blue called on Maddie? Hot Doctor said she had started to panic a little so they administered a mild sedative to help relax her, but she made no mention of a code blue.
 
   "That kind of thing happens all the time around here with those poor girls," he continues, feigning concern. "So that's not surprising."
 
   Mindfully forcing myself not to react to what's being said, again I don't respond. And instead of looking him dead in the eyes like I always have, my focus remains steady on his busted up looking cheekbone while making sure a subtle smirk plays across my lips. 
 
   But inside? I feel the stirrings of my rage as it begins to ripple within my veins. I continue to talk myself down, reminding myself repeatedly that he's just not worth it. Remaining passive has to be my only revenge. I can't let this asshole see me sweat or it will hurt much more than just Maddie. Too many lives are at stake, lives that are my responsibility now.
 
   "What’s surprising though," he continues in a sarcastic tone, "is what I heard her say when I was restraining her, so the Doc could slam the sedative in her neck. At first, she cried out asking for anyone to help her, then just before going nighty night, she cried out for someone specifically, and it wasn't mommy or daddy like most of 'em do. No. She cried out...for you." 
 
   He's not worth it. 
 
   "Travis, please help me," he mocks in a female tone.
 
   He's not fucking worth it.
 
   Pushing my chair back as I come to a stand, I look away from him. Grabbing my empty coffee cup off the table, I take a few steps towards the sink, rinse it, and set it down. I remind myself one last time to stay calm and head towards the door. Passing him on my way out, I say only four words, "You're a fucking idiot," shaking my head as I exit the room.
 
   I'd planned to stay here longer, but as I walk down the hallway, I suddenly feel an overwhelming need to get the hell out of this place. I need to clear my fucking head, gain some perspective. Like I said, there are too many lives at stake, and I'm feeling way too off balance to deal.
 
   Heading to the locker room, I grab my things. I want to beat the shit out of something, blow off some steam. I'm going to the gym on base. It should be fairly empty this late at night, which is when I usually workout anyway, because the release of energy seems to be the only thing that calms me these days.
 
                                    ~~~~~~~~
 
   Left, right, left, knee.
 
   Left, right, left, knee.
 
   Left, right, left, knee. 
 
   The rhythmic sound my fists and knee make as they pound into the bag becomes my meditation. It pulls me back into myself, away from the world outside and the constant stream of static it brings. I need clarity...focus. In order to be effective, I've got to compartmentalize all the random thoughts racing through my head, find perspective and put them in their place. I can't keep giving my heart the front seat. It blurs the lines, and with so much to lose, it's becoming too much of a risk. I need to rule with my head so no one gets hurt or worse, killed. They're my responsibility. 
 
   The things I've learned, the things I've seen, and the things I've done since Maddie left is beginning to take its toll, pushing me off center. I went into this with one plan and one plan only...to save Maddie and no one else. I didn't think I'd become so invested. I didn't know the emotional toll all of this would take. 
 
   I didn't know that the nameless faces of all the girls I've seen would leave a lasting imprint, or that I'd meet someone like Danielle and so quickly feel a sense of responsibility towards her... That her screams would always haunt me, and the weight of all the guilt I feel for leaving her there would press down on me every single day.
 
   I didn't know that becoming a Hunter would so swiftly alter my perception of the world. It's hard not to lose faith in humanity, when you spend most of your time surrounded by people who have none.
 
   Hell truly exists here on earth. If anyone needs proof of that statement, they just need to spend some time inside the compound. You can feel the shift in energy when you step inside those steel doors. How could you not, when it houses so much despair and pain? If this is our legacy, our best effort to save the human race, then we deserve extinction. We deserve to be wiped the fuck out. 
 
   But still, I don't regret my choice to become a Hunter. I knew the risks coming in; I knew it wouldn't be easy. I guess I just never imagined it would be this fucking hard. 
 
   It's all of this that makes my situation with Maddie that much harder to swallow, because I didn't know that when I finally found her, she'd be entangled in the arms of another man. Not for even a second did I consider that I might be left to wonder how she feels about me or whether or not her heart belongs to him. None of that's her fault. She doesn't owe me her heart. In fact, she owes me nothing for the choice I made to become a Hunter. Still, a part of me can't help but wonder if all of this will have been worth it. Will she and I survive? 
 
   But the truth is, regardless of what the future holds for us, it wouldn't stop me from making the same choice again. I will protect Maddie always...even if she's in love with someone else. The thought fucking hurts, but what guts me still...is her doubt in me and how quickly she believed I had betrayed her and everything I always thought we were to one another. My heart clenches tightly within my chest. 
 
   And this is exactly what I'm fucking talking about. I can't deal with this right now. I need to remain objective, and the only way I can do that is to stop allowing what's happening between Maddie and I to take up any more space in my head. It's already consuming my heart. So until we're all safely away from the compound, I need to lock all that shit down. I can't take any chances. I've got to keep it together. There's too many lives at stake.
 
   With sweat pouring off of me, I intensify my assault, pounding the bag harder with every kick and punch.
 
   Focus Brennan.
 
   Focus. 
 
   Right, left, right, knee. 
 
   Right, left, right, knee. 
 
   My breaths echo in the quiet of the room. 
 
   Right, left, right, knee.
 
   Right, left, right, knee.
 
   The shrill ring of my cellphone cuts through the silence. I try to ignore it, but every time it stops, it starts again.
 
   I still the bag within my grip, resting my forehead against it as I catch my breath. 
 
   Walking across the room, I reach inside my bag and grab my phone. A voicemail from Jim asks Sanders and me to meet him at his office ASAP. I hop in the shower and head straight over to the hospital, calling Sanders on my way. He's visiting with some family, but said he'd be there as soon as he can. I'm sure he's anxious, hoping to finally get some news about his sister, Anna.
 
   This will be the first time I've seen Jim since finding out he set me up and ruined my plan to run with Maddie. I'm still pissed about it, but right now I don't have the luxury of dealing with my feelings. I take the elevator down to the basement and head straight into his office where I find him and Brad looking over some blue prints. 
 
   "Come on in, son, and shut the door behind you, unless Sanders followed you in," Jim offers as he steps forward to shake my hand. I offer mine in return.
 
   "No he's not, but he'll be here shortly. Let's not waste any time though, I can fill him in on anything he's missed," I respond as I take my place beside Brad, whose focus remains on the schematics of the compound I see lying on the table before him.
 
   "Hey, Travis," he says, looking over at me with a slight nod. "Let's get to it then," he continues, shifting his focus to Jim who's now standing across from us at the table.
 
   Jim clears his throat and begins, "Brad and I have been trying to find the best way to get you and the girls out of the compound with as little interference as possible. The most sound option we've come up with is risky, but we knew this wasn't going to be easy going in."
 
   "Right," I chime in. 
 
   Leaning forward, Jim points towards the location of the Breeder’s residence on the blueprint. "This is the one place we can count on Becca and Maddie being in close proximity to one another for at least ninety percent of the day. They have only one room separating the two of them," he says, tapping the specific location on the diagram.
 
   "And Alex?" I ask, looking up at Jim, deciding this is the perfect time to inform them that she's part of the escape plan as well.
 
   "Alex?" Brad intervenes, looking over at me. "Travis, she was never a part of the plan. The more people involved, the greater the risk of being caught. It's a complication we don't need."
 
   "A complication we don't need?" I say on a sarcastic chuckle. "That's funny," I continue, my eyes now making direct contact with his. Reminding myself to leave emotions out of this, regardless of their justification, I look back down at the schematics and continue, "Maddie won't leave without Alex. She comes with or the deal's off. It's non-negotiable." 
 
   In my peripheral vision, I see Brad nod in response, then shift his focus back to Jim, who picks up right where he left off. Knowing where these two stand with Alex, there's no way I'm mentioning my desire to take Danielle too. I can't trust them not to sabotage shit again. 
 
   "We need to create a diversion," Jim says. "Something that pulls attention elsewhere." 
 
   Brad takes over, "Have you taken part in a fire drill at the compound yet?" 
 
   "Yes, a few," I respond. During the drill, the compound is evacuated and all personnel and Breeders exit towards the back of the building. It leads to a large, open field which lies between the facility and a mountain. "Why? Is there one scheduled to happen soon?" I inquire.
 
   "You can say that, except this time it won't be a drill," Jim replies and continues, "A fire is going to be set here." He points to a room located within the residential portion of the compound, but just beyond the steel doors. "Which will keep anyone else from entering the residential area. They'll be forced to cross the facility on the floor above, so they can take the stairs that run along the back side of the facility. Those already in the residential side will do as they've always done and exit towards the back."
 
   Brad takes over, "This will provide you and Sanders the best opportunity to take the girls and head towards the front of the compound."
 
   A knock sounds at the door, and we all turn to see Sanders enter the room. "Hope I haven't missed too much," he says as he comes to stand beside me, bumping his fist against mine. He extends his hand to Jim first and then to Brad. 
 
   Jim quickly runs everything down to Sanders, and I immediately sense his concern once their plan to set a fire within the compound comes into play. Starting a fire isn't safe for anyone, and I can't deny that it's a legitimate concern for me too. We need to get these girls out, but not at the expense of the ones left behind. 
 
   Sanders speaks up for the both of us. "Hold up. What kind of fire are we talking here?" he inquires. "A trashcan fire? Or the whole room?" he says, clearly uncomfortable with their plan. "Look, I don't give a shit if that place burns to the fucking ground, but we can't risk any of the girls inside getting hurt." 
 
   "We understand, and that's why we chose that specific room to start the fire in," Jim responds. "It's become a makeshift computer room, and because we'll need a larger diversion than just a trashcan fire to ensure evacuation, it'll be made to look like an electrical fire, beginning here at a floor outlet, behind the heavy equipment," Jim continues, pointing to its location on the diagram.
 
   "While everyone is evacuating towards the back of the compound," Brad takes over, "you two will take the girls and head towards the steel doors next to the fire. Should anyone ask any questions, you'll say that you were forced to turn around because one of the girls had to be wheeled out on her bed, causing delays which sent Maddie into a panic."
 
   "By the time you clear the steel doors," Jim begins, "the area beyond them should be clear of personnel. You will then exit the main door of the compound where a van will be waiting just outside of the facility. Should everything go as planned, it will give you anywhere between fifteen to twenty minutes before anyone realizes you and the girls are gone."
 
   "You boys need to remember, the two lives most in jeopardy will be your own," Brad begins, looking between Sanders and I. "As you know, Hunters are trained to protect the lives of Breeders at any and all costs. Should any of them believe you're attempting to escape with the girls, they will shoot to kill. No exceptions, especially with a fellow Hunter who's gone rogue."
 
   "Understood, but there's an important detail we're failing to discuss here," I interrupt, speaking up for Sanders. "Anna, Sanders sister. Because once we do this and have made the Militia's most wanted list, we won't be able to go back for her. What have you found out?"
 
   Feeling the energy in the room shift in a direction I'm immediately uncomfortable with, I look to Brad who speaks up, "Let's all take a seat," and he gestures towards the table next to us.
 
   Shit, this isn't good.
 
   "What's going on?" Sanders remains in place. "Where's Anna?" he inquires, his eyes darting between Brad and Jim, unwilling to move from where he stands.
 
   My heart begins to pick up speed as I see Jim move closer to him. Looking over at Brad, his eyes remain down. 
 
   Please God, let her be okay.
 
   "Son," Jim begins. Reaching out, he places his hand on Sanders' shoulder. "She didn't make it. Anna died from complications while giving birth a few years back."
 
   "Fuck," I sigh.
 
   Sanders pulls away from Jim. His eyes begin shifting frantically around the room, then his focus is suddenly directed towards the table in front of us. He grabs it, and flipping it over, it crashes to the floor, blueprints scattering everywhere. His growl fills the room as he grabs the chair closest to him and begins bashing it into the wall. A tiny, splintered piece of wood is all that remains in his hand when his knees hit the ground. 
 
   And while shaking his head, he begins to repeat the same words over and over again, "No...no...no. Not Anna. No...no...no."
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Five
 
                                                           Maddie
 
    
 
   7:00am  
 
    
 
   One by one, the lights flicker on, pulling the entire floor and all of the rooms on it from complete darkness. 
 
   I've already been awake though...thinking. I can't quiet the commotion inside my head, the thoughts that continuously swirl through my mind. 
 
   It's been three days. Three days and no sign of Travis. Where the hell is he? He asked me to trust him, and I do, but where the hell has he gone? 
 
    
 
   7:15am 
 
    
 
   Heavy footsteps make their way across the floor, keys jingling at someone's side...A Hunter doing room checks. It could be Travis. I pull myself up from the bed and into a seated position, waiting anxiously. I pick at my nails, biting my lip, waiting as the footsteps draw closer and closer. 
 
   Holding my breath, I watch as the Hunter comes into view, only to let out my breath in disappointment. It's not Travis. It's the exact opposite of who I'd want to see...Lieutenant Jenkins. 
 
   He taps the glass of the window as he passes, narrowing his eyes at me, and an evil smirk plays across his face just as he disappears from sight. 
 
   Chills immediately overtake my body, causing me to shiver in place. What is that guy's problem? 
 
    
 
   7:30am 
 
    
 
   The wheels of the breakfast cart squeak their way down the halls, and my stomach grumbles in response. It's the only decent thing about this place, the one thing I actually look forward to. You'd think with the way we're treated, they would lack in this department too, but they don't. It's some of the best food I've ever had, including the meals my mom used to make back home. 
 
   Home. 
 
   I wonder if they'll ever let me see them again or if that rumor, like most of the others, is true too. I'd do anything to see my mom and dad just one more time. 
 
    
 
   7:45am
 
    
 
   The door clicks open, bringing my attention to the orderly carrying in my food. She quietly sets the tray on the table and makes her way back out of the room, never looking at me. 
 
   It's odd, but there seem to be two types of people working here –the ones who look right at you or worse, through you, like you're not a person at all, just an object or possession to be toyed with; and the ones who can't seem to bear looking at you, never meeting your eyes. It's as if they're afraid, afraid that when they do, they'll be forced to face the reality of what they're really doing here. I'm not sure which of them are worse. 
 
   I slide off the bed and onto my feet, walking the short distance to the table. They only give us thirty minutes to eat before they come back around and collect the trays, so I don't want to waste any more time. 
 
   Pulling the chair out, I take a seat and scoot myself in. Its oatmeal, yogurt, a bowl of fruit, orange juice, and milk for breakfast today. I empty the yogurt container onto the oatmeal and scrape the bowl of fruit on top of that. It tastes really good this way. Taking a bite, I close my eyes. This place thoroughly sucks, but not having that constant feeling of hunger clawing me has been nice.
 
   As I swallow another bite, I take in the silence. No screaming, no crying, no sounds of agony or pain echoing down the halls. It's the first morning I've woken up in such silence, and it's a relief. 
 
   I quickly learned that more you comply, the better you're treated. Once I stopped struggling and trying to fight the nurses off every time they came into the room, the cuffs finally came off. I only shoved the food tray off the table once, learning that lesson the hard way after being cuffed and strapped back down to the bed so they could shove a small tube down my throat and force feed me some kind of thick, brown liquid. The thought of it still makes my skin crawl. 
 
    
 
   8:15am 
 
    
 
   The same woman enters the room to retrieve my empty tray. She still doesn't look at me, and I can't help myself. My curiosity getting the best of me, I ask, "Excuse me?"
 
   But she ignores me and swiftly leaves the room. 
 
   Okay then. 
 
    
 
   9:00am 
 
    
 
   The lock on the door slides open once more, pulling me away from the intensity of my stare at the wall, though I don't move a muscle. It's not the wall that's fascinating, not in the least. It was the thoughts I've been lost in...Could I scrape a hole through that wall with plastic utensils if I tried hard enough? If I threw a chair through the glass, would it shatter into a million pieces, making it possible for me to run free from this place? Could I ever actually escape in one piece? It's ridiculous and impossible, I know, but they're just thoughts...and those, I'm allowed to have. It's the one thing they can't take from me. 
 
   "Maddie?" Dr. Reesen's voice interrupts, causing my insides to turn. 
 
   When I don't reply, she adds, "Just here for your routine checkup, and I'll be out of your way."
 
   I turn in the bed and lie down, staring up at the ceiling. Her heels click across the floor and her cold hands grasp my arm, wrapping the blood pressure cuff around it. Small puffs of air sound as she pumps it into the cuff, and it begins to tighten around me. I tear my gaze away from the ceiling to look down at it. The dial rises and then slowly falls back down as my heart beat pulses through my arm. 
 
   My gaze lingers there for a moment before trailing down to my wrist. It still looks so bare without my sister's bracelet on it, the bracelet Travis now wears. 
 
   "Open," the doctor says, and I open my mouth for the thermometer, closing down on it when she nods for me to. 
 
   I remember the moment I saw the bracelet on his wrist as if it happened minutes ago; it's still so fresh in my mind. When I saw it, I knew. Even if he hadn't reached for my hand, even if I hadn't seen the relief that washed over him, I would have known. That bracelet means the world to me, and the fact that he was wearing it meant even more. It's the moment all of my questions and doubts were replaced by convictions. I know he's here for me. It doesn't matter that he's been gone, I just hope he's okay. What if someone else figured it out too? What if he's in trouble? Or worse... 
 
   "Maddie," the doctor repeats, pulling me from my thoughts. "How are you feeling?"
 
   "Fine," I answer. 
 
   "Great. Tomorrow is the big day, get plenty of rest," she eyes me, waiting for my response. 
 
   I refuse to give her one. Spinning around in the bed, I face the wall once again, ignoring her. She sighs and leaves the room, the lock clicking back in place once she's gone. 
 
   Hurry up, Travis. 
 
   I don't know what your plans are or what they even mean for me, but we’ve got to hurry up and get the hell out of here. 
 
    
 
   10:00am
 
    
 
   The whistle blows in two short bursts, echoing throughout the hall before the sound dies out. It's rec. time. So long as I behave, I get two separate hours a day outside of this room- an hour outside and an hour inside. 
 
   Most of the girls don't want to go, or can't because they're still handcuffed to their beds, but it's supposed to be time for us to socialize. The thing is, almost all of the girls keep to themselves, lost in their own depression or misery. 
 
   I sit on the edge of the bed, my palms resting flat on the tops of my legs. Those are the rules, and I follow because it means I get to see Alex. 
 
   Lieutenant Jenkins appears before me, ready to escort me out. Great. Unlocking the door, he gestures for me to stand. "Let's go, Breeder," he commands, and I follow his orders, because what other choice do I have? 
 
   I take a deep breath, holding it as I pass him. Please leave me alone. And by some miracle he does. I take my place on the line painted outside of my room and face forward, hands at my sides. 
 
   The whistle finally blows again and one at a time, we're led outside. I notice the girl in front of me begin to fidget. She slowly sways from one side to the other, then suddenly falls to the ground. I gasp, and a chorus of them echo around me. 
 
   "Breeders, down on the ground now!" Jenkins commands as he pulls his walkie from its holder. "Code Red!" he reports. 
 
   It's only a matter of seconds before Hunters, orderlies, and doctors fill the room and take the girl away. I hope she'll be okay.
 
   "Breeders, stand," Jenkins orders us as if nothing has just happened. 
 
   It's my turn to be led out and once I'm outside, I immediately look for Alex and find her sitting out in the field. It's where we usually sit, but today she's not alone. There's another girl sitting with her, her brunette hair twisted into a braid. 
 
   Alex looks over the girl's shoulder to find me walking towards them. "Hey, Maddie," she says. 
 
   "Hey," I reply. 
 
   "What took you so long?"
 
   "They had to take a girl up to the hospital."
 
   "Oh my gosh, what happened?" her eyes widen. The girl twists around to look up at me, waiting for my answer too. 
 
   "She fainted, right in front of me."
 
   "Oh my god," Alex says. 
 
   "Is she okay?" the girl asks. 
 
   "I don't know," I answer, shrugging my shoulders. 
 
   "Oh, this is Danielle, I just met her this morning," Alex tells me. 
 
   "That's me," she quips.
 
   "Hey. I'm Maddie," I reply. 
 
   "Cool," she nods. 
 
   "Danielle was just telling me about some of the staff here, the doctors, the Hunters," Alex tells me. 
 
   I nod and take my place on the grass. It's dark and gloomy out today, the cold breeze causing the grass to sway back and forth. I run my hands along the top of the blades, and they tickle my palm as I pass over them. 
 
   "I'm surprised they let us out of our damn cages," Alex says, pulling my attention back to their conversation. 
 
   Danielle scoffs. "Right? Apparently it's good for our health to get out, get some exercise and socialize, but hog-tying us down in beds and forcing whatever fucking drug they feel like on us? Totally okay."
 
   She's right, and the corner of my mouth tugs up in a small smile at the irony. 
 
   "Holy. Shit," Alex suddenly says.
 
   "What?" Danielle and I both ask, looking around.
 
   "I think you just got Maddie to smile," she says to Danielle in awe. 
 
   Danielle laughs lightly, but I just roll my eyes and continue petting the grass from side to side. 
 
   "So tell us about the Hunters," Alex says. 
 
   "Okay, well that one?" She nods towards Lieutenant Jenkins. "Is a total and complete asshole. Gets off on messing with the girls, scaring and threatening them. As long as you don't give him a reaction, he'll eventually get bored and leave you alone. He likes the girls that fight back. Fucking dick."
 
   I'm not the least bit surprised; I know this from experience.
 
   "And his partner isn't much better, Lieutenant Collins. He treats us like animals, loves any excuse to get physical and rough the girls up," she shakes her head and continues, "Umm, Rodriquez and Williams think their shit doesn't stink. They get their rocks off on the power too, but just verbally. They don't touch us. The rest of them pretty much leave us alone as long as we're following orders."
 
   "What about Brennan and Sanders?" Alex asks. "They're the assholes responsible for us being here," she adds. 
 
   This time I look to Danielle for her answer. Of course I'm eager to hear what she has to say about them. 
 
   Her features soften. "You know, they're not so bad," she says.
 
   "What do you mean they're not so bad? They're Hunters!" Alex says.
 
   "Well yeah, that automatically makes them scum, but when I was brought in," she pauses before continuing, "some shit went down, and when they could have been cold assholes like the rest of them, they weren't." 
 
   "Huh," Alex replies, tucking her hair behind her ears. "Well they weren't very nice to us when they handcuffed us and shipped us off to this rape mill," she adds bitterly. 
 
   "Are they here a lot?" I ask Danielle, speaking up for the first time in this conversation. "Brennan and Sanders, I mean." 
 
   "Umm, not really." She shakes her head. 
 
   Alex narrows her eyes at me, and I shrug in response. "What? I'd rather them be here than Jenkins." And just his name on my tongue makes me cringe. 
 
   "Me too," Danielle agrees. 
 
   "They put my brother in jail, Maddie. I'd rather face any of these douchebags than see those assholes walking around here like a bunch of smug pricks," Alex says, upset.
 
   "I know. I'm sorry," I tell her, and I mean it. Travis might be here for me, but where does that leave Alex and Aiden? It's an issue I keep trying to push away, but one I'm going to have to face because whatever Travis's plans are...how could I just leave them behind? I don't think I could; I wouldn't be able to live with myself. 
 
   "What about Dr. Reesen?" I ask Danielle, forcing my thoughts in another direction. 
 
   "Oh, you mean 'Hot Doc'?" she mocks. "I heard Brennan saying it to Sanders once, they all call her that. She's nice enough to us. A complete bitch to everyone else though." And me, I want to add. She definitely doesn't like me. "Except for Brennan of course," she finishes. 
 
   Of course. 
 
   I lie back onto the grass and let them continue their conversation without me. Twisting the grass around my fingers, my mind begins to wander elsewhere. 
 
   I find myself thinking about the day we were caught a lot lately. I can't help but look back on it with a new set of eyes. There were so many signs that got clouded by every emotion I was feeling that day –the pained look on Travis's face when he saw Aiden and me on the couch together, when he turned around to find that the other Hunters had shown up and how disappointed he'd looked in that brief moment, how he fought to reign in his temper when I kissed Aiden right in front of him, and when he tried to argue his captain's call on who would be bringing Alex and me to the compound. 
 
   Any one of those things should have clued me in, if only I was paying attention.
 
    
 
   11:00am
 
    
 
   Another whistle blows telling us it's time to go back inside. 
 
   "See you guys later," I tell Alex and Danielle and pull myself from the ground, lazily making my way over to the single file line. 
 
   A nap...I could really use a nap right now. 
 
    
 
   12:30pm
 
    
 
   Oh my...that smells so good. The smell pulls me right out of sleep, straight out of my bed, and over to the table carrying the source of that mouthwatering smell –a grilled chicken sandwich, cheese oozing out the sides, a small salad, a bag of chips, apple juice, and water. 
 
   They could hide poison in this food, and I think I'd still eat it. 
 
   I'm not sure how long it's been sitting here, and there's no sign of anyone outside either. I hope it hasn't been here so long that they'll come back for it before I can eat it. 
 
    
 
   12:45pm
 
    
 
   Yeah...they could have come back for that plate ten minutes ago and it would have been licked clean already. 
 
    
 
   2:00pm
 
    
 
   The warm water sprays against my neck, falling down my body. I watch as it pools at my feet, swirling around and down the drain. Ten minutes and they'll shut the water off on me, but I'll enjoy every minute until they do so. 
 
   I stretch my neck to the right and then to the left, the hot water loosening every tense muscle. Turning around, I let the water fall onto the top of my head and down my face, losing myself in the momentary calm. 
 
   Will I ever leave this place? 
 
    
 
   3:00 pm
 
    
 
   Thirty-seven square tiles line the ceiling of my small room. I just get finished counting them when I see Jenkins walking past. That split second is all it takes for him to make eye contact with me and he stills, craning his neck to look up and down each hallway. 
 
   No. No, no, no. I pull myself up in bed and wrap the sheet tightly around myself as he swipes his badge and unlocks the door. Twisting the handle open, he enters the room and makes a beeline for me. If it's possible, I push myself back into the bed further, but I know there's no escaping him. Maybe if I scream...
 
   He grips my chin in his hand roughly. "Don't even think about it. I'll make your life here a living nightmare if you make so much as a peep," he says through clenched teeth. The mark on his cheek is a light green and yellow now, barely noticeable. 
 
   I nod but can barely move my face in his tight grip. 
 
   "I don't have long, so I'm gonna make this quick. I know there's something going on with you and that dipshit Brennan."
 
   I begin to shake my head, but he squeezes me harder, and I can't help the quiet cry that escapes my lips. 
 
   "Don't bother denying it. I heard you yelling for him. And the way he looks at you, how defensive he is over you, none of it adds up...unless you know each other. Do you know Lieutenant Brennan?"
 
   He loosens his hold on me. "No," I answer quietly.
 
   "Fucking liar. I should call a code blue on you. Would you like that?"
 
   I shake my head frantically. "No, please. I don't know him, I swear. He looks like someone I went to high school with, but I don't know him." 
 
   He grips my face again, slamming my head back into the bed. "He's up to something, I know it. And I'll be watching. If he so much as makes a wrong move, he's a dead man. And if you're lying," he points at me with his other hand, "and you think that you two will get away with this, you're sadly mistaken. There's no way in hell you two would ever make it out of here alive. They'll shoot him down the first chance they get," he says, releasing me with one last shove. 
 
   Taking shaky breaths, I pull the sheet up to my neck, watching as he quickly leaves the room. 
 
   He knows. Shit, he knows.
 
    
 
   4:00pm
 
    
 
   I haven't left my position on the bed. I'm not looking forward to it, but I know the doctor will be here any minute for my second and last checkup of the day. 
 
   And there she is.
 
   I cringe when she grabs my arm to take my blood pressure, causing her to eye me speculatively. 
 
   She finishes her work quickly, but just before she leaves the room, I ask, "What time tomorrow? For the plantation?" 
 
   "Does it really matter?" she answers.
 
   God, she can't even answer a simple question for me. It should be my right to know that much at least. "You're such a bitch," slips from my lips. 
 
   Her head falls back in laughter as she leaves the room, never answering my question.
 
    
 
   5:30pm
 
    
 
   I scoot the food around on my plate, hardly able to stomach any of it. If Travis had plans to help me escape, there's no way we can go through with them now. His life isn't worth trying to save mine. 
 
    
 
   6:55pm
 
    
 
   "Your turn, Maddie," Alex's voice rips me from my thoughts. 
 
   "Right. Sorry." I take a card from the deck, a nine of hearts, and add it to my hand, discarding an eight to the pile. My mom taught me how to play rummy when I was just a little girl. We've spent hours, my mom, dad, and I, playing at our small kitchen table. I always felt like such a big girl when they let me stay up late playing with them. It's one of my favorite memories.
 
   "Rummy," Danielle says, laying her cards out for us to see. "Again?" she asks. 
 
   "Sure," Alex responds. 
 
   "I'm good," I say, throwing my cards into the pile. There's no use playing another game, rec time will be over in just a few minutes. 
 
   Danielle sweeps the pile towards her, picks them up, and begins shuffling. 
 
   I lay my head on the table, facing away from them, and close my eyes. Jenkins' words keep replaying over and over. He knows, and I haven't the slightest clue what to do about it. 
 
   Where the hell is Travis?
 
   If I could just warn him.
 
   If I could just...
 
   I open my eyes and like an answer to my prayer, there he is, clean shaven, standing tall and confident, and so sure of himself. If he only knew the hole we've dug ourselves in. 
 
   His eyes meet mine and the corner of his mouth twitches in an attempt to keep from smiling at me, and I can't help but do the same, a small smile forming on my lips. He brings his hand to his mouth, clearing his throat as he looks around the room, his stoic mask back in place. 
 
   A whistle blows from across the room. "Back to your rooms ladies!" the Hunter yells.
 
   I'm only a few feet from my room when I feel a firm hand at my lower back, causing me to jump. I spin around and come face to face with Travis.
 
   "Maddie," he says quietly.
 
   "Travis!" I whisper. "Thank God, Listen—"
 
   "Everything okay here?" the other Hunter asks, walking up behind Travis.
 
   "Yep, just have some orders for Miss Ryan from Dr. Reesen. Go ahead and start lock up. I'll be right behind you," Travis quickly replies. 
 
   The man nods and walks away, following Travis’s direction. 
 
   "Travis, Jenkins knows. He came into my room and—"
 
   "Did that piece of shit touch you?" He interrupts angrily, stepping closer to me.
 
   "Please, Travis, just listen. If you have plans for us to run, we can't. You have to stop, please," I beg him.
 
   "I don't give a fuck about Jenkins, Maddie. He's all talk."
 
   "I'm not leaving with you. I won't. You're gonna get yourself killed," I tell him desperately. 
 
   "It's a little too late to worry about that, get some rest and be ready." 
 
   "No! And what about Alex? And Aiden? I'm supposed to just leave with you and forget about them? How fucked up is that? I won't do it, I won't! And think about yourself, it's not worth it," I end quietly. 
 
   The muscles in his jaw start twitching as he steps even closer, his front nearly touching mine. He grabs the back of my head gently and lowers himself to my ear. "I did this for myself just as much as I did it for you. We're leaving tomorrow, even if I have to drag your ass out of here with me." 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Six
 
                                                        Travis
 
    
 
   It's hard to believe this day has finally come. If everything goes as expected, I'll be getting a call from Jim sometime today, letting me know it's go time. We spoke briefly last night. Jim claimed he wanted to go over some last minute details when his real concern was Sanders...and me. 
 
   "Any word from him?" he asked.
 
   "No, but I spoke with the Unit Secretary. She said Sanders had a family emergency and would be taking a leave of absence."
 
   "Understandable. But I have to ask, where does this leave you, Travis? Are you comfortable moving forward without him? You'll have no back up inside the compound. It's a concern we need to address," he replied.
 
   "The only reason Sanders became a Hunter was to find his sister. Now that she's gone, it changes everything for him. And as much as I'd like him there, I don't expect him to put his life and freedom at risk to help me get Maddie out. He's exactly where he should be...with his family," I responded. 
 
   "Fair enough. As for tomorrow, remember it's business as usual. Do your scheduled ride along with the Sweeps Unit and by the time you're done, we should have everything in place and ready to execute."
 
   "Sweeps. Can't wait," I responded sarcastically. I was really hoping to avoid this part of the job, but it is what it is. "I'll be waiting for your call."
 
   "Talk to you then, and hang in there, son. It's almost over," he replied right before ending the call.
 
   I'll do more than hang in there. It's the least I can do. Times get rough, and so do I. I've never been the kind of person to back down when things don't go as planned. Obstacles don't deter me, they just challenge me to step up my game. Challenge accepted. 
 
   My current obstacle...tuning out the two Hunters I got stuck with for today's ride along. I've seen them around the compound a time or two, but that's the extent of it. They've been assigned to the Sweeps Unit, which is where Sanders and I are set to be transferred next month. Today is meant to provide some on the job training.
 
   Breeder Sweeps generally occur once every two months, sometimes more, and it's quite the production...always has been. An entire city on lockdown, large convoys rolling through every street. It's been a normal part of life, yet they have never once felt normal. 
 
   Being a typical little boy, I was intrigued by it all. The sirens would blare, and I'd run to our front window, waiting to watch the show. I'd always hear the roar of the Humvee's engines first, signaling they were close, and wait in anticipation for the moment I would see it rolling down our street. Then I'd watch as the soldiers got out, fully armed, in their military fatigues. They'd begin to talk amongst themselves, and that's when my mom would lure me away. She'd always have some important job for me to do or some new game she wanted to play. And although I may have been too young to understand what it all meant, I knew there was something my mom didn't want me to see. 
 
   Our convoy is minutes out from the city gates when the first series of air raid sirens sound across the early morning sky. It announces our convoy's arrival and with that, a mandatory, city-wide lockdown, effective immediately. 
 
   Our Humvee begins to slow once it reaches the city gate. Daniels, the guy driving this tank, rolls down his window and starts shooting the shit with one of the foot soldiers standing at the entrance. I'm dumbfounded by the ease in which they interact, like it's just a normal day at the office. 
 
   "Look, the faster you get through your sector, the faster we get the hell out of here and start drinking." the guard says.
 
   "Not going tonight. Got a date," Daniels replies.
 
   "With who? Your mom?" his partner, Lieutenant Gibbons, chimes in from the back seat, and they break into laughter.
 
   Attempting to tune them all out, I reach back and grab the census report off the back seat. The list provides every address within our designated sector, along with the names of all household members residing at the property. It looks like any residence where potential Breeders live are highlighted in yellow. 
 
   Scanning down the list, my stomach rolls when I see the age of the youngest girl scheduled for testing today. Her name is Adeline, and she's only twelve years old. 
 
   The Humvee lunges and begins to move forward, and it's only now that I realize Daniels is talking to me. "So don't let the list overwhelm you. Gibbons and I have been running this sector for a while now. We're in and out."
 
   "Why are we testing a twelve year old? Isn't that kind of young?" I ask, unable to hide the concern in my tone.
 
   "When an older sibling tests positive as a Breeder, the report automatically flags any younger females in the family for early testing."
 
   "But a twelve year old?" I repeat, shaking my head. Daniels just shrugs it off. I guess to him, it's no big deal. Disgusted, I toss the report back on the seat, deciding the best course of action at this point is to disengage. 
 
   Focusing my attention out the window, it hits me just how lucky I've been to have Sanders around. What if I'd been partnered with one of these clowns? Or worse, Jenkins? I would've lost it. Dead Hunters everywhere. 
 
   We drive into the city two by two. L.A. is broken into four quadrants, so four convoys have been sent out, one to handle each designated area. Humvees containing Hunters drive straight into the city limits, while the others transporting foot soldiers, veer left or right to stand guard along their quadrant's perimeter. 
 
   The visual landscape of L.A. is not aesthetically pleasing. Most people see the run down city, deserted buildings, and vacant homes as a constant reminder of the devastation and loss we've endured in the past two decades. 
 
   I see it all differently. To me, this place serves as visual reminder for all I do have and what we've all survived. It would be an insult to my dad's legacy to waste a single second of my life feeling sorry myself or the physical condition of this city. We lived. We're here. We all fucking survived, and my dad would've given up everything he owned to still be here today.
 
   The roar of the Humvee's engine is only magnified as we move deeper into the city, passing each forgotten building. The sound echoes off the old skyscrapers with blown out windows, filling the vacant space. 
 
   Daniels turns off the main road, heading into a neighborhood. "It's go time boys. Lock and load," he says, bringing the Humvee to a halt in the middle of the street. "Gibson, grab the testing kits."
 
   I grab the report off the back seat and exit the Humvee. I'm not locking and loading shit. This is a testing sweep, not combat. I walk to the rear of the Humvee and see Gibson pulling a large, steel case out of the back. Handing it to me he says, "This is FERN. She tests the swabs. Don't drop her. She's very expensive. Break her, and the only thing your Hunter ass will be sweepin' is the mess hall floor."
 
   Behind him, Daniels reaches in the Humvee and pulls out another steel case along with a plastic container labeled "Hazmat." While handing the container to Gibson, he says, "Let's do this," and begins walking towards the house directly across from us. "You can watch us handle the first few, then you can test a few on your own," he adds. 
 
   "Great," I respond unenthusiastically. 
 
   The three of us reach the front porch and before Daniels has a chance to knock, the door opens. The woman behind the screen says nothing, she just pushes it open and lets us in. 
 
   "Hello," I say with a small smile as I pass, but she offers nothing in return but silence. 
 
   Gibson walks us into the kitchen where a girl, probably around sixteen, already sits impatiently at the table. She has her arms crossed, and she's eyeing Daniels with a look of complete disgust. They exchange no words, but it's obvious they've done this before. She rolls her eyes up towards the ceiling and opens her mouth, waiting to be swabbed.
 
   "Set FERN down on the counter," he says pointing behind me. "Gibson will fire her up." 
 
   Just as I set the case down, Gibson comes up beside me. "Leave the report too. We'll need it," he says. 
 
   Dropping the report on the counter, I turn back towards Daniels. Reaching into a side pocket of his case, he pulls out a pair of latex gloves and begins putting them on. "Gloves are mandatory," he says. "Never touch the swabbing instrument, even if it's packaged, unless you're wearing gloves." 
 
   With both gloves on, he reaches back into the case and pulls out a sealed swab kit. Tearing open the package, he continues, "Our hands produce natural oils. Oils that when mixed with saliva, can produce a false negative. So trash it if it makes any contact with your or the girl's skin. If even the tiniest trace of oil mixes with the saliva sample, it can completely alter the results of the test. FERN is looking for one fertility marker, salivary crystallization. The oils from our skin will prevent that from happening. It's imperative that you don't forget that." 
 
   He then leans in and begins swabbing the inside of the girl's cheek while her eyes remain focused on the ceiling.
 
   "Then we let FERN work her magic," he continues, as he walks over to the machine. Opened up, it looks like an extremely high tech computer. 
 
   Gibson presses a button on the panel located on the lower left side of the case, and a tray slides open revealing a small keyboard. "The keyboard is synched directly to FERN. We enter the ID number from the census report to let her know who the sample is from." He keys in a long string of numbers and presses enter. Then he presses a red button on the lower right panel, and another tray slides open towards us. "You place the sample here, swab end first." 
 
   Daniels then places the swab he's been holding in the tray while Gibson continues, "Press the red button again and the tray will slide shut. Then we wait for FERN to give us the green light, letting us know she accepts the sample," he says pointing to a small indicator light located to the right of the tray. When the indicator light begins to flash green, he continues, "Now she works her magic. When she's done, the green light will turn off, and this indicator," he says, pointing to the one next to the green light, "will light up yellow."
 
   "How long does it take?" I ask.
 
   "Should just be a few more seconds," he replies, and like clockwork, the green indicator light turns off and the yellow one turns on. "Next, we hit the enter key on our keyboard, and the results will show up on the monitor," he pauses, pointing to the screen, "negative." 
 
   I release the breath I didn't realize I was holding and at the same time, a chair scrapes along the floor behind me. 
 
   "We're done?" the girl asks, and when I turn, she's standing right behind us. "Well?" she continues, thoroughly annoyed. 
 
   "Not before you sign," Daniels responds. "You know the drill, Cynthia," he says, handing her a pen.
 
   She grabs it, scribbles her signature beside her name printed on the report, and drops the pen at his feet, "Name's not Cynthia, asshole." She turns and begins walking towards her mother who has remained silent in the doorway with tears streaming down her face, her shoulders sagging in relief.
 
   "As always, it's been a pleasure Cynthia. See you next time." Daniels quips, like a complete dick.
 
   "Fuck you," she says and exits the room with her mother pulling her close. She took the words right out of my mouth.
 
   Each house goes the same, and thankfully every girl we've tested has had a negative result. And every time, I felt relief...relief for them, for their families, and for me. The last thing I want to experience is taking a girl from the safety of her home. 
 
   "Alright, last on the list, Adeline," Daniels says, pulling me from my thoughts. "She's the one you asked me about earlier. You can swab and test again. You're a quick study, Brennan. Gibson, stay with him in case he has any hiccups. I'm gonna go wait in the Humvee." He turns and walks away.
 
   I say nothing as Gibson and I approach her home. He knocks loudly, and a man quickly opens the door, looking a bit nervous. I assume he's Adeline's father. 
 
   "Hello," he offers with a smile that doesn't reach his eyes. "Come in," he continues as he opens the screen door.
 
   "Hello," I respond. Gibson says nothing. 
 
   "She's in the dining room," the man says, pointing us in its direction.
 
   We enter the room and find Adeline, who honesty doesn't look a day over ten, sitting in a chair next to her mother. Fear plays out across both of their faces, and my heart instantly drops in my chest. This is different; it feels different. Don't get me wrong, I could feel the tension in every house we entered today, but here, there's something more...a sense of impending doom...of dread.
 
   I set the testing kit case down on the table, dropping the census report beside it. Gibson walks past me and sets FERN down on a long table sitting below a window facing their backyard. The father stands off to the side, in the kitchen doorway facing the room. 
 
   Kneeling down in front of the girl, I reach out my hand. "Hello, I'm Lieutenant Brennan, but my friends call me Travis." 
 
   The girl hesitates and her Mom leans in, whispering in her daughter's ear. "It's okay," she says. 
 
   Adeline inhales a shaky breath and reaches out for my hand. Shaking it, I can feel her small hand trembling within mine. 
 
   "What's your name?" I ask with a smile.
 
   "Adeline," she replies softly. Looking over her shoulder, her mom watches us, a pool of tears forming in her eyes.
 
   "Well, Adeline," I say, bringing my eyes back down to hers, "it's a pleasure to meet you."
 
   Coming to a stand, I open the case and my mind begins racing. My gut tells me she's already started her period, and I can't let this happen. I can't allow this child to be taken from her parents today. They've already lost one daughter to this fucked up bullshit, they can't lose another one. And she's so young. 
 
   Reaching into the case, I pull out a pair of gloves, placing them on my hands. I look up to find Gibson watching me. Fuck. Think Brennan. Think.
 
   "You want to enter her data into FERN while I swab? I have a hot date tonight, and I don't want to be late. You know how it is man," I say, attempting to stroke his ego.
 
   "That I do," he responds smugly, even though one look at the scrawny dude would tell anyone looking, it isn't warranted. "Census report?" he continues, walking towards me.
 
   Picking it up off the table, I hand it to him. As he walks back to FERN, I reach inside the case quickly and pull out a test kit. I tear open the package, keeping my eyes on Gibson entering the data. Removing the swab, I hastily rub the tip along my arm, flip it, and do the same again, trying to ensure that oil gets on the swab. As I pull it away from my skin, I look away from Gibson and find her parents eyeing each other inquisitively across the table. 
 
   At the same time, Gibson turns to face me. "She's ready," he says.
 
   God, please let this work. 
 
   Nodding in response, I lean down towards Adeline. "Would you mind opening your mouth so I can swab your cheek, Adeline?" I ask. Behind her, her mother watches as tears begin to fall down her face. She opens her mouth and I rub the swab against one cheek, then the other. Pulling it out, I smile at her, and her chin begins to tremble. 
 
   Taking a seat at the table, her father reaches across and grabs her mother's hand, squeezing it in comfort. 
 
   "Thank you," I offer Adeline with another smile. 
 
   Gibson turns back around, pressing the button that ejects the sample tray, and I walk towards him. Dropping the sample into the tray, I step back and watch it close. 
 
   Please let this fucking work. 
 
   The green indicator light turns on and begins flashing; the sample was accepted. My heart begins to pick up speed as the machine starts to analyze the swab. Looking over my shoulder, I see Adeline wrapped in her mother's embrace, silently crying. Turning back around, my eyes stay anxiously trained on FERN as we wait for the results. Seconds feel like minutes. What if it didn't work? Different scenarios begin to race through my mind. How will I stop this if it doesn't work? The yellow indicator light turns on, tearing me away from my thoughts.
 
   "Drum roll please," Gibson says, like only an insensitive douchebag would. He pulls up the results. "Negative," he says, as it comes up on the screen. 
 
   Her mother gasps behind us, and I turn to see Adeline running into her father's open arms. Pulling her into a tight embrace, he says, "It’s okay, honey. You're not going anywhere. It's okay." 
 
   Oblivious, Gibson quickly begins closing up FERN’s case and hands me the census report. "Have her sign this, and we're done," he says, grabbing the case and heading towards the door.
 
   I close up the sample case, waiting to hear the screen to the front door close. Once it does, I grab the report and place it in front of Adeline, pointing to where she needs to sign. Looking to her Father sitting right behind her, I quietly say, "I altered the sample. If you know she's fertile, this is your last chance to run." 
 
   I grab the report, and at the same time, the mother gets up and walks around the table towards her husband and daughter. As she passes me, she takes my hand in both of hers. "Thank you," she says, and Adeline comes up and wraps her arms around her mother's waist.
 
   She lets go of my hand, and I nod in response as I grab the case off the table. Just as I'm about to leave the room, I glance over at the family to find them huddled in an embrace, and I realize they are the reason I was sent here today. This moment, right here, makes everything I've been through as a Hunter worth it. 
 
   As we ride back to the compound, I try reaching Sanders on his cell, but again, he doesn't answer. I'm worried about him. I was hoping that before becoming a wanted fugitive, I'd get the chance to talk to him and make sure he's okay. I'm going to miss him and all his crazy antics. 
 
   My phone begins to vibrate in my hand and I look down hopeful, but see Jim's name on the screen instead. 
 
   "Hello," I answer.
 
   "Everything's in place. Call me when you're in position," he responds. 
 
   "Will do. Talk to you then," I respond, and hang up the call.
 
   This is actually happening. Finally. 
 
   The pent up energy flows through me, ready to go as I replay my plan. Since Alex, Becca, Danielle, and Maddie all have rooms in the front portion of the residence, I can get them all out. I just have to unlock all of their rooms first and have them stand in line next to Maddie's room, since hers is closest to the direction we'll be exiting. Then I'll unlock the remaining girl's rooms and have them line up in front of them. While they exit towards the back of the compound, I'll lead Maddie and the others down the hall towards the fire.
 
   It should work. Please, just let it fucking work. 
 
   Before I know it, the Humvee is pulling into the side lot of the compound. Grabbing my vest, I say goodbye to Daniels and Gibson and head towards my truck. I need to check my weapons and grab an extra handgun before going inside. 
 
   With my vest on and all my weapons secure, I begin walking towards the compound. Opening my cell, I call Jim. He answers on the first ring.
 
   "You in place?" he asks.
 
   "Walking up now. Give me five minutes, and it's go time," I respond.
 
   "Copy. Five minutes," he replies, and after a short pause he continues, "God speed, son."
 
   "Thanks. See you on the other side," I reply before hanging up the phone.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
                                                              Maddie
 
    
 
   A shrieking siren blares through the room and in my surprise, I slip, almost falling down onto the tiled floor. Gripping the shower curtain tight, I keep myself from completely eating it and crashing to the ground. I right myself quickly, turning off the water and pulling the curtain open in a hurry. The shrill noise continues to pierce my ears as I rush to put on my clothes and dart out of the bathroom.
 
   Red lights flash everywhere- in my room, in the halls, in the open space outside my window –painting the entire floor red. I walk over to the edge of my room, and with my palms pressed to the glass, I watch as panic ensues. Looks of shock, fear, curiosity, and surprise color the faces of all the girls around me. They mirror every emotion I'm feeling. But more than that, I'm anxious, a nervous excitement buzzing through me. Because it's time. Travis set off the alarm, I know it. It's time for us to run. 
 
   A few Hunters charge past my room in a hurry. They begin unlocking the girl's rooms, ushering them towards the back of the building. They must be sending them out the back door and up the stairs to the field outside. 
 
   My foot taps against the floor, my fingers beating a nervous rhythm against the window. Where is he? My mind races, wondering what he has planned, how the hell we're going to get out of here. Will we take off right now, or when I'm outside in the field? I wish he could have told me more so I could be ready. 
 
   What if I do something wrong, make one wrong move and ruin everything, I wonder, swallowing back the panic I feel beginning to rise to the surface.
 
   Travis appears before me suddenly, unlocking my door in a haste. Thank God. I breathe a sigh of relief. 
 
   He guides me out of the room, his hand pressed firmly against my back. "Stand right here. Don't move from this spot," he quickly says into my ear, loud enough to be heard over the alarm still blaring through the halls. Then he takes off, unlocking the doors of the other rooms around us. 
 
   "Breeder, let's go!" a Hunter yells from across the room. Keeping my eyes trained on the floor, I pretend not to hear him, hoping to God he isn't talking to me. "Now!" he screams. He's talking to me. Shit.
 
   "I've got her!" Travis yells. "Owens is in the stairwell, helping the girls out to the field," he gestures towards the back of the building. "I need you to unlock the rooms in the next hall, get the Breeders outside," he continues, motioning across the way to the second hallway of rooms. "I've got this section handled," he finishes, his tone authoritative and direct, causing the man, who has probably worked here a decade longer than him, to turn with his tail between his legs and follow the orders he's been given.
 
   Travis turns and continues unlocking the girl's rooms, pointing them in my direction, and one by one, they walk over and begin forming a line in front of me. He finally makes it to Alex, letting her out of her small room, but his hand reaches out for her arm to stop her, turning her to face him. They exchange quick words as I watch the seriousness of Travis's expression. He points to me and she nods her head, turning to make her way over to the line. Travis's shoulders relax and he looks slightly relieved as she takes her place behind me. 
 
   ...behind me. I've already been planning, concocting any way to drag Alex out of here with me, but it looks like Travis just took care of that for me. 
 
   Looking over my shoulder at her, I yell a quick, "Stay with me!" over the sirens just in case. 
 
   She nods, "I know."
 
   So he did tell her. The weight of that worry, of that burden, falls from my shoulders. 
 
   A smoky, burning smell begins to invade the room and I turn, finding grey smoke swirling through the cracks of the steel door at the very end of the long hallway. My heart pounds against my chest as I stand here waiting. Our time is running out, closing in on us. There are only two ways out of here –the back door, where every other girl and who knows how many Hunters and personnel are, and that steel door, growing more and more obscure by a thick cloud of smoke. 
 
   My hands tremble slightly, but I take a deep breath, calming myself. I can do this; we can do this. We have to. Or else...I can't even fathom the repercussions we'll face if we don't make it out of here. We have to make it out of here. 
 
   Four more girls join the line in front us...Danielle moves in behind us...two more ahead...and last, a blonde girl, one of the oldest I've seen here, joins in behind Danielle. 
 
   What is going on?
 
   "Single file down the hall and out the back door! Take a seat on the field when you get outside!" Travis yells over the constant noise competing with his words as he makes his way towards the back of our line. 
 
   "This is your chance," he says quietly, "If you want to get out of this shithole, stay with us," he finishes. I turn to find him talking to Danielle, her eyes wide in excitement. 
 
   "Hell yes, I'm coming!" she tells him. 
 
   "Alright, let's go, quick!" Travis says, grabbing my hand, pulling me behind him we as jog down the hall in the opposite direction that the rest of the girls are heading, straight towards the smoke. I glance behind me and reach for Alex. She clasps my hand in hers, and in those quick few seconds, I take in the expressions on each of their faces. Alex's face is one of determination, ready to get the hell out of here, Danielle is anxious but still holds that excitement in her eyes, and the blonde girl...she looks terrified, on the verge of panic. 
 
   "I knew it! I fucking knew it! If you get us out of here Brennan, I will love you for the rest of my life," Danielle says, laughing to herself.
 
   I catch the corner of Travis's mouth turn up, but he bites his lip, stopping the smile, his expression turning serious. "Don't thank me yet," he replies. 
 
   We rush past each empty room, and the closer we get to the steel door, the smokier it becomes. I pull my hand from Alex's, covering my mouth with my arm while trying to keep up with Travis's fast pace. 
 
   Coming to a stop at the end of the hall, Travis quickly slides his badge through the reader, types in a code on the number pad, and presses his thumb onto the small scanner. A light flickers green and the door buzzes open.
 
   "Hold your breath!" he yells just before he opens the door, smoke billowing through the open space and into the hallway. I take in a deep breath and hold it as Travis pushes through the door, tugging me close behind. 
 
   Alex grasps my arm as we plunge into the thick smoke, and I'm forced to close my eyes, trusting Travis's guidance. I squeeze his hand tighter, feeling the pressure building in my chest as the breath I've been holding begs for release. Our feet pound across the floor, echoing in the empty hallway; the slaps against the linoleum can be heard even over the still screaming sirens. 
 
   The pressure in my chest becomes too much to bear, and I let the air out of my lungs in a rush. Taking another deep breath in, I choke on the smoke-filled air, my eyes watering. 
 
   We finally make it to the second steel door, past the interrogation rooms, and Travis slides his card through once, twice, and three times before the light finally flashes green, granting us access. We come out on the other side, coughing and gasping for air as Travis pushes the door closed, slamming it shut. 
 
   "You guys okay?" he asks, out of breath. 
 
   Leaning against the wall, I nod while trying to catch my breath. My throat scratches on each inhale and exhale, and I wipe at the constant moisture pooling in my burning eyes. 
 
   Alex nods and Danielle too, but the other girl's face is downcast as she wipes tears away from her eyes. 
 
   "I'm okay. I'm okay. I'm okay," she whispers to herself. 
 
   Travis straightens. "Hey," he says to her, leaning down to look into her eyes. "You are okay, I'm gonna get you out of here." 
 
   She nods, more tears streaming down her face. 
 
   "Okay. We have to keep moving," he says and entwines my fingers within his once more. 
 
   We move slower now, taking each step with caution. My wet hair sticks to my face, and with both hands being held, one by Travis and the other by Alex, I attempt to wipe it away with the inside of my arm. 
 
   Travis looks back at me, at our joined hands and my other hand holding onto Alex, and a genuine smile plays across his face. He starts to let my hand fall from his, but I grip his tighter, not wanting to let go. 
 
   The alarm suddenly stops, causing Travis to pause mid-step, the front of my body colliding with the back of his. Our heavy breaths are all that can be heard as an eerie silence fills the space. The row of holding cells on my left, the desks to my right, and the entire room before us lie empty, completely void of anyone. 
 
   Travis tugs at my hand, and I follow step behind him. It feels strange to be back here, minus the regular commotion of Hunters bustling in and out, workers chitchatting with each other, and orderlies pushing carts up and down these halls. 
 
   We round a corner, and I can feel my heart beating in my throat as we move down this new corridor. Windows line the left side of the wall. Outside of them, I see the darkening night sky and the moon, shedding light across a never ending field of brush. 
 
   We're almost to the end of the hallway when we hear them. Faint footsteps echo down the way, stopping Travis dead in his tracks. I steady myself with a hand on his back just as he says, "Maddie, start panicking. Now!" 
 
   "Wha—"
 
   He swoops me up in his arms, racing around the next corner, and we come face to face with a small group of Hunters. I quickly catch on and put on the best act I can muster –heavy breathing, shaking hands, muttering words under my breath. It's not a far stretch from how I'm actually feeling. 
 
   "What's going on here?" one of them questions. 
 
   "The rear entrance is backed up. This one started panicking," Travis nods down at me, "I'm taking her and these Breeders to the front exit. Owens could really use your help back there getting the rest of them out safely," 
 
   "We're heading down to put the fire out," one of the men says, fire extinguisher in hand. He continues down the hall and all but one Hunter follow behind him, extinguishers at their sides. The single Hunter stands there, eyeing us suspiciously. 
 
   "Hurry the fuck up! There are still girls locked in their rooms!" Travis yells at him as he continues to block our way. 
 
   It feels like time stretches out for an eternity before he finally mutters something in agreeance and takes off down the hall with the other guys. I let out a sigh of relief, and I'm almost sure I feel Travis do the same against me. 
 
   "Well done, Hunter, now let's go," Alex says. 
 
   "Well done indeed, Brennan," Danielle adds. 
 
   Setting me back down on my feet, he scans the area, pausing at the door behind me. He reaches around and grips the handle, but it's locked. Shifting his stance, he rams his shoulder into the metal door over and over again until it finally busts open. He peeks in, but comes back muttering a, "Shit," under his breath.
 
   "What? What's the matter?" I ask in a rush.
 
   "The stairwell is filled with people still trying to get out of the building. We'll have to find another way." 
 
   "Okay," I say, nodding. "We'll find another way." 
 
   "Wait," the blonde girl with us says. 
 
   Travis turns to face her. "What is it?" he questions. 
 
   "I change my mind. I don't want to go. Let me stay. Please, just let me stay," she pleads. 
 
   "I have to get you out of here, Becca," he replies. 
 
   Becca. So that's her name. I briefly wonder what she's doing here and how Travis knows her. I glance between the girls, wondering why they're running with us. Why them specifically? And not any others? 
 
   "No. I need to stay. I don't want to get in trouble," she responds nervously as her eyes dart around the room. With her back against the wall, she starts slowly sliding down to the floor. 
 
   "Shit," Danielle comments under her breath. 
 
   "We don't have time for this!" Alex says, irritated. "We have to get the hell out of here. Now," she adds, shifting from foot to foot. 
 
   Travis closes his eyes in frustration, releasing a deep breath. "Relax," he says to Alex and Danielle calmly. He walks over to the girl, to Becca, and kneels down, looking her in the eyes. "I need you to take a deep breath and try to calm down." 
 
   She inhales deeply but still looks panicked. "Just leave me here. Please, just—"
 
   "Becca," he interrupts, "Your dad sent me. Brad. He's your dad, right?" 
 
   She nods her head, tears welling in her eyes. "He sent you?" she whispers. 
 
   "Yes, and he's eager to see you. But we can't waste any more time. We need to move," he says, reaching out for her hands to pull her up. 
 
   "Okay, okay." She nods, coming to her feet. 
 
   "Alright, come on guys," he finally says, and grabs my hand once more. We continue through the building and each hallway we race down, each doorway we pass through, and every corner we turn, all begins to look the same. I have no idea where we are now. 
 
   I look down at my hand joined with Travis's, the floor rushing by beneath them, and I can't help but wonder how deep he's gotten himself in to be here. Who is Brad? And why is he getting Becca out for him? 
 
   "We'll have to take hospital elevator up to the third floor and take the stairs down into the lobby on the ground floor. It's the only way out of here that won't be occupied," Travis interrupts my thoughts as we near two elevator doors. 
 
   He pushes the up arrow button, illuminating it in white. I take the small reprieve to try and catch my breath. No one says a word, each of us lost in our own thoughts, in our own worries, as we wait. 
 
   The buzzer dings and the doors slide open, a small sliver of my anxiety slipping away as an empty elevator is revealed. Danielle and Alex head in first, Becca following behind, then Travis as he pulls me in behind him. 
 
   Something yanks at my hair tugging me backwards. 
 
   "And just where the fuck do you think you're all going?" the voice that I've grown to hate growls in my ear, a cold metal blade pressing in at my neck. 
 
   Travis spins around, his hand slipping from mine as Jenkins forces me out of the elevator. The girls gasp from behind him, watching with terrified looks on their faces. 
 
   "Maddie!" Alex cries out.
 
   "What the fuck?!" Travis says as his eyes widen in fear at the sight before him, but his features quickly morph into anger, his jaw clenching tight, the muscles in them twitching. He takes a quick step forward as his hands ball into two tight fists. 
 
   "Ah-ah, stay right where you are. One more step and she's done," Jenkins says quickly, stopping him. His grip on my hair pulls tighter, and I wince at the pain, at my hair being slowly ripped from my scalp. 
 
   When a small whimper escapes my lips, Travis goes to move forward again but stills, physically fighting against himself, against what he wants to do and what he needs to do to get us out of this. 
 
   The elevator begins to close and Travis leans forward, slamming his hand against the door to keep it open. He levels his piercing stare on Jenkins, gripping the door jamb tight. "Listen and listen well," he seethes, "because I will only say this once. This will go down one of two ways. One, you let her go and I might spare your pathetic ass by knocking you the fuck out. Two, you keep that knife to her throat and I promise you, I will fucking kill you." 
 
   Jenkins laughs against me. "Oh, hit a nerve did we? I knew you two knew each other. And you were planning to waltz right on out of here with her, weren't you? But this is a surprise," he gestures towards Alex, Danielle, and Becca in a circular motion with the knife in his hand before returning it to my throat. "You trying to take all these Breeders for yourself, Brennan?" he chuckles, "I'll admit, I'm impressed. But you see, there's a lot more in it for me if I don't let you walk out of here. Stopping a rogue Hunter from running off with four Breeders? Yeah, there's a lot in that for me. A promotion. Maybe even a bonus," he finishes, cockily.
 
   Travis bites his lip, shaking his head while he grips his fist tightly in one hand, trying desperately to reign in his temper. 
 
   My heart beats rapidly, pounding against my chest. I can feel it pulsing beneath the blade of the knife as I try to slow my ragged breathing, as I try to keep from panicking. But the look on Travis's face...how terrified he is under all that fury...I know we won't be making it out of here. 
 
   Well...I won't be. 
 
   I swallow hard, fighting back every urge to cry. We were so close, so damn close.
 
   "Just go," I finally manage. 
 
   "Maddie, no." Alex shakes her head. "We're not going anywhere without you." She turns on Jenkins, "Let her go you piece of shit!" she screams at him, tears falling down her cheeks as Danielle holds her back. 
 
   Travis shoves his fist into the side of the elevator at my words, shattering the mirrored wall beside him. Becca jumps in surprise and retreats further into the corner of the small space. 
 
   "Let. Her. Go," Travis demands through clenched teeth, his face red with anger. "Whatever you want, just name it and it's yours," he adds. His wheels are turning; I can see him trying to think his way out of this, but it's hopeless. 
 
   Jenkins laughs again, even harder this time. "I've already gotten what I want. That look on your face? Priceless." And at his words, Travis lets out a loud growl of frustration. 
 
   "You need to go. There's no more time, Travis. Please, just take them and go," I beg. 
 
   "Yeah, take them and go, Travis," Jenkins mocks me. "Listen to your little Breeder bitch here and get going, if you actually think you'll succeed in escaping. Besides, I wouldn't mind some alone time with this one," he finishes, his voice low and full of intent. 
 
   I wince internally at his words, but I know I can't hide the fear in my eyes. Travis takes one look at me and makes an involuntary, anger-fueled stride towards us, but Jenkins presses the knife in harder, nearly cutting through my skin. I gasp, the blade so close I can't even swallow against it, afraid I'll cut myself open. 
 
   I want to scream. Scream for Travis to stay, for him to not leave me alone with Jenkins, but I mash my lips together and squeeze my eyes shut. 
 
   They have to go. 
 
   I've made it through everything else. I can make it through this too. 
 
   "Go. Please, go," I manage through my fear, through my mind and heart screaming at me to beg for the opposite. My tears fight even harder now to break free, but I'm stronger than them. I push back ten times harder, because I can't cry yet. I can wait until they're gone; I'll hold them back until they're far away from this place. 
 
   The sound of my breaths are magnified in the momentary quiet of our silent standoff. I'd almost think they left if I couldn't hear Travis's heavy breathing, or Alex silently crying, or Danielle softly consoling her. I open my eyes slowly, not knowing what to expect, and see Travis still standing there, watching me intently. 
 
   His gaze darts quickly to my right and then to Jenkins, a slow smile forming on his lips. "I gave you your options, and you made your choice. And now? You'll pay even worse for that last comment," he threatens as a gun clicks beside me.
 
   "Drop the knife, or I will not hesitate to shoot your ass," a vaguely familiar voice says. 
 
   In the blink of an eye, Travis has his gun drawn and leveled on Jenkins with a look in his eyes that terrifies me straight down to the bone, even if it's not directed at me. "Drop it now!" he growls. 
 
   Jenkins shifts against me, "Dammit!" and the pressure of the blade disappears from my throat. He throws the knife to the floor, the metal clanking against the hard ground, and releases his grip on me. 
 
   Travis immediately charges him, grabbing him by the throat and shoving him up against the wall. I jump out of the way just in time, watching as Jenkins tries to push Travis off of him, his arms clumsily pushing against his chest. 
 
   Alex grabs my hand, pulling me into the elevator and into her arms. I shake uncontrollably against her as Travis goes at Jenkins in a rage. He grabs the front of his shirt in a tight grip, his other fist swinging up and colliding with his face, and then he knees him in the groin, and Jenkins crumples to the ground.
 
   "Hell yeah!" Danielle screams beside me. "Teach that son of a bitch a lesson!"
 
   "You're gonna wish to God you would have taken option one," Travis threatens as he steps over him. 
 
   He kneels down and his fists tear through the air, connecting with Jenkins' face over and over again. One fist after the other, pounds into his jaw, his cheek, his nose, his temple, never stopping. 
 
   Jenkins tries to fight back, but it's useless. Travis is relentless, possessed by rage. He breathes heavily, grunting as he lands punch after punch. Jenkins' fists connect with him a few times, but he quickly gives up, cowering behind his arms as he tries to protect himself from Travis's assault. 
 
   Blood covers his face, trailing up and onto Travis's fists. But Travis keeps going. He keeps going until Jenkins stops fighting back, until he's not moving anymore, and I turn away, not able to keep watching. Hiding in Alex's arms, my tears find their release, and I sob into her, holding her tight. I just want to get the hell out of here. 
 
   "Alright man, enough. Enough! We gotta go! And I think you're scaring your girl dude." I look up and into a familiar pair of brown eyes, matching the face of the same familiar voice from earlier. Tanned skin, dark hair, soft features...It's Sanders, Travis's partner. 
 
   He lifts Travis up by the shoulders. "Let's go, we gotta go now man." 
 
   "What the hell is going on here?!" Another voice yells from down the hallway.
 
   "Shit."
 
   "Fuck," Sanders and Travis say in unison. 
 
   Travis clears his throat, "Colonel."
 
   "It's not what it looks—" Sanders starts but is interrupted.
 
   "What it looks like, is three Hunters beating the hell out of a fellow officer! In the middle of a damned fire drill! Now you three better get to explaining what the hell you think you're doing!" 
 
   "Colonel," Travis starts, "Lieutenant Jenkins was attempting to escape with four Breeders when we found him here at the elevator. He pulled a knife on us and," Travis points down at Jenkins, wiping the sweat from his brow with his forearm, his hands covered in blood, "I took care of the problem, Sir."
 
   "That...you did," Sanders adds. I can't tell if he's amused of terrified by the situation. 
 
   "Well done, Lieutenant. Where are the girls?" 
 
   Travis points towards us, "In here, Sir," and I freeze in Alex's arms. 
 
   "Colonel to security," the man says, his walkie crackling through the tension filled air. 
 
   This is it. It's all over now. If they just would have left without me...they could have made it. 
 
   "Security station copy? I repeat, Colonel to Security, we have a situ—" his sentence trails off into a muffled scream. 
 
   Travis and Sanders dart out of view. 
 
   "I can't let you report that, and I wish I could say I hate to do this to you, but with the operation you run here, that'd be fucking a lie." Travis says, his voice becoming strained as the sound of a scuffle ensues. 
 
   Danielle keeps the elevator doors open, her back against one side and her feet against the other, while watching the commotion happening in the hall. 
 
   I stay with Alex against the back wall as she rubs my head, telling me I'm okay, that everything will be okay and we'll make it out of here. 
 
   Glancing over at Becca, I see her quietly waiting in the corner. She stares ahead, looking completely disconnected from the world and what's happening around her. 
 
   Danielle suddenly bursts into laughter, "They tied him up, shoved him inside a room, and locked him in," and she falls into another fit of laughter. "Fucking. Awesome." 
 
   Footsteps hustle down the hall, growing louder as they near. "You okay?" Travis immediately asks me when he comes into view. 
 
   I bite my lip, nodding in response as Sanders steps foot in the elevator. Moving forward, I go to push the button for the third floor, but Travis stops me, pulling my hand away. 
 
   "Just a sec," he says, holding my hand in his as a third Hunter rushes into the elevator. My eyes trail up the man's uniform, wondering who else is working with Travis, when I hear Alex scream. 
 
   "Aiden!" And she lunges at him. "How the hell –what are you –how did you?" she asks in complete and utter surprise, holding him at a distance, looking up at his face. 
 
   He smiles at her and pulls her into his arms, hugging her tight. "It's good to see you too," he laughs. 
 
   I faintly notice the elevator doors closing behind him, barely feel the floor ascending beneath me, as I stare at him in shock, my mouth open wide. "How the hell?" I finally say, a smile stretching across my face. 
 
   He looks up, his eyes meeting mine, and a small smile curves his lips. "Thought I'd never see you again." 
 
   I turn and glance up at Travis, "Did you...?" but he looks almost as surprised as I do. 
 
   "Thought we could use some back up, so why not someone who's just as invested as us? Someone who wants to be here for the same reasons that we are," Sanders answers as the elevator dings and the doors slide open. 
 
   Travis's expression is unreadable as he nods in understanding, a blank face lost to his thoughts, but his demeanor quickly changes, and he smiles as he looks at his partner, nudging him in the ribs with his elbow. "You couldn't have shown up at a better time, fucker," he pats him on the back, "Thanks, man." 
 
   Sanders shrugs, "I got your back, bro." 
 
   They both step up to the open doors of the elevator, keeping their backs against the wall as they stretch their necks out, searching the area. 
 
   "All clear, let's move," Travis says. 
 
   Sanders heads out first, gun in hand, and the rest of us file out behind him. Travis reaches for me, wrapping his fingers around mine, and we begin jogging down the long room, passing the never ending row of hospital beds. He keeps his gun in hand too, and I'm glad. It means we won't be taking any more chances when it comes to running into someone. 
 
   "So how do you guys know each other? I've never seen him before, and believe me, I would remember that face," I overhear Danielle asking. 
 
   Alex laughs, "He's my brother. Maddie and us, we met on the outside. Ran together for a while...before we got caught," she answers between breaths. 
 
   We finally reach the end of the room and slow down, coming to a stop at an emergency exit. Travis releases my hand to grab his badge, walking up to the door. I glance back at Aiden, and as many questions as I have for him, and of all the things I want to say, all I can seem to do is stare at him. 
 
   He's here. He's actually, really here. I can't believe it. 
 
   "Get over here," he reaches an arm around my shoulder, pulling me into his side, "I missed you, too," he laughs softly, leaning down to kiss the top of my head.
 
   I wrap my arms around him tightly, "I'm so, so glad you're here." 
 
   "Shit," Travis mutters, pulling my attention back to him. "My cards not working. Try yours," he says to Sanders. 
 
   He scoots in and swipes his through, but the light flashes red. He tries again with the same result. And again...and the same red light flickers on. 
 
   "Dammit!" Travis yells, slamming his palm against the door. "They must have figured us out. The building is on lockdown."
 
   "Isn't there another way out of here? Without needing access?" Aiden asks. 
 
   Travis shakes his head, "No, this was our last way out." 
 
   "What if we go back? Try the other stairwell again? It would be empty now, right?" Danielle asks.
 
   "We could try," I push, not ready to give up. 
 
   He nods in response. "Yeah. We don't stop trying until it's over. Let's go."
 
   We all turn to head back just as the elevator dings, its doors sliding open. Tall, sleek stilettos exit and click across the floor in a haste. 
 
   "You should have been gone by now! What are you still doing here?!" Dr. Reesen half whispers-half yells at Travis, not at all concerned with how this all looks. 
 
   His brows furrow in confusion, matching my feelings exactly. "What are you saying exactly?" he asks her. 
 
   "It doesn't matter, we need to get you out of here and quick. Point your gun at me."
 
   "What?"
 
   "Point your gun at me and demand I give you my badge." She looks at him incredulously. "My badge will work, even in lockdown."
 
   Travis pulls his gun from his belt and levels it on the doctor. "Your badge. Now."
 
   She takes it from her pocket and hands it to him. "The code is two-nine-four-five."
 
   He swipes it through the reader and punches in the code. The door buzzes and unlocks. Sighs of relief and a few, "Thank Gods," sound behind me, and I join in with a, "Let's get the hell out of here," of my own. 
 
   "Thank you, Kelly," Travis tells her sincerely. 
 
   "Anytime," she replies, winking at him. 
 
   He pulls the door open and one by one, we slip out, heading down the stairs. The door clicks shut behind us but quickly opens again. 
 
   "Maddie?" the doctor calls down to me.
 
   "Yeah?" I ask, confused. What could she possibly want with me? 
 
   "Take care of our boy,” she finishes and disappears, the door closing behind her. 
 
   I quickly spin back around to continue my path down the stairs. Our boy? Not anymore he’s not. 
 
   Travis looks back at me, quickly gauging my reaction. I just shrug my shoulders and smile at him. It's not like we'll ever see her again, and she did just save our asses. If it weren't for her, we'd still be stuck in lockdown, trying to find another way out of here. 
 
   It's a quick trip down the single flight of stairs, and when we reach the door of the ground floor, Travis opens it slowly, taking a peek outside before giving us the all clear. 
 
   The seven of us walk quickly through the room. The entire floor has already been evacuated, not a single person in sight, and all of the lights have been shut off, concealing us as we move across the floor. 
 
   "There's the vehicle," Travis says, pointing outside the windows at an all-black SUV. "Sanders, Aiden, keep your guns drawn. Some personnel ignored protocol and evacuated out front. We'll have to make a run for it," he says, and I notice the people crowded outside the front doors –fifteen, maybe twenty, workers stand outside along the sidewalk. A few Hunters too. 
 
   I suck in a deep breath, releasing it loudly. Please let us make it to the car. 
 
   "Ready?" Travis asks all of us. 
 
   "Yes," I answer immediately. I just want to get the hell out of here and as far away from this place as possible, and it's now or never. 
 
   "So ready," Danielle replies. 
 
   "Ready," Aiden and Alex both say. 
 
   "I'm ready," Becca's voice shakes. "I'm ready, let's go," she adds more confidently. 
 
   "Alright, let's go!" Sanders says, his gun at the ready. 
 
   Travis looks back and reaches out for me. I quickly grab his hand as the doors open, and we take off, running into the night. I run as fast as my feet can take me, my feet pounding against the pavement. I hear a few people yelling, demanding us to stop, but I don't look back. I don't pay attention to any of them. I'm on a one track mind. Keep running, get to the car, don't stop. 
 
   Travis points his gun at them, telling them not to move or he'll shoot. Sanders and Aiden click their guns as well, yelling something of the same, but their words don't register. 
 
   Keep running, get to the car, don't stop. 
 
   My feet slow as we near the vehicle, and Travis pulls the passenger door open for me. I quickly jump in, the door slamming shut behind me. The keys are in the ignition, so I reach over and start the car, the engine roaring to life as Travis hops in the driver's seat. We both turn at the same time to take a look behind us. 
 
   Aiden, Alex, and Sanders sit in the first row, Danielle and Becca in the row behind them. I'm pulled back into my seat as Travis stomps on the gas, peeling out of the parking lot. I click my seatbelt in as we skid to a stop at the front gates, and I brace myself against the forward movement with a hand on the dashboard. 
 
   Travis rolls down his window, aiming his gun straight in the face of the unsuspecting Hunter working the gate. "Open the gate. Now," he demands.
 
   The guy wastes no time, pushing whatever button necessary to open it. The gate slides open, and as soon as we can possibly fit, Travis slams his foot back down on the gas, driving us through the small opening. 
 
   We just pull out onto the open road when a car skids around the corner, racing up behind us. Something pelts against our vehicle, the pops echoing loudly around us. 
 
   "They're shooting!" Travis says. 
 
   "Thank fuck for a bulletproof car." Aiden replies. 
 
   "Everybody get down!" Sanders instructs as he pushes a button on his door, sliding the window down, and Aiden does the same, leaning out to aim his gun at the car behind us. 
 
   I slide down into my seat as wind rushes through the open windows. Travis's gaze darts between the rearview mirror and the front windshield, his fists tightening on the steering wheel as he watches everything go down. Sanders' and Aiden's guns fire, shooting off round after round, and I cover my ears, blocking out the loud bangs. 
 
   "Got him!" Sanders exclaims. 
 
   Looking into the side view mirrors, I watch as the car drastically slows and veers off the road. And just like that, it's over, an open road ahead of us and an empty road behind us. 
 
   Hoots and hollers erupt throughout the car. 
 
   "We did it! We fucking did it!" Sanders yells, gripping Travis's shoulder tight, shaking him. 
 
   "We did. Thanks to you, man. We wouldn't have made it out without you," he replies, his tone much more serious than the atmosphere in the car. 
 
   "Aww, man. Don't get all mushy on me. Wait a minute. Are you trying to tell me that you love me? I know the ladies can't fight it, but you too?!"
 
   Travis laughs, shaking his head. "You're a fucking idiot," he says through his laughter, slapping the air behind him, trying to connect with Sanders. 
 
   I lean my head against the seat, watching them, and catch myself smiling, finding the huge grin on Travis's face infectious. Happiness shines in his eyes, a happiness I haven't seen in such a long time, and I close my eyes, feeling a sense of calm wash over me. 
 
   We made it. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
                                                               Travis
 
    
 
   Fucking surreal. Those are the only two words I can find to describe this moment. Maddie is actually here, sitting in the passenger seat beside me. Her eyes are closed, and she's smiling with a look of contentment on her face. Inhaling deeply, she releases her breath on a sigh and opens her eyes to find me watching her. The soft smile playing across her full lips slowly morphs into a huge grin, and so does mine.
 
   "I hate to break up the lovefest taking place between you two, but don't you need to call Jim?" Sanders chimes in from the seat behind me.
 
   Looking in the rearview mirror, I reach into my pocket for my cell, hold it in the air and respond, "Yes, dear."
 
   "Yes, dear? Did I hear that right?" he says with a shocked expression on his face. Raising up both hands he continues, "Hold up everyone, if each of you would take a moment to look out the window closest to you and check the sky for flying pigs, I'd really appreciate it."
 
   Maddie giggles, and Sanders rolls down his window. Sticking his head out, he searches the night sky.
 
   "Not a pig in sight!" he yells with his head still outside. Pulling it back in the SUV, he starts rolling up the window and continues, "Shit, if it wasn't so dark out, I'd have you all searchin' the trees for a fat lady swingin." 
 
   "The fat lady doesn't swing you moron. She sings," Aiden speaks up on a chuckle, and we all begin to laugh, except for Becca who remains quiet in the back seat.
 
   Looking over to Aiden, Sanders replies, "Look, pretty boy." 
 
   "You can say that again," Danielle interrupts, eyeballing Aiden from the very back seat.
 
   The sudden ringing of my cellphone interrupts the current banter and immediately silences everyone in the car. Seeing Jim's name on the screen, I answer.
 
   "Hey, Jim. I was just about to call you."
 
   "Everyone's okay?" he asks.
 
   "Yeah, we're okay," I respond. 
 
   "Great. I'm gonna need to make this quick, Travis. As you can imagine, shit is hitting the proverbial fan back at the compound. The Colonel has implemented a mandatory, 48 hour no fly zone over California."
 
   "He has the authority to do that?" I respond. This wasn't a scenario we ever discussed during planning. 
 
   "You hog tied a highly decorated Colonel of the Militia and locked him in a room within his own compound, son. That doesn't sit well with a man like him or his overblown ego. He wants retribution, so he made some calls. We'd already disabled the copter at the compound to buy you some time, but that doesn't account for men on the ground he's already dispatched, or the air support he's probably called in from other locations. I'd get off the road as soon as you can."
 
   "Alright. I'll contact you once we're settled." 
 
   "And I'll be in touch if anything changes," Jim responds and hangs up the phone. 
 
   "We need to get off the road," I begin, eyeing Sanders through the rearview mirror. "The Colonel issued a no fly zone order over California for the next forty-eight."
 
   "He doesn't have that kind of pull," Sanders replies, obviously as surprised as I was upon hearing this information.
 
   "I guess he knows people that do. He's pissed about being hog tied and locked up," I respond and can't help but chuckle.
 
   "Oh, is the poor Colonel upset?" Danielle asks sarcastically. "How does it feel asshole?" 
 
   "No kidding," Maddie agrees. 
 
   "What a hypocrite," Alex chimes in.
 
   "The chopper at the compound was disabled to buy us some time," I explain, "but Jim thinks the Colonel's probably requested air support from local resources to track us. We're gonna need to lay low until the no-fly is over and Brad can send a copter to lift us out."
 
   "So the Hunters are being hunted," Aiden says. 
 
   "Yes, they are," Sanders and I reply in unison.
 
   "And where will we be going, exactly?" Alex asks. 
 
   "Canada," I respond, meeting her eyes in the mirror. 
 
   "The free nation?" 
 
   "No," I shake my head. "But somewhere better than here."
 
   "Can I just say how unbelievably fucking cool this is?" Danielle begins. "Think about it. It's like we're all characters in some rad book- Hot boy risks everything to save the girl he loves," she says pointing towards Maddie and me. "Hot boy has funny sidekick," she continues, pointing at Sanders. "Sidekick, busts the hottest of all hotties, Mr. Hottie McFuckinHotterson, out of jail," she says, now pointing both index fingers at Aiden, then shifts one towards Alex and continues, "Brother and sister are reunited. Hottest of all hotties meets extremely, bad ass, and unbelievably charming babe...muah," she says, gesturing to herself. "And all this happens while busting out of a military compound and running from our corrupt, evil, misogynistic, male run government. And this one here," she nods towards Becca, "all timid and quiet, will probably end up saving all our asses down the line. I mean seriously...if they still made movies. This would be one! It's fucking awesome."
 
   Looking over at Maddie to see her reaction, I find her looking straight ahead, smiling.
 
   "Sidekick? I'm just the sidekick?" Sanders bursts from the seat directly behind me, completely appalled. "Hell no!" he yells, turning in his seat to face Danielle. "I'm this story's M.V. mother fuckin P. The hero. Ya know, the good looking character who disappears, then shows up with perfect timing and saves the day. Yet, you minimize my role to the cute sidekick. I'm hurt, Danielle."
 
   "You're right," she replies, trying to look sincere as she fights the urge to laugh. "I'm sorry, Sanders, you're the M.V P." 
 
   Turning back around in a huff, he says, "That's what I thought." And begins to mumble to himself, loud enough that we all can hear him. "Making me Brennan's cute sidekick."
 
   "The funny sidekick actually," Aiden mutters under his breath.
 
   "What was that, pretty boy?" Sanders asks.
 
   "She called you the funny sidekick, not the cute sidekick. The funny one," he repeats again. "You're a supporting role to my main character, who I believe she referred to as Mr. Hottie McFuckinHotterson, the hottest of all hotties."
 
   "You got that right, hot stuff," Danielle chimes in, and Sanders is mad once again.
 
   An hour later, Sanders is finally done feeling insulted, and we're traveling down a long dirt road after spotting an old wooden sign along the highway which read, "This Way to Hillroy's Family Farm." We decided to give it a shot, hoping the property would include a house and enough open space for a chopper to land, allowing us to arrange the pickup here if possible. The less we move about, the less risk we have of getting caught. Plus, if there's a house on the property, it would be far enough off the main road and enclosed by enough brush and trees to provide us some natural coverage. 
 
   Bouncing along the unpaved road, the headlights are all that illuminate our path and the clouds of dirt kicked into motion by the tires of our SUV. Trees line the road on both sides, as well as some old, rusted farm equipment we pass along the way.
 
   "There," Maddie says, pointing up ahead. "Is that a house or a barn?" she asks.
 
   "Looks like a house to me," Alex says from behind us.
 
   "As long as it's not the compound, who the hell cares. I'd take a barn over that shithole any day," Danielle says.
 
   As we pull closer, an abandoned house comes into clearer view, and it's exactly the kind of home you'd expect to see on a farm. Time and neglect have clearly done their job. Brick red paint peels back from the panels of wood that once made up this barn style home, a few shutters hanging sideways from their hinges.
 
   Bringing the SUV to a stop directly in front of the house, I turn off the engine and everyone begins to open their doors, exiting the vehicle. As Maddie reaches for her handle, I lean over her to grab a flashlight from the side panel of the door. My arm rests upon her thigh, her face just inches from mine, and I feel her body shiver underneath my touch.
 
       "Are you cold?" I ask her, eyeing her from the side, trying not to crack a smile once I see her reaction. She's embarrassed.
 
   "No," she quickly responds, shaking her head. "I'm fine," she continues, unwilling to make eye contact, and her face begins to flush a little. 
 
   Leaning my body in just a little more, my face even closer to hers now, I ask, "You sure about that?" A knowing grin plays across my lips.
 
   "Yes, I'm sure," she quips, looking completely flustered now.
 
   "You sure you're sure?" I ask, enjoying this moment far too much to let it end.
 
   Biting down on her lip, she tries desperately not to crack a smile. Looking me directly in the eyes, she says, "Yes, Travis. I'm sure, I'm sure." 
 
   "Are you sure?" I ask once again, and we both break into laughter. As I grab the flashlight, she shoves me.
 
   "Some things never change," she replies.
 
   "I sure hope not," I reply, my expression suddenly growing serious as I look her in the eyes.
 
   "Travis, there's so much—" she begins, but suddenly her door flies open and Alex is standing there.
 
   "Come on, Maddie. Let's check out the house and see what we can find, just like we always do!" she says, grabbing her hand.
 
   "Okay, okay," Maddie replies as Alex begins pulling her out of her seat. "We'll talk later?" she asks as she comes to a stand, Alex dragging her away as she tries to hold onto the inside of the door. 
 
   "It's a date," I respond with a smile and pull the keys out of the ignition, just before Alex pushes the door closed with the back of her foot.
 
                                  ~~~~~~~~~
 
   We lucked out with this house. It has three bedrooms, a huge family room, a living room, and an office. Like most of the abandoned properties post plague, the interior is still furnished. But unlike most I've entered, the furniture here had been covered. Whoever once lived here, I'm assuming the Hillroy family, must've had hopes of returning someday and took steps to protect what they owned. So although the house has accumulated a lot of dust over the years, the furniture once uncovered, seems to have remained unaffected. 
 
   After parking the SUV in the barn and grabbing the backpacks and boxes of supplies Jim and Brad stocked in the back of it, and covering the windows with some of the extra blankets and sheets Maddie and Alex found, we've all gathered in the family room of the house. Well, all of us except Becca. She said she wasn't feeling well and wanted to lay down. I have a feeling being around all these different personalities has been a bit overwhelming for her, especially since she's been locked up for so long.
 
   "Oh my gosh, this smells so weird," Alex says as she shoves the opened MRE, or Meal Ready to Eat, under Maddie's nose, who's sitting on the loveseat next to her. "Right?" she asks.
 
   Shrugging her shoulders, Maddie replies, "It's not so bad. It smells better than a lot of the stuff I've had to eat."
 
   "True that," Danielle agrees. 
 
   "That's until you met me," Aiden says as he stands next to Sanders, across from where Danielle and I are sitting on the couch. He winks at Maddie, and she offers him a small smile. Stepping towards the love seat, he gestures for her to scoot over. While she moves closer to Alex, she glances over at me. She's uncomfortable; I can tell. I'm just not sure why. The last time I saw her with Aiden, she kissed him. 
 
   Aiden squeezes in beside her, and reaches his arm around, resting it along the back of the couch. "I always found something decent for my girls to eat. Didn't I?" he asks, while pulling her in and kissing the top of her head. 
 
   Maddie palms his face, gently shoving his head away while rolling her eyes. "Yes, you did," she replies. Then offers a genuine, "Thank you," before looking down at her hands resting on her lap.
 
   "Oh my gosh, remember when we ended up at that house with all that yummy food? And those Twinkies," Alex says.
 
   "Yes!" Maddie replies, her face suddenly lighting up. "Those were so, so good."
 
   "Twinkies?" I ask.
 
   "Yes, Twinkies," Maddie replies, looking over at me with excitement in her eyes. "Remember that time your mom came home from work with a couple of those packaged little cakes her co-worker had gotten somewhere, and you waited to open yours so we could try it together?" 
 
   "Aww, you're so sweet, Brennan," Danielle says, nudging me.
 
   "I remember," I respond, smiling at the memory and how fucking cute Maddie looks right now telling the story.
 
   "Well these...they were even better. They had this delicious, sugary cream filling," she explains, her eyes growing wide. 
 
   "Come to think of it, it's hard for me to recall what that cake even tasted like. Remember, I'd only had a tiny bite before you ate the rest of mine," I reply, eyebrow raised, waiting for her reaction.
 
   Just as expected, she leans forward, and narrowing her eyes, she points at me. "Travis Brennan. Take it back. You know that's not true!" 
 
   "The evidence said otherwise, Maddie. You know that," I respond seriously, shrugging my shoulders. 
 
   "There was no evidence!" she replies, with a stomp of her foot.
 
   "Yeah, because you ate it!" I respond, and we both break into a fit of laughter. 
 
   And for the first time, in a very long time, we feel like Maddie and Travis. I know this...because this feeling right here....this feels like home.
 
   The moment is interrupted as Alex pulls Maddie back in her seat. "Enough about the damn Twinkies," she says, seeming slightly annoyed. "How 'bout that Tequila?" Alex asks, bumping her shoulder into Maddie's.
 
   "Oh god, don't remind me," Maddie says covering her face, and Aiden chuckles beside her.
 
   "Do tell, Hottie McHotterson," Danielle says, eyeing Aiden.
 
   "I never kiss and tell," he replies on a wink, and I feel heat begin to move through my body. Letting out a chuckle, I fight the urge to bash Aiden's teeth down his throat. 
 
   "Oh, shit," Sanders mutters, looking at over at me from where he stands, then over to Aiden. "You just had to take it there, pretty boy," he says shaking his head in disbelief. 
 
   "Wait! What am I missing?" Danielle yells out, looking from Sanders to Aiden to Maddie and back to me.
 
   "Nothing!" Maddie replies. "It's nothing."
 
   "Her and Aiden kissed for the first time that night," Alex says.
 
   "What? You kissed McHotterson?" Danielle exclaims, then looks over at me with her eyes wide and mouth hanging open.
 
   "On a dare! I kissed him on a dare," she says, shooting daggers at Alex. 
 
   "And the second time, you kissed me because you wanted to, from what I recall," Aiden says, looking down at her.
 
   Leaning back, Danielle says, "Awk-ward."
 
   I don't know what kind of game Aiden is playing, but I'm giving up my front row seat to this shit show. Deciding it's best to excuse myself before I say, or more accurately do, something I might later regret, I pull my cell out of my pocket and come to a stand. 
 
   "Need to check in with Jim," I say to Sanders, "then I'm gonna try and get a few hours of sleep. The rest of you may want to do the same, we don't know what's to come."
 
   Grabbing my hand, Danielle says, "Wait, Brennan," and gets up from the couch, pulling me into a tight hug. "Thank you, Travis. For everything." Looking up at me she continues, "I will always have your back." 
 
   Grabbing my face, she kisses me on the lips and then wraps her arms around my neck, pulling me down into another hug. "Now you're even," she whispers in my ear, winking at me as she releases her hold. 
 
   "Good night everyone," I offer, and when my eyes fall on Maddie, she offers me a smile that doesn't reach her eyes. 
 
   "Goodnight," she says.
 
   As I walk away, I hear Alex say, "Maddie, you're sleeping with me."
 
   "Don't look at me, pretty boy," Sanders says. "I'm taking the couch."
 
   Their voices begin to fade and bleed together the further I make my way down the hall. Stopping at Becca's room, I peek my head in her halfway opened door, and find her sleeping, confirmed quickly with a snore. I cross the hall and enter the empty bedroom directly across from hers. 
 
   Leaning down, I turn on the low wattage lantern I put in here earlier, then close the door behind me. There's a queen sized bed resting below a large window and a chair that sits empty in the corner of the room. Sitting down on the bed, I pull off my boots and then my shirt, tossing them each onto the hardwood floor. I lie back on the bed and prop up my pillow, crossing my arms behind my head, and stare up into the ceiling. 
 
   Twenty minutes and a quick phone call with Jim later, I hear everyone dispersing, doors closing behind them. And it's even later when I find myself still awake, thinking about Maddie. Just when I feel like we've made that connection, that we're on the same page, I'm forced to confront whatever it is that's going on between her and Aiden. 
 
   And it's not that I'm worried about it. I'm impatient. I've waited this long; I don't want to wait any more. 
 
   A soft knock sounds at the door and I sit up, clearing my throat. "Come in." 
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
                                                            Maddie
 
    
 
   My heart beats wildly, my breaths erratic.
 
   My hands tremble at my sides as I force myself to take a deep, calming breath. 
 
   It doesn't work. Not at all. 
 
   Slowly, I lift a shaking hand in the air, curling it into a fist, and hold it there, inches away from his door... 
 
   "Well shit, Maddie," Aiden spoke up once we were alone, seeing that I was visibly upset. "I was only messing with you earlier...Okay, okay, I might have been trying to ruffle some feathers too. But it was only in fun. I can't let him have you that easy," he finished.
 
   I kept my head down, staring at my hands. "I...I just..." I trailed off, not knowing what to say really. How could I make things right? How could I tell him how I was feeling without hurting him? 
 
   "Hey. Hey," he said, lifting my chin, forcing me to look up and into his eyes. "I get it, Maddie. You've been honest with me. I know how you feel about him. And I'm man enough to back off where I'm not wanted."
 
   "It's not that I don't care about you," I finally said. 
 
   He nodded, taking his bottom lip between his teeth. "I know."
 
   "And I do love you, and Alex too, and everything you guys did for me, all that time we ran together? It means the world to me." 
 
   He cleared his throat. "Me too, Maddie. This doesn't change any of that. We're still here for you. I'm still here for you, for anything. Okay?" 
 
   I nodded, "Thank you." 
 
   "Now go," he quickly said, standing from his spot on the couch beside me. "We both know what you want to do." And then he walked away, joining Alex in her room, leaving me to stare down the hall at the door Travis had disappeared through earlier. 
 
   ...It's not just what I want to do, it's what I desperately need to do. 
 
   That doesn't make this any easier though. 
 
   I swallow thickly and close my eyes, trying to muster up the courage for everything I need to tell him. 
 
   All of it. 
 
   A throat clears down the hall, and I open my eyes to find Sanders watching me, an amused smile stretched across his face. "What the hell you waiting for girl? Go!" he whisper-yells, waving me towards the door with his hands. 
 
   I nod, pulling my focus back to the door. 
 
   Deep breath in, deep breath out. 
 
   I can do this. 
 
   And I knock softly against the wood, finally closing the distance between my shaking fist and Travis's door. 
 
   "Come in," he says.
 
   I twist the knob and enter his room, closing the door quietly behind me. Originally, I had planned to come right on out with it, but the words get stuck in my throat when I spot Travis on the bed. He's shirtless, the small lantern beside him casting a light glow across his torso, across every muscle, and each tattoo drawn on his skin. 
 
   He’s beautiful.
 
   "Everything okay?" he asks, breaking my stare, and my cheeks immediately flame. 
 
   Wringing my hands in front of me, I nod quickly. "Yeah. Yeah, I'm fine. I just— earlier... when you said we could talk later? Can we— I mean, I was hoping it would be okay to finish that conversation now. There's so much I need to say, so much I want to tell you and I don't..." I'm pacing now, treading a path back and forth across the room. "I can't wait. There's no way I could lay down and fall asleep knowing you're right down the hall. And I mean, it's crazy right? This is crazy. You're here. And I'm here, and it's been so long." I ramble on nervously. 
 
   Travis laughs, "Maddie, relax. It's fine. I'm glad you're here."
 
   I stop pacing across the floor and let out a sigh of relief. One that causes Travis's lips to curve into a smile, and I watch as he tries to hide it behind his fist. 
 
   "Okay, good. That's good." I nod. "See, I wasn't even sure you'd want me to come in here and bother you, but—"
 
   "You're not bothering me, Maddie. I'd have gone maybe another five minutes before coming and getting you myself," he says quietly. 
 
   Oh.
 
   His green eyes bore into mine from across the room. "Come here," he finally says. 
 
   And I almost do. But, "Wait. I have some things I really need to say," I reply instead. 
 
   He crosses his arms and leans back onto his pillow. "Go on," he says with a smirk. 
 
   I push against my nerves, my hands still shaking. "Okay," I swallow, my mouth suddenly dry. Just do it. But the way he's looking at me makes me feel so damn nervous. "Maybe you could stop looking at me like that?"
 
   "Like what?" he asks on a soft chuckle. 
 
   "You know what you're doing, don't you?" 
 
   "No idea," and he continues to smile at me. 
 
   I shake my head, trying not to smile back at him. "Never mind. Just... I don't even know where to start. Maybe you could just listen? Let me finish, and then say something? If you want, I mean."
 
   He nods, his expression turning slightly more serious. "I'm listening."
 
   My feet seem to have a mind of their own, resuming their path back and forth across the room. "First," I take a deep breath and release it slowly, "I want to say that I'm sorry."
 
   "Maddie," Travis shakes his head. 
 
   "No. No, you deserve to hear that. Because I am. I'm so sorry. I'm sorry I ever doubted you, because I should have trusted you. I know you better than that, and I know you'd never hurt me. I was just so confused. You showed up out of nowhere, and I was so happy to see you, but then everyone else was there too, and you didn't do anything to stop them. I didn't know what to think, other than the fact that you were there, dressed just like them, helping them take us in. 
 
   "But even then, I feel like I still should have known. I should have connected the dots sooner and trusted that you had a plan. I wish, not just for my sake but for yours, that I would have put that together quicker. 
 
   "And then I was at the compound, and I kind of knew you were there for me, but I didn't get why...and then there was 'Hot Doctor' and that...whole thing, which made me question everything all over again. And you don't even have to explain that, because it's none of my business really. 
 
   "I just, embarrassingly enough, over time had come to think that maybe you had always liked me too, the way that I've always liked you, because I had a lot of time to think you know, being out there," I wave an arm around the room as I continue to pace, "and I spent a lot of that time thinking back on things, on us, and what all of it might have meant. And if there's one thing I know now for sure, it's that you've always known how I felt."
 
   I stop, looking down at the ground, deciding how to word this next part. Leaning my back against the wall, I look up at Travis, and he's watching me, waiting. 
 
   "I just," I take a deep breath again, "wanted to say I'm sorry for not trusting you sooner and mostly, thank you. Thank you for saving me and thank you for being here, with me." 
 
   He stares at me intently, swallowing hard, his Adam's apple bobbing up and down. He's still waiting, waiting for me to finish, because he knows I'm not done yet.
 
   It's quiet for just a few moments longer before I continue, "I keep thinking...it means something that you're here, right? I mean, everything you've done for me and everything you've given up? You wouldn't have done all of this if you didn't feel something for me... But then Danielle kissed you, and it didn't even occur to me until then that maybe you two–"
 
   He shakes his head firmly, immediately shutting down that thought. 
 
   Thank god, and I know he can see the relief on my face. 
 
   "Travis," I push off the wall, taking a step closer to him. "I love you. I'm in love with you."
 
   He sits up straighter, smiling, biting his lip to hold himself back from saying something. 
 
   "I always have been." I shrug my shoulders. "That never went away," I end quietly, breaking eye contact with him. 
 
   He clears his throat. "Come here, Maddie."
 
   "Listen, you don't have to...I mean, I understand if it's not like that for you, I just had to tell you."
 
   "Maddie."
 
   I look up at him, my breath catching at the unspoken emotion swirling behind his eyes. 
 
   He loves me too. 
 
   I see it in the curve of his smile, in the depth of adoration coloring his features, in the way he leans towards me, his body silently begging me to come closer.
 
   "Come here," he says again, softly. 
 
   I swallow nervously, taking slow steps towards him, and my heart beats faster with each step that brings us closer. His eyes don't leave mine and within them I see a determination I've never seen before and a longing I never imagined he'd be directing at me. 
 
   Scooting to the edge of the bed, he studies me, gauging me with a small smile curving his lips. He waits patiently, pulling his bottom lip between his teeth as I take my final step.
 
   This is really happening, and my pulse beats faster.
 
   Standing between his legs, I look down at him as his hands reach out for me. He gently grips the back of my legs, and I close my eyes. 
 
   "This okay?" he asks, his voice low and gravelly. 
 
   I nod, unable to find the words for how much I want this, for how long I've wanted it. 
 
   His hands slide up the backs of my legs, slow and torturous, up and over, settling on my lower back. My breath hitches as he pulls me closer, lifting one leg and then the other around him, sliding me into place on his lap. 
 
   One of his hands resume its hold on my lower back while the other comes up to touch my face, a tender caress. 
 
   Looking deeply into my eyes, he says, "I've always wanted to kiss you. Every time you smiled, every time you laughed. These lips," his thumb lightly pulls down at my bottom lip, "have tempted me for far too fucking long." 
 
   My breaths come quicker, deeper, as I slide my hands up his chest and around his neck. "Then kiss me," I say bravely, breathless. 
 
   Licking my lips, I wait anxiously as he slides his hands into my hair and still, his gaze doesn't leave mine as he pulls me down to him. 
 
   I feel his breath on my lips, and I let out a little gasp just before he crushes his lips to mine. 
 
   Everything happens so fast, his lips hungrily moving against mine as he grips me tight, swallowing every small sound I make. His tongue slides against mine, our mouths molding to each other so perfectly. 
 
   He brings his hands to my face, pulling me away briefly. Our breaths match, heavy and fast. 
 
   "Holy shit," he breathes. 
 
   Yes, I want to agree but feel too greedy and smash my lips against his once more, kissing him even deeper than before. Our mouths move against each other in a perfect rhythm as his hands move up and down my back, over and around my thighs, pulling me closer and closer still. 
 
   He groans and it lights a fire within me. I can't get enough, and I move my hands upward, pulling his hair between my fingers in a desperate attempt to get closer. His hands slide around my back, and lower, pulling me into him. 
 
   Taking my bottom lip between his teeth, he bites it gently and pulls it into his mouth, sucking softly.
 
   "Fuck, Maddie," he growls and leans back, pulling us down onto the mattress together. He wraps his arms around me tighter and rolls us over, pinning me beneath him. 
 
   Beneath his body. 
 
   Beneath his piercing stare. 
 
   His chest expands against mine as he breathes, and he smooths my hair away from my face with a soft touch. "I love you too, Maddie. I have for a long time. I was just too fucking stupid to ever do anything about it." 
 
   I swallow, my emotions threatening to overflow in this private moment between us. A moment I never thought we'd share. 
 
   But he lowers his head, his lips finding mine once more. And this time...everything slows down...our breaths...our hands...our lips. They slide against each other slowly, tenderly, his tongue finding a lazy rhythm against my own. One of his hands cup my jaw, his thumb caressing my throat.
 
   I slide my hands up his arms, down his back and around to his stomach, feeling every muscle that tightens beneath my touch. Slowly, my hands trail a path up his stomach and over his chest, stopping at his face. 
 
   His stubble feels rough against my fingers and I grip his face harder, desperate for this new sensation. For the feeling of Travis beneath my touch. For the taste of him on my tongue. For the sound of our quiet moans colliding between breaths. 
 
   His hand glides down my neck, his touch feathering across my collarbone and down my arm, causing me to shiver beneath him. He takes hold of my hand, lifting it above my head as he entwines his fingers within mine.
 
   And I'm lost. Completely and utterly lost. 
 
   In him, his touch, his soft whispers...
 
   ...God, Maddie.
 
   ...I never—
 
   ...I don't ever want to stop kissing you.
 
   ...You're so fucking beautiful.
 
   ...I've missed you so much.
 
   ...I didn't—
 
   ...God, I didn't know it could feel like this, just kissing you.
 
   He squeezes my hand tighter.
 
   ...I love you.
 
   His mouth moves lower, kissing my jaw.
 
   ...I love you.
 
   His soft lips linger at the base of my throat.
 
   ...I love you.
 
   And his hand slides under the bottom of my shirt, gripping me at the waist as he trails light kisses across my neck, stopping just beneath my ear, and I dig my fingers into his back in response, pulling him even closer. His hand continues to slide across my stomach, and lower, grasping the waistband of my pants in his tight grip. 
 
   "Wait...Wait," I say breathlessly, stilling his hand on my stomach. He pulls it away and up to my face as he rests his forehead against mine. 
 
   "I'm sorry. Shit, I'm sorry. I didn't mean to take it that far." His heavy breaths fan across my face. He shifts away and lies beside me, the front of his body lying flush against the side of mine. "One taste and I lost my fucking mind."
 
   "It's okay," I breathe. "I might have lost my mind too." And my cheeks flush.
 
   At the same time, we both burst into laughter. 
 
   Call it nervous giggles or peals of excited relief, but whatever it is...it's everything. Because I can't remember the last time I felt this happy. 
 
   I turn onto my side, looking him directly in the eyes. He smiles, and I smile too. 
 
   "Okay, this is surreal," he says. 
 
   "Yeah," I answer quietly.
 
   His gaze falls to my lips. "All I can think about is kissing you again."
 
   I turn and bury my face in the pillow, laughing some more. When I come back up to face him, I bite my bottom lip before releasing it to say, "I can't believe you said you love me." 
 
   "I do," he immediately replies, grabbing my hand.
 
   Our laced fingers rest on the bed between us, and I watch as he draws slow circles on my palm with his thumb. When I look up, he's watching me, studying me, as a slow smile curves his lips. And I can't seem to look away. Being here with him like this...it's unreal. 
 
   He shifts his weight around, moving a little closer to me, and I notice the bracelet on his wrist. I reach for it, pulling his arm and the bracelet towards me with my finger. 
 
   My finger glides along the braided pattern. "When did you find it?" I ask, breaking the silence. 
 
   "The day after you left." He pulls his arm up, his elbow to the mattress as he rests his head in his hand, looking down at me. "When I saw it...I knew I'd never stop looking for you." He stares at it, spinning it around his wrist before bringing his hand back to support his head. "It was then that I realized how much I loved you...that I'd never be the same without you."
 
   My eyes are glued to his, all the words getting lost on my tongue. All I can do is follow my instinct, show him how much that means to me. So I reach out and wrap my hand around his neck, pulling him down to me as I lean forward and press my lips against his. My kiss is soft and lingering. A simple, small touch of our lips on the surface, but beneath it…so much more. 
 
   It screams for me… You mean that much too. I'd have never been the same without you either. I am so unbelievably, undeniably in love with you.
 
   His lips leave mine as I slowly pull away, and my hand finds its way back to his, my fingers sliding through his own. He wears a huge, cheesy smile, and I can't help but do the same. 
 
   "One taste, and I've definitely lost my mind too," I say, the same cheesy smile still plastered on my face. 
 
   He smiles again, and it's addicting. 
 
   "Because your lips…definitely know what they're doing," I add. 
 
   And this time, he outright laughs, joining me in my own fit of giggles, and I wonder...how is it that being with him makes everything else disappear? 
 
   We lie like this for a long time, talking. He asks about my life since I ran, and I tell him everything, every possible detail I can recall –the places I've been, how I kept busy, how I survived all on my own. I tell him about the day I met Aiden and Alex and how mortifying that was. He laughs, but I can tell he only finds it slightly amusing, being more concerned about the fact that they may or may not have seen me naked. But the more I talk about them, the more his animosity towards them seems to dissipate. 
 
   When I tell him about the day I shot someone to save Alex, he tells me he knew Leroy was full of shit, that I'd never shoot someone just to rob them. And I'm shocked to find out just how much he knows about that day, and that man, and the things he must have planned to do with Alex. 
 
   I yell, much louder than necessary, when I realize the day that helicopter landed outside our house to pick up those girls...that was Travis and Sanders. And of course that leads us to the day he found me. 
 
   I'm hesitant to talk about it, because it's a day I'd like to put far behind me. But listening to him replay it from his point of view forces me to understand that I wasn't the only one hurt that day. I wasn't the only one who walked away feeling broken. There were so many ways that day went wrong and so many places we went wrong, but we decide together to move forward, taking only the positives with us. It'll be the good, like being able to free Danielle and Becca too, that we'll carry. Together, we'll leave all of the bad behind. 
 
   I finally find the courage to ask about my parents, and he tells me about the last time he saw my dad. How he knew all along what Travis was up to, that he'd asked him to take care of me and to tell me how much he and my mom love me. He only cared that I was okay, and Travis was able to let them know I was before he left. 
 
   A few tears fall down my cheeks, and Travis gently wipes them away. But it's okay, I tell him. I'm okay, because I finally got my goodbye. 
 
   I listen intently, squeezing his hand tight as he shares with me what it's been like to be a Hunter all this time. His eyes grow dark, his face solemn as he confides in me, and I feel all of his pain. I hope, in time, to help him ease some of that pain, to help quiet the nightmares that haunt him. And I get it now, why he had to bring Danielle with us. 
 
   I smooth the wrinkles on his forehead with my fingers. "I'm so, so sorry," I say, tears streaming down my face. 
 
   He wraps his arms around me and pulls me close. I slide into him, resting my face between his neck and shoulder. "It was worth it," he says softly. "This moment right here... It was all worth it." 
 
   He reaches behind him and shuts off the lantern, bringing his arm back around me. 
 
   "I love you," I whisper into him.
 
   "And I love you."
 
   It’s not long before his breathing evens out and his hold on me slightly loosens. I nuzzle into him further, feeling his heart beat against mine, and for the first time, in such a long time, I finally feel at home. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty
 
                                       Travis
 
    
 
   As quickly as Sanders' voice begins to register, "–not letting you pass. It's just not gonna–" sleep steps forward to drag me under once again.
 
   "–you Brennan's guard dog now?" Danielle's words fight back against sleep's pull, forcing me into the present moment, where Maddie begins to shift in the same spot her body has remained all night...pressed perfectly against mine. 
 
   Sanders replies defensively, "No Danielle, I believe you referred to me as Brennan's cute, little sidekick. Remember? And my man has waited a long damn time to be in that room with that girl. We're not waking them, not yet." 
 
   "Them?" Alex's voice joins in the conversation outside our door.
 
   Maddie shifts again, pulling my attention away from them and back to her. Her back is to my chest, her head tucked safely beneath my chin, and I breathe in, smelling her familiar scent. My arm remains in the same place it rested when we both fell asleep, wrapped in contentment around her waist. But it's only now that I realize my hand has had a mind of its own, finding its way beneath the fabric of her clothing, my fingers gently grasping the smooth curve of her hip. 
 
   A door opens and footsteps can be heard padding down the hall. Maddie begins to pull away from me but not wanting our time alone to end, I pull her back down and into me with a groan of disapproval.  
 
   "You're not going anywhere," I growl lowly into her ear, her head tucked comfortably beneath mine, and I feel her body softly shake as she quietly giggles against me. 
 
   "I didn't want them to wake you," she replies, low enough that only I can hear.
 
   The footsteps in the hallway draw closer to our door and just as they pass, Aiden joins in their current banter, "Funny sidekick. Not cute...funny," and his footsteps continue down the hall.
 
   "No one asked for your opinion, pretty boy. And do us all a favor, put a damn shirt on," Sanders responds.
 
   "Do us a favor and don't," Danielle chimes in, their voices disappearing down the hall as they carry their conversation into the other room. 
 
   Maddie spins around in my hold and rests her chin on my chest, a soft smile playing across her lips. "Good morning," she offers shyly.
 
   "Good morning," I reply with a lazy grin. "How did you sleep?" My smile spreads even wider now as I take in my present reality, as I revel in this moment. Last night was real. She's real. It wasn't a dream. 
 
   There were so many mornings I'd wake up having just dreamt of her. Keeping my eyes closed, my mind would desperately search to recall each and every part, burning them to memory; and I'd attempt to lure myself back into a state of sleep so I could return to that space...a sacred place where I could see her again.  
 
   "Better than I have in really long time," she replies, her smile matching mine. 
 
   Turning her head so her cheek rests upon her hand, she begins to lightly trace the outline of my chest tattoo. I watch in silence as her slender fingers explore my skin...as she takes me in, growing more comfortable in each passing moment and with each delicate touch. In her eyes, I see the moment her thoughts are pulled away from me.
 
   "What are you thinking about?" I ask, drawing a lazy path down the length of her arm with my thumb, hoping to gain access to her thoughts. But more than that, I'm asking her to share the parts of herself she's had to keep hidden from me...because of me...and my inability to be the man she needed. 
 
   I was scared. I see that now. Scared to fall even further than I knew I already had. Afraid to lay my heart on the line, knowing that once I fully gave in, it would no longer be my own. She would own it and with that, she would own me, completely. And then what if I lost her? How ironic that it took the very thing I feared happening for my stubborn mind to finally figure out what my heart knew all along...she already owned me. She always had. 
 
   "You. Us," she answers, gently pulling me from my thoughts. Looking up at me, smiling sweetly, she continues, "This is kind of crazy, lying here with you...I've dreamt of it a million times." Her face flushes, but she continues, "Is it weird that it doesn't feel real? Like maybe I am dreaming?" She laughs at herself quietly. "I just can't believe this is really happening."  
 
   "Believe it," I say, startling her as I suddenly pull her body on top of mine, and then roll us over so she's on her back, and I'm lying on my side. 
 
   I rest my hand on her stomach and lean down to kiss her. She closes her eyes and a small sigh falls from her lips just as I make contact, her soft mouth pressing against mine. 
 
   I force myself to pull away, tugging her bottom lip between my teeth as I go. 
 
   I shake my head, smiling. "You...are trouble."
 
   "I'm trouble?" she laughs but begins to pull me closer, proving my point. 
 
   A hard fist pounds against the door, ending our moment...ending our time alone. 
 
   "Waaaake up love birds," Sanders begins. "I've been out-voted, love shack time is o-ver."
 
   And with that, I roll over onto my back, letting out a groan of frustration as real life invades, as all the shit we should be dealing with pushes its way back to the front of my mind. 
 
   I pull myself up from the bed and come to a stand, holding a hand out for Maddie. She grabs it, and I pull her up next to me. 
 
   "Let's go," I say with a last, lingering kiss to her forehead before pulling her out the door, down the hall, and into the kitchen with the others. 
 
   "Good morning, lovebirds," Danielle says, sitting on the kitchen counter with Alex right beside her.
 
   "Good morning," Maddie and I reply in unison. 
 
   With her hand still in mine, we cross the room to join Sanders and Aiden, who are sitting at the kitchen table. With a nod to them both, I take the only open seat and pull Maddie onto my lap. She blushes at the attention of our audience, but she can be embarrassed all she wants; I'm not letting her out of my sight. 
 
   "Has anyone checked on Becca?" I ask, forcing my eyes away from Maddie and to the others in the room. Becca's the only one absent from the kitchen.
 
   "She was asleep when Alex checked on her earlier," Danielle responds. 
 
   "Any word from Jim?" Sanders asks.
 
   Wrapping my arms around Maddie's waist, my gaze finding hers once more, I respond, "Nothing yet. If anything changes he said he'd call."
 
   "Damn girl, what did you do to him?" Sanders shouts, eyeballing me. 
 
   "What?" I respond, laughing as I turn to face him.
 
   "Dude, you've barely stopped smiling since you walked in the room," he replies. 
 
   "Aww," Danielle coo's, swinging her legs while Alex, who's sitting beside her, rolls her eyes.
 
   "I don't know whether to be ecstatic or fucking terrified," Sanders chimes in again.
 
   "Shut up, man," I reply, shaking my head with a chuckle.
 
   "But really, no man should be this happy," he says, pointing at my smile. "It makes people nervous."
 
   Maddie turns in my lap, laughing, and rests her arm along the back of the chair. With my arm still around her waist, I begin caressing the side of her thigh. I can't seem to keep my hands off her. I've wanted and waited for this long enough. We both have. 
 
   "I think it's sweet," Danielle intervenes. 
 
   Maddie leans down, wrapping her other arm around me. "I think it's sweet, too," she whispers in my ear. 
 
   "I think someone's jealous," Aiden chimes in, directing his comment at Sanders.
 
   "Gonna go check on Becca," Alex says, hopping off the counter. 
 
   Maddie watches as she exits the room, and the strain between them is palpable. I'm just not sure Maddie understands where the disconnect is coming from, especially since Aiden seems to be fine with us being together.
 
   "Shut it, pretty boy," Sanders replies to Aiden's comment, hand gesture included.
 
   Leaning in, Maddie gives me a soft kiss on the lips. When she pulls away, Sanders immediately sees the shit eating grin I have plastered across my face. 
 
   "Aww, hell no!" Sanders explodes out of his chair and moves to stand in front of us. "This," he begins, pointing at my grinning mug, "is what I'm talking about. It can't continue. It just can't. It's freaking me out. You can't be doing this to my man, Maddie."
 
   "Doing what?" she replies with a soft giggle. 
 
   And Aiden groans across the way, covering his eyes with his hand. Maybe he's not that okay with it.
 
   "This," Sanders exclaims, pointing even closer to my face. "Hear me out," and with his index finger tapping his chin, he begins pacing in front of us, like a lawyer, ready to address a jury. 
 
   "You're my boy's girl, Maddie," he continues. "So I want you to know...that makes us family now. Just consider me the brother you never had."
 
   "More like the brother you never wanted," Aiden mumbles, and clears his throat as he sits up and looks at Sanders once more.
 
   In an effort to stay on point, Sanders flips him the bird and continues pacing, undeterred. "But I don't know this guy. Who is this guy? I wasn't even sure if he had teeth until today. So you can imagine how all this is messing with me. He walked into that bedroom the dark, brooding Travis we all know and love," 
 
   "Speak for yourself," Aiden mumbles under his breath.
 
   "And walked out Mr. Fucking Happy Pants," Sanders finishes, pointing at my smiling face again.
 
   "Jealous much, Sandy? Look, if you're worried about losing your position as the funny sidekick, I may have an opening," Aiden says. 
 
   "Where can I apply?" Danielle chimes in flirtatiously. 
 
   Aiden looks up at her, smiles and winks. I think it's the first time he's actually acknowledged her forward flirtation, because she immediately begins to fan her face. Then, as only Danielle would do, she begins fanning herself...down there. 
 
   Maddie bursts out laughing, burying her face in my chest, her hands gripping my shirt. 
 
   Returning to fan her face, Danielle swallows hard, "Oh my, did it just get incredibly hot in here?" she asks, actually looking a little flustered. 
 
   Everyone in the room seems to notice and begins to laugh. I can't help but be surprised by how easily affected she is by his response. 
 
   "I know what you're all thinking," she begins, as though she just read my mind. "And don't you dare judge me," she continues, looking at each of us. "It's been a very, very, very long time...fuckers." And she begins laughing too.
 
   At the same time Alex walks back into the room, taking a seat next to Danielle. 
 
   Sanders steers the conversation back to himself, "Funny you should mention the whole sidekick issue, pretty boy, because it's actually something I've been wanting to address."
 
   "Sanders, I've told you a million times how sorry I am," Danielle pleads, trying to stifle a laugh.
 
   He stops pacing, looks at her, and raises his hand in the air as though he's still too insulted to address her and continues. "As we all know, Danielle has branded me Brennan's sidekick, and although she is entitled to her opinion, what upset me most about said event, is that not one of you stood up in my defense."
 
   "Oh, here we go," Aiden quips.
 
   "So now," Sanders continues, "I'm forced to plead my own case: I am no one's sidekick; I am Travis Brennan's partner, his equal; I'm the MV mother fuckin' P; and therefore, I AM a leading man," he declares. 
 
   "Dude, let it go already," Aiden groans. 
 
   "Ya know, that's especially golden coming from you pretty boy," Sanders replies. "If it wasn't for my quick intellect and superior acting skills, your ass would be rotting in the pokey, getting felt up by some dude named Bruno." 
 
   "Riiiight," Aiden responds.
 
   "How did you get him out?" Maddie asks, taking the words right out of my mouth. I'm curious how he managed to pull it off, and I haven't had the chance to ask him.
 
   "So glad you asked, Maddie. On behalf of Sanders vs. Danielle, I'd like to submit to the court, Exhibit A: Aiden's Break Out."
 
   "Do I get to plead my own defense?" Danielle asks.
 
   "No," Sanders replies immediately. "You've said quite enough already. And since Maddie is the only person in this room who has the ability to be remain impartial, she will be the judge," he says, winking at her. 
 
   Clearly entertained by Sanders and his shenanigans, Maddie responds, "Alright, let's hear it then." And I pull her closer, rubbing her back in slow circles. 
 
   "Due to some personal family matters," Sanders begins stating his case, "I was on leave during the time of said break out, hence why Travis was a bit surprised when I showed up, with perfect timing by the way," he stops mid stride with a finger in the air, "to save the day, I might add." 
 
   Even though he's joking, my heart aches at the mention of his family. Trying to bring some laughter in even the worst of situations, he's willing to make himself the butt of any joke, and he's great at it, but he knows he's not my sidekick. He's my equal, my partner, and I'm lucky to call him my best friend.
 
   "So, that being said," he continues pacing the room, "despite my situation, I couldn't leave my man Travis alone without any back up. Knowing him as well as I do, and because we are partners, I knew he would proceed solo and I just couldn't let that happen. 
 
   "So what did I do? I took it upon myself to bust this one out," he nods towards Aiden. "As annoying as pretty boy can be, I felt kind of bad for him. He's playing for the same team we are and was just trying to do right by his sister. How could we let him rot in jail?"
 
   "Thank you!" Alex interrupts, "You're a good man, Sanders." 
 
   "And thank you for your brutal honesty, Alex, and I ask that the court," he says, eyeing Maddie, "recognize Miss Alex as a witness for the plaintiff." 
 
   I look down at Maddie to find her eyes closed, her head fallen in relaxation as I've continued to massage her back.
 
   Reaching out, I lift her chin. "Maddie."
 
   "What?" she replies lazily.
 
   I can't help but chuckle. "He's talking to you," I nod towards Sanders. 
 
   "Oh! Sorry, Sanders," she offers, embarrassed. 
 
   "Shall I repeat myself?" he replies. 
 
   "I object!" Aiden shouts, and everyone looks at him. 
 
   "On what grounds, pretty boy?" Sanders quips.
 
   "No grounds, I've just always wanted to say that. And, I was hoping you'd shut up," he replies with a shrug, leaning back in his chair as he kicks his feet up on the table. 
 
   "I'm glad the court has had the opportunity to fulfill a lifelong dream for you, and we're all thrilled you've finally been given the opportunity to mark saying, 'I object' off your bucket list. Way to dream big, bro!" he says, while clicking his tongue, pointing his finger, and winking simultaneously. "As for shutting up...let's continue on, shall we?
 
   "In order to free Aiden, I needed to implement the perfect plan. I contacted the jail pretending to be our unit's secretary."
 
   I smile as I watch Maddie, who's fighting to keep her focus on Sanders, because with every small touch or look I give her, her attention keeps coming back to me. And I'm not going to lie, I'm doing it on purpose. 
 
   "Can you two just stop and pay attention?!" Sanders yells, bringing my focus back to him. 
 
   "Sorry, man. Wait...Barbara? The Colonel's sixty-something year old Secretary?" I ask, confused.
 
   "Yes, Travis. Barbara, and she's actually sixty-two. I've seen her contact the jail on a few occasions when we'd have lunch together."
 
   "Lunch?" I reply, even more baffled. How did I not know this? 
 
   "Yes, Travis...lunch. Barbara and I are friends. We bonded over fruit cake and our shared belief that a hot cup of tea goes perfectly with any meal."
 
   And with that, I burst out in laughter. Just when I think I know everything there is to know about him, he surprises the hell out of me. 
 
   "Dude, there is seriously something wrong with you," Aiden chuckles, shaking his head.
 
   "What?" Sanders replies. "The first time I had a piece, I loved it so much Barbara was tickled pink. She was so pleased with my reaction in fact, she began baking me my own batch of mini fruit cakes every week since. So, we'd hang in her office, eat fruit cake, and drink hot tea. Good times." 
 
   After a short pause, his face grows solemn. "I'm really gonna miss her," he adds. 
 
   Aiden pulls his legs off the table and leans forward in his seat, eyeing Sanders like he's out of his mind. "I appreciate everything you did for me. But seriously? You've got issues, man," he says. 
 
   "Okay, but you sound nothing like Barbara," I intervene.
 
   Taking his focus off Aiden, he turns to me with an arrogant look on his face. "I have one word for you bro—acting," and raising his voice a few octaves, he continues, "Helloo, this is Barbra Whitfield calling." 
 
   His impersonation of her is so well done, I can't contain my laughter. He absolutely nailed it. 
 
   "So after informing the jail that Aiden was needed back at the compound for further questioning and that the transfer would be performed by Lieutenant Sanders," he points to himself, "I went to the jail, and they released pretty boy into my custody. When we got into the car, I un-cuffed him, told him what was up, and handed him a uniform and weapon. Then we hauled ass to the compound, I rushed in to save the day, and the rest is history ladies, gents, and pretty boy."
 
   "You done yet? I gotta take a leak," Aiden says.
 
   "In closing," Sanders completely ignores him, raising his index finger in the air as he turns to Maddie, "I respectively ask the court to consider all the evidence I have provided here today, and gra—" 
 
   The phone in my pocket rings, immediately silencing the room. When I pull it out, I see that it's Jim and quickly answer. 
 
   "Travis, things have changed," he says, ignoring any niceties and getting right into it. "The Colonel was forced to lift the no fly zone, but it doesn't mean he's letting up. He's put together a rather large search team, bringing in reinforcements from other military units. It's been given top priority because of how many Breeders have been taken, so we have to get you out as soon as possible. A chopper is already in route, and will be there within the hour. Be ready," he finishes, hanging up before I have the chance to reply. 
 
   "It's go time, we leave within the hour," I address everyone, all eyes on me. Hollers of excitement erupt throughout the room. 
 
   Shouting over the commotion, I add, "Collect your stuff and be ready," as I grab Maddie's hand and pull her back down the hallway and into our room. 
 
   I pick her up and toss her down onto the bed, crawling on top of her, my knees at her sides. An irresistible smile begins to tug at the corners of her mouth. Biting down on her bottom lip, she attempts to tame it, but has no chance when my fingers begin their assault. Tickling her sides, she wiggles in laughter, desperately attempting to push my hands away. 
 
   And suddenly, I'm overcome with emotion, stopped dead in my tracks as I take in her beauty, her light, her laughter, her everything. 
 
   She stills beneath me, recognizing the shift of emotion in my eyes. “What?” she asks shyly. “What is it?” 
 
   I roll over and pull her into my embrace, resting my chin on her head. “I love you, Maddie. So much.”
 
   She pulls her head back and looks into my eyes. “I love you too,” she says. 
 
   And although our future is uncertain, there is one thing I am absolutely sure of…Maddie Ryan is the greatest gift this life has ever given me. 
 
   As we get up off the bed and gather our things, one thought continuously plays through my mind…
 
   Travis Brennan, you are one lucky fuck. 
 
   Yes. I am. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-One
 
                                                       Maddie
 
    
 
   It's really happening. 
 
   The helicopter will be here soon, it'll pick us up and we'll be gone, away from this place forever. No more running; no more looking over my shoulder, waiting for the next bad thing to happen. We'll get on that helicopter and leave all of this behind for good. 
 
   Finally.
 
   I push myself up and onto the countertop next to Danielle, and she looks over at me with a huge grin plastered across her face. "Can you believe it?! We're actually gonna get the hell out of here!" she squeals, and I can't help but laugh. 
 
   "We are," I reply with a smile. We really are. And I almost can't believe it, but it's really, truly happening. 
 
   Excitement begins to buzz through me, a ball of energy in the pit of my stomach that spreads slowly, through my chest, down my legs and out my arms, through the tips of my fingers. I grip the edge of the counter tightly, looking down at the floor as I suck in a deep, calming breath. Because it's not only excitement that I feel. I'm also nervous, anxious...terrified. 
 
   I close my eyes and squeeze the counter harder. All of my hope lies here, in these moments, in our faith that this plan will work, so if it doesn't...I don’t think I could ever find that hope again. I release a shaky breath just as I feel Travis step in between my legs. He lifts my chin, and I open my eyes, looking deeply into his own, searching for the calm that they bring me. His thumb strokes my cheekbone, and he leans in, pressing a soft kiss to my lips. 
 
   Slowly, he pulls away, both of his palms now resting against the sides of my face, his fingers curled around the back of my head, and he lowers himself, bending at the knees to level his stare at me. And he doesn't even have to say anything, because in his eyes I see only confidence, and promise. 
 
   And I know, we’ll be okay. 
 
   I bite my lip, a slow smile forming between my teeth. 
 
   "There's my girl," he says quietly, smiling back at me. 
 
   Danielle's laughter breaks through the fog my mind has been lost in, and I follow her gaze to Sanders, who's doing some kind of dance across the kitchen. He slides across the floor and spins, muttering something under his breath, but I can't hear what it is. 
 
   Travis turns around, his back resting against my chest as he watches Sanders too. His hands slide up my calves, settling on my thighs with a squeeze. 
 
   Sanders swoops in next to us and reaches for Danielle, grabbing her hand and pulling her off the counter. She laughs as he twirls her around and around the room, and I catch just the slightest hint of what he's been saying as they glide past us. Something about taking a ride on a jet plane and going somewhere far, far away. And I can't help but smile, Travis too. I even notice the corners of Becca's mouth turning up slightly as she sits at the table and watches them. 
 
   Turning my face, I rest my cheek against Travis's back as Danielle and Sanders continue to dance across the room. I close my eyes, take a deep breath, and feel myself sink into him. 
 
   I can't believe I made it this far. I can't believe I'm here, almost at the end of it all, and I'm still in one piece. 
 
   And for Travis to be here with me too... 
 
   How did I get that lucky?
 
   Another deep inhale, and his scent invades. I soak it in, relaxing into him further. He smells like summer; like sun and sand, and warmth, and home. I wrap my arms around his chest and squeeze him closer, promising myself to never let go of this feeling, of him. He's sacrificed so much for me, too much, and I'll never let a single day go by without letting him know how much that means to me, how much he means to me. 
 
   He saved me. And I'll never take that for granted. 
 
   A chair scrapes along the floor, and I look up to find that Sanders has somehow landed Danielle in it. She breathes a puff of air, blowing the hair out of her face, her cheeks pink. "And he dances too!" she declares to the room, out of breath. 
 
   Travis's body shakes against mine as he laughs. "Seriously man, is there anything else you'd like to tell me? Show me? Just put it all out there. No more surprises." The strength of his voice vibrates through me, and I sigh, melting into him completely.
 
   My chin resting on his shoulder, I watch Sanders, waiting for his reply. He rubs his chin between his thumb and forefinger, his forehead creased as if he's deep in thought. "Nah," he finally answers with a smile. "But this is what I've been trying tell you guys all this time! I am—"
 
   "Dude! No one cares!" Aiden interrupts, walking into the kitchen with his shirt slung over his shoulder. 
 
   "Oh, sweet Jesus," Danielle mutters, sliding down in her chair. 
 
   Sanders throws his hands in the air. "Do you ever shut up, man?!" 
 
   "Dani," Aiden laughs, ignoring Sanders. "There's no hope for us if you can't even look at me." He reaches for his shirt, sliding it off his shoulder. As he pulls it over his head, Danielle bolts upright in her seat, looking at me with wide, round eyes.
 
   "Dani?" she mouths silently. 
 
   I shrug my shoulders with a smile, mashing my lips together to keep from laughing. She openly flirts with him, yet the second he turns it around on her she gets completely flustered, and it's kind of adorable. 
 
   If she only knew how much of a flirt he really is though, how much worse he could turn it on her. But something tells me she might be finding that out soon. 
 
   "Better, Dani?" he asks her once his shirt is smoothed into place. Leaning against the wall directly across from her, he eyes her, waiting for her reply. 
 
   She clears her throat, meeting his stare. "Um, yeah. I mean, no. I mean...God, could you stop being so damn hot?! You're throwing me off my game," she finishes, shoving herself back in her seat. 
 
   I bury my face in Travis's neck, snorting as I laugh, not able to hold it back any longer. I can feel his movements against me as he quietly chuckles, too, and I look back up just in time to catch Aiden smirking at Danielle. 
 
   "Your game huh? You'll have to show me that some time," he responds, winking at her, and she looks like she might fall over in embarrassment. 
 
   "Danielle," Sanders cuts in. "Don't let that pretty face fool you. You can do better."
 
   Aiden flips him off. "You don't know me, Sandy. We could be just what each other needs," he says, his voice growing lower as he directs the last part at Danielle. 
 
   "Lord, help me," she replies, closing her eyes and tilting her face towards the ceiling. 
 
   "Ha!" Sanders mocks. "Get over yourself, pretty boy."
 
   "Get over myself?" Aiden begins, laughing. "I said it once Sandy, and I'll say it again. I've never had any complaints." And his eyes dart to mine. 
 
   What? My eyes widen, and Travis curses under his breath, his grip on my thighs tightening. 
 
   Sanders looks to Travis and then back at Aiden. "Oh, pretty boy..." He shakes his head back and forth. "You are not gonna learn your lesson until my man's fist is flyin' at your face, are you?" 
 
   "What?" he asks with a shrug of his shoulders. "Let's be adults about this, shall we? I simply mean, Maddie is the only one here who can enlighten Danielle for me. So...wing-man me Mad-dog." 
 
   "Ma—" Travis starts but cuts himself off with a deep breath, exhaling loudly. He suddenly releases his grip on my legs and spins around to face me, and with the look in his eyes, whatever reply I had for Aiden gets stuck in my throat, and I can no longer hear what anyone is saying. 
 
   Next thing I know, he has me thrown over his shoulder, a yelp of surprise falling from my lips. "Excuse us a moment," he growls, taking long strides across the room. 
 
   He sets me down against the wall, just outside the kitchen, and sucks his bottom lip into his mouth as his eyes roam my face. I'm not sure what it is that he's thinking, but his stare has me frozen in place. 
 
   Slowly, so slowly, his bottom lip slides out from between his teeth as the strength of his stare begins to dissipate. His eyes soften, and his hand comes up to cup my cheek. "He calls you Mad-dog?" he finally says. 
 
   Oh. 
 
   "By coincidence." I shrug. "But only once before, and I asked him to never call me that again."
 
   "Why?" he asks, and his eyes search mine, looking for the answer within them. 
 
   "Because," I take a deep breath, releasing it slowly before continuing. "It reminded me too much of you. Only you had ever called me that…and it just felt wrong."
 
   He nods his head, bringing his other hand up to my face, and then he rests his forehead against mine. "I'm not gonna lie, Maddie. I'd like to walk back in there and shut him up for good." 
 
   He pulls away, resting his palms against the wall on either side of my head, his face inches from mine. "I hate that he's kissed you," he confesses. “That first should have been mine, and I'm not sure who I hate more for that.  Myself, or that cocky little shit.”
 
   And I smile, a smile that stretches clear across my face and shines through my eyes, because I never thought I'd see the day Travis would be jealous, over me. 
 
   And he looks so damn adorable right now. 
 
   My god, I love him. 
 
   His eyes widen in surprise as he takes in my expression. "Am I amusing you?" he asks, his face cracking into a smile, the tension draining from his features. He pushes closer as he stares me down, waiting. 
 
   I bite my lip, and feeling brave, I say, "Yeah, you are," but it comes out quieter than I expected. 
 
   A mischievous grin curves his lips. He leans in, his breath at my neck, and nips my skin with his teeth, causing me to suck in a quick breath. "Still funny?" he asks, and I can feel him smiling against me. 
 
   I gulp, my heartbeat pulsing in my throat. "A little," I answer on a whisper. 
 
   He chuckles but then suddenly grips my wrists, pulling them above my head, against the wall, and holds them there with one hand. His other hand wraps around the back of my neck, and a flush creeps through my chest, the warmth spreading to my cheeks as my heart beats a fast rhythm against my ribcage. 
 
   "Enlighten me, Ryan. What about this is so funny?" He pulls back, and the intensity in his eyes send chills straight down my body.
 
   I clear my throat, fighting to remember what he just asked me. Oh...well it sure as hell isn't funny anymore, but I push through my nerves, not wanting this to end. "You," I answer. "I've imagined so many things happening between us, and you being jealous was definitely one of them." I smile. "But the reality of it is so much better."
 
   His hand slides from my neck, down to my chest. He rests it there, his palm flat. The tips of his fingers lie at the base of my throat, and I swallow against them. 
 
   "Fuck yes, I'm jealous. Do you have any idea beautiful you are?" He presses his palm into my chest. "In here," he says, and then slides his hand up my neck until he has my jaw in his grasp, "and here," he finishes, his eyes roaming my face, giving emphasis to his words. "So if you could just give me the go ahead, I'd love to go in there and teach that fucker a lesson."
 
   I laugh softly, and he releases my wrists, my arms falling to my sides. And I know what's coming, but my breath still hitches when he moves closer, pinning me against the wall with his body. He grips my face, his eyes burning with intensity. 
 
   And then he kisses me, hard. 
 
   His lips are rough and urgent, his tongue parting my lips, stroking against mine. And I don't even care that there are people in the next room; I kiss him back with just as much urgency, just as much passion. He grips the back of my head, tilting my face upwards, and with his shirt in my fists, I pull him closer, bringing our kiss deeper. I gasp into his mouth when his hand finds its way to my lower back and pulls me into him. 
 
   A throat clears, tearing us apart too soon. Travis rests his forehead against mine as he catches his breath, and my chest heaves with heavy breaths of my own. I quickly close my eyes, feeling slightly mortified that someone just walked in on us. 
 
   "Hey man, I get that you're busy marking your territory and all but uh, we were thinking—"
 
   "That maybe you should take it in the bedroom?" Aiden laughs, cutting Sanders off, and I feel my cheeks flame. 
 
   "Seriously looked like you two were about to make a baby. Right there," Danielle adds. 
 
   Oh my god. Who didn't walk in on us? 
 
   My face feels like it's on fire, but when I open my eyes Travis is just looking at me with a smug grin on his face, seemingly oblivious to our audience. He lowers his head slightly, pressing his lips to mine once more, and I close my eyes in response, though my cheeks burn in embarrassment, because now everyone is watching. 
 
   "Uh-uh," Aiden says. "I don't need to see all that. Again." 
 
   "Really?" I hear Alex say from the other end of the hall, and I quickly pull away, the tone of her voice immediately extinguishing any embarrassment I was feeling. 
 
   I turn to look at her, finding that she looks furious, and my face instantly falls. 
 
   Crap. 
 
   I've been feeling like she might be upset with me, or mad, and I thought it could possibly be about Travis, but now I know for sure... 
 
   "Alex..." I start, but I don't really know what to say.
 
   She holds her hand up, her palm facing me. "Don't," she says, then spins on her heels, slamming the door shut behind her as she disappears into the room she just came from. 
 
   I look up at Travis, sighing. "I'm gonna go," I nod down the hall. 
 
   "Yeah—" he starts to reply, but Aiden cuts him off. 
 
   "Don't. I'll go," he says as he makes his way down the hall.
 
   I exhale loudly, still feeling the need to go and talk to her. Sanders whistles once, his eyes wide as his gaze darts between Travis and me. And then silence, awkward silence, as they both stare at us. 
 
   "Don't look at me. I get it," Sanders finally says. "Pent up feelings and all..." 
 
   And my cheeks flame again.  
 
   Travis and Sanders get into a discussion, but I'm already heading down the hall to find Aiden and Alex. I hear them murmuring as I near. 
 
   "You really think that's fair though? For her to be so open about it right in front of you?" I hear Alex asking as I step in front of the closed door. 
 
   "Alex, if it doesn't bother me, it doesn't get to bother you," he replies. 
 
   "It should bother you, that's the problem!"
 
   "But it doesn't," his voice grows quieter. "I like her, yeah. But come on, they've known each other since they were kids. If I had the chance to be with Sara again, I'd take it in a heartbeat. So can I really be that upset? Can I really blame her? No."
 
   Sara? I've never heard either of them mention her before. Not once. 
 
   "Whatever," Alex replies, and it's quiet for a while. 
 
   I glance down the hall to find Travis watching me. He's still engaged in conversation with Sanders, but the corner of his mouth turns up, the look in his eyes telling me it'll be okay. 
 
   And that's why it's been so hard to hold back. I've waited so long to have Travis looking at me like that, openly knowing and caring, and to know he feels the same way about me that I feel about him, that he's always felt this way too? I can't help but not want to waste another second of our time together. But I know there's a fine line between being considerate and not wanting to hold back, and I need to figure out how to tread it more carefully. 
 
   "Why are you so upset about it?" Aiden's voice cuts through my thoughts.
 
   "I'm not," Alex responds, irritated. 
 
   "Clearly, you are."
 
   "I just think it's a little insensitive, don't you think?"
 
   He groans. "It's whatever, okay? I'm glad for her. She deserves to be happy." 
 
   "With you!" she snaps. 
 
   Aiden laughs. "Alex, that's ridiculous. Listen to yourself. She should be with him. Especially if that's what she wants. I'm the last one to want to admit it, but the guy went through hell and back for her. Don't you think she deserves that?"
 
   "Of course I do," she sighs, relenting. 
 
   "Then what's up? What's going on with you?" 
 
   "Nothing. Everything. I don't know, it's all starting to feel like too much, you know? Like we never should have left home." 
 
   It gets quiet, real quiet, and I glance behind me, feeling guilty for listening in on their conversation, especially with the direction it's heading in, but everyone's gone, they've all disappeared from the hallway. I press my back against the wall, waiting for Aiden's next words. 
 
   "Alex," he starts, "we did what we all felt was necessary, what Mom and Dad felt was necessary, so we owe it to them to make peace with the decision we all made, together." 
 
   "I know, but they'd still be here if I would've just turned myself in," her voice cracks, and my heart sinks, suddenly feeling so heavy. "When Maddie came along, it's like...she got that part of it, you know? Having to live with the decisions you make to survive. To not end up a Breeder." She takes a deep breath. "I never would've thought I'd find a friend out here, but I didn't even realize how much I needed that until I had it. And now? It feels like I've lost her too."
 
   Tears prick the back of my eyes at her words, threatening to fall. Why would she think she's lost me? I go to open the door, but Aiden speaks again. 
 
   "You haven't lost her, Alex, she's there, and I'm sure if you'd talk to her, she'd tell you the same thing. We're just no longer the three musketeers, more like...an entire fucking band of misfits now," he laughs. 
 
   "Yeah, I guess," she replies, not sounding amused in the least. "I'm not ready to talk to her though. I still think it's rude of her to throw Travis in your face."
 
   "Alex," he warns. 
 
   "Don't Alex me, say whatever you want, be the bigger man, but it's still wrong."
 
   "And there's the pain in the ass I know and love. But you're wrong about this, you'll see."
 
   She scoffs, and the door flies open, too quickly for me to pretend I haven't been eavesdropping, but she just rushes by, not acknowledging me, so I wait for Aiden instead. 
 
   He comes out a moment later, taking the spot against the wall next to me. "Don't worry about her. She's being ridiculous," he says. 
 
   I nod. "Yeah...but I still feel terrible. And maybe she's right. I know you told me you understood and that I should go for it, but I really didn't think about it much beyond that. I didn't think about how it looks." 
 
   "Maddie honestly, don't worry about it. I meant what I said. I like you, yes. And did I enjoy kissing you? Absolutely." He leans down to look me in the eyes, a smirk fixed in place. I shake my head at him and try not to smile at how ridiculous he can be, but it's useless. 
 
   "But I've never been the kind of guy to chase after someone who isn't into me like that," he continues. "I can't help but flirt though, and I won't lie, it's been fun watching you squirm."
 
   I look at him incredulously and he laughs.
 
   "Okay," he throws his hands up in surrender. "If you had wanted it? Awesome. I'd have been right there. But you don't." He shrugs his shoulders. "No hard feelings. Being friends is all that matters to me. Alright?"
 
   I let out a breath. "Alright."
 
   "And as for my pain in the ass sister? She'll get over it."
 
   I laugh, nodding. "I know. I still feel bad. I never meant to make her feel that way, like I was leaving her behind."
 
   "She knows that, she's just going through a lot, processing some shit. She'll come around."
 
   I open my mouth to reply, but then I hear a sound that sends cold shivers straight down my back. I'd recognize that sound anywhere, no matter how far away, because I grew up hearing them roll through our city, and I can still remember the sound of them coming from miles away... 
 
   The Militia. A whole convoy of them. 
 
   My throat closes in on me, and I'm barely able to get the next two words out. "Aiden...Hunters." 
 
   "What?" he asks, but I'm already running down the hall. 
 
   "Travis!" I yell when I reach the kitchen. 
 
   "What? What is it?" he asks, quickly making his way towards me. 
 
   "Outside," I say, breathless. "Hunters." 
 
   And then everyone rushes towards me, talking at the same time. 
 
   "What do you mean?"
 
   "Are you sure?"
 
   "How do you know?"
 
   "What did you see?"
 
   "Hold up guys, hold up!"
 
   "Relax! Let her talk!" Travis intervenes, his demeanor having completely changed. The playful, smiling Travis of earlier is gone, a serious, focused Travis in his place. "What did you see or hear, exactly?"
 
   "That." I point towards the front door, my hands shaking. I can hear the faint rumbling of Humvees coming closer and closer with each passing second. My throat continues to close in on me until it becomes hard to breathe, my heart pounding relentlessly against my chest. 
 
   "Come on," Travis says finally, pulling my hand into his as he begins to lead me towards the windows that line the front of the house. He pulls the sheets away from them, parting the blinds to reveal a sliver of the bright, open fields that surround us. Stepping up to the window, I reach my trembling hands to the blinds too, separating them further as I look outside, and watch, waiting for what I know is sure to come. It's almost too hard to hear now, over the blood rushing through my body, pounding in my ears, but I wait...wait for them to hear it too. 
 
   Travis steps behind me, wrapping his arms around me as he continues to scan the area from over my shoulder. And one by one, everyone does the same, lining up against the window, finding their own sliver to peek through. Aiden first, then Alex, Danielle, Sanders, and Becca. Each of their faces portray some version of the same thing—fear, apprehension, uncertainty. They feel like a living, tangible thing in the room. 
 
   "I think I hear it," Danielle says, breaking the silence. 
 
   "Me too," Alex says after a breath. 
 
   "There's definitely something coming," Sanders adds. 
 
   "Yeah...fuck. I hear it, too," Aiden says. 
 
   Our eyes stayed glued to the window, staring through the trees and brush, across the large field that separates us from the highway. And then I see movement in the distance, Humvees, one after the other, rolling by us a hundred or so yards away. 
 
   Continuously. A never ending line of them.
 
   I swallow thickly, "Do you see them?" I whisper. 
 
   "Yeah, I see them," Travis answers, placing his hands over my trembling fingers, squeezing them in assurance. 
 
   "Shit," the long and drawn out word falls from Aiden's lips. 
 
   "Look how many there are! You think they're looking for us?" Danielle asks.
 
   "Looks like they're just passing through. I think we'll be alright, but we should probably call Jim. Have him hold off on the pickup," Travis replies. 
 
   But then we hear it, the steady, rhythmic beating of a helicopter in the sky. 
 
   "Shit," Travis mutters. "Worst fucking timing."
 
   "That helicopter is going to lead them straight to us! What if they see it?" Alex says, beginning to panic. 
 
   The steady beating in the sky quickly becomes a much louder presence, a thunderous drumming echoing around us, matching the pounding in my chest.
 
   "That is not our helicopter, that's the fucking Hunters!" Sanders suddenly shouts. 
 
   "Shit! Get away from the window!" Travis yells, then looks to Aiden and Sanders, "Go pull the sheets away from the other windows, and everyone get down on the ground." 
 
   Everyone immediately scatters, following Travis's orders. Aiden and Sanders quickly disappear around the corner while the girls crawl onto the floor. 
 
   But I stand here, frozen in place, my thoughts and emotions running haywire. They flood through me, too fast to get a real grasp on, except one thought...I will not let them take me again. As I hear each passing Humvee, that voice grows louder, stronger. I'm not going anywhere. 
 
   "Maddie," Travis says, shaking my shoulders, his face directly in front of mine. He pulls me into his arms, wrapping them tightly around me. "I will kill every last one of those mother fuckers before I ever let them near you again," he adds, and I nod against him in response, taking a shaky breath. I don't doubt his words, not even for a second, but that's what terrifies me. I don't want it to have to come to that. 
 
   "Abso-fucking-lutely," Aiden agrees. "We will not go down without a fight." 
 
   "No fucking way," Sanders adds, too. 
 
   I didn't even realize they were in the room but I nod, taking in the confidence of their words as I slowly lower myself to the ground and curl onto my side, squeezing my hands into two tight fists to ease the shaking. 
 
   Travis steps up to the front window, pulling his gun from the waistband of his pants. "Aiden, go keep watch at the back of the house. Sanders, keep an eye out from the kitchen. I'm gonna stand guard here. Don't forget your guns, and do not hesitate to use them."
 
   "You got it," Sanders says, leaving for the kitchen. 
 
   "On it," Aiden replies too, disappearing down the hall.
 
   My eyes stayed glued to Travis, watching his every move, watching every thought as it passes through his mind. I can see his training and months as a Hunter shining through in the way he carries himself. Confident, calculating, ready.
 
   It calms me, watching him. 
 
   He turns to me, his eyes meeting mine, and a small smile tugs at the corners of his lips. "It'll be okay; we'll be okay," he says, and I know he means it, his words making it a little easier to breathe. 
 
   I don't know what it is about him that does that for me, but it's such a relief. Just being around him calms me...it keeps my mind at ease. When he looks at me, the weight of all my worries are washed away. And when he holds me, it's almost too easy to forget how hard it's been all these months. How could I not want to pull his arms around me and hide in them forever? He makes it all go away. 
 
   Pulling his gaze away from me, he drags the phone from his pocket and makes a quick call to Jim, informing him of our current situation as his eyes stay glued to the window, watching everything that's happening outside. He says Jim will have the helicopter on standby, that we'll call him and let him know when it's safe again. 
 
   And then we wait. We wait for what feels like a lifetime before the sounds of the helicopter and Humvees disappear, and then another short eternity before someone finally speaks up. 
 
   "I think we're good," Sanders says, walking into the room. "I haven't seen anything pass by in a while." 
 
   "Same here...thank fuck," Aiden adds, joining us. 
 
   "I second that," Danielle agrees as she pulls herself up, sitting against the wall. 
 
   "Me too," Alex says with a loud sigh. 
 
   "For now," Travis cuts in, making his way across the room. He stops when he reaches me and lowers himself to the ground, sitting on the carpet beside me. "Should probably call Jim back so he can get us the hell out of here."
 
   He pulls the phone from his pocket as I sit up, and he scoots towards me, pulling me into his arms, his chest to my back as he makes the call. I hear the line ringing through the speaker, one ring after the other, before he snaps the phone shut. 
 
   "No answer," he says, frustrated. 
 
   "He'll call us back, man," Sanders says, then nods towards Becca as he continues. "They've got vested interest in making sure we get out of here, too." 
 
   I look between Sanders and Becca, who's still curled on the ground, facing the wall, then up at Travis, and realize I still don't know what that's all about, but I know right now isn't the best time to ask. 
 
   "So we just wait?" Alex asks. 
 
   "Looks that way," Travis begins. "We don't really have much choice but to lay low and wait." 
 
   "And if they don't come?"
 
   Travis squeezes me closer as he answers, "They will," he says confidently. 
 
   I nod, swallowing against the doubt swirling in the back of my mind. But I have faith in Travis, in his confidence that the helicopter will come. 
 
   It will come. 
 
   "Well, might as well get comfortable," Danielle kicks off her shoes and spins around so that her back is against the floor, her feet kicked up on the wall. 
 
   I notice Aiden's gaze lingering on her, a small smile playing against his lips, and I narrow my eyes at him, wondering what it is that he's thinking while looking at her like that. When he finally tears his gaze away from her, he finds me staring at him, but he just shrugs his shoulders as if he doesn't get it either. 
 
   "So what do you think all those Humvees were about?" Alex asks, to no one in particular. 
 
   "Well, I didn't even realize it until now," Sanders starts, "but they were heading towards the compound. Probably those reinforcements Jim was talking about." 
 
   "Most likely," Travis agrees. "Means we don't have long before they send out the search party. Jim better hurry the fuck up." 
 
   "He will, man. Don't sweat it," Sanders replies. 
 
   Travis nods in response, sweeping my hair to the side to rest his face between my neck and shoulder. He slides his fingers through mine and begins stroking the inside of my palm with his thumb as I lean my head back against him, closing my eyes. 
 
   Aiden asks about Jim, and Sanders begins telling the story of how they met him, about the day they learned who he really was and what agenda he had when he arranged for the pickup of those girls, the pickup that Aiden, Alex, and I watched happen. 
 
   "How the hell did you three manage to cross paths?" Danielle asks. 
 
   "Pure luck...and well, a little help, too," Sanders replies, diving into the story of how he and Travis met and the night they admitted they were there for the same reasons. He tells us about the strings Jim and Becca's dad pulled to allow them to become Hunters in the first place. 
 
   I listen intently as Sanders recalls the day Danielle was brought into the Breeder Compound, not giving too many details, but explaining how it was in those very moments that he knew Travis wasn't like the rest of them, not with the way he handled that situation and with how he cared for Danielle. 
 
   Danielle nods her head in agreeance, looking at Travis with admiration shining in her eyes, and I find myself squeezing his hands tight, suddenly filled with such pride. I'm in awe of him. Of the person he's become. Of the person he's always been, really—strong, compassionate, determined, relentless, inspiring. And it hits me all over again that he's here, that he chose to be with me, that he fought against all odds and somehow overcame every single one of them to find me. 
 
   I pull his arms around me and slide down, finding a comfortable spot within them, my cheek resting against his bicep. Warmth spreads through me, an intense gratitude filling my heart. I'm so lucky. So damn lucky, because no matter what the future holds, I'll have him by my side, and as long as we have each other, I'm not afraid to face it all –the uncertainties of what lie ahead; the unknown of this new world we'll be living in, the place we'll be calling home –all of it. 
 
   "What do you think it'll be like, wherever we're going?" I wonder aloud, everyone's focus shifting to me, their conversations dying out as the room goes quiet. 
 
   I meet each of their stares, waiting for a single reply, but it's almost as if we've all been too afraid to talk about it, too scared to voice any of the worries we might have. 
 
   Alex speaks up first, "Wherever it is, it's got to be better than here. Right?"
 
   "Damn right," Aiden agrees. 
 
   "Certainly better than the Breeder Compound or being on the run for the rest of our lives, that's for sure. What would be the point of pulling us out of there otherwise?" Danielle chimes in. 
 
   Sanders nods in agreement, his head bobbing up and down slowly. 
 
   "I hope it's somewhere beautiful, magical even. A world lightyears away from the one we know," Becca speaks up, surprising everyone. "Somewhere breathtaking," she continues, "where green plants and trees stretch for miles, waters so crystal clear you see right through them, straight down to the bottom. And sunsets that paint the sky in a rainbow of colors." 
 
   We continue to stare at her with rounded eyes, looking between her and each other, probably wondering the same thing...Where did that come from? It's the most she's ever spoken. In fact, it's probably more words than all of the ones she's said since running, combined. 
 
   "Well damn, girl!" Sanders whistles. "Did not expect that."
 
   "That would be awesome. I hope it's like that too," Alex says. 
 
   "Me too," Danielle agrees. "But as long as 'Breeders' aren't a thing there, I'm happy." 
 
   "God, could you imagine? Going from one hell to the next?" Alex questions. 
 
   "No, I can't," I say, shaking my head, because I don't even want to think of it being like that.
 
   Travis runs his hands up and down my arms, comforting me. 
 
   "But what Becca described sounds amazing–" I'm cut off by the sounds of a helicopter close by. I tilt my face towards the ceiling, listening closer. 
 
   "That's definitely a copter," Aiden says. 
 
   "You think it's ours?" Alex asks. 
 
   "I sure as hell hope so." Danielle answers. 
 
   Sanders looks to Travis. "Jim hasn't called though."
 
   "Yeah, let's stand down, just in case," Travis replies, standing up behind me as he pulls the phone from his pocket. He holds it up. "Dead."
 
   "Fuck," Sanders says. 
 
   "Not if it's our chopper," Travis replies, and the whirring of helicopter blades grows louder. 
 
   He reaches for me, wrapping my hand in his, and helps me up from the ground, pulling me towards the front windows. Everyone follows behind, and I look down the line of us, realizing we stood just like this only hours before. Only this time, we all look hopeful. 
 
   The helicopter flies over, directly above us, pulling my focus to the sky. The roar of it is almost deafening as it hovers above, and we all watch as it begins to lower itself to the ground. 
 
   "Holy shit, that's a black hawk," I barely hear Aiden say.
 
   Its enormous frame closes the distance, pressing into the dirt as it lands, and the blades lower slightly, but they don't stop spinning. 
 
   "Let's go!" Sanders yells over the noise. He has the door held open as he waves us out. 
 
   I briefly wonder how he's sure it's ours, but don't question it any further when Travis tugs on my hand. Following him, I run out the door and across the yard, my thoughts racing as my feet pad across the grass. Excitement, fear, relief, joy, apprehension –I feel them all as they course through me, one after the other, in a continuous cycle. 
 
   "Dad!" I hear Becca yell as a man exits the helicopter. She races to him, and he throws his arms around her, pulling her against him. 
 
   I feel a momentary twinge of sadness at their embrace, but don't have the time to process it, because I'm quickly lifted up and into the helicopter. Travis helps strap me in, and then takes his seat next to me, gripping my hand tight. Alex sits to the right of me, Aiden next to her. Sanders, Danielle, Becca and her dad sit across from us, all bucked in, and within seconds we're off. 
 
   Just like that. 
 
   I watch as the ground grows smaller, as it moves farther away. Travis turns my palm up and presses a kiss at its center, and it's only when my heart beat begins to slow, when my breaths come a little easier and my mind starts to calm, that I realize how nervous I was.
 
   "It's alright," Travis says over the roar of the helicopter. "We did it, we made it." 
 
   I nod, fighting to hold back the tears that push against me. 
 
   Taking a deep breath, I sink into my seat, and allow myself to take it all in. We're high above the ground now, moving through the sky at an insanely fast rate. My hand grips the front of my harness as we pass the small homes and tiny trees that lie so far beneath us, leaving it all behind. 
 
   Glancing around the helicopter, my eyes land on Becca as her dad reaches for her hand, and an unexpected, overwhelming wave of sadness crashes through me, because as much as I'm ready to leave it all behind –all these months on the run, the hunger, the fear, the sadness and pain –it also means I'm officially leaving my parents behind. 
 
   When I ran, I knew I'd never see them again, but I think there was always this thought, hidden in the darkest corners of my mind, that maybe one day it would be possible to see them again. But now I'm forced to face the truth...it'll never happen.
 
   I'll never see their smiling faces, or hear their kind words, or feel the embrace of their loving arms again. 
 
   I squeeze my eyes shut, sucking in a long, shaky breath, my tears continuing to fight their way to the surface. Travis releases my hand and brings his to my face, softly caressing my cheek. 
 
   "Hey, you alright?" he asks. 
 
   My bottom lip trembles, but I nod my head yes. Because I will be, and there's nothing he can do to take this pain away. It's something I'll have to work through on my own, coming to terms with the decisions I've made. 
 
   I open my eyes, a single tear falling down my cheek as his hand moves to my chin, turning me to face him. 
 
   "It'll be okay. We'll get there and leave all this shit behind. And even if we come across hard times, you won't have to worry anymore. I'll do that for the both of us. Okay?"
 
   I nod, but a few more tears slide down my cheeks. "I know...I just miss them so much." 
 
   Recognition of my words quickly dawn on him, and he looks at me in understanding. "I know. I’m sorry." He leans in, pressing a soft kiss to my lips, and I push into it, letting the comfort of him wash over me. 
 
   My parents would want this for me, the thought intrudes, taking a little bit of my pain away with it. 
 
   "Brennan!" Someone calls, and he pulls away.
 
   I look over to find Brad smiling, pointing towards the cockpit. The co-pilot's arm is outstretched, holding a pair of headsets. Travis grabs them and passes them over to Alex and Aiden, and one by one, we're all handed a pair. Travis stretches mine over my head, gently releasing the sides to rest against my ears. 
 
   The speakers buzz for a quick moment, and then a voice crackles through the line. "And we're out. Hold tight, it'll be about an hour before we touch down at our secured airstrip. From there, you'll take off in one of our jets. It'll take you across the border, landing you at your second stop where finally, you'll be airlifted in to your destination via helicopter. It's only a matter of hours now guys, before you're free from Breeder Nation." 
 
   "From what?" Danielle's voice cuts through the line. 
 
   "Oh," the pilot chuckles, "Sorry, it's what America is referred to now. What with the forced breeding and all. Breeder Nation. It's the only country in the world that runs such an operation. But you'll learn more about that soon," and his voice disappears from the line. 
 
   Breeder Nation. How accurate. 
 
   My gaze falls on Sanders, then Danielle, Becca, Brad, Aiden, and Alex. I can see the looks of relief and joy on each of their faces. When my eyes meet Travis's, he's watching me, a calm smile on his face, the corners of his eyes crinkled just a tiny bit. And he looks happy. That happiness and warmth washes through me. 
 
   We really did it. 
 
   I smile and slide my fingers through his, squeezing them, and then look over to Alex, holding out my palm. She shrugs her shoulders, a smile forming on her lips as she grabs my hand. 
 
   "We did it," she says, her eyes glistening. 
 
   "We did," I swallow thickly. 
 
   And I can't help but look at each of their faces again, recognizing the struggles we've all overcome to end up here. Hopefully, one day, those struggles will become a distant memory for us. A memory of our strength and courage, of determination and bravery. 
 
   The memory of our survival.
 
   


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
                 Aiden
 
    
 
    
 
   ...Two months later...
 
    
 
   "Nervous?" Maddie asks. 
 
   Smoothing the black tie down the front of my white, buttoned-up shirt, my eyes meet hers in the mirror. "Nervous? Nah. I'm good." But my insides spell something different. Of course I'm fucking nervous. She doesn't have to know that, though. None of them do.
 
   I turn on my heel and slide my hands into my pockets. "It's not as if it's—" I'm cut off, three quick raps at the door interrupting me. 
 
   "Come in," I call, leaning back onto the bureau. 
 
   Travis pops his head in, "Hey, have you seen—" but spotting Maddie on the loveseat, he switches gears, "There you are." He strides through the door in his monkey suit and plops down onto the sofa next to her. "Get over here," he grunts as he scoots her closer, practically pulling her into his lap as she giggles like a little schoolgirl. 
 
   I let out a long groan. "I'm standing right here. Shouldn't you two be past that mushy gushy crap by now anyway?" I joke. I don't actually give a shit, but giving them heat for it is too entertaining, though it hardly affects her anymore. But it also keeps my mind off of the situation my present reality has landed me in, and I'll take that where I can get it. 
 
   "You're in a shit mood this morning," Travis comments. Cold feet?" 
 
   "Nope," is my quick reply. 
 
   Maddie sighs. "You know you don't have to do this, right?" 
 
   "Of course I know that. But do either of you have a better solution?" I ask, though I know this is the only one. I'm doing what needs to be done; the girl's been through enough.
 
   After a beat of silence, Maddie quietly responds, "If it's not what you want, you could always let them find her a—"
 
   "Don't even say it," I growl, my jaw clenching tight. "You know that's not an option."
 
   Just thinking of her being paired off with some—never mind, I inhale deeply. I curl my hands into fists inside my pockets, forcing down that aggression. If I'm being honest, I'm not even sure where the hell it comes from when it concerns her, but that's what got me into this mess to begin with. That immediate, instinctual need to protect her. I still don't fucking get it. 
 
   The two lovebirds eye each other, turning those knowing smirks on me. Son of a— 
 
   "Aiden..." Maddie starts, smiling sweetly. 
 
   "Don't start," I cut her off. I know what she's gonna say, and I've heard enough of it lately. 
 
   "I just keep thinking, maybe this was meant to be," she finishes anyway. 
 
   I glare at her. 
 
   "Sorry, sorry," she quickly says, holding her hands up.
 
   Travis looks between the both of us and chuckles. "You do have it bad," he comments. 
 
   "You're one to talk," I grumble as the door swings open. 
 
   Alex walks in, and Sanders shuffles in behind her. 
 
   "It's time," she says as she makes her way towards me. She slides her arms through mine for a brief hug and then steps away, holding herself at arm's length. "You ready?" she questions. 
 
   I don't miss the sadness that flashes in her eyes, or the sympathetic smile. It's the first time I find myself wanting to question her about the decision I've made. Too little, too late. 
 
   "Yep," I exhale. "I'm ready."
 
   "You sure, man?" Sanders asks. "These people don't take this shit lightly. You do this? And your ass is in it for the long haul." 
 
   "I get it, and I'm sure," I answer. I might've made this decision on a whim, but I know what I've agreed to. I know what it entails. 
 
   "Let's go then, bro. Your girl's waiting." He slaps me on the back. 
 
                                    *********
 
   As I wait for her at the altar, my palms grow sweaty. I pay no mind to the stares boring into me from the pews—probably trying to decipher my thoughts or feelings on the matter. But I've given them nothing, and I don't plan on doing so now. It doesn't make a difference anyway. However I might feel about it, I'm not backing down. 
 
   I glance at the clock on the far wall. Five minutes past. Where is she? 
 
   In my effort to shove my own shit aside, it never occurred to me that she could regret this decision. Or that she might bail on me. Is she having second thoughts? 
 
   I wouldn't blame her. 
 
   The organ's pipes rumble to life; the strength of its notes vibrate through the room. Then they round the corner. Her arm is curled through Travis's as they make their way down the aisle. He leans down to say something into her ear, and she nods, her face obscured by a veil of white. 
 
   My mind is suddenly bombarded by memories. Memories of Sara and I, and our naïve dreams. We knew nothing then. Nothing of our corrupt government and the sick system it runs on. Marriage didn't even exist in our world, not legally, but we were two stupid kids in love. And that was our dream, so I always thought if I'd be standing here, it'd be because I was marrying her. 
 
   I fidget with the ring in my pocket, swirling it around my finger as I pull my attention back to the room. Just in time. She takes her final step, and Travis lifts her veil, placing a kiss to her cheek. I bend my arm out to her, and she slides hers through mine. And damn, she looks beautiful. 
 
   The pastor begins talking, but his words quickly bleed together. I speak up when I'm supposed to, having somehow memorized the words I'm meant to say. When we turn to face each other, I slide my fingers through hers. She looks up at me, her hazel eyes both excited and terrified. And that instinct kicks in again. I want to tell her it'll all be alright, because she's mine now. Mine to protect, and mine to take care of. 
 
   My wife. 
 
   My fucking wife. 
 
   What the hell did I get myself into? But damn if it doesn't feel right. Her eyes fall to my lips, her breaths quickening. 
 
   I want to kiss you too, Danielle. 
 
   She laughs, for the first time in days. I must have said that out loud. A glance to our audience confirms it. Well...fuck. Smug assholes. 
 
   "You better make it good then, hot stuff," she quips, smiling. 
 
   "I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss your bride," the pastor says. 
 
   So I do just that, and give her the best damn kiss of her life.
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One
 
    
 
    
 
   Every morning I wake up thinking, today is the day. Today the stares and whispers and curiosity will stop. But nope, today isn’t that day. The voices that fill the school’s hallway begin their expected fall, landing at a level of hushed whispers. I feel their eyes on me, feel the weight of their stares pressing at me like prodding fingers. 
 
   It makes me want to scream. 
 
   When Maddie, my best friend, found out she was fertile and would live the rest of her life as a Breeder, she ran. And while I was devastated, it was my brother, Travis, who took the brunt of the community’s curiosity. 
 
   But now that he’s gone too? It’s fallen on me, and I fight every second of these moments not to flip them all off and rip them a new one. 
 
   …Again. 
 
   Not today, Grace. They won’t break you today. 
 
   I grip the straps of my backpack tighter and continue down the hall with my head held high, pretending I don’t notice them, pretending all of this doesn’t bother me, pretending I don’t want to scream at the top my lungs and rip my hair straight from my scalp. 
 
   It’s exhausting. 
 
   It’s been a month, and they haven’t let up. Talk buzzes through school, through the town, constantly, because while Maddie running was a shock, we’ve been through it before, but what Travis did…Infiltrating the government, rising in the ranks as quickly as he did, only to then break out four Breeders and manage to escape with them, still unfound…its unheard of. 
 
   It has people talking, more than ever before. It’s changed things. People are anxious, curious, testing the limits, questioning things in the light of day we’d never dare speak of before…
 
   Why do we live this way?
 
   Why don’t our girls have a choice? 
 
   Why have we been breeding for over a decade yet have no proof of a new generation?
 
   Where are the Breeders?
 
   And where the hell are their children?
 
   It’s the type of buzz that’s exhilarating yet terrifying, because while we now hold a power we never held before in our awareness, and our questions, and our change of attitude towards the Breeding system and our government as a whole, there’s always a flip side. A dark and twisted match to that rise in power…  
 
   …Beefed-up security, more Hunters on patrol around our city, Militia watching…waiting, stricter rules, earlier curfews, decreased food allowances on top of increased work hours… 
 
   They’re teaching us a lesson.  
 
   Because while the majority of our citizens have painted Travis as a hero, the government won’t stop until every last one of us believe he’s a villain. 
 
   I hate it, and I hate them. 
 
   Every positive word spoken about my brother is replaced by a negative one, and it’s those whispers, those evil eyes and disgusted looks that make me want to kick and fight and scream, and shut up every last person who has said something bad about him, because he did a good thing. A brave thing. 
 
   Travis is a hero. 
 
                                          ~~~~~~~
 
   As I slide into my desk, I feel Tyler’s arm drape over my shoulders. “Hey, babe,” my ex says. 
 
   “Don’t call me that,” I reply, shrugging him off. I’m in no mood for him today. I don’t know what I ever saw in him to be honest. He’s good looking enough, with his deep brown eyes, dirty blond hair, and perfectly charming smile, but he’s an idiot. 
 
   In typical response, he pulls me closer. “Hey, just because we aren’t together anymore doesn’t mean I don’t want to be here for you.”
 
   I roll my eyes. “Right. So where were you last week when Wendy-shitface-O’Connell tripped me in the cafeteria for, ‘being such a disgusting disgrace to society?’ Ohh, that’s right. You were sucking face with Jennifer in the boy’s locker room.” I throw him a condescending smile. “Give me a break, Tyler.”
 
   “Aww, you jealous babe?”
 
   “You are such an idiot. You can make-out with whoever you want. I don’t give a flying fu—“
 
   “Good morning!” Mrs. Johnson greets the class, or as I like to refer to her… Mrs. My-colonel-husband-was-hogtied-by-your-brother-in-his-quest-to-escape-and-I-will-hate-you-for-it-even-though-you-had-nothing-to-do-with-it-Johnson. Somehow, in her mind, her husband’s demotion is my fault, so naturally, her greeting is directed at everyone in class but me. 
 
   “Chill, babe.” Tyler squeezes my shoulders as he moves into the seat behind me. “I see that look in your eyes. You’re extra feisty today.”
 
   I huff in frustration. “Tyler, I swear to god—“
 
   “Miss Brennan, pay attention. Class has begun,” Mrs. Johnson snaps, annoyed. 
 
   I lower my head, banging it on the desk a few times. There’s no way I’m going to make it through the rest of this day. How can someone’s voice sound so sugary-sweet yet witchy at the same time? It’s like nails on a chalkboard, though I might be a tad bit scornfully biased. 
 
   Before she has the chance to begin her lecture, the intercom buzzes overhead. “Attention teachers and students, please immediately report to the auditorium for a mandatory assembly,” the voice prattles on, repeating the message. 
 
   I sigh in relief. Anything to get out of this damn class. 
 
                                       ~~~~~~
 
   We file into the auditorium, quickly filling the seats. 
 
   “Hopefully this assembly will offer you something to take a cue or two from, Miss Brennan,” Mrs. Johnson snidely comments as I pass her, finding my seat on the bleachers. 
 
   I clench my teeth. Not worth it, Grace. Not worth it.  
 
   Mr. Langston, our pudgy principal, taps the mic a few times before beginning, “Welcome teachers and students, welcome.” 
 
   He clears his throat. 
 
   “In light of recent events, we find it imperative to impress upon you the importance of the dire times we find ourselves in, and the strides we have made to improve upon them. 
 
   “When the plague hit, our lands were desecrated and our populations diminished to next to nothing. We believed it to be the ending of humanity as we knew it. It is because of our government, our resources, and our resounding strength and commitment to the cause that we have been pulled from the ash.”
 
   Oh, great. Here we go… 
 
   “Our Breeders are the sole reason we live today. The gift of fertility is not only an honor, but an immense responsibility to our communities as a whole.” He pulls a handkerchief from his pocket, wiping the sweat from his brow before continuing. “So it comes as a great shock and tremendous disappointment to learn that some of you have been celebrating in the selfish acts of one Mr. Brennan.”
 
   My mouth falls open. What in the ever loving hell?! I feel, more than see, nearly every pair of eyes in the room turn to me. A thousand prodding fingers…poking the bear. 
 
   “We should not be rejoicing, celebrating, or in the very least, in support of the criminal actions of a dishonest and dishonorable delinquent.”
 
   Anger surges through me, hot and fiery, drowning out the a-hole’s current words. My nails bite into my palms as I clench my fists tightly. 
 
   Deep breath, Grace. Deep breath. 
 
   “…put our entire future in jeopardy…”
 
   I turn, looking directly into the eyes of those staring at me. 
 
   “…harsher punishments…” 
 
   Some of them look at me with sympathy.
 
   “…those who are acting out…”
 
   And some with simple curiosity.
 
   “…we will take him down…”
 
   But those looking at me with amusement? Like they’re entertained by this crap show?
 
   They make me sick. 
 
   And I blame them for snapping.  
 
   I stand, slowly, and raise both of my middle fingers high into the air. Mr. Full-of-shit rambles on as I take my time walking down the bleachers, and when I reach the floor and am in his direct line of sight, I shove my hands towards him, flipping him the double bird. 
 
   As I continue making my way to the exit, I hear gasps and voices growing louder behind me. But mostly? I hear clapping. 
 
   And cheers of approval. 
 
   I slam the door open with my backside, raise my fingers even higher, and scream, “Fuck you!”
 
   I’m out of here. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Two
 
    
 
   “Now, remember to keep your cool, Grace. We don’t want to make a scene,” Mom says as we turn into the school parking lot. 
 
   “Got it,” I mumble. 
 
   “I mean it, honey. We don’t want to make matters worse than they already are. We’ll sit down with the principal, have an honest discussion about all of this, and get everything sorted out. Okay?”
 
   “Yep,” I answer absently. My focus remains out the window as the car comes to a stop and the engine cuts off. Even when I hear Mom’s belt unclick and her body shift in the seat towards me, I don’t make a move to exit.  
 
   Students amble up the sidewalks, migrating through the front doors of the school, and I realize I could care less if I ever come back here. It would mean living the rest of my life working a bottom of the barrel, shit for pay job, but I just don’t give a damn. What difference would it make anyway? I could find out I was a Breeder tomorrow, and then it would all be for nothing. 
 
   I’d never considered that possibility before. Not until Maddie. And honestly? I’m not sure there’s a chance in hell I’d be brave enough to make the choice she did. So what am I doing here? What’s the point? Why feed myself a false sense of hope when I’m surrounded by the constant threat of doom? 
 
   “Ready, Gracie?” Mom’s gentle tone breaks through my train of thought. 
 
   “I guess,” I reply on an exhale. “Let’s get this over with.”
 
                                          ~~~~~~~
 
   I keep my hands clasped together in my lap, because as I expected, as soon as the principal joins us in his office I feel the sudden urge to flip him off all over again. Mom pats my knee softly, as if she can read my mind and knows exactly what I’m thinking. I shift in my seat to look at her. She’ll have to take control of this, because if I have to open my mouth, I can’t be held responsible for the words I will most definitely spew his way. 
 
   Coach Grey joins us before we begin, and I breathe a small sigh of relief. At least there will be one more familiar, friendly face in the room. Coach Grey used to be Travis’s track coach, so he’s known me half my life. He also happens to be our school’s counselor, and the one person in this entire place that hasn’t looked at or treated me differently since my brother and Maddie ran. 
 
   He takes a seat in the corner of the room, nodding to us in greeting with a regretful smile as the principal begins. “Good morning,” Mr. Langston says. 
 
   Mom straightens in her seat but doesn’t greet him in return. Neither do I, or Coach Grey. 
 
   “Alright,” he continues without missing a beat. “Let’s try to get through this as quickly and painlessly as possible. And thank you for joining us as a witness to this meeting, Coach Grey.” I see him nod in response from the corner of my eye. “Unfortunately, Mrs. Brennan, the display your daughter put on at our morning assembly yesterday cannot be tolerated and is grounds for expulsion.”
 
   “Surely you can understand the impact all of this has had on my daughter and the stress she must be under,” Mom cuts in. 
 
   “Of course,” he replies. “And it makes this all the more difficult, but surely you must understand that flipping off the entire student body, singling myself out in her act of defiance, and screaming profanities cannot go unpunished. What kind of example would that set for the young minds who witnessed your daughter’s outburst?”
 
    Mom scoots to the edge of her seat, her tone slightly more aggressive. “Surely you can understand that deliberately singling out my daughter in front of the entire student body, after everything she’s been through, could only lead to such actions. What did you expect, Mr. Langston?” 
 
   In typical fashion, he pulls a handkerchief from his pocket, wiping the sweat that’s begun to form on his brow. “I was singling out the actions of a criminal, your son, whose selfish acts have not only put our livelihoods in jeopardy, but have affected the minds of our citizens, leading to increased acts of defiance within our communities and more importantly, within the walls of this school…your daughter being the biggest offender. Perhaps she could learn something from being made an example of.”  
 
   I squeeze my hands tighter and bite the inside of my cheek. I hear the faint echo of Mom’s words…Do not make a scene. Do not make a scene. 
 
   “Make an example of her?” Mom stands. “That’s absurd! You went about this the wrong way, and you know it. You knew my son. How many times did he help you fix that rusty clunker sitting in your driveway? You know, more than most, that he’s a good boy. You should be ashamed of yourself, Harold.”
 
   Go, Mom!
 
   Mr. Langton’s face begins to turn red. “I wouldn’t have expected it from him, no, but the fact of the matter is, he did a terrible thing, and keeping quiet about it for the sake of one student would be doing the rest of our student body a disservice. She’s using her brother’s actions as an excuse to act out.”
 
   Mom leans over the desk, clearly angry now. “That’s where you’re wrong. She didn’t deserve that, and I don’t blame her one bit for the reaction she had. She did no wrong, and quite frankly…Neither did my son!” 
 
   I don’t hide my smile at Mom’s outburst. 
 
   “I would tread lightly if I were you. Those are dangerous words, Mrs. Brennan,” he replies, his face now a beet red. 
 
   Mom growls, actually growls, “Ohhh, you can stick those words and other little things that can’t get hard,” she leans closer, whispering, “that’s right, I’ve seen your files at work,” before continuing in her regular voice, “up your smug ass!”
 
   My mouth forms a small “o.” No way did that just happen. My mother…is a badass!
 
   “If I may,” Coach Grey interrupts the downward spiral of this conversation. As he stands, I see his successful attempt at masking his amusement over Mom’s latest words. This is why I like him, why I respect him. He’s always had Travis’s back, and it’s obvious he now has ours. “While it might not have been your intention,” he continues, directing his attention to Mr. Langston, “it’s clear the assembly was hard on Grace. Sometimes we forget that she’s just a girl who lost her brother.”
 
   I look down at my hands, angry at the sudden lump in my throat. 
 
   “The way I see it, she could benefit greatly from some counseling, and I’m more than willing to step in and offer that. We could meet once a week, help her through this time. That’s what she needs.” What? No… I don’t need to talk about any of it. Not my brother, or Maddie, or the fact that they left me behind. “Suspend her however long you see fit, but expelling her would ruin her future, and after what she’s been through, it’s the last thing she needs. You wouldn’t want to show our students that kicking someone while they’re down is the answer to what we’re all going through.” 
 
   Mr. Langston fumbles over himself a few times before finally barking out a, “Fine, one week suspension. You miss a single counseling session and you’re out of here, Miss Brennan. Understood?”
 
   “Looks like we’re settled here then,” Mom says, turning to leave, but then suddenly leans forward to pat Mr. Langston’s hand. “And don’t worry, I won’t mention your E.D. problem outside of this office.” She turns back towards me. “Let’s go, Gracie.”
 
   “I’ll walk you ladies out,” Coach Grey offers. 
 
   I get up and follow them out with a smile, because, well…that was interesting.
 
                                         ~~~~~~~
 
   I shut the door and click my belt in as Coach Grey and Mom finish up their conversation just outside. After a few minutes and a quick embrace goodbye, Mom enters the car wordlessly. She starts the engine, looks in the rearview mirror, and pulls out of the parking lot, still without engaging in any conversation. I watch her with the biggest smile. 
 
   She takes a deep breath, eyes on the road. “What is it Grace? Spit it out.”
 
   “Well… I was just thinking…” I lean my head against the seat, far too amused to not drag this out. 
 
   “Gracie,” she warns. 
 
   “That it all makes sense now,” I finally continue. “I know where I get it from.”
 
   “Oh, stop,” she tries to muffle her smile with her words. 
 
   “I mean…way to keep your cool and not make a scene, Mom.” 
 
   We’re now stopped at a red light, so she turns her head slowly, looking me in the eyes with mock disapproval. I hold her gaze in challenge. One of us will break, and it won’t be me. But then we both lose it, bursting into laughter. 
 
   …and it feels so good to laugh again. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Three
 
    
 
    
 
   They’re following me again. I pick up the pace, taking another look over my shoulder. Yep, definitely them. High-end black car, dark tinted windows. I don’t know what the hell they expect to learn from tailing me all over the damn place, but the Hunters have been following me off and on since the day I found out my brother was gone. Whether they’re parked near my school, or slowly driving up and down my street, or even trailing me on days like these, when all I’m doing is picking up some groceries at the food dispensary a few blocks from home, they’re always there. Watching. And that, like so many other things these days, is beyond annoying. 
 
   Stepping inside the dispensary, I begin looking for all the ingredients we need to make Mom’s famous lasagna. It’ll be another first without Travis.
 
   Not going there.  
 
   Tomatoes, garlic, onion… 
 
   They have mozzarella and ricotta this time, score. 
 
   We still have some eggs at home, basil and oregano, too—Mom is little miss botanist, great at growing her own herbs to spice up some of the otherwise bland food options we’re given sometimes… 
 
   Looks like being suspended is going to pay off, too. They have boxed noodles. Packaged items go pretty quickly, so by the time Mom and I usually get here, after school or after work, they’re gone. I hesitate at throwing them in. Sometimes making them from scratch can be pretty therapeutic. 
 
   Eh, whatever. 
 
   I toss them in, quickly grab a few extras we might need, and head to the register. The older woman takes her time punching in my items and bagging them before taking my card to scan through her reader. 
 
   “All good to go, sweetie,” she says, handing me back the card.  
 
   “Thank you.” I look down at the receipt. “Wait. Was there another food cut or something?”
 
   “Not that I know of.” 
 
   I look at the receipt again, double checking. No way is that right. $1.62 left? “Are you sure?” 
 
   “I’m sure. They always let us know beforehand. Even before they tell you, unfortunately.”
 
   “Alright…thanks.” I hug the brown paper bag full of groceries to my chest, walking out the door. I’ve done all our shopping the last few weeks, and the amount is wrong. I know it. 
 
                                       ~~~~~~~
 
   “Honey, I’m home!” Mom’s greeting floats through the front door. 
 
   “In here!” I call out from the kitchen, continuing to mix the cheese, eggs, salt and pepper in a bowl. 
 
   “Oh, you started without me.”
 
   “Yeah, sorry, was just twiddling my thumbs like an idiot, so I thought, why not.”
 
   “Gracie,” Mom warns. 
 
   “What?” I throw over my shoulder. 
 
   “You know what,” she retorts. 
 
   “Fine,” I roll my eyes, dragging out the word. “I was twiddling my thumbs, not like an idiot.”
 
   “That’s better. Smartass.” Mom’s laughter follows her up the stairs. “Just gonna go freshen up! The Ryans should be here in a bit!” 
 
   “Okay,” I answer the empty room. 
 
   The Ryans… 
 
   Not gonna lie, I’ve been avoiding them. I love them like family, but it’s too hard. 
 
   Mrs. Ryan and I have always been pretty close, and when Maddie ran, I’d go over there at least once a week, just to keep her company. Even if all we did was sit in silence, I wanted to be there for her like she’d always been there for me when Mom couldn’t be. She’d lost her daughter and was so lost in her own misery that it was never about me, it was about her, and helping her cope. But when Travis disappeared too, it was too much. Her questions, her concern, her need for me to talk about how I was feeling. I couldn’t do it. 
 
   Mom gets that. But no one else does. 
 
   Travis would have. I quickly smother out the thought, but not before the air is sucked from my lungs and I feel the empty space in my heart fill with pain. 
 
   Fuck. 
 
                                        ~~~~~~~
 
   The doorbell rings, and Mom beats me to the door, letting the Ryans in. Mrs. Ryan rushes me, or at least it feels that way. 
 
   “It’s so good to see you, sweetie. I’ve missed you coming around,” her words are muffled by the warmth of her embrace. 
 
   “It’s good to see you, too,” I reply, holding onto her just a few seconds too long before pulling away. “Food’s ready,” I say and disappear into the kitchen, leaving them and Mom to say their hellos. 
 
                                                ~~~~~~~
 
   I scoot my seat in at the table as Mr. Ryan breaks the bread. Utensils clank against dinnerware as lasagna is served. Mom pours some old wine Mrs. Ryan has had hidden away for years, and I hold my glass up, signaling Mom to pour me some. 
 
   “Ha ha, Grace. Funny,” Mom laughs, setting the bottle down at the center of the table. 
 
   “It was worth a shot,” I quip, shrugging my shoulders. After the year I’ve had, you’d think a girl would be entitled to a little booze. Guess not. 
 
   Although, if seventeen is old enough to be a Breeder, it should be considered old enough to be an adult in all aspects of the law. But that’s our government for you. Stupid. 
 
   Mom and the Ryans fill each other in on work, Mom tells them about our new mysterious neighbors who recently moved in across the street—something I hadn’t even noticed, and then Mrs. Ryan brings up their food allowance cut, wondering if it was a mistake, because two of the neighbors she’s talked to haven’t been cut. 
 
   I knew it. 
 
   “Ours was cut too, we only had a dollar-something left this morning when there should have been at least a hundred or so to get us through the rest of the month,” I say.
 
   My words linger in the air without a response. Mr. Ryan shakes his head slowly, biting back his words, and Mrs. Ryan suddenly takes a deep breath. A simple breath, yet it holds such weight. 
 
    Our silence fills the room, crowding it with everything we aren’t saying. Everything we all know to be true. 
 
   We’re the only ones who have been cut. 
 
   We’re being targeted. 
 
   Because someone had to pay for what Travis and Maddie did, and that someone is us.
 
   The mood in the room plummets with the obvious direction of our thoughts…Travis and Maddie. But any feeling-fueled topic regarding them, our government, the Breeding system, or the brave thing my brother did breaking all those girls out, is off limits. We’re smart enough to suspect the government, and we wouldn’t put it past them to have bugged our house. I bet they’re just chomping at the bit, waiting to put any one of us away for treason. But it works in my favor, because talking about them, how we feel about what they did or how we feel about them being gone…I can’t do it. I won’t.
 
     But as our silence becomes increasingly suffocating, I feel myself begin to word vomit, “I have an idea…” and mentally will myself to take it back.  
 
   “What’s that, honey?” Mom blinks out of her daze, looking at me from the end of the table. 
 
   What the hell is wrong with me? “We should go around the table, telling our favorite memories of Travis and Maddie,” I continue spewing my stupidity. 
 
   Mom looks surprised, and I can practically feel the surprise radiating off of Mr. and Mrs. Ryan as well. How bad could it be? They’re just memories. 
 
   “That’s a wonderful idea, Grace,” Mrs. Ryan finally says. 
 
   Mom smiles, nodding in approval. I quickly look away at the emotion filling her eyes. I hear myself silently screaming, fight or flight mode, Grace! Fight or flight! But by some miracle I keep my ass in the chair. 
 
   “I’ll go first,” Mrs. Ryan says, but then asks, “A memory of the both of them, together? Or of each of them separately?” 
 
   “Any of it. All of it,” I manage. 
 
   “Okay…” she continues, “Well, this one’s easy. My favorite memory of Maddie is the day I gave her that bracelet, the one that belonged to her sister, Bella. Maddie was about four then. I hadn’t planned on explaining in much detail where the bracelet had come from, but she was so smart, asked so many questions that I finally caved.” She sighs, smiling. “And you know what she said after all was said and done? You remember, hon?” She elbows Mr. Ryan softly. “She said, ‘I think this bwacelet is magic, mama. Sissy gave me hew magic so when you hug me, you can hug hew too.” 
 
   I swallow past the lump in my throat. This was a stupid, stupid idea. 
 
   Mom discreetly wipes at her eyes, clearing her throat. “You never told me that one, Gloria. It’s such a sweet story.” 
 
   “It’s my favorite,” Mrs. Ryan smiles, but after a moment of lingering silence she adds, “That one was a little depressing, wasn’t it? I have a much better one of your brother,” she laughs. 
 
   I look up at her and hope to god she doesn’t try to chip away at my heart any further with her next story. 
 
   “It was a couple years back,” she begins, “I was in the kitchen, mixing up something or other, when Travis suddenly barges through the room, yelling, ‘Mad-dog under attack! Mad-dog under attack!’ and hauls me from the ground, spinning me around in circles. He scared the daylights out of me, that boy.” She shakes her head, amused at the memory playing behind her eyes. “Turns out, he thought I was Maddie. As soon as he realized his error, his face turned scarlet red,” she laughs, “and the look on his face when he said, ‘I’m so sorry Mrs. Ryan!’ was priceless.”
 
   “I remember that!” Mom laughs. 
 
   I bite my lip, taming the smile threatening to take over my face. Travis was such a goon sometimes. 
 
   Mr. Ryan chuckles, “My favorite memory of the boy is when he punched the hell out of that Dylan Peters kid for messing with our girls. Do you remember that, Grace? It was the year you all were in school together.  The kid had called one of you some name, and Travis walked right up to him and decked him for it.”
 
   “I remember,” I reply quietly. It was Maddie. Dylan had called her a prude because she never went out with anyone. I remember her crying about it and trying to console her, but it was Travis who stopped her tears, and when he was sure she was over it, he’d abruptly left. It wasn’t until a few hours later when Mr. Ryan got home from work that we found out what Travis had done. Mr. Ryan had witnessed Travis punching the crap out of Dylan for calling Maddie a prude, or for “teaching him a lesson for bullying the girls” as Travis had explained at the time. 
 
    “That reminds me of my favorite memory of the both of them,” Mom says. “Well, sort of. Travis mostly, and it’s not really one memory in particular. Anyway, when it comes to those two, my favorite memory is watching Travis fall in love with her.” 
 
   “What?! You knew?” I interrupt, the words exploding from my mouth.
 
   Mom smiles, “Of course we knew.”
 
   “We might be old, but we’re not blind, Grace. It was glaringly obvious,” Mrs. Ryan adds. 
 
   “You all knew? Why didn’t anyone say anything?” I ask.
 
   “We had to let them figure it out for themselves, honey. And Maddie was younger, of course,” Mom answers. “But I remember it. I remember seeing it more and more on my baby boy’s face every time he hung out with her. And he hadn’t even realized it yet, but he was a goner. Hook, line, and sinker for that girl…” Mom smiles, and it’s the first time in my life I’ve witnessed a smile that holds as much love and happiness as it does sadness and grief. “I’m happy I got to see that, see my baby in love.” 
 
   I’m such an idiot.
 
   “What about you, Gracie?” Mom asks. 
 
   I need to get the hell out of here. “I can’t…” I can’t do this. “This was a stupid idea,” I say and quickly stand, the chair scraping the floor beneath me. 
 
   Mom calls out something, but the front door slams behind me, and I’m not even sure where it is I’m going before it’s too late and I find myself sitting in the passenger seat of the Chevelle. My leg shakes restlessly while my breaths grow deeper. What in the ever loving hell was I thinking? I know better than to bring them up, to invite that kind of conversation. 
 
   Stupidest decision I’ve ever made? Check. 
 
                                       ~~~~~~~
 
   The sky fades from blue to black, and I’ve finally calmed down. No one came after me. They know me well enough to know that I wouldn’t talk, and that I’d rather be left alone anyway. 
 
   I hadn’t even realized how much progress Travis made on this car until now, because like many things that remind me of my brother, I’ve been avoiding it. It’s the first time I’ve sat in this seat in forever…since before Travis joined the Militia. 
 
   Well…
 
   Since this night is made for stupidity…my favorite memory of Travis and Maddie…
 
   I could say it was the night all three of us laid under the stars, talking for so many hours that we ended up watching the sunrise, too. Or the time Travis insisted on taking me to the father-daughter dance at school. But to save the last of my sanity, I’ll go with something simple. Something devoid of complication, before hormones and feelings and life altering choices. And that would be the day we met Maddie. 
 
   I had seen her many times at school, but we’d never officially met until the day she rode her bike past our house. I was seven then, and was playing with my dolls in the front yard. I noticed the shiny blue bike before I’d even seen her. And then I’d noticed the shiny blue bike flying through the air, realizing much too late that the girl wasn’t on it anymore. 
 
   Travis came out of nowhere, helping her up. He brought her inside the house, bandaged up her wounds, and then we walked her home together. 
 
   That was the day we met Maddie. 
 
   The day she altered our lives forever. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Four
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Slamming my locker closed, I turn around and lean back against it just as Tyler swoops in out of nowhere. 
 
   “There you are, pretty girl,” he says as his hands slide onto my hips. “What are you still doing here? You’re usually out those doors before the final bell even rings.” 
 
   “Would you get your grubby hands off of me?” I growl as I attempt to peel them away from my body. 
 
   “Aw, come on, Gracie. Quit bustin’ my balls already. I miss you.” His grip on me tightens, and he pulls me closer. “I just want to talk.” 
 
   I sigh. He may drive me insane, but I obviously once saw something in him, and he’s the only person I could even remotely call a friend. It’s that and the puppy dog look on his stupidly attractive face that cause me to relent with a, “Fine.”
 
   “Finally,” he sighs as he pulls me into a tight hug, and it feels…nice. When he releases me, he ducks down to look me in the eyes and smiles. And I can almost, almost, forget what an epic douche he can be when he looks at me like that. 
 
   His smile fades, then he licks his bottom lip and starts to lean in, breathing the words, “I’ve missed that mouth,” across my lips. 
 
   I close my eyes for a brief second, pulling him closer by his shirt, but then palm his face, pushing it away from mine. “I meant, fine, we can talk. Not, fine, go ahead and maul my face with your mouth, Tyler,” I say. 
 
   That was way too close. You’re losing it, Grace. 
 
   “God, you’re such a tease! You did that on purpose, didn’t you?” 
 
   “Did not, Tyler. Grow up.”
 
   He narrows his eyes but then releases me to sit on the floor next to me. “Fine, talk. What are you doing hanging around your locker when school’s out?” 
 
   “Waiting for Coach Grey to finish up with his current victim so I can get this bullshit counseling crap over with,” I reply and slide down the locker to sit beside him. He looks over at me confused, so I add, “In order to not get expelled, I have to come here once a week and talk ‘feelings’ with Coach Grey.”
 
   “That should be interesting,” he mocks. “I didn’t realize you had those.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Feelings,” he deadpans. 
 
   “Funny,” I reply. “Especially coming from you, the only feelings you have are in your pants.”
 
   He laughs, “How would you know? You never wanted in my pants. We could always change that, though.”
 
   “Tyler,” I warn.
 
   He laughs and puts his hands up in the air, ready to block what is sure to come his way if he doesn’t shut it. My flying fists. “Alright, alright,” he relents. “But speaking of what’s in my pants, I have some news.”
 
   “You’re actually a girl and have lady business happening downstairs?” 
 
   “Ha. Ha. No, Grace. I’m serious,” he replies. And he is. Serious that is. That’s a first. 
 
   “Okay, what’s the news?” I ask skeptically. 
 
   “I’ve been chosen,” he beams. 
 
   “For?”
 
   “Reproductive donation.”
 
   “You’re kidding. Please tell me you’re kidding, Tyler.”
 
   “Why the hell would I joke about that?” And he actually looks appalled. “It’s an honor.” 
 
   Gross. “That right there, is why we could never get back together,” I respond. He’s proud? Of donating his sperm to the Militia so they can impregnate girls against their will with it?
 
   That’s disgusting. He’s disgusting.  
 
   I shake my head and stand at the same time that he yells, “What the hell does that have to do with anything?” 
 
   “The fact that you don’t know the answer to that…” my words trail off at the sight of the blond leaving Coach Grey’s office. I’ve never seen her before. Her blue eyes meet mine, and I feel an immediate, inexplicable draw to her. She’s beautiful. 
 
   “Ohhh,” Tyler whispers at my ear, quietly laughing. “I get it. I’m not the problem, it’s the parts I carry. You do like girls.”
 
   “Shut up, idiot,” I reply as the girl passes us, a shy smile hinting across her lips as she looks down at her feet. 
 
   “Beat you to her,” Tyler says and darts away from me. He suavely slides in at her side, curling an arm over her shoulders. He says something into her ear and she laughs at whatever it is he’s said. 
 
   He’s such a dick.
 
   Before they reach the end of the hallway, he looks back at me and winks. Winks. 
 
   And I can’t help it, I flip him off, “Fu—“ 
 
   “Seriously, Grace?” Coach Grey’s voice booms over mine, and he knocks my arm down and out of view just as a teacher walks by. “Are you trying to get your ass expelled?” He whispers through his teeth when the teacher moves out of hearing range. 
 
   “Of course I’m not trying to. There are just too many stupid people here…I can’t help it. Sometimes people need to be put in their place.” 
 
   “Just get in there,” he nods towards his office, trying not to laugh. “You’re a pain, Grace. You know that, right?”
 
   I shrug my shoulders. 
 
   He closes the door and takes his seat across from me at his desk. “Alright, step one. Keep your ammunition holstered.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” I salute him and make a show of slipping my middle fingers into the imaginary holsters at my sides.
 
   He outright laughs this time, shaking his head. “What are we going to do with you?”
 
   “Let me go home?” I ask. Now that I’m here, the reality of why I’m here slams down on me. I don’t want to talk about feelings…or anything. Why’d you have to go and flip off the entire school, Grace? Good one. 
 
   “Not a chance,” he replies. “You might not want to be here, but you need to be. But for today, I say we play a card game and place a simple wager.”
 
   O-kay. “What kind of wager?”
 
   “You win, you ask me any question and I have to answer. Nothing is off the table. But if I win, I get to ask you, and you have to answer. Honesty only, no half-truths or sarcastic responses.”
 
   Dammit. 
 
   “What kind of card game?” I ask.
 
   “Dealers choice,” he replies and sets the deck down in front of me. 
 
   I shuffle through them a few times more than necessary. Coach Grey waits patiently, leaned back in his black leather chair. If he wins…what the hell does he plan on asking me? Whatever it is, I just hope it doesn’t make me wish I had been expelled instead. 
 
   “Speed,” I finally answer. I’d rather get this over with quickly. 
 
   “Speed it is.”
 
   I place the cards five down, one down, one down, five down, and split the rest between us. Grabbing five from my deck, I place them in my hand and put my other hand at the ready, waiting to flip over one of the middle cards between us. 
 
   “Ready?” I ask. 
 
   “One…two…three,” is his response, and we flip them over. 
 
   I empty my hand in no time and pick up five more, and again, and again, until I win and fall back in my seat, releasing the breath I’ve been holding. I won. Thank fuck. 
 
   “Congratulations. Ask away,” he says. 
 
   And I don’t even have to think about it. “I want to know how you feel about what Travis did, and why you feel that way.”
 
   My question doesn’t faze him, or at least it doesn’t look that way. He nods his head, formulating his answer. “Well,” he begins, “I respect the hell out of Travis for what he did. What our government does to our girls is appalling, and the ones who made it out with him are damn lucky to have him at their side, protecting them. I wasn’t at all surprised when I heard that he got away with it. He’s smart and determined, and has one hell of a heart. I’m proud of him, and the movement he’s started with his actions,” Coach Grey finishes, and I hadn’t realized how badly I needed to hear those words until now. 
 
   I clear my throat. 
 
   “Thank you,” I say, and those two words almost break me as I get up and leave the room.
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   “Hola, clase! Hoy en dia, vamos a leer la poesia,” Mrs. Vasquez, my Spanish teacher, greets the class. 
 
   Poesia. Why does that word sound so familiar? 
 
   “Poesia is poetry,” she continues in her thick, Columbian accent. “I will hand you each a piece of poetry. You read, and then tell me the meaning. Poesia speaks in different ways to each of us. What does your poem speak to you?” 
 
   Poesia. 
 
   Ohhh... Sanders. 
 
   “Podria escribir poesia sobre sus ojos,” he’d muttered the day we met, among many other things. I could write poetry about your eyes. So that’s what he said. And the memory makes me laugh, because it was the only thing he said that day that I didn’t catch the meaning of. He had no clue I knew Spanish and understood nearly every word of what he’d meant to be secret…
 
   Chica mas bonita que he visto nunca. Prettiest girl I’ve ever seen. 
 
   Esa es la maldita verdad. That’s the damn truth.
 
   Tu hermano me mataria. Your brother would kill me.
 
   Fuera de los limites. Off. Limits. 
 
   His voice continues to play through my mind. He had a way of turning those innocent words into something more. Something sensual. And I won’t lie, his words set a fire inside me I’d never felt before, or since. A tiny, little fire. That might…most definitely still burn at just the thought of him. 
 
   I still don’t know what it was about him. He wasn’t much taller than me, and he isn’t the typical kind of guy I’d go for, but…he was handsome and adorably hilarious yet confident. A kind of confidence I’d never seen in anyone but Travis before. But… 
 
   Off limits, he’d said, and wasn’t that the damn truth. Travis confirmed Sanders’ fears the moment he pulled up to the house. Scowled face, fists tight, attitude. In other words, typical Trav—the protector, the father figure, the older brother making sure his little sister never dates. 
 
   So it’s funny he never noticed I was dating Tyler. I’m not really surprised though. He was focused on one thing and one thing only at the time…saving Maddie. 
 
   “Alright, class! Let’s begin,” Mrs. Vasquez’ words interrupt my thoughts, but I haven’t even begun to look at my poem.  
 
   Well, shit.
 
                                             ~~~~~~~
 
   “Welcome, sit,” Coach Grey says after I plop myself into the chair across from him.
 
   I wait while he shuffles some papers around his desk for what feels like forever. Please don’t let this drag any longer than this day already has. But Coach is in no rush. He fires up his computer, refills his cup of coffee, strides back to his desk, and lowers himself in his seat before finally making eye contact with me. 
 
   “How are you today?” he asks. 
 
   I shrug my shoulders. “Alright, I guess.” 
 
   He nods. “Card game? Up the ante?” 
 
   “What does that even mean?”
 
   “Winner asks two questions this time, but the loser gets to ask one as well. Same rules apply,” he answers, and his gaze weighs down on me. Or maybe it’s the pressure of his words. 
 
   “Do I have a choice?” I ask.
 
   “Not really. Unless you’d rather sit here and go about counseling in the traditional sense.” 
 
   No thanks. I sigh. “Speed. You deal.” 
 
                                         ~~~~~~~
 
   I slam the cards down on the table, irritated, but at least Coach doesn’t look smug about winning this time. 
 
   “Alright, first question…” he begins, and my heartbeat kicks up a notch. He’s thinking way too hard about this. 
 
   I wonder what happens if I don’t answer… 
 
   Expulsion. That’s what happens. Good job, Grace. I need to remember to lose my shit in the privacy of my own home next time.
 
   Coach’s words still linger in the air as I worry my lip between my fingers. What the hell is he thinking so hard about? I glance around the office, finding something to do to help keep my mind off whatever he’s about to ask, and my eyes land on a photo in the far corner of the room. It’s a picture of Coach, much younger, and a woman holding a tiny baby wrapped in a pink blanket. They’re both looking down at her, smiling. I’ve been in here a handful of times, but I’ve never noticed it until now. 
 
   “Were you blindsided by Maddie and Travis’s disappearances?” Coach asks, and the interruption of his words feel like a slight punch to the gut.
 
   I struggle with my own words for a bit, finding it almost too hard to formulate any kind of answer, because of course I was blindsided. “What kind of question is that?” I finally manage. 
 
   “A simple one,” he replies. “Did you have any idea Maddie would run?”
 
   “No,” I quickly answer. “Not at all.” She never talked about the possibility of being a Breeder let alone what she would do in the off chance that she was one, so I had no clue. None. I just woke up one day and she was gone. No goodbye. No clues left behind for me. Just...gone. 
 
   “What about Travis?” Coach asks, and a heavy weight settles in my chest. 
 
   …I saw the bracelet, and I knew Travis’s motives for joining the Militia, without him having to tell me, but that’s the thing…it doesn’t matter how much I might have expected it, or how far in advance I might have seen it coming, or how much I knew he was doing the right thing, for himself and for Maddie…it still feels like someone punched straight through my chest and ripped my heart right out, leaving a gaping, black hole, filled only by sadness and pain and abandonment. 
 
   “Yes, and no,” I answer roughly, using every last ounce of strength I have to keep it together. 
 
   Coach nods. “Fair enough. Second question,” for the love of… “How’s your mom? Is she okay? Handling things alright?” he asks, and I could almost cry at the simplicity of this question. 
 
   “She’s good,” I manage and quickly stand. “Can I go now?”
 
   “You could go, but you’d lose your question,” he replies.
 
   “What question?” Oh. My question. For him. 
 
   He must see the recognition that plays across my face because he doesn’t answer, he just waits, and while I’d like to get the hell out of here, there is one question that tugs at the back of my mind. 
 
   “Who are they? In the picture with you?” I ask, pointing to the frame in the corner of the room. 
 
   He turns to look, and I see the quick flash of surprise before his features smooth back into place. He clears his throat. “My wife…and daughter. I lost them to the plague,” he answers, and I feel like shit for asking. But fair is fair. 
 
   “I’m sorry for your loss,” I reply and head towards the door. “See you next week, Coach.”
 
   “See ya. Stay out of trouble,” he adds as I leave his office.
 
                                        ~~~~~~~
 
   I feel eyes on me, watching. Again. I spin around, expecting to see the typical Hunter issued vehicle following me but am met by the eyes of the blond girl I saw leaving Coach’s office last week. 
 
   “Hey,” she waves. 
 
   “Hi,” I reply but turn back and continue walking towards home. Now is not the best time for first impressions. But is any time, really? The thought almost makes me laugh, but the girl appears at my side. 
 
   “I’m Ashlyn,” she says. 
 
   I turn and look at her, staring like an idiot as she waits for a response in return. “I’m Grace, but…” but what, Grace? “I’m really not good company these days, especially not today.” 
 
   “That’s alright,” she tucks a strand of hair behind her ear, “I’m actually just walking this way too.” 
 
   “Oh,” is all I seem to come up with. 
 
   I’m about to cross the street and head towards my house when she speaks up again. “So, hopefully I’ll see you around.” She smiles and ducks into her house. 
 
   So she’s our new neighbor? 
 
   Huh. 
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   My hand slips from the door handle. I still can’t do it. Every time I pass Travis’s room, the urge to go in consumes me, but I haven’t been able to go through with it. It feels like as soon as I open this door, the illusion that he could still be on the other side of it will shatter. And as much as I know that reality is isn’t true, I’m not ready to go in there. I don’t want to see his empty bed, or his clothes on the floor, or all of his things exactly the way he left them before he left us. 
 
   But that’s a crap excuse. The Militia came through and did a full sweep of his room after he ran, so I’m sure nothing is the way he left it. 
 
   So why is it so hard then? Why does it feel impossible? 
 
   “Gracie! Breakfast is ready!” Mom calls from the kitchen, saving me from the direction of my thoughts. 
 
   They’ve been taking that turn a little too often lately. 
 
                                          ~~~~~~~
 
   “How’s counseling with Coach going? Your next appointment is today, right?” Mom asks as I shovel a spoonful of oatmeal into my mouth with purpose. 
 
   I shrug and nod in response, humming the words “good” and “mmhmm.”
 
   She laughs. “How is he?” 
 
   “How…is Coach?” I ask while swallowing down another bite. 
 
   “Yes, how’s he doing? I haven’t spoken to him in years, aside from a few weeks ago, after our meeting with the principal. We used to be in school together. Did I ever tell you that?” And for whatever reason, Mom looks a little…embarrassed? Flustered? 
 
   “Mom?” I ask carefully. 
 
   “Yes, honey?”
 
   “Why do you ask?”
 
   Her cheeks grow pink. “I was just curious about the man and how he’s doing is all. Don’t you look at me like that.” 
 
   I laugh. “You’re adorable, Mom.” 
 
   “Oh, cut it out.” 
 
   “Really, though. And he asked me about you, too, last week.” 
 
   Her eyes snap up to mine. “He did?”
 
   And I laugh a little harder. Just like I said. Adorable.
 
                                       ~~~~~~~
 
   Gripping the straps of my backpack tight, I walk out the front door, down the walkway, through the grass, and to the sidewalk, pausing. I might as well just wait for her today. Either I’m a little self-absorbed, or she’s been waiting for me every other day this week. 
 
   Her front door opens within seconds of my feet hitting the sidewalk, and it makes me smile. 
 
   “You’re onto me, aren’t you?” Ashlyn asks shyly as she crosses the street. 
 
   I laugh. “You could say that.” 
 
   And we begin walking to school in silence, like we have been all week. Well, mostly. I now know her age –sixteen, her class schedule, that she moved here from directly across the city, on the complete opposite side from here, and that she draws –really well.
 
   “Have you ever watched any movies?” she asks when we’re halfway to school, and it surprises me. As few words as we’ve spoken to each other, this is the first time she’s invited conversation from me, on my end of…whatever this is.   
 
   “Yeah, we have quite a few at home,” I reply.
 
   “Oh, cool! Maybe we could swap a couple, watch something new.” 
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Anyway, I was watching one last night, and I realized how strange it is to have grown up without any little kids around. It’s like…I remember what it was like to be one, of course, and I see them in the movies, running around, laughing, playing, crying. But I’ve never seen one in real life. There’s something eerie and unnatural about that, right?” Her genuine curiosity intrigues me. 
 
   She laughs nervously, “Or is it just me?”  
 
   I look at her, almost as if in a new light. Like she’s peeled back a layer of herself for me to see, and I really like what’s there, what she’s sharing with me. 
 
   “Absolutely,” I finally answer. 
 
   She smiles, and nods, and we continue in the comfortable bubble of silence that surrounds us as we make our way to school. 
 
   And I realize that I like her, and her company. 
 
   A lot. 
 
                                        ~~~~~~~
 
   “Rumor has it Travis did it for the girl, for Maddie. Do you think that’s true?” Coach dives right in after winning yet another round of speed. I think he bamboozled me. I’m picking a different game next time. 
 
   I take a deep breath. “Of course it’s true,” I answer.
 
   He raises his eyebrows, waiting for me to go on. We had a ‘talk’ before our session started today. No more simple answers. I have to answer with reasoning, details…or feelings. What kind of crap is that? 
 
   “Yes, I know he did it for her. They love each other. Always have. Even if it was blatantly obvious to everyone but them.” 
 
   Coach seems pleased enough with that answer. “Tell me more about that,” he continues. 
 
   “That’s not a question,” I retort. 
 
   He chuckles. “Fine, how do you know they loved each other? Enough for Travis to sacrifice everything for her?” 
 
   Ouch.
 
   “Well,” I sigh, “with Maddie, it was easy. She’d always ask about him, and I saw the way she looked at him when he wasn’t paying attention. She adored him. Even when he was too dumb to see it, and even when he never acted on it. Even when he went out with other girls.” And that’s how I was sure she loved him. 
 
   Travis never knew it, but we sabotaged his dates all the time, purposely showing up at places they were, opening the front door before they could kiss goodnight, little stuff like that. And it was all Maddie’s idea, under the guise of messing with the big brother, and of course I was down for it. I lived for being a pain in Travis’s ass. It was funny. But I knew why we were really doing it. 
 
   It was the nights that I wasn’t up for it, or that we had no idea where Travis and his date were going, or especially the nights he came home alone, after dropping a girl back at her place, that solidified it for me. Maddie couldn’t hide her broken heart no matter how much she tried. It’s a wonder Travis didn’t get that sooner. 
 
   “What about Travis? How do you know he was in love with Maddie?” Coach asks. 
 
   “That sounds like a third question to me,” I answer. 
 
   “I believe I asked, ‘how do you know they were in love with each other?’ But nice try.” 
 
   Dammit. 
 
   The room grows quiet when I don’t answer. My knee bounces slightly, restlessly. “Umm…” I bite my cheek, fighting back the sudden urge to cry. What the hell, Grace? Suck it up.  “I don’t know why I’m…” I say through a nervous laugh, wiping away an escaped tear. 
 
   “It’s fine. You’re allowed to have feelings about it, Grace. Talking about your brother will remind you how much you miss him, so it’s bound to be difficult, and that’s normal too. Just take your time,” Coach says. 
 
   I clear my throat and take a deep breath, blowing it out quickly. Just get it over with… “That one’s harder, I guess. He’s always protected her, like he would me, but somewhere along the line I just noticed that his reason kind of shifted, or his attitude toward her shifted, I’m not really sure. Protecting her became more personal for him. It was just different.” I shrug. 
 
   I’d see him watching her, and I could tell he was waging a war behind his eyes. The should he, shouldn’t he. The reasons he should make a move on her, and all the reasons he shouldn’t. I wish he would have talked to me about those things. 
 
   But I wish he would have talked to me about a lot of things…
 
   


 
   
  
 

Seven
 
    
 
    
 
   A loud pounding downstairs jolts me straight out of sleep, and it pisses me off, because I was having a rather pleasant dream about exotic Spanish boys and cute blonds. 
 
   I groan. “Who the hell is at the door this early?” I mumble. 
 
   Mom beats me downstairs, and I immediately freeze when I see who’s on the other side of the door. Hunters. What the hell do they want?  
 
   “Is it testing, today?” I ask, feeling more than irritated. 
 
   “No, just here to ask you a few questions,” the man answers over Mom’s shoulder. “May we come in?” 
 
   “Of course,” Mom says, opening the door wider for them to enter. 
 
   We sit on the couches in the family room, Mom and I on one, the Hunters on the other. 
 
   “I’m Lieutenant Sawyer, and this is my partner, Lieutenant Jenkins,” one of the men introduces. I look over at Jenkins, the quiet one, and his eyes snap to mine. He stares at me as if he’s seen me before, as if he knows me, and it creeps me the hell out, so I turn my focus back to Sawyer. 
 
   “Can we get this over with please?” I ask. 
 
   “We’ll be done when we say we’re done,” Sawyer replies, quickly cutting off any niceties, and Jenkins mutters something unintelligible under his breath. 
 
   Wonderful. This is bullshit. We’ve already been questioned. Multiple times. What more could they have to ask us?
 
   “We’ve received intel that your brother may have been working with some people on the outside. Do you have any knowledge of this?” The question is directed at me. 
 
   “Of course I don’t. What do you mean, ‘people on the outside?’” I reply. 
 
   “That’s none of your concern. Either you’re informed or you’re not. Are you sure there’s nothing you need to share with us today, any new knowledge or recollection of information that could be useful in the Militia’s pursuit of Travis Brennan?” 
 
   I bite my lip, like I would fucking tell them if I did have any information. “No,” I answer through clenched teeth. 
 
   “Have you been in any contact with him whatsoever?”
 
   “Nope.” 
 
   “Have it your way.” They both stand. “We’re also here today to collect your gov-issued cell phones. Until Brennan has been detained, we can’t risk either of you tipping him off.” 
 
   I’d punch them if I could, the smug assholes. Mom collects the phones and hands them over. I slam the door shut behind them. And I already know I’m going to be in a shitty mood the rest of the day. 
 
   Awesome.  
 
                                          ~~~~~~~
 
   Sprawled on the floor is an understatement. My face hit the ground so hard, I feel like I’m peeling it off the tile as I push myself up, and Wendy-shitface-O’connell continues to cackle so loud she doesn’t even notice I’ve stood up behind her. I’ll kill her, murder her in her sleep kill her. My fists clench, twitching and ready, but someone grabs my hand, pulling it down from midair.  
 
   “Come on, she’s not worth it,” the gentle voice penetrates through my anger. My eyes trail from her hand gripping mine to her face…Ashlyn. “Let’s go,” she says and tugs me forward. 
 
   I follow her even though every instinct in me screams to turn back around and claw Wendy’s eyes out. What the hell did I ever do to her? She’s such a catty little bi— 
 
   “This way,” Ashlyn says, pulling me around the school’s building until we reach the back, facing the baseball field. “Let’s skip class, yeah?”
 
   I shrug my shoulders. “Sure.” 
 
   She leans her back against the wall of the school and slides down it until she’s sitting on the sidewalk. Adrenaline still flows through me, but I force a few calming breaths and follow her lead, sitting next to her. 
 
   “She’s a bitch,” she huffs. “And she’s definitely not worth getting in trouble for.” At this point, I don’t even care. Pummeling Wendy’s face would be worth it. “Not worth it,” she says, reading my mind. Her hand squeezes mine, and I look down at our joined hands, only now realizing we hadn’t let go yet. I feel her eyes on me, but I keep my gaze downward, staring at our hands, wondering what this means to her. 
 
   I’m pretty good at reading people, but I can’t tell with her. Is she just being friendly? Or is it something else, something more? I sigh, closing my eyes, and lean my head back against the wall. It doesn’t matter. I’m not going to make it through this shit much longer. Each day feels more clouded by the last, and it’s only a matter of time before I break for good. She’ll want no part of that, and then she’ll disappear, too. I won’t open myself up to that. I’ve been through enough. 
 
   “Listen,” I start, pulling my hand away. “I don’t know what this is to you, but you’re only in for disappointment with me. I can’t give you what you want, whether it’s friendship…or something else.”
 
   “Wait,” she says, pulling my hand back into hers.
 
    “I just don’t have it in me—“ 
 
   She cuts off my words with her lips, pressing them firmly to mine, and when my initial shock wears off, I relax into her kiss. It pushes all thought to the background, clouds all judgement. Her kiss brings quiet to the chaos of my mind. It’s just her and I, sharing in a moment that gives me more peace than I’ve felt in a long, long time. So I reach my hand into her hair and pull her closer, deepening our kiss, letting her lips eclipse the pain that’s taken up residence in my heart.  
 
   But this…it feels too good. And that’s why I know it isn’t for me. It could shatter me. “I can’t.” I abruptly pull away, standing up to leave her with those words. But I’m an idiot, and as I walk away, I chance another look at her. She stares at me from the ground with hurt in her eyes but quickly looks the other way, refusing to face me again. 
 
   Fucking great. Good job, Grace. 
 
                                      ~~~~~~~
 
   “If we could just skip today, of all days, I will do anything. Please,” I plead with Coach Grey. “Today has been the shittiest, and I just don’t think I can handle anything else.”
 
   “You’re a lot stronger than you think you are, Grace, and while I wish I could help you, we can’t skip a session. We’re making great progress though, and I believe you can handle anything that comes your way,” he replies. 
 
   I squeeze my eyes shut. I’m gonna lose my shit. Deep breath in, deep breath out. “Then just ask me the questions, no bullshit card games. Let’s just get this over with so I can go home and pretend today never happened.” 
 
   He scoots closer in his seat. “Fair enough. Is there anything you want to ask me?”
 
   I shake my head, no. 
 
   “Alright, how do you feel about what Maddie and Travis did?” 
 
   I clasp my hands together in my lap, squeezing them tight. “I respect their decisions,” I answer simply, but just because I respect them, doesn’t mean I agree. I hate that Maddie left us. I hate that she did it without telling anyone, without saying goodbye. I hate that she left her bracelet for Travis, but left nothing for me. I hate that that stupid bracelet told Travis everything he needed to know to make the decisions he did and leave us behind. And I hate, I fucking hate, that he left us behind. 
 
   “Right, but how does that make you feel?” Coach asks. 
 
    Devastated. Broken. “I’m fine.”
 
   “I don’t believe that for a second. I watch you walk in this office every week, and I see the struggle in you. You’re sad. But you’re also incredibly angry.”
 
   “I’m not angry.” I clench my teeth, fighting back my tears. 
 
   “I think you are, and that’s okay. You’re allowed to be angry.”
 
   “I’m not allowed to be angry.” I laugh incredulously, but I am. I’m so fucking angry. And I’m angry that I’m angry. 
 
   “You don’t have to feel guilty about that. Travis would want you to feel whatever it is you’re feeling, no matter what that might be, so you can get through it.” 
 
   “Get through it?” A few tears fall down my cheeks. “Don’t you get it? I can’t! I can’t step a single foot without being reminded of them! That pain will never go away. The loss of my brother?” I ask, the question coming out as broken as I feel. “It’s a giant fucking void that will never go away.” 
 
   I can’t stop my tears now, and I can’t stop my anger as I storm out of his office. 
 
                                         ~~~~~~~
 
   I’m completely out of breath by the time I reach Travis’s door. Fear plants my feet in place as I gasp to catch my breath, but I eventually reach for the handle, twist it, and let his door fall open. 
 
   My heart pounds within my chest as I take my first look inside his bedroom since he disappeared with Maddie. The sun casts a shadow through his window and across his unmade bed. Dirty laundry sits in small piles around his room. Drawers are still opened from when the Hunters searched through his things…
 
   Step after slow step, I make it to his bed and curl up on it, gripping his sheets tight. And then I lose it. Tears fall down my cheeks as I scream into his mattress.
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me?!”
 
   …Why didn’t you trust me?
 
   …Why didn’t you say goodbye? 
 
   That’s the hardest part of it all. How was I supposed to know that the last time I saw him, it would be the last time I ever saw him? I didn’t know it was goodbye. 
 
   I didn’t know.
 
   I stand up and rip the sheets from his bed. “I didn’t know it was goodbye!” I pull his drawers out and toss them across the room. Glass shatters when one of them hits his mirror. 
 
   “I didn’t know!” I scream so loud it hurts. 
 
   I shove his dresser over, falling to my knees. “I didn’t fucking know,” I sob, my vision completely blurred by tears. 
 
   And I just let myself cry. Finally, I just let myself cry.   
 
    
 
   But then I see something through my haze, duct taped to the bottom of Travis’s nightstand. A journal. 
 
   I rip it away and quickly open it, and a note falls out. 
 
    
 
                                         Squirt.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Eight
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   With shaky hands, I hold the edges of the letter and stare at Travis’s handwriting scrawled across the front.
 
   Squirt.
 
   My heart aches, yet it beats faster with excitement. 
 
   Each of my thoughts collide into the next. When is this from? What does it say? Do I even want to open it? 
 
   It takes all of two seconds to answer that last question. Of course I do. But I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t afraid. 
 
   Will his letter break me? 
 
   You’ve already broken, Grace. Just open the damn letter. 
 
   I suck in a deep breath and shakily unfold the note. 
 
    
 
   I never imagined it would be this difficult to write you a letter. Yet here I’ve sat for the last hour, staring down at a blank sheet of paper, unsure of where or how to begin. Searching for something, anything I can possibly say to make sense of all this…at least for you. But no matter which way it all plays out in my head, nothing can be said to justify the fact that regardless of my motives, I’ve left you, Squirt…something I promised I’d never do, and for that, I am so fucking sorry.
 
    
 
   The logical side of you understands all this, I know you do. You’re so fucking smart. You know what’s up, and why I’ve done what I’ve done. You love Maddie. You would want this for her. I know that.
 
    
 
   But I also know that my choices have become your burden. A lot of people are going to hate me, Gracie. Let them hate me. Let them stare. Let them talk their shit. Their opinions are insignificant to me. I know who I am, and I prove myself to no one, except the three women in my life who matter most to me. 
 
    
 
   It’s easy for them to sit back and talk their shit from the cheap seats. But what have they done? Now, more than ever, after having witnessed what goes down in that compound, I know with 100% certainty that I made the right call when it comes to Maddie. I’m close to finding her. I feel it, Grace. And thank God, because she can’t end up there.  
 
    
 
   What’s happening to those girls isn’t right. Actually, it’s fucking criminal. And allowing it to continue for as long as we all have, our government left unchecked, our military trained to contain and control us…the very people they took an oath to protect? It’s fucking bullshit. No girl should be sentenced to a life inside that hellhole, only to face their death broken, afraid, and alone.
 
    
 
   So if they’re pissed at me, good. Let them fucking be. People need to start talking. Just know that their judgments hold no place in my heart or mind. So don’t allow them to take up any space in yours. Besides, when it comes to anger, you need to move them all to the back of the fucking line and take your place in front. Your anger is justified. I left you.  
 
    
 
   Just because I kept you in the dark to protect you, doesn’t make it hurt any less, and it doesn’t make it okay. I didn’t give you a chance to say goodbye. And I know how much that fucking hurts. I understand the anger, and I completely get the pain.
 
    
 
   You’ve just gotta find a way to process this, Gracie. Talk to someone. Anyone. Tell them how much I’ve hurt you. How betrayed you feel. And then tell them how guilty you feel for feeling that way. And how angry that makes you. And how much it pisses you off that you feel guilty for feeling angry with me, since I’m the same person you’re fighting the world to protect. 
 
    
 
   Then let that burden go. 
 
    
 
   Because I’m okay with your anger, Squirt. I know how much you love me. Your anger doesn’t change that. So be angry. It’s okay. I’d be angry too. 
 
    
 
   I know what you’re made you’re of, Grace. As your big brother, I’ve had the honor of having a front row seat to your life. And I am so incredibly proud of who you are. 
 
    
 
   Like mom always says, you’re sunshine mixed with a little hurricane. So if anyone can find a way through these rough waters, it’s you. I have no doubt. 
 
    
 
   And do me a favor. Tell mom there is nothing wrong with the dryer. Your clothes never dried because I’ve been stopping it mid-cycle any chance I could get. Just consider it payback for the laxative prank. And don’t get too comfortable. That debt hasn’t been paid in full. Not even close, Squirt. 
 
    
 
   This isn’t goodbye.
 
    
 
   I will see you again.
 
    
 
   I Love you,
 
   T
 
   P.s. That Tyler kid is a punk. Get rid of him. 
 
    
 
   For Mom. I love you. And I’m just trying to be the kind of man you raised me to be.  Xo
 
   


 
   
  
 

Nine
 
    
 
    
 
   The letter falls into my lap. 
 
   “I’m okay with your anger, Squirt…I’d be angry too.” 
 
   His words pierce straight through my heart, and they break me all over again. 
 
   “I’ve left you…something I promised I would never do, and for that, I am so fucking sorry.”  
 
   I suck in a shaky breath, breathing through my tears…breathing through the sound of his voice playing through my mind on repeat. 
 
   How could he have known all of the words I needed to hear, in the very moment I needed them most? 
 
   Did he know I’d be broken when I read them? 
 
   Did he know they would break me even more, before breaking something free inside of me? That they’d obliterate the weight that’s been dragging me down and holding me under, so I could finally breathe again?  
 
   Those thoughts make me cry even harder, because that’s exactly how his words have made me feel. Light, and free. 
 
   Free from guilt, and anger, and resentment. I can physically feel myself letting those emotions go, while new ones take root. 
 
   Empathy. 
 
   Love. 
 
   Determination. 
 
   And hope. 
 
   If there’s one thing I lost when Travis disappeared, it was any hope I ever carried within myself, but now I feel it flowing through me, filling the dark spaces of my heart with comfort and purpose, because with his letter…I feel empowered. 
 
   Travis is right; people need to be talking…and they are, but it’s not enough. Talk will die down and we’ll continue living as sheep under the government’s rule, keeping quiet though we know the brutal truths. So if someone doesn’t step up and feed fuel to the fire that Travis started with his actions, it’ll burn out too soon, and I can’t let that happen. I won’t. 
 
   A soft knock at Travis’s door rips me from my thoughts and scares the living shit out of me. I look up and…what the hell? 
 
   “What are you doing here?” I ask and quickly fold up the letter, sliding it into my back pocket.
 
   Ashlyn carefully steps through the door. “I heard screaming, and glass breaking…I thought something happened to you.” She nervously twists her hands around in her grip. “I’ve been knocking on your door for at least ten minutes, and you didn’t answer, so I…I got worried.” She looks around the room, taking stock of the damage I’ve done. “I just wanted to make sure you were okay…Are you okay?” she quietly adds, meeting my eyes with genuine concern. 
 
   I glance around the room, at the chaos I’ve created within Travis’s four walls, and…”I am now,” I answer. 
 
   “Okay.” She nods and takes a deep breath. “Well…I guess I’ll,” she points behind her, “just go now.” 
 
   “Yeah…” I should let her go, but… “Wait.”
 
   She turns back around, her eyes hopeful. “Yeah?” 
 
   “Do you think you could help me with something?”
 
   “Sure,” she immediately replies, and when I let her read the letter and tell her my plan, excitement ignites behind her eyes. “I can definitely help you with that.”
 
                                       ~~~~~~~
 
   “This isn’t goodbye. I will see you again.” Travis’s words flash through my mind for the thousandth time. 
 
   He’s always been confident. Well, let’s be real. He’s as cocky as they come. So if he says something, he means it. He’s a man of his word. So I can’t help but dwell on those last two sentences. 
 
   How could he be so sure? 
 
   The copier continues to spit out sheet after sheet, and with the rhythmic humming and clicking of the machine, it’s easy to get lost in these thoughts. 
 
   Will I see him again? 
 
   Will he be with Maddie? 
 
   And when? When will I see him again? 
 
   It’s crazy how one letter can stop a train of destruction dead in its tracks and give it new direction. A purpose. 
 
   “Found a staple gun. I knew my dad had one of these around here somewhere,” Ashlyn says as she steps into the room. We’re in her dad’s office, and though I haven’t asked, it’s obvious he’s some kind of highly decorated government official, which makes me wonder… 
 
   “Why are you helping me?” I ask.
 
   She shrugs. “Because it’s the right thing to do,” she says simply, like it’s all the reason she needs. 
 
   And I trust her. I know I shouldn’t, but I feel like I can. 
 
   I pick up the thick stack of papers and tuck them into my bag. “You ready then?”
 
   “Ready,” she smiles. 
 
                                          ~~~~~~~
 
   We hit our streets first, discreetly slipping them into people’s mailboxes. I look over my shoulders every two seconds and am relieved to notice the absence of black cars and tinted windows. It means the Militia isn’t following me today. For once. Must be serendipity, or synchronicity, or whatever the hell it’s called… It just feels meant to be.  
 
   By the time we reach our school it’s already dark, but the doors are still unlocked, so we slip inside and duck into the first empty classroom. I’m out of breath, mostly from excitement, but manage to say, “Let’s take a break, wait it out.” 
 
   She nods and replies, “Okay,” equally excited. Her cheeks are flushed, and she looks at me with a smile in her eyes that matches the one on her lips. 
 
   “What?” I ask.
 
   “This is fun,” she responds. “It feels like we’re doing something important, something big. I don’t think anyone has ever heard something like this, directly from the mouth of a Hunter, you know? It’ll change things…at least I hope it will.”
 
   I take a deep breath, my heart beating faster from her words. Or maybe just from her. “I couldn’t agree more.”
 
   We find a seat on the floor, against the teacher’s desk so no one will see us if they do happen to walk in, and all I can hear is the hum of vacuums down the hall, and the release of our breaths colliding midair. She keeps staring at me, and I keep staring at her, but it isn’t uncomfortable. It’s nice. 
 
   I smile, and she smiles too. 
 
   Then she bites her lip, taking a deep, weighted breath. “I heard what you said today, and I understand, but I…I still want to tell you that I like you. I like you a lot.” She pulls my hand into the air and flattens her palm against mine, leaning a tiny bit closer than she was before, and I swallow thickly as she continues. “I’m usually pretty shy, but when I’m around you…It’s just easy. It’s easy to talk to you,” she twists her fingers through mine and squeezes my hand, “and it’s easy to touch you like this. I’ve never been so attracted to someone in my life, and you make me nervous as hell, but every time I look into your green eyes, or every time you lick your lips like that…I want to kiss you so damn bad.” 
 
   Okay. Well.
 
   There’s no way I can deny that I feel the same way, and the warmth of her hand in mine feels so good, but I just think –no. I don’t know what the hell I think. 
 
   “I like you too,” I admit, “but I…” 
 
   But what, Grace? Why are you fighting the one thing –the one person– that makes you feel this alive? 
 
   Shit.
 
   “I want you to kiss me, too,” I confess. 
 
   I don’t know who leans in first, but before I can process another thought, her lips are on mine, or mine are on hers. It doesn’t even matter, it just feels right. I sigh against her soft lips, and she sighs against mine, pulling me closer with her hands on my cheeks. On my neck. In my hair. 
 
   And I’ve kissed plenty of boys, and even a few girls, but none of them have made me feel like this. Like I could kiss her, and kiss her, and kiss her, and hardly come up for air. 
 
   Her tongue swirls around mine. 
 
   And, oh.
 
   My.
 
   Go–
 
   A door slams just outside the classroom, tearing us apart. My heart hammers in my chest and in my throat. I can’t catch my breath, but I’m not even sure it’s from the interruption.
 
   No, I’m pretty sure most of it is lingering from the effects of Ashlyn’s kiss.
 
   I take a deep, steadying breath just as Ashlyn says, “We’re fine. It was just the janitors leaving. Guess that means it’s go time, unless…” 
 
   I laugh lightly and come to a stand. “Let’s do what we came here to do.” 
 
                                       ~~~~~~~
 
   We’ve plastered the entire school with Travis’s words. The classrooms, the locker rooms, the gym, the lunch hall. We’re making our way down the halls now, taping them to the lockers as Ashlyn cracks up. 
 
   “You’re kidding!” She doubles over. “That’s terrible! You’re a good friend, but that poor girl.” I catch her wince. “I can’t believe you did that,” she finishes, still laughing. 
 
   I shrug my shoulders and smile in response. 
 
   Ashlyn asked me what the “laxative prank” was that Travis mentioned in the letter. So I told her the truth. That one night I poured some in the drink of Travis’s date…and you can only imagine what happened from there. 
 
   Travis was pissed. All caps, pissed. 
 
   But it was still funny as hell. And now that I think of it…that was exactly when the dryer started acting stupid. How the hell did I not put two and two together? Especially since the dryer has worked just fine the last two months.
 
   I laugh. Of course Travis would seize his opportunity to have the last word. 
 
   But maybe it’s not. Maybe I will see him again. 
 
   “A few more should be good, then we can scatter the rest around the city. If you’re up for it,” I say. 
 
   “Sounds good.”
 
   I lift one of the papers and press it against the wall, positioning the staple gun, when Coach’s door flies open. 
 
   “You, I expect this kind of behavior from,” he points at me, “but you, Ashlyn? What’s going on here?” He yanks a paper from Ashlyn’s stack. “What is this?” His question trails off as he begins to read it. 
 
   “The Truth of a Hunter,” he says. 
 
   It’s the title I’ve given Travis’s words, and I wrote it across the top of them so that it would be written across every copy. 
 
   “It’s easy for them to sit back and talk their shit from the cheap seats,” Coach continues reading, “But what have they done? Now, more than ever, after having witnessed what goes down in that compound, I know with 100% certainty that I made the right call when it comes to Maddie. I’m close to finding her. I feel it, Grace. And thank God, because she can’t end up there. 
 
   “What’s happening to those girls isn’t right. Actually, it’s fucking criminal. And allowing it to continue for as long as we all have, our government left unchecked, our military trained to contain and control us…the very people they took an oath to protect? It’s fucking bullshit. No girl should be sentenced to a life inside that hellhole, only to face their death broken, afraid, and alone. So if they’re pissed at me, good. Let them fucking be. People need to start talking.”
 
   Coach’s voice lingers in the air, overlapping Travis’s.  
 
   I shift around nervously, because I can honestly say I have no idea how Coach is going to react. 
 
   “I can’t decide whether I should be pissed at you for risking yourself like this, or…” He lets out a frustrated puff of air. “Or if I should proud of you, dammit.”
 
   I smile. “I say we go with the latter.”  
 
   He laughs, “I didn’t see you two here, but get your asses home and burn the rest of the evidence. You don’t need to risk yourselves any more than you already have…See you tomorrow ladies.” His last words come from his retreating back, and then his door slams shut behind him. 
 
   Ashlyn closes her eyes and thuds her head against the locker behind her. “Oh my god, I thought we were busted for sure.” 
 
   “Nah, Coach is a badass,” and I say it loud enough for him to hear through his door.
 
   Ashlyn laughs and slides her fingers through mine. “Let’s get the heck out of here.”
 
   And we do, but we don’t take Coach’s advice. Of course we don’t. No, what we do is run around the city and rid ourselves of the last of our papers, taping and stapling them to every surface we can find on our roundabout way home.
 
   And then we kiss goodnight. A sweet, simple kiss. And for the first time in way too long, I go to sleep looking forward to what the next day brings. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Nine and a Half
 
    
 
    
 
   I hurry down the stairs and pull the door open, but it isn’t who I’m expecting to see. Nope. It’s the Hunters. Again. “Seriously? What the hell is it now? You were just here yesterday.” But was that really just yesterday? So much has happened between then and now that it feels like a lifetime ago. 
 
   “Just some routine testing,” the familiar looking one answers. Jenkins, I think. Or Jacobs…
 
   Who the hell cares? 
 
   I peer over his shoulder and out the door. There’s just one Humvee parked out on the curb. Other than that, it’s quiet. No rolling of Humvees around the neighborhood. No air raid sirens blaring. No soldiers marching up and down the streets, yelling out commands. 
 
   I settle back down onto my heels. “Why am I the only one being tested today?” 
 
   “We don’t need a reason, but I’ll humor you. There was a complication with your last reading. Colonel wants us to retest.”
 
   Right. I try slamming the door in his face, but he stops it with his foot. 
 
   “What’s going on?” Mom says and pulls her robe tighter as she reaches the last step of the stairs. 
 
   The Hunter pries the door open and lets himself inside. Three more follow him. “Just here to test Miss Brennan. There was a problem with her last fertility scan.”
 
   “The sooner we get rolling, the sooner we’ll be out of your hair, Mrs. Brennan,” another one of them says.  
 
   Mom takes a deep breath and relents with a sigh. “Well let’s get on with it. I don’t want Gracie to be late for school.” 
 
                                         ~~~~~~~
 
   I’m used to this.  I lost count of how many times I’ve been tested a long time ago. So I open my mouth and hold it there while the Hunter swabs my cheek, and I wait patiently, though I’m insanely irritated, as he inserts it into the machine. The green light flashes, and then the yellow, and then we wait. 
 
   The Hunters talk amongst themselves casually, as if this is all fun and games for them. But I guess with them carrying penises and all, it is. The yellow light turns off, and I wait for the expected…
 
   “Positive.”
 
   “Wait, what?!” I Yell. “There’s no way in hell. Let me see it.” I stand to look at the screen, but he covers it with his hand. “Let me see it!” I scream. 
 
   Mom is already up and across the room. “Let us see the results, Hunter,” she demands. 
 
   “I don’t have to let you see jack shit. Grab her, boys,” the Hunter says, and there’s way too much excitement in his eyes. He stands, and a swab falls from his pocket. 
 
   What the hell? 
 
   “Did you even put my swab in there?! What the fuck?!” I continue to scream as two of the men grab my arms. Jerking my body, I twist out of their hold and knee one of them in the junk. He bends over in pain as I hear Mom yelling, “Do the damn test again and let us see the results!”
 
   But it doesn’t matter. The creepy one smiles and moves in to detain me, and he and the other guy have me held in place before I can make another move. I still fight against their hold, but they grasp my arms harder, painfully. And then the jerk leans down and whispers, “Let’s go, Breeder,” with more hate and disdain than I’ve ever heard come out of someone’s mouth. It feels personal the way he looks sickened by my very existence. 
 
   “Fuck you!” I scream, and jump, and kick behind me. My heel meets the shin of one of them, and I hear him curse as they drag me outside. 
 
   Mom is screaming, and bawling, and I try not to look at her, because…Fuck. Fuck! “I love you, Mom! I love you!” 
 
   “I love you too, baby! They’re not gonna get away with this!” She sets her sights on one of the Hunters holding me and makes a run for it, but the Hunter beside her catches on too quickly and wraps his arms around her waist, pulling her back. “Let go of me!” she screams. 
 
   I dig my feet into the ground, and I push and pull against their hold, but it’s for nothing. They continue dragging me to the Humvee, and the closer we get, the sicker I feel. Dread and doom swirl in the pit of my stomach. I’m screaming, and Mom is screaming, and the Hunters are hollering out orders, and its chaos. Utter chaos as they cuff me and toss me into the Humvee. 
 
   I barely catch a glimpse of Ashlyn running out of her house through the Humvee’s window. She crashes into the back of her dad and yells, “Do something!”
 
   He stands there, stoic amongst the commotion, and I see the words on his lips as he says them. “I am doing something. Get in the house.” Then he addresses the Hunters. “Good work, men.”
 
   “No!” She darts across the street and bangs her fists against the Humvee. 
 
   I roll back and shove my feet into the Humvee’s doors, desperate for them to break open. “This is bullshit! You rigged that fucking test! Let. Me. Go!” I finish between kicks. 
 
   “Just like her brother,” the evil one sneers. 
 
   What the fuck? 
 
   But then something slams against my head with excruciating force, and my world goes bla–
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