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One
 
I scratch my head as I rack my brains. 
Who am I? How can I not know my own name? How did I even get here?
“Well, you gotta have a name.” Abigail says as she stares up at me. “Seeing as you look like an angel, I’ll call you Angela.” Abigail declares happily.
Another stab of pain in my head makes me groan, and I clutch my head with both hands.
“You okay?” Abigail asks.
“Just a headache.” I grumble as I massage my throbbing temples.
“Wow. Your eyes sure are pretty.” Abigail says and smiles. “How come your eyes glow?” She asks as she blinks up at me.
“I wish I knew.” I shrug. 
I look up the street when I hear a thump in the distance, like something heavy falling on to the ground.  I feel the ground tremble slightly beneath my bare feet. 
“Whoa, what was that?” I ask.
Abigail spins around and looks over the rusty cars as she sniffs the air. 
“Oh no,” She grabs my hand. “Quick. We have to hide.” She says urgently and pulls my arm. 
I let her lead me down the street towards the tank. The side facing up the street is dented in several places, and the track is missing. Its dull green paint matches the moss that’s covering the ground, so that it blends in with the street. 
Abigail crouches and slides under the tank on her tummy.  I crouch down and look at her.
“What are you doing?” I ask as she crawls towards a circle of darkness.
“Hurry. Follow me.” She urges me and turns around and begins to climb down an open manhole.
I hear a loud crash behind me, and strange laughter. I get down on my tummy and crawl in after her. I turn around and feel for the opening with my bare feet. A rusted car slides down the street and slams into other cars in my field of vision, making a horrible metallic grinding screech, making the other cars flip on to their sides. 
“Come on, Angela.” I hear Abigail plead from the darkness below. 
I slide my feet into the hole and find metal rungs with my toes.  I plant my feet on one rung and begin to climb down. 
Wow, it’s dark. 
I climb slowly, feeling my way with my feet. After a few minutes I set my foot down on something soft and wet. 
Eww, please be moss.
“Abbie.” I whisper into the darkness, as I feel around with my hands. I hear something click nearby, and a shaft of torchlight appears, highlighting Abigail’s small face. She points the torch in front of her, and begins walking. I follow as she sweeps the light back and forth along the slimy floor. 
That’s when I see the rats. 
Their small grey bodies dart along ahead of us, as they shy away from the torchlight.  The ground itself is made of stone, covered in dark green spongy moss. The air feels moist, and stinks of decay, and rat feces. As we approach a turn in the tunnel, the light splutters and dies. Abigail complains and smacks the torch with her palm. 
“Damn.” Abigail mutters, then I hear her clothes ruffle and there’s a squelch in front of me.
I feel her hand on mine and she grabs my fingers.
“This way.” She whispers, and she pulls me along. 
I get another headache, and rub my eyes with my free hand. I blink and focus my eyes on my hand, and the dark shape comes into focus, then something strange happens.  
My hand changes color.  It starts glowing red, mixed with yellow and orange in places. 
I look down at Abigail as she holds my hand in the darkness, and she is lit up in reds and oranges too.  My heart races as I watch the colors glimmer and change in front of me in the inky darkness. 
I squeeze my eyes shut and take some deep breaths. I feel her tug on my hand as we go around an unseen corner. I open my eyes again, but this time everything is green. The walls of the sewer tunnel are a darker shade of green, while Abigail is in much lighter shades of green. My hand and arm are luminous green.
“What the hell?” I blurt out as I stop and let go of Abigail’s hand.
“What is it?” Abigail whispers as she turns and looks in my direction.
“I can see.” I say and reach for her hand as she fumbles in the darkness. “Here.” I say and take her hand again.
“You can see, in this?” She asks, and I see her frown.
“Yeah.”
“Your eyes look really bright in the darkness.”
“Really?”
“They look like twinkling stars.” Abigail says and she raises her small hand up to my face. She giggles and takes my hand. “This will come in handy.” She adds and pulls me after her.
As I follow her, I gaze down the length of the sewer tunnel, admiring the brick work and pipes.
The floor still feels slippery and wet beneath my feet. I hope I don’t catch a cold.
“Abbie. Who was that, up there?” I ask.
She turns her head and looks back at me for a second. I briefly see the light from my eyes shining back at me from her dark eyes, before she turns and continues walking, sniffing the air. There’s nothing but her breathing for a few seconds. Then she stops.
“You really don’t know?” She asks. 
“Abbie. I don’t even know who I am. I woke up this morning in a strange place.” I say and frown.  “I have no idea how I got here, and I don’t even know where here is.” I say, feeling very frustrated and more than a little scared. 
“Well, I heard the grown-ups call this place Kansas City.”
I shrug. The name doesn’t ring any bells.
“What happened, Abbie? Why is everything in ruins?” I ask.
“I don’t know. It’s always been like this.” She answers and pulls on my hand again. “The grown-ups know.” She says and starts leading me again through the sewer.
 “I’m not freaking you out, am I?” I ask.
She giggles. “You’re interesting.” She replies and smiles up at me. “Yep. You’re unique, that’s for sure.”  She says, then turns on her heel and marches on past another set of steel rungs embedded in the wall.
“What were you doing up there, anyway, all by yourself?” I ask after a few minutes.
“I saw something fall from the sky. I wanted to go see.” Abigail says.
“Did you find it?”
“No.” She replies, and sighs. “It was a long shot. Too much rubble.” She grumbles.
“Where are we going, Abbie?” I ask after a few more minutes of walking. 
“We need to find my family. I need to warn them.”
She certainly seems to know her way, even without a torch. I smile as I follow this sure-footed young girl through the sewers. Whenever we get near some metal rungs, she tilts her head up and sniffs, before moving on. Eventually she stops and points to a steel rung of a ladder.
“I’ll go first.” She says and I hear the thump of her boots on the metal rungs.
I place both hands on the ladder and wait. I hear her groan above, then something heavy and metallic is moved. A shaft of sunlight illuminates Abigail and the dull metal ladder.  She gestures with her hand for me to come up, so I begin to climb the ladder. She looks down and puts her finger to her lips as I get closer.
“Ssh. We have to be careful. No noise, okay?” She whispers down at me. 
I nod my head, and she climbs out and disappears. I quickly follow her and poke my head out from the manhole. 
Abigail is crouching by some bushes, peeking over the top and waving me over. I climb out and scuttle over and crouch near her.
“What is it?” I ask as I look around at our surroundings. Behind us is a wide open space with some trees.  To my left, a walkway goes across the street above, creating a shaded stretch of road, where cars lie abandoned, some are crushed.  
I watch as Abigail looks around, before looking towards the huge building in front of us.  Ivy and plants are covering the majority of stone and glass, but two huge glass doors still stand intact and clear, fifty feet from our current position.
“Wait here.” She says, then crawls to the edge of the bush. She stops and looks back at me over her shoulder. “Oh, and try not to do anything interesting, okay?”
I frown and shrug. “What do you mean?”
“No weird eye thing. My family can be a bit jumpy.  Okay?”
I nod, then she turns and hurries towards the entrance.
I wait and peer around the bush and watch. A high-pitched howl breaks the silence, and I turn and look behind me. I still see everything illuminated in shades of bright green. It’s starting to hurt my eyes now. I squeeze my eyes shut and rub my temples. When I open my eyes again, the greens are replaced by normal colors, and I look up at the orange sky, as a bird of prey circles overhead.  
My tummy is churning nervously as I watch the great bird circle twice, before vanishing over some half demolished buildings. I turn my attention back to the shrub shrouded building when I hear hushed voices. Abigail is speaking to a hooded figure, who is standing by the entrance with a rifle slung over their shoulder. Abigail turns and points towards the bush I’m hiding behind. 
The hooded figure looks in my direction, then removes the rifle from their shoulder and points it in my direction.
“Come out, where I can see you.” A man’s voice calls out from the hood.
I stand up and step out from behind the bushes.
“Who are you?” The hooded man asks while raising his rifle.
“She’s my friend.” Abigail says in protest.
“I don’t know who I am.” I say and take a step forward. 
“What do you want?” He asks gruffly. “Did she hurt you?” He asks Abigail as he steps past her towards me.
“I just want food and shelter...” I say, then look down at my bare feet. “...and some clothes would be amazing.” I add.
“She’s nice. Give her a chance, Jason. Please?” Abigail pleads and tugs on the man’s long overcoat.
“No one gets a free ride. You pull your weight, or you’re on your own.” The man says and lowers his rifle.
“Deal.” I nod my head eagerly.
The man’s hooded head looks left and right, then he motions for me to come over. I pad over and stand before him.  He towers over me.  The hood covers most of his face, while some brown fabric covers his mouth and nose, so that only his brown eyes are visible as he regards me. He steps back and opens one of the large glass doors. Abigail hurries inside and I follow her. I stop as Abigail looks up at me and gives me a warning look.
“Remember, no weird stuff.”  She whispers.
“I’ll try.” I say half-heartedly.
The man enters and closes the door behind him. He removes his hood and looks down at Abigail.
“I thought we told you not to run off by yourself?”
“But I had to find the falling star.” Abigail replies and grins up at the man.
“Go and see Theresa, right now. She’s been worried sick.” The man says angrily, pointing to the dusty escalators.
Abigail turns and hurries up the motionless escalators.
“Hi. I’m Jason.” The man says and extends his gloved hand.
“Hi.” I say and take his hand timidly.
“So what do we call you?” Jason asks as I shake his hand.
“Abigail named me. She seems to like Angela.” I say and shrug as I let go of his hand.
He looks at me with a confused expression and shakes his hand. 
“Angela it is.” Jason says and slings the rifle over his shoulder again. “You really don’t know who you are?” He asks and gestures towards the escalators.
“Not a clue. I woke up today, surrounded by rubble.”  I reply as I begin to climb the metal steps.  I leave out the fact that I was naked.  No one needs to know that. 
“Theresa will help you find some clothes.” Jason says as he follows me up to the first floor. “But you need to speak to Max first.” Jason motions for me to go up to the next floor, so I comply. 
The areas around us are mostly barren, except for the occasional large penguin toy and bean bags spread over the dusty floor. The only source of light is coming from the glass entrance, so as I go up, it starts to get darker. 
I can taste the dust in the air.  The whole place looks deserted.  
I look around me as I climb the metal steps, but I can only see so far in this gloom. I concentrate on climbing without tripping. My legs are beginning to tremble from the hunger. I feel like I haven’t eaten in a year. Which could be true, I have no idea.
I begin to hear Abigail’s voice as I reach the second floor. I see her sitting cross-legged on the floor in front of a dark haired woman. The woman is brushing Abigail’s hair with a short haired brush, using long, slow strokes. 
“I don’t know how many there were, but it sounded like at least four of them.” Abigail was telling the people around her.
A young man to the left of the woman, lies on his side on some cushions as he listens, resting his blond head on one hand. On the right side of the woman, sits a man wearing a thick black parka and brown corduroys. He sits casually as he listens, but then his head snaps around as we approach. His weathered face is a mix of amusement and concern. His bristling dark blond beard and moustache trembles when he speaks.
“Is this your new friend?” The man asks Abigail in a gravelly voice, as he eyes me.  
“She’s nice. Hasn’t got a clue who she is, but she’s nice.” Abigail replies happily.
The man rises in one fluid movement as Jason steps past me.  I feel exposed, like I’m standing naked before his steady gaze. His gray eyes don’t blink as he steps toward me.
“Unusual eyes.”  He murmurs as he stops in front of me and crouches. 
I try to hold his gaze as his eyes bore right into me. I try to smile, but when he doesn’t return my smile, I falter. He stands up and begins to circle me slowly.
“No shoes, no socks, no jacket, no weapons.” He mutters as he walks around me slowly.
“Maybe she was attacked.” The woman says as she looks over at me, while still brushing Abigail’s hair slowly.
“Maybe.”  The man mutters, then he stops in front of me again.  “I don’t like maybes, and what’s with your eyes?” He says and points at my face. “Do you see that?” He says over his shoulder.
“It’s strange. The way they glow blue like that.” The man stirring a pot says while looking over at me.
“Have they always done that?” The woman asks as she stops brushing Abigail’s hair, and wraps her arms around her tiny waist.
“I don’t know. I woke today, with no memory.” I say, emphasizing the no part.
“I’ll vouch for her, Max.” Abigail says.
The man turns and looks over his shoulder at her. Abigail’s eyes flit down and she sighs.
“You got twenty-four hours. If you behave yourself, you stay for another twenty-four hours.” Max says as he crouches and looks me in the eye.
“Thank you.” I murmur and look back at him.
“If you endanger any of my people.” He says and leans closer. “I’ll kill you.” He adds, then steps back.  “Got it?”
I nod as my eyes start to well up.
“Go, eat something.” Max says and gestures towards the small group.
The smell as I get closer is amazing. A man with a red bandana wrapped around his forehead is stirring a large pot. The contents are a luscious dark brown, and are bubbling away as he stirs the pot. The steam coming from the pot is a welcome relief. 
I don’t know why I’m so cold.

I warm my shivering hands around the small campfire that sits under the metal pot.
“Hi.” I greet the others, as I swallow a sob and focus on warming myself.
“So, Angela, do you like elk soup?” The man stirring the pot asks me, and eyes me with a curious look.
“I don’t know. I’ve never had it before.” I mumble.
“You’re going to love it. Jeremy’s food is amazing.” Abigail says, with a grin at the man stirring the pot.
“I try.” The man called Jeremy says and winks at Abigail.
“What I wouldn’t give for some crusty bread.” Jason says as he lays his rifle on the floor and sits down.
“Amen.” The young man with short blond hair says as he sniffs the soup being ladled into small metal tins by Jeremy.
“What happened here?” I ask as Jeremy hands me a rectangular metal tin full of soup. “Who were those men, back there?”
“They’re not men.”  Jason spits in disgust.
“Truth be told, we don’t know what they are.” Jeremy says as he looks into his soup tin. 
The group look at each other in silence. Max sits down and looks at me with a fierce look in his gray eyes.
“Don’t know nothing, huh?” Max says as I look at him briefly. I shake my head feebly, feeling stupid.
“It happened twenty years ago. So, before you were born, judging by your look.” Max says in his gravelly voice.
“Anyway, it started as strange reports from Europe. Cities were being ransacked in Russia, Germany, Spain, Italy, and France; one by one they fell. People were being slaughtered in the streets. Then just as quickly, the news stopped coming in. That was when people panicked.  The President declared a curfew, and the army were deployed to stop the looting.”  Max snorts and shakes his head.
“Stupid people.  We didn’t know who was behind the attacks, until it was our turn.”  Max closes his eyes as he continues.
“It happened so fast, the army didn’t know what hit them.  We lost the east coast within the first hour. It went downhill quick. My brother and I were hiking in the hills north of Little Rock, in Arkansas, near where we lived. From our vantage point, we saw our whole world turn to shit in less than a minute. We stood frozen, hiding behind some trees as the screams turned to silence.”  Tears trickle from his closed eyes. 
“We headed down, once they had moved on, and you wouldn’t believe the carnage. Schools, stores, homes, hell, even the local library, all were painted red with blood. My neighbors, my friends, my family. Gone.” Max snapped his fingers, and opens his eyes. 
“Just like that. My brother and I took what we could and headed north. I wanted to get as far away from those monsters, and what they had done.” He closes his eyes again and takes a deep breath before letting out a sigh, which is almost a growl. 
“But there was death everywhere we looked. Kansas City was no exception. We found it pretty much as you see it now.  I saw some news footage in a store window, before we lost the power, which showed the enemy. I couldn’t believe what I saw. Seven feet tall, they were, with pale blue skin, and jet black hair. Red eyes. Naked, they were, all of them. Covered in blood and guts as they walked through a barrage of bullets, swatting them from the air like they were flies.” He opens his eyes and shivers. “They laid to waste everything and everyone in their path. No one could stop them. Grenades, missiles, machine guns, tanks, they were as toys to these blue freaks.”
“Every now and then, they come through, looking for survivors.” The woman brushing Abigail’s hair says as Max takes his tin of soup from Jeremy.
“Today was a close call.”  Abigail says, then she sips her soup. “Mmmm.” She murmurs. 
“Even after twenty years, they still look for survivors?” I ask nervously.
“They enjoy killing us.” Max says.  “They fight amongst themselves, but killing each other is harder. We’re much easier prey.”
“We hide, we hunt, we remain quiet, and we pray.” Jeremy says as he sits down to eat his soup. 
“What happened to your brother?”  I ask.
Max exhales slowly and turns his head away.
I shiver as I sip my soup. I feel like I’ve walked into a nightmare. What the hell are these blue-skinned devils?  Where did they come from? The soup warms me as it goes down. The soup is delicious. It turns out that I do like Elk. 
 
Later, as the light fades from the sky, and the building becomes like a cave, I take a slow walk with the woman, Theresa. She shows me the areas where I am permitted, and points at the areas which are off-limits. 
We stop at the edge of the floor and lean on the metal railing, looking out into the dark empty space.
“Abigail’s strong willed, but she has a good heart.” Theresa says as she stands next to me.
“I like her.”  I say.
“She’s very precious to me.” Theresa says and looks at me. “I would do anything to protect her.” She adds with a threatening look.
“Me too. I would never harm her.” I say. 
“I want to believe you.” Theresa says, then turns and gazes back out into the darkness.



Two
 
Blue-skinned demons with red eyes chase me through concrete alleys. Howling and laughter fill the air as they close in for the kill. 
I wake up bathed in sweat. It’s still dark. I pull the blanket they gave me up to my chin, and shiver in the dark. I pinch myself. Yep, I’m awake. Yet, this all feels like a nightmare.  
I think of Abigail, the way she sniffed the air before taking off like a scared dog. Can she smell them? 
Why am I so cold? I think, as I shiver under the blanket. My hands feel like ice, yet my forehead feels like its burning. As I begin to close my eyes, the headache strikes again. The pain starts behind my eyes before it splinters up my head like tongues of lightning, spreading the pain all through my head before heading down my spine. I rub my back and clench my teeth as the pain starts again. I shiver uncontrollably while the pain dances around my head. I roll over on to my back and stare up at the dark girders high above me. 
A large star, the size of a Labrador, and painted silver hangs high above me. I watch as the star slowly turns and swings, ever so gently.  The pain eventually fades, and I wipe the sweat from my face with the blanket. I let out a groan, then roll on to my side and look across at Jason, who has been stationed as my chaperone. I can see the whites of his eyes as he stares at me, then he rolls on to his side, facing away from me. I close my eyes and try to sleep.
 
The next morning, I am woken by Abigail. Her excited face is inches from mine, as she prods me with her finger.
“Come on, wake up.” Abigail says as she continues to poke me with her finger.
“Alright, alright, I’m up.” I mumble and yawn.
“Come and have breakfast.” Jason says as he stands up and walks away.
I clamber to my feet, and stagger as a bout of dizziness makes the floor sway beneath my feet. I grab the metal railing to steady myself, and feel the cold metal bend beneath my fingers. I quickly let go and look around nervously. 
What the hell is happening to me?
“Don’t be weird. Come on.” Abigail says, and gestures for me to follow her.
The sleeping area is on the third floor, near the washrooms.  I slip on the running shoes, that Theresa gave me, along with a red sweater, and follow Abigail and Jason downstairs to the second floor.
Breakfast is a quick affair. An apple and a clear broth, which tasted like grass; if I ever had the urge to chew it like a cow does, I definitely don’t now.
Max stands up afterwards, then points at me.
“You’ll be paired with Jeremy today.”  Max says, and I turn and see Jeremy sharpening a long hunting knife on a wet stone.  My stomach does a flip.
“Come on then, kid.” Jeremy says as he stands and slips the knife into a brown leather sheath hanging from his belt.
I get up and smile at Abigail, then follow Jeremy away from the group. He heads to a wall where some backpacks lie in neat rows, and grabs a red backpack. I follow him as he turns and heads down a dark corridor. 
“Stay here. I’ll be right back.” Jeremy says then opens a door further down. I hear something wooden bang against something metal, making a dull clang. Then he slings something over his shoulder and closes the door. When he comes into view, I see a crossbow slung over his left shoulder.
“This way.” Jeremy says cheerily, walking toward the motionless escalators.
“Where are we going?” I ask as I gaze at the crossbow bouncing on his back, as he walks down to the next floor.
“Hunting.” He says over his shoulder and grins. 
“Oh.” Really? “What are we hunting for?” I ask as he turns to his right and begins to head towards the wall.
“Food. Plus, we need to see if those blue bastards are still around.”
“Oh, shit.” I blurt out as I realize the danger I’m walking into.
“Ha. You remember that word, I see.”
“Sorry. It just kind of popped out.” I say and feel the blood rushing to my cheeks.
“It’s good that you’re scared.” He says as he glances over his shoulder at me. “It means you might actually listen to me.”  He snorted and continued walking, following the wall on our left as we walk the length of the mall.
I look around me as we walk. Dull light seeps through from some of the stores, which have windows facing the street, bathing everything in shadow. Dust motes dance in the shimmering light, rising and swirling as moths flutter around.  Great round girders crisscross the vast empty space above from wall to wall. I notice plenty of cobwebs above me, some so huge that they could probably trap a person, if they could get up there. 
As we walk, I peer into the various stores. Clothing, electronics, jewelers, pet grooming and accessories. 
“You want a new jacket?” Jeremy says as he stops by one of the clothing stores. The sign above reads, GAP.
It wouldn’t hurt to take a look. 
“Sure.” I say and head inside. I find the petite section and begin searching the racks. A thick padded purple jacket catches my eye. It has grey fur trim around the hood, and looks warm. I tear off the price tag and slip it on. I smile at Jeremy as I zip it up.
“Come on.” He says and begins walking again.
The jacket feels wonderful. I feel warm and snug, and slip my cold hands into its pockets.
We walk for another fifteen minutes before we descend another stationary escalator. This section of the mall is filled with sports stores. Kayaking, mountain climbing gear, skiing clothing, football and baseball shirts and caps. Jeremy heads into a baseball cap store and walks to the back. 
He stops and turns to me.
“Okay, time for the rules.  So, listen up.” Jeremy says and hands me a pair of binoculars. 
“Number one. You do as I say, when I say. Got it?”
I nod my head.
“Good. Second. You got to be as quiet as a mouse, so watch where you step. No talking, unless I ask you a question. Got it?”
“Sure.”
“Third. If you see any wolves, mountain cats, bears or anything unsavory, especially anything blue, you make sure you don’t keep that shit to yourself. Got it?” He asked as he readied his crossbow.
I nod my head, then I look at the binoculars in my hands.
“Don’t I get a weapon?” I ask. I don’t like the idea of running into bears, wolves or those blue freaks, with just my good intentions.
“Prove yourself first. Then we’ll trust you.” He says before opening a plain door into a dark hallway.
I don’t like this.
I follow him into the dark hall as he heads towards some beams of daylight. The hall smells musty and stale, and very dusty. A trail of footprints lead through the dust towards a door. Its reinforced glass window has been painted over, but there are some gaps, which let in enough light to see the door handle. 
Jeremy holds up his hand and peers through one of the gaps. He tilts his head left and right, then waves me forward. He opens the door slowly, holding it open for me and motioning me ahead of him.   He closes the door gently behind him and holds the crossbow up to his shoulder, at the ready, and begins to stalk towards an over turned fire truck. 
He motions me to stop, then he sniffs the air and gazes about slowly. He walks to the end of the fire truck, with its great wheels above us, casting shadows along the street, and peers down the street, before looking up at the buildings. He waves me forward, and maintaining a crouch, walks silently down the street away from the mall towards an intersection. 
He stops and ducks behind a burned out car, or abandoned truck every now and then, and sniffs the air, while looking around. I’m starting to sweat now as we head left down the intersection.  The street is so wide, and half demolished buildings lie spread out over the entire area.  
I feel exposed. I begin to imagine blue faces in the dark windows. Red eyes watching me. I almost bump into Jeremy as he stops and ducks behind the corner of a McDonald’s restaurant. He looks at me with a concerned expression, and nods his head down at the binoculars in my hands.
I nod my head in understanding and raise the binoculars. I adjust the focus, and the image becomes crisp and clear. I scan the street and buildings. Something dark moves to our left, and I swing the binoculars left slowly. It’s moving away from us, disappearing behind a bus. I thought I saw a tail. 
I lower the glasses, but the bus still fills my vision.  I reach out with my hand towards it, then all I can see are the tiny hairs on my hand.  I close my eyes and shake my head.  When I open them again, the bus is now in the distance.
“What is it?”  Jeremy whispers.
“A wolf, or maybe a dog.” I whisper in return, as my heart hammers in my throat.
What the hell is wrong with me?
He nods, and begins stalking along the street again. A few minutes later and I hear a long howl from up the street. Jeremy holds up his right hand. Another howl rings out, but this one seems further away. 
We wait a few more minutes, before Jeremy begins walking again, crossbow at the ready.
As we continue, the number of trees increase.  There are more grassy areas now.  Jeremy steps out of the street and begins walking through the tall grass towards some trees.  The grass is so wild, it comes up to my shoulders.  Jeremy moves slowly, and I follow and watch where he steps and try to copy his movements.  
Jeremy disappears from view as the grass closes in behind him, then I step out into what looks like a park.  A large green dragon grins amongst the moss and rust, as the swings and climbing frames lie in ruins.  
Jeremy turns and puts his finger to his lips, and points to my right.  I crouch slowly as I turn, and spy a buffalo.  
Its thick horned head is bent down, as it grazes on some grass, eighty feet away, near a rusty station wagon.  The dark fur around its shoulders ripples in the breeze, as it chews slowly.  
Jeremy waves his hand down, and I crouch at the edge of the long grass.  He kneels on one knee ahead of me and raises his crossbow.  I hear him draw a breath, then hold it.  As I wait and listen, I hear a thumping, slow, rhythmic.  The thrum of the crossbow startles the animal, and it raises its head.  The crossbow bolt enters its jaw, and quivers as the buffalo shakes its head and bellows.
“Damn it.”  Jeremy curses, then resets the crossbow.
The buffalo turns and sees Jeremy as he begins to fit another bolt.  With a snort of rage, the buffalo charges towards us.
“Shit.  Shit.”  Jeremy says as he brings the crossbow up and fires again.  The bolt hits the animal in the forehead, and bounces off as it continues to charge Jeremy.  
As the animal gets closer, my heart races, and I hear another thumping nearby, but much faster.
This buffalo is gonna kill us.  
I glance up at Jeremy as he begins to reload the crossbow, but I can see that he won’t load it in time.  I look at the snorting and bloodied animal with the bolt sticking out of its jaw.  
I feel sick.  A panic sets in and I clench my jaw.
I gotta do something.
Before I realize what I’m doing, I’m on my feet and racing towards the enraged animal.  In a heartbeat, I find myself in front of Jeremy, and pull my right arm back as I ball my hand into a fist.  
I feel a rush of adrenaline, as I take a swing at the buffalo when it’s only a foot away.  I hear a crack when my fist connects with its skull.  
The animal falls at my feet, trembles and snorts, then lies silent.
“Holy shit!”  Jeremy blurts out from behind me. 
 



Three
 
 
“Oh my god.”  I gasp as I gaze down at the dead animal lying at my feet.
“How the hell did you do that?”  Jeremy asks, and steps around cautiously with his crossbow aimed at me.
“I don’t know.”  I answer as I try to slow down my breathing.  
I reach down and pull the bolt from the animal’s jaw, then hand it to Jeremy.  He snatches the bolt quickly and wipes it on the animal’s fur.
“How strong are you?”  He asks as he steps back with his crossbow still aimed at my face.
“Would you mind lowering that, please?”  I ask.
He motions at the buffalo with his crossbow.  “Pick it up.”
“It’s huge.”  I complain.
“Try.”
I am curious, so I step around to the side and crouch down.  I slide my hands under its stomach and stand up.  The animal comes up off the ground, before it slips from my arms and falls to the ground.
“It’s too awkward.”  I say.  “Hang on.”  I add, then reach down and grab a hold of its fur with both hands, two shoulder-widths apart.  I heave the creature into the air, and stand with the buffalo raised above my head.
A smile slowly creeps across Jeremy’s shocked face.
“You’re going to come in handy.”  He says and gestures for me to follow him.
 
“She did what?”  Jason asks for the third time.
“She killed the brute with one punch.  I shit-you-not.”  Jeremy says with a chuckle, as I stand near the wall with the blond haired kid aiming a shotgun at my side.
I cross my arms and sigh as Max stands with his back to me.  He hasn’t said a word yet, and his silence makes me uneasy.
I can see the fear in their faces as they glance over at me.  Max grumbles something before walking off towards the escalators.  Abigail takes a step towards me, but Theresa puts a hand on her shoulder, stopping her.
“I told you to behave yourself.”  Abigail says and frowns at me.
“What?”  Theresa gasps.  “You knew she was a freak?”
“Hey!”  I complain.
“She’s not a freak.  Yeah, she’s different.  But in a good way.”  Abigail says as she looks at them all.
“She’s dangerous.”  Theresa exclaims as she points at me.
“No, she’s not.”  Abigail pleads.
“She did save my life.”  Jeremy says and smiles at me.
“You’re welcome.”  I grumble, and smile half-heartedly at him.
“And look.  She even brought back food.”  Abigail says and gestures to the dead buffalo, that now lies on its side near one of the walls.
“I won’t hurt you.  Any of you.  I promise.”  I say.
“Maybe not on purpose.”  Theresa says and takes a step towards me.  “Do you know how strong you are?  Can you control it?”
“I don’t know.  Given some time, I’m sure I could get used to it.”  I say.  “This is all new to me as well, don’t forget.  I’m just as freaked out about this as you are.”
“I seriously doubt that.”  Max says as he comes back into view.
“You asked me to pull my weight.”  I tell Max, “I think I’ve done that.” and nod down at the dead animal.
“Theresa!”  Max says sharply and looks coldly at her.
Theresa grabs Abigail and cradles her against her chest, as Max pulls a revolver from his side holster.
“No.  Wait!”  I shout.
The blond kid moves quickly away as Max brings his gun up to my face.  
I see the muzzle flash as the gun is fired, and the explosion roars in my ears like a pack of lions.  
I close my eyes and bring my hands up instinctively, and feel something hard hit my hand and bounce off.  
“What are you?”  Max growls.
I open my eyes and stare at him in disbelief.  My heart is thundering in my temples as my ears ring.
“What are you?”  I shout back.  “You would shoot an unarmed girl?”  I scream at him.
“Don’t do this, don’t, don’t...”  Abigail cries and struggles against Theresa.
“Get out!”  Max shouts and points his gun at my face again.
I take a step towards him, and he takes a step back.
“Enjoy the meal.”  I mutter as I walk past him.
I head down the escalators as Abigail starts to scream.  I close my eyes and stop.
“I’m sorry, Abigail.”  I call out, then head downstairs.
Once outside, the tears come.  I sit down on the paved sidewalk and cry into my arms, as I shake.  My ears are still ringing from the gunshot.  
I still can’t explain how I survived.  He was only a few feet away when he pulled the trigger.  
Did I smack the bullet away?
“Maybe I am a freak.”  I grumble aloud.
“I’m sorry about that.”  I hear Jason’s voice from behind me.
I can’t stop crying.  I feel my heart is breaking into hundreds of tiny sharp fragments, each one causing more pain than the last.
“Max can be a little...”
“Psychotic?”  I grumble.
“....well, sometimes.  But mostly, he’s just scared.  You frighten him.”  Jason says, and I see his shadow stop next to me.
“Yeah, well he scares me.  So I guess we’re even.”
“You’re powerful, Angela.  In this world, the powerful are to be feared.”  Jason says, and I sense him sit down next to me, as I rub my eyes with my palms.
“I don’t know how I got to be this way.  You gotta believe me.”
“I do.  Otherwise, I wouldn’t be here.”  Jason says calmly.
I look up at him as I rub my nose.  “Is Abigail okay?”
He sighs, then I hear the glass doors open behind us.  I hear some quick footsteps, then some arms around my shoulders.
“I’m so sorry.”  Abigail says quietly as she hugs me from behind.
I pat her hand gently, then stop.  
What if I hurt her?
“Theresa’s right, Abi.  I could hurt you, if I’m not careful.”  I say and rest my hands in my lap.
“So be careful, then.  You’ve done okay so far, right?”
I close my eyes and take a deep breath.  My nose twitches.
“That might have been just dumb luck.”  I reply, and smell something, very faint.
“Maybe you just need time to practice.  Get a feel for what you can do.”  Jason says, then I hear a faint thud, barely noticeable.
“Yeah, practice.”  Abigail says excitedly.
I hear the glass doors open behind me again.
“Get away from her.”  I hear Max call out gruffly.
“You don’t own me.”  Abigail says angrily.
“Max, please.  She’s just a girl.”  Jason says and stands up.
“A girl who can kill us all.”  Max fires back.
“But she...”  Abigail begins, then she tenses.
  Her head snaps up and she sniffs the air.   “Oh, no.”
I stand up when I hear the cruel laughter.
 



Four
 
“Oh, shit.”  Jason mutters as he turns towards the new sound.
“To me.”  Max calls out and I hear him cock his gun.
Abigail and Jason sprint back to Max, as I gaze at the two blue giants sauntering towards us.  They look at least nine feet tall next to the rusted cars, which they shove aside with their legs as they head towards us.  
My heart rate is already climbing, and my breathing is speeding up as they stop a hundred feet away.
“Sto to imamo ovdje?”  One of the blue giants rumbles to the other.  
Its red eyes narrow and it chuckles.  They are both naked, except for black fur pelts which they wear around their waists that look like crude shorts.
“Djevojka je moja.”  The other blue freak says in a language I don’t understand.
They both chuckle as they begin to step towards us again.
I hear Abigail crying behind me.
No!
I take a step towards the blue giants, and they stop and look at me with a confused expression.
“Get inside.” I call out over my shoulder.
“No.  What are you doing?”  Abigail calls out.
“Whatever I can.”  I say in reply and walk faster.
The blue giants exchange a grin before breaking into a run.  I start to run at them, then things go crazy.
The cars and buildings blur as I hurtle towards the blue titans.  One of them roars something, and his red eyes grow wide as I barrel into him.  My head catches him in the stomach as I launch myself up at him, and I hear the breath being knocked out of him, and a satisfying crack.  
I hope those are its ribs.  
We tumble along the street, knocking cars and trucks out of the way, like they’re toys.  When the world eventually stops spinning, I climb unsteadily to my feet.  
The blue freak is lying upside down in the wreckage of an ambulance.  I quickly climb on to its heavily muscled chest, and bring down both fists on to its bruised and bleeding face.  I hear a crack, and keep on pounding until it becomes a squelch.  I climb off and stare at my fists, which are now covered in green blood. 
I take some deep breaths.
Abigail?
I turn and scan the street.  The other blue freak is walking towards me, as Max and Jason fire their guns at its back.
“Come on!”  I scream at the creature, as I begin to walk towards him.
“Odmah ces umrijeti!”  The blue giant bellows before rushing at me.  He becomes a blue blur as he surges toward me at great speed.  
I take a deep breath and focus all of my attention on the blue blur.  I hear the thump of my heart slow down as the blur begins to take shape.  I crouch down on one knee, and try to judge the distance and speed as best I can.
He arrives with a rush of wind and a roar.
I rise up from the asphalt and leap into the air, bringing my right knee up in an arc.  I hit something hard, and pain explodes through my leg.  I also hear a rip, and the giants blue head soars through the air, before hitting the ground and rolling.
I land and scream.  My leg is on fire.  
I try to move, but the pain takes my breath away.  I hear footsteps heading my way before I lose consciousness.
 
I feel like I’m floating.  I’m lighter than air, but I feel heavy at the same time.  I feel something touch my leg, and that makes me scream, but I don’t hear anything.  Something cold touches my forehead.
That feels nice.
I hear hushed voices, but I can’t make out what they’re saying.  I feel so heavy now, and hot.  The heat begins in my chest, like a dying ember being stoked.  The warmth feels nice at first, but then the intensity grows, and burns.  Soon, my whole torso feels like it’s on fire, and I’m screaming.
The burning continues to spread throughout my body, when it hits my right leg, I black out.
 
“Don’t touch her.  She’s still too hot.”  I hear a woman’s voice.
“Angela?”  I think that’s Abigail’s voice.  She sounds scared.
“Why is she radiating that much heat?”
“I say we leave her and get the hell out of here.  It’s not safe.”
I try to open my eyes, but they feel glued shut.
“Mmm....kay...”  I manage, then their voices grow dim as I slip into darkness again.
 
It’s dark when I finally open my eyes.  I’m lying on the floor of a van, staring up at two concerned faces.
“Where am I?”
“Hey there.”  Jeremy says as I sit up.
“What happened?”  I ask as I look at Jason.  “Where’s Abigail?”  When I notice we are the only ones in the back of this van.
“She’s fine.  As to what happened, well, I’m still trying to wrap my head around that.”  Jason says and smiles.
I look down at my right leg as I bend my knee.
“Whoa.  Who healed me?”  I ask, then I frown.  “How long was I out for?”  My leg doesn’t hurt at all.
“You healed yourself, and you were out for twelve hours.”  Jeremy says and extends his hand to me.
I grab his hand and sit up on one of the padded seats, while the van bounces along.
“Twelve hours?”  I turn my head and look through the windshield.  Tall trees and brush line the road either side.  The road is cracked and grass is springing up through the gaps.
“Where are we?”  I ask.
Max looks in the rear view mirror at me, and I see his eyes crease as he smiles.
“Good afternoon, Slayer.”  Max says in his gravelly voice.
“We’re heading west.  Kansas was no longer safe.”  Jason says.
“That was my fault.”  Max says.  “I shouldn’t have shot that gun.”
“You think?”  Jeremy says sternly.
I see Max’s gray eyes flick up at the rear view mirror again.
“My apologies.  I....umm.....regret my decision, deeply.”  Max says.
“I hope this means that you trust me?”  I ask.
“There’s still a lot I’m not sure about.”  Max says.
“That makes two of us.”  I reply.
“Bygones?”  Max asks.
“Where’s Abigail?”  I ask.
“She’s in the other car, with Theresa and Andrew.  They’re following.”
I move to the back of the van and look out of one of the small rear windows.  A green station wagon is following.  Andrew must be the short blond haired kid who had the shotgun at my side.  I see his blond head above the steering wheel in the car behind us.
“So, what’s the plan?”  I ask as I wave at the other car.
“Denver.”  Max says.
I turn and shrug my shoulders.  “Why Denver?”
“Why not?”  Jason asks.
“Maybe the mountains will offer some protection.”  Jeremy says.
I sit back down and rub my temples as another headache strikes.
“What is it?”  Jason asks.
“Head hurts.”  I complain as I massage my throbbing temples and close my eyes.
“Max.  Can we pull over for a bit?”  I hear Jason ask.
“What’s up?”
“I think she might hurl.”
 



Five
 
Max pulls over and I climb out the back when Jeremy opens the door.  My head feels like it’s on fire.  I stagger from the van and kneel down on the broken asphalt.  
Stop squeezing my head like an orange.

My eyes feel so dry, and sore.  I rub them with my palms, as the pain in my head intensifies.
“Are you okay?”  I hear Jason’s voice.
“What’s wrong?”  I hear Abigail’s voice.
“I...don’t.....know....aaaggghhh!”  I scream as the pain explodes in my head, then shoots down my spine. The pain is unbelievable.  I arch my back and collapse on to the ground.  I claw at the asphalt, and hardly blink when my fingers pass through it like a knife through warm butter.
“Holy shit.”  I hear Max mutter and sense him close by.
I keep my eyes closed as my body is racked by convulsions of pain.  Then the heat starts.  Within seconds, my heart feels like a blazing hot coal.  I grit my teeth, and tears drip from my closed eyes, as the fire spreads through my body like lava, burning me from the inside out.
“EVERYONE, GET BACK!”  I hear Max shout.

“Why is she glowing?”  I hear Abigail’s worried voice.
Stop it.  Please, make it stop!
The pain begins to subside, then I open my eyes, and retch uncontrollably.
“I told you she was going to yak.”  I hear Jason say.
I cough and wipe my mouth on my sleeve, before rolling over on to my back.  My tears turn to steam when I eventually open my eyes.
“Well......that was....different.”  Max says as he steps closer and looks down at me.
“I’m sorry.”  I say, as a belch escapes me.
“I can’t imagine what you’re going through.”  Max says as he leans down and extends his hand.  He touches me experimentally on my face and hands, pulling away quickly each time.  “Damn, you’re on fire.”
I roll over and climb to my knees, before throwing up again.  Even my vomit is steaming.  It hisses and bubbles when it hits the tarmac.
Damn, I feel so weak.  
But then, as the heat leaves me and my skin loses the strange glow, a new feeling replaces it.  It’s hard to put it into words, but I begin to feel....euphoric. 
“Why are you smiling?”  Max asks as I stand up and flex my fingers. 
“I feel strange.”  I reply and look down at my legs.  I notice the gouges I made in the asphalt, and a nervous laugh escapes me.
“If you’re feeling better, shall we press on?” Max asks, then heads back to the van when I nod.
 “What did that feel like?” Jason asks as I climb into the van and sit down.
“Amazing.”  I reply and grin.
 
Thirty minutes later, as we’re bouncing along the abandoned road, a thought pops into my head. 
“Where’s Abigail’s parents?”  I ask Jason. 
Jason’s jaw clenches and he sits back.
“We don’t know.”  Jason replies flatly.
“I’m sorry, I don’t mean to pry.”
“It’s not that.  We really don’t know where they are.  You see......we found her in a dumpster.”
Oh, my god.
“A dumpster?”  I ask.
“Yeah.  Theresa and I found her behind a Wendy’s.”
“She’s lucky to have you.”  I say, then lean back and close my eyes.
“I’m sure someone is out there, looking for you.”  Jason says, and I open my eyes and look over at him.
“What if I didn’t come from here?”  I ask.
“Well, then that’s their loss.”  Jeremy says and pats my knee.
I close my eyes and smile.
Where did I come from?
I try to think back again, but the earliest thing I remember is waking up to dust, debris and water dripping on my head.
“Hey, look.  Pumpkins.”  Max says out of nowhere.
He begins to slow down.
Pumpkin?
‘Yes, Pumpkin?’  I hear a man’s voice say inside my head.
‘I need you to take Jessica, and get out of here.’  Is that my voice?
A man’s face forms in my mind.  Blond hair, blue eyes.  His face is sad. 
“Whoa.”  I blurt out, as I open my eyes and sit forward.
“What?”  Jeremy asks and backs away from me quickly.
“I think I just had a memory.”  I say.
“You remembered something?”  Max asks and looks over his shoulder at me.
“Something.  A man.  He called me Pumpkin.”
“Maybe he’s your father.”  Max suggests, and pulls over.  He soon opens his door and climbs out. 
“Maybe.”  I say and frown as I try to picture his face again.
“Hey, that means your human, right?”  Jeremy says cheerily as he moves closer again.
“I guess.”  I say.
Max comes back a few minutes later and passes two large pumpkins to Jeremy.
“Nice.”  Jeremy says and places them on the floor in front of him.
Max starts the engine, and soon I’m bouncing in my seat again. I listen to the rumbling of the tires and the engine, and close my eyes.
A hand on my shoulder wakes me.  My eyes flutter open.  It’s dark.  Theresa is leaning over me.  I’m still in the back of the van.
“Where are we?”  I ask and yawn.
“Colorado.”  Theresa says and holds out her hand to me.  “We’re going to camp here tonight.  Come on.”
I take her hand sleepily and get up.  I rub my numb butt and climb down from the van.  Theresa backs away from me when I stretch, then turns and walks towards the side of the highway.  She climbs over the metal railing and walks through the tall grass.  I hop lightly over and follow her.  Once we get through the tall grass, I see the campfire up ahead.  
Around the area, there are lots of boulders of various sizes, and some thorny looking bushes.  The camp is at the base of a boulder the size of a small house.  The ground is dry brown dirt, and small lizards dart from our path as we stride toward the camp.
“Hey, sleepy-head.”  Jeremy says as I arrive and sit down next to Max.
I sniff the air.
“Mmm, what’s cooking?”  I ask as Jeremy stirs a large pot.
“Pumpkin soup.”  Jeremy says and ladles some into a metal tin, then hands it to me with a spoon.
‘Hi, Pumpkin.  Will you be home soon?’  Another memory floats to the surface.  
That voice.  
“Home.”  I mumble as I stare off into space.
“Are you okay?”  Abigail asks.  She fidgets next to Jason who sits across from me on the dirt.
I focus back on my soup, and look over at her.
“Yeah.  I just had another memory.”
“Maybe all of your memory will come back.”  Abigail says and grins.
“God, I hope so.”
“Me too.  I’d love to know how you got to be so bad-ass.”  Jeremy says with a chuckle.
“I think I’ve finally nailed it.”  Andrew says as he runs a dirty hand through his short blond hair.
“What?”  Jason asks.
“Her accent.  New York.”  Andrew says with satisfaction.
“You’re nuts.”  Jason says.  “I reckon she’s from Boston.”
“You’re both wrong.”  Max says and spoons some soup into the gap in his beard.
“What’s wrong with my accent?”  I ask.
“It’s an Illinois accent.”  Max says and wipes his mouth on his sleeve.
“How can you be so sure?”  Andrew asks.
“I met a guy who was from Chicago, maybe five years ago, I’m not sure.  But he said that he was from Chicago, and he sounded a bit like her.”  Max says and pokes at the fire with a branch.
“How far is Chicago from here?”  I ask as I stir my soup with a spoon.
“Over a thousand miles, as the crow flies.”  Max says.  “But, it’s gone.”
“Gone?”  I ask and stare at him wide eyed.
“There was a large number of those blue freaks in Chicago.  In a desperate attempt, the military nuked them.  Now that whole area is off-limits.”  Max says and spoons more soup into his mouth.
“Nuked?”  Abigail asks and looks around the fire.
“A very powerful bomb.”  Theresa tells her.
“The man who you met.  Where is he now?”  I ask.
“I don’t know.  He mentioned something crazy and headed south.”  Max replies and takes a sip of water.
“What did he say?”  Abigail asks.
“He said he was heading to Area 51.”  Max replies and snorts.
“What did he look like?”  I ask.
“I don’t know.  Tall, kind of big.  He only had one eye and some of his hair was missing.  He kept insisting that I go with him.”  Max sniffed and shook his head.  “The guy was nuts.”
“Where is Area 51?”  I ask.
“What is Area 51?”  Abigail asks.
“A myth.”  Theresa tells her and brushes a strand of hair from her face.
“Isn’t it supposed to be in the desert, somewhere in New Mexico?”  Jeremy says as he helps himself to another helping.
“Nevada.”  Max says and laughs.  “You don’t actually believe it exists, do you?”
“Why not?”  Jeremy replies.
While they argue, I finish my pumpkin soup, then get up and take a walk.  I wander away from the firelight and stop by a thorny looking shrub.  
I gaze up at the night sky, and marvel at the stars.  So many constellations, all glimmering in the darkness, so full of mystery and wonder.  
I sense Abigail before I see her.  She looks up at me and takes my hand.
“Wow.”  She breathes.
“I know.”  I say quietly.
“Do you know their names?”  She asks wistfully.
“If I do, I can’t remember.”  I say, then we both gasp as a shooting star passes overhead.
Oh, please, let me remember.
I step in front of Abigail when I hear soft padding coming towards us.  I focus my eyes and stare into the blackness.  The world turns into shades of green, making bushes, rocks, a fence and a lumbering shape stand out.  The creature’s eyes look like small discs of light as it approaches.  I clear my throat, and the animal stops and raises its shaggy head and sniffs the air.  
I place my hand on Abigail’s shoulder and push her gently back behind me.  
The bear growls, a deep rumble, before rearing on its hind legs, towering over me.
“Shoo.”  I say quietly and shove the creature back with one hand.
The bear flies back at least fifty feet, toppling over backwards.  It quickly rolls over and lumbers away quietly.
“What was that?”  Abigail asks.  “It smelled different.”
“Nothing to worry about.”  I reply and take her hand.  “Let’s go back.”



Six
 
I can almost hear Max frown as we pass the sign for Denver.
“Oh, great.”  Max growls.
“Now what?”  I ask.
“Take a look.”  Max gestures to the windshield.
I peer over his shoulder.
“Oh my god!”  I gasp when I see the skeletons strapped to the telegraph poles.  Some hang from streetlights, nylon cords wrapped tightly around their necks.  Their clothes are falling to pieces, but were the only things that remained, other than their hair.  Their bones had been picked clean.  We drive past dozens of them.
“Who the hell did this?”  Jason asks over my shoulder.
“I don’t know, and I don’t want to find out.”  Max says as he stares grimly out at the road.
We drive in silence, before Max pulls over and climbs out.  I open the rear doors and hop down.
“I see some smoke up ahead.”  Max says, then walks over to the station wagon and taps on the window.
Smoke?  
I step up into the back of the van, then reach up and grab hold of the van’s roof. I pull myself up easily and sit down on the roof.  
I shield the sun from my eyes with my hands, then focus my eyes and gaze into the distance.  
The street, lined with telegraph poles and sparse trees, zoom toward me.  I flinch at first when it happens, then as the buildings in the distance grow larger and larger, I begin to relax into it.  I scan the horizon until I spot the line of black smoke, then I concentrate on that area and zoom in closer.
“What are you doing up there?”  I hear Max yell up at me.
“Trying to concentrate.”  I reply testily, as the building in question comes into sharp focus.  Two women are sitting around a campfire.  They’re cooking something on a spit over a fire.  I look around the area near them.  Nothing.  Just a Harley Davidson motorcycle parked near them with some backpacks leaning against it.
I blink my eyes and focus back to where I am.  I get up and hop lightly down.
“There are two women around a campfire.”  I tell Max as he looks at me with his, what-the-hell expression.
“How do you know that?”  He grumbles as he squints at me.
“I saw them.”  I reply and head over to the station wagon.
“Why have we stopped?”  I hear Abigail complain from the backseat.
I lean down to the window.
“There are two girls up ahead.  What do you want to do?”  I ask them.
“You didn’t see anyone else?”  Max asks as he walks over.
I shake my head.
“How did you see them?  Where are they?”  Theresa asks as she climbs out.
“I have...umm....really good eyesight.”  I answer and shrug.
“Max, how do you want to play this?”  Theresa asks.
“Maybe we should go say hi.”  Max says with one hand on his revolver.
“Maybe it would be best, if we went.”  I say, and gesture to Theresa and myself.  “They might not feel as threatened, if it’s just us girls.”  I suggest.
Theresa nods in agreement and closes the car door and walks over to me.
“Okay.”  Max nods his head and turns and looks at both vehicles.  “Which one will you take?”
I shake my head.  “No car needed.”
They both look at me like I’m crazy.
“I want to try something.”  I confess with an impish smile.
I wave Theresa over, and she looks hesitantly at Max for a second, then strolls over with a worried expression.
I scoop her up into my small arms easily, like picking up a pebble.
“Whoa.”  Theresa gasps, then giggles nervously.
I turn and walk quickly past the van.
“Hold on tight.”  I warn her, before I increase my pace.
“Oh....my....god!”  Theresa gasps when the scenery begins to blur.
My feet hammer the ground as I race along the street, loudly at first, then the sound becomes a dull thrum as I accelerate.  The black column of smoke grows larger in seconds.  I slow down when I see the glint of metal from their motorcycle, and slide to a stop.  My heart is still racing when I set down a breathless Theresa on to the sidewalk.
“Holy shit!”  Theresa gasps.
“Who’s there?”  A young woman’s voice calls out, and I hear some hasty footsteps.
“We’re friendly.  We mean you no harm.”  I call out as Theresa composes herself.
A woman’s head pops out behind the edge of a wall, followed by a taller woman also with red hair.  She holds a shotgun out in front of her as she steps out toward us.  I step in front of Theresa and raise my hands.
“We saw your fire.  We just wanted to say hi. Hi.”  I say and wave one hand.
“Who the hell’s we?”  The red haired woman demands.
“I’m Angela.  This is Theresa.”  I say and gesture behind me.
“Hello.”  Theresa says over my shoulder.
“I’d be grateful, if you would lower that.”  I ask and look down at the two barrels, as they point at my stomach.
The red-haired woman snorts and spits at the ground at my feet.  “I bet you would.”
“Sam, come on.  They look okay.”  The younger woman calls out from behind the wall, and pokes her head out again.  She also has red hair, but hers is longer, the lady with the gun has shorter hair, and it’s very unkempt and spiky in places.
“Becky, shush.  I’m handling this.”  The red-head with the gun calls out over her shoulder, while keeping her eyes on us.
“Look, if you’re gonna shoot, just do it already.”  I say and take a step towards her.
“Don’t move.  I will shoot you.”
“No, you won’t.”  I say and take a step towards her.
“No, she really will.”  The younger girl calls out, just as the shotgun is fired.
The muzzle flash makes me blink, and the boom makes Theresa hit the dirt.  I take the blast to the stomach, like a whole bunch of annoying flies have just flown into me.  
I step towards her again until the muzzle is pressing against me.
“Okay, so maybe you will shoot me.”  I say and snatch the gun from her trembling hands.
“How are you not dead?”  The red-head asks and drops to her knees.
“That’s a complicated question.”  I say and hold my hand out to her.  “But I meant what I said.  We mean you no harm.”
The younger red-head runs out from behind the wall and hugs her companion.
Theresa stand up and stares at me in disbelief.  I smile and push my finger through the huge hole in my clothes, and prod my skin. It doesn’t even hurt.  Theresa touches my stomach, then laughs nervously.
“You really are a freak.”  She mutters, then turns her attention back to the two red-haired girls, who are slowly freaking out in front of me.
“Thanks.”  I reply, then nod to my hand as I hold it out to them, while passing the shotgun back to them with my other hand.  “Sorry if I freaked you out.  Friends?” 
They both look at each other with confused expressions, then the older one takes my hand and stands up.
“I’m sorry that I shot you.  But I did warn you.”
“At least I now know, that you mean what you say.”  I say with a wry smile.
“As do I.”  She replies with a nervous laugh.  “I’m Samantha.  This is my sister, Rebecca.”
I extend my hand to Rebecca and help her to her feet.
“Would you like some coffee?”  Rebecca asks.  “We have some brewing.”
“Coffee?”  I ask and look at Theresa.
“Coffee?  Yes, please.”  Theresa replies with a smile, and Samantha begins walking back to the wall that shields a back yard, where their campfire is crackling away.
“What’s coffee?”  I whisper to Theresa as we follow them.
“You’ll see.”  She grins back.
Rebecca gestures for us to sit down on some cinderblocks that have been placed around the fire.  I sit down while they busy themselves, then Samantha hands me a metal tin filled with something dark.  I sniff it experimentally, while Theresa takes hers from Rebecca.  
Mmm, it smells good.  Familiar, somehow.
“Do you have any sugar?”  Theresa asks.
“Yeah, sure.  Here.”  Rebecca says and hands Theresa a glass container with a silver pourer.  I watch as Theresa pours some into her tin and swirls it around.
“Sugar?”  Rebecca asks me.
I shrug.  “Sure, why not.”  I take the container and pour the white powder into my tin, then use my finger to stir the steaming hot liquid.  “Thanks.”  I say, then take a sip. 
“Ooh.”  I blurt out as the hot liquid slides down my throat.  It tastes amazing.  I quickly take another sip.
“You never had coffee before?”  Rebecca asks as she studies my face.
I shake my head and drink more.
“I still don’t understand how you can take a shot to your gut, without any marks?”  Samantha says as she sits opposite me.
I point to the gaping hole in my jacket.
“Well, you did ruin my clothes.”  I say and frown at her.
“Who are you?  What are you?”  Samantha asks.
“Two very good questions.  If you find out, please let me know.”  I answer and frown.
“She has no memory of who she is, or where she came from.”  Theresa tells them, while I drink my coffee.
“That’s weird.”  Samantha says and looks at me sideways as she turns the spit over the fire.  
The animal has been skinned and tied to a long thick branch, and is turning a glorious brown color.  Fat runs down the carcass and drips on to the flames.  Samantha turns it over every few minutes.
“Are you hungry?”  Rebecca asks me and smiles.
I don’t care what it is, the smell is making my mouth water.
“Can our friends join us?”  Theresa asks while I stare at the browning carcass.
“Where are they?”  Samantha asks.
“They’re down the road a ways.  We thought we would meet you guys first.”  Theresa says.
“How many in your group?”  Samantha asks warily.
“Five others.  Would you like to meet them?”  Theresa asks and nudges me, making me blink.
“Hmm?”  I mumble and look at her.
“Would you go tell them to join us?”  Theresa asks, and then looks to Samantha for approval.  Samantha nods her head, and pulls a long hunting knife from a brown leather sheath dangling from her hip.
I stand up and stretch, arching my back.
“Back in a pip.”  I say, then walk quickly to the wall and make my way to the street.
Once outside, I pick up speed and tear down the street like a locomotive.  The scenery around me becomes a green and grey blur as I haul ass back to the others.  I come to a stop near Jason as he stands with his back to me. I tap him on his shoulder.
“Geez!”  Jason squeals and spins around, a knife in his hand.
 “Only me.”  I say and grin, as he lowers his knife and sighs in relief.
“How do you do that?”  Jason asks and takes a deep breath and exhales slowly.
“What, running?  Oh, it’s easy.”  I say, and he rolls his eyes.
“Where’s Theresa?”  Jason asks.
“She’s with the two girls, Sam and Becky.  Come on.”  I say and wave my hand at the others.  “Come and meet them.”
“What was that gunshot?  I thought I heard gunfire.”  Max asks gruffly as he walks up to me.  “What is that?”  He asks, pointing to the front of my overcoat.
I look down at the gaping hole in my clothes, and shrug.
“I had an accident.”  I say, and smile innocently.
 



Seven
 
“So, where are you girls from?”  Jason asks as Rebecca hands him some of the, what I now know is spit-roasted hare.
“Brooklyn, or what’s left of it.”  Samantha answers and takes a sip of her coffee.
“Where are you guys headed?”  Rebecca asks and sits down next to her sister.
“Well, here.  But now that we’re here, I’m not sure.”  Max says and warms his hands on their fire.
“We’re going to try south.  It has to be warmer south, right?”  Samantha says.
I see the others sitting close to the fire and warming themselves by the fire, before it dawns on me.
I don’t feel the cold anymore.
“South sounds like a plan.”  Jeremy says and looks around him.  “Not much here, really.”
“Just like everywhere else.”  Max grumbles into his tin of coffee.
“Any place in mind?”  Abigail asks as she sits in Theresa’s lap.
“Mexico.  Plenty of places to hide down there, I hear.”  Samantha says, then looks up at the slowly darkening sky.
“Have you seen any freaks lately?”  Andrew asks, then pops some more meat into his mouth, chewing slowly.
“A few.  More were arriving in New York.  I counted at least thirty of those blue devils.”  Samantha says and shivers.  “I got us out, and we’ve been heading west.  But we haven’t seen many folks, and those we did meet....well....let’s just say....we didn’t get on.”
Max nods in understanding, and spies the shotgun lying next to her, then looks over at me.
“Did you two have a......disagreement?”  Max asks, raising a bushy eyebrow.
“More like....a misunderstanding.”  I say.
Max looks at the hole in my jacket and shakes his head.  “You really are a strange one.”
“You got that right.”  Samantha says and smiles at me.
“So how long’s it been since you last saw one?”  Jason asks.
“Around two weeks.  You?”  Samantha says.
“The other day, actually.”  Jason replies, before giving me an odd look.
“Really?  Where?”  Samantha asks and sits forward.
“Kansas City.”  Max replies.
“She totally kicked their butts.”  Abigail declares with pride, pointing at me.
“What?”  Samantha asks in amazement, while Rebecca stares at me calmly.
“Actually, she killed them.”  Max adds.  It’s hard to know if he’s actually smiling behind that bushy beard of his, but his eyes are creasing up.
“Holy shit.  I’ve never heard of anyone killing one of those things.”  Samantha says, and her eyes mist up.
I blush and sip my coffee.
“I told you.  She’s my angel.”  Abigail says confidently.
“Where are you going?”  Rebecca asks in an almost reverential voice, while she looks at me.
“Me?”  I ask, and she nods her red head.
“I don’t know.  But as long as it’s far from those things, then that’s fine by me.”  I reply.
“Come with us.”  Rebecca asks.
Sam looks at me as well and nods her head.  I look at the others, then finally at Max.
“What do you say?”  I ask him.
“South, huh?”  Max says and swirls the coffee in his tin cup.
“Might be warmer down south.”  Jeremy suggests.
“How much ammo have you got?”  Max asks the girls.
“Ten cases in my backpack.  A dozen arrows for our bow.”  Samantha replies.  “You?”  She asks.
“Enough for now, but we’re going to need more if we go south.”
“So, are we going?”  Abigail asks.
Max nods his head.  Rebecca grins, then rushes over and sits next to me.  She touches my arm and face experimentally with her fingers.
“Becky, what are you doing?”  Samantha asks as she gets up and stretches.
“You feel warm.”  Rebecca says quietly to me, then she gazes into my eyes.  “Your eyes are glowing.”  She says and sighs.
“Yeah, I know.  I’m a freak.”  I say and roll my eyes.
“You’re amazing.”  She whispers, before leaning towards me.  She plants a gentle kiss on my cheek, then pulls away blushing, and heads over to a yellow backpack and kneels down to rummage inside it, leaving me feeling very strange.
“Angela?”  I hear Abigail’s voice.
“Hmm?”  I ask, turning to look for her.
“Max wants you.”  She says and points to Max, who’s standing near the wall, deep in conversation with Jeremy.
I wander over as Jeremy nods his head and leaves.
“You wanted me?”  I ask, as Max turns his attention to me.
“We’re going to scout for supplies.  I’d be much obliged if you would join me.”  Max says and begins to walk away.
I follow him as he takes long strides along the sidewalk.
“Why did she shoot you?”  Max asks as we walk.
“That was my fault.  I guess I have a problem with patience.”  I reply.
He chuckles to himself as we walk.  This side of town is mostly small simple one story dwellings, trees, some small parks and grocery stores that look like they were ransacked a long time ago.
“What are we looking for?”  I ask as I look up at him.
“Anything useful.  Medical supplies, tools, ammo, weapons.”  Max says while he looks left and right as we walk.
I concentrate and focus on some of the store windows in the distance, and read out some of the store names to Max as we walk.
“Ace?”  Max asks, and I read the sign again.
“Where is it?”  Max asks.
I focus out and look back at where we are, and judge the distance.  “Around a mile, up there.”  I say and point.
“Let’s go.”  Max says and picks up the pace.
“I could get us there real quick.”  I offer.
Max regards me out of the corner of his eye as he strides along the street.  “You’re not picking me up.”
“It won’t hurt.”  I say.
“Not going to happen.”  Max growls.
It takes at least twenty minutes before we arrive outside the building.  Red bricks cover one side, where its windows are still intact.  Max walks past the windows while glancing in through.  I follow him around to the parking lot where the main entrance stands.  The main door is ajar.  
The parking lot is littered with wind ravaged corpses, some are still sitting in their half demolished cars, minus their heads.
Max pulls his revolver free from the holster by his thigh in one fluid move as he steps towards the entrance.  He stops after a second and looks down at the ground, then he looks back at me, and steps to one side.
“After you.”  Max says, gesturing towards the door with his gun.
I shrug, then walk up to the glass doors and push one open.  There’s a metallic ping and snap, then the door comes crashing to the floor, shattering the glass.  I peer over my shoulder when I hear Max groan.
“Oops.”  I say, then step over the broken door into the shaded interior.
I stop and listen, honing my senses, and look around slowly.  The place is quiet, so I begin to walk down the aisles, checking to see what they have.  
I hear Max enter after a while, and he heads to the back of the store.  I see some gloves, so find a small and slip them on.  In another aisle I see something else which catches my eye.  A roll of rope, and some sharp looking wire cutters.  The rope is one hundred feet in length, and is tightly coiled.  I remove the packaging and slip the wire cutters into my front jean pocket.  I remove my damaged jacket and slip the coil of rope over my shoulder.
“Angela?”  Max calls out from the back of the store.
I wander over and find him holding a chainsaw and a petrol can.
“Here.”  He says as he passes them to me.  Then he searches behind the counter.  “Yes!”  He says, then stands up clutching a rifle.  He places it on the counter then crouches again, and stands up holding two boxes of ammo.  He puts the boxes into his backpack and shoulders the rifle.
“We need to find you some clothes.”  Max says and points at my top.
“I thought I saw a place a couple of miles away.”  I say as we leave.
“I’m not walking that far while carrying all of this.”  Max says.
I hand him the chainsaw, can and coil of rope.
“I’ll be back in a pip.”  I say, and accelerate up the street before his mouth is even open.
I find the store in a couple of seconds, and rip the doors off.  I find myself a nice pink smock top, some blue jeans, a bra that actually fits me, and a shiny silver bomber jacket.  I get changed in a few seconds, then haul ass back to where Max is frowning.
“That’s better.  Here.”  He says and hands me the chainsaw and coil of rope.  I sling the rope over my shoulder and carry the chainsaw while we walk back to the sidewalk.
It takes another twenty minutes before we see the van and station wagon.  We find Jeremy sitting on the sidewalk. He gets up as we approach.
“Have any luck?”  Max asks him.
Jeremy slides his backpack off and opens the flap.  Inside are all manner of medical supplies.  He then nods to a can of petrol on the ground where he was sitting.
“Siphoned some gas while I was waiting.”  Jeremy says and appraises my new attire with a smile.
The sky is getting darker as we pack our finds into the van.
We all decide to find somewhere better to reset tonight.  I tell Max about a shopping mall I passed earlier, and we all head over.  Max leaves the van in the parking lot, while Andrew parks the station wagon a few feet away.  Samantha and Rebecca arrive on their Harley, and Samantha parks her motorcycle near the side of the building.  The mall is a one story brick structure, with basic facilities.  The entrance smells like decades old garbage, but once inside, the smell dissipates after thirty feet.  Max sets up camp near an abandoned ice cream stall, and we stretch out.  
I’m asleep in minutes.
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“Shut up.”  Max barks at Jeremy, who grins at me, and carries on singing ‘On the road, again’.
I look out the back of the van at the brown station wagon, and Sam and Rebecca on their Harley following us.
“So, what’s our next stop?”  Jason asks Max.
“Albuquerque, if it’s still there.”  Max replies over his shoulder as he avoids some abandoned cars.
“What if it’s not there?”  Jason asks.
“Angela?”  Max calls out.
“Yeah?”  I reply and make my way to the front of the van.
“Would you mind getting up top?”
“The roof of the van?”  I ask.
He nods his head as he swerves to avoid half of a demolished camper.  “I need your sharp eyes on look out.”  He says and glances at me over his shoulder briefly.  “Would you mind?”
“Sure.”  I say and nod.  
I climb over the seat to get to the passenger door.  I open the door, reach up with one hand, then pull myself up.  I reach down and close the passenger door, then sit cross-legged on the roof.  The stretch of highway before us is littered with cars and skeletons.  Some of the cars look like they’ve been ripped in half, most of the bodies look the same.  
The anger begins to build inside me, slowly.  I grind my teeth as we pass another twenty miles of death and destruction.  
I focus towards the distance, scanning the horizon for any danger.  A crow quarks a mile away to my left, and I swivel my head and see the black bird take flight.  Its beak is red with blood.  I shiver and look away.  
The van slows down before stopping.  I hear the doors open, and Max and Jeremy head to some of the abandoned cars, rubber hoses and gas cans in their hands.  I turn and wave at the others behind us.  Rebecca gazes at me with her large green eyes, while Samantha sets the bike on its stand and switches the engine off.
That’s when I hear it.  
A car, no wait, cars.  
I close my eyes and focus on the sound.  I hear the crunch of the tires, and count them.  Five vehicles.  Two of them are heavy by the sounds of them.  I open my eyes and stand up quickly and look behind us.  I focus my attention towards the distance and zoom in.  I see some dots moving along the road, and zoom in more.
“Uh, oh.”  I grumble when I see the occupants.  The driver of one of the Humvees has a shaved head.  He has strange markings on his face.  
I got a really bad feeling.
“What is it?”  Samantha asks as she climbs from her Harley and looks behind us.
“People are coming.”  I say as I continue to check the occupants.
“Where are they?”  Samantha asks and I hear her pull her shotgun from her bike.
“Five miles, that way.”  I reply and point.
“You can see them?”  She asks, incredulous.
“What’s going on?”  I hear Max’s voice call up.
“We got a problem.”  I say.  “Men are approaching.  They’re armed to the teeth, and they don’t look friendly.”
“How long until they get here?”  Max asks.
“At their current speed, I’d say we got about ten minutes.”
“How many?”
“Three pick-up trucks and two Humvees.  Five men in each Humvee, and three men in each pick-up.”  I reply as I count them. 
“Everybody out!”  Max calls out, as I focus back on where I am.  
I hop down as Andrew and Theresa climb out of the station wagon.
“What do we do?”  Jason asks.
“Off the road, now.  Come on, let’s go.”  Max says and begins to open the rear door of the station wagon.
I help grab some supplies, then help Abigail over the highway barrier.  Samantha and Rebecca run on ahead as our group makes its way across the grass toward some brush.  I can still hear the roaring engines in the distance as I hurry Abigail ahead of me toward the bushes.  There’s still more flat land and a road between us and the safety of the brush.  
“Come on.  Run.”  I call out and head over the road and aim for the overgrown bushes. 
“Shit!”  Andrew blurts out behind me.
“Sssshhhh!”  Max hisses behind me.
“Stubbed my toe.”  I hear Andrew complain.
“Shut up.”  Max growls, and I hear a soft thwack.
The engines are so close now.  Only a mile away.
I carve a path through the brush with my arms, while Abigail follows closely.  In a few more seconds, I’m through the brush and emerge on the other side.  Samantha and Rebecca are lying on the grass.  Sam has her shotgun raised.  I crouch on the grass near Rebecca, and put my finger to my lips to Abigail, as she crouches breathlessly next to me.  The others soon emerge.  I cock my head to one side as I listen.  The engines are so close now, that everyone can hear them.
“They’re here.”  I say as quietly as I can.
Max looks at me with a grave expression, as he pulls his revolver free.  I shake my head and put my finger to my lips.  I motion for Sam to lower her shotgun.
The roar of the engines suddenly stop, one by one.  They’ve stopped.  I begin to hear their voices drift towards us.
“Look at all of this shit.”
“Anything useful?”
“There’s some gas.”
“Damn it.”  Max growls.
“Hey.  This car’s still warm.”
“This bike feels warm too.”
“Oh, shit.”  Jeremy groans.
“Fan out.  They can’t be too far.”
My mouth feels dry as I hear their booted feet on the highway.  
“Come on out.  We know you’re here.”  A man shouts.  I hear him cock his gun.
I look at Max.  He sees my expression, and nods his head.
“Stay here, no matter what you hear.”  I tell them, then get up and walk towards the bushes.  I stop and look over my shoulder at Abigail.  I smile nervously, then head through the brush.
“Hey, over here.”  A man calls out, as I emerge from the bushes and make my way towards the highway. 
The man closest to me is wearing army fatigues, and has an assault rifle aimed at me.  His bronze face is covered in tattoos.
“Hi.”  I say amiably as I saunter towards the man.
“Stop right there.  Turn out your pockets.  What have you got?”
“There’s no need to be scared fellas.”  I say as I keep walking.
“I’m not scared of shit!”
“Sure you’re not.  That’s why you’re hiding behind those big guns of yours.  Because you’re not scared, right?”
“Fuck you.”  He says and squeezes his trigger.
I focus all of my attention on the first man as the muzzle flashes.  I race toward him, while I snatch the bullets from the air.  I grab the gun and crush the gun barrel with one hand, while I let the bullets fall to the ground.
“Holy shit!”  The man blurts out, before I flick his shaved head with my finger.  He drops to the ground, then the other men begin to open fire.  Three men stand near the lead Humvee, their semi-automatic rifles rattling off a barrage of bullets.  
There goes my clothes again.
The bullets hit and bounce off while I pick my next target.  I choose the large guy with the shotgun, who’s off to my left near our van.  I zip over and knock him out, then turn and race over to the other three shooters.  In seconds, five men are drooling into the asphalt. 
“What the hell are you?”  A man asks as he climbs from the back of one of the pick-ups.  He pulls a three foot machete from a leather sheath that hangs from his left hip.
“Really?”  I ask and fold my arms.
He rushes at me with a mad scream, and swings his machete at my face with all of his strength.  I blink as it arrives, and feel a slight impact.  The blade snaps, and the man runs into the blade as it bounces off in his direction.  The man had put too much weight into his swing and can’t stop in time.  The blade enters his face through his right eye, as he falls on it with all of his weight.  
The man screams and pulls the metal from his face, before curling up into a fetal position, clutching his wound.
I hear the door open of one of the Humvees, and a man climbs down.  His cold eyes stare blankly at me from a scarred face, as he walks calmly towards me.  He pulls a gun from his side, aims, and shoots the crying man in the head.  His eyes flick up to mine briefly, then he walks past me and begins to shoot the other men in the head, one at a time.
“What the hell are you doing?”  I call out, and rush forward as he is about to kill the last man.  I take the bullet to the chest, and glare at him.
He moves to the side and tries to shoot his man again.  I grab the gun from his hand.
“Go.”  I sneer at him and shatter his gun with one hand.
He returns my look, then leans forward until his face is only an inch away from mine.  He inhales slowly through his nose and closes his eyes.
“Smell that?”  He asks in a calm voice.  
“That’s the smell of death.”  He opens his eyes and leans back.  “You better get used to that smell.”  He slaps my left cheek playfully, then walks away.  
He pulls another handgun from a holster near his left shoulder, then fires another round at one of his dead men as he strolls casually by.  He holsters his gun before climbing into a Humvee.  
The engine roars to life, and he drives along the highway, smashing cars out of the way as he goes.  The other Humvee and two pickups follow him, leaving a pickup behind.  
When they are finally out of hearing, the shaking starts.  I swallow back some bile, and take some deep breaths.
“Unngh.”  I hear a moan behind me.
I turn as the gunman leans on one elbow and rubs his shaved head.  When he notices me standing over him, he reaches for his gun at his side.
“Why do you wanna shoot me?”  I ask and fold my arms.
“You attacked me.”  He replies and raises his gun, aiming at my face.
“You attacked me first.” 
“That’s how the world works now.  We take what we want.  Survival of the fittest.”  He grins and pulls the trigger.
The bullet pings harmlessly from my left cheek.
“Only the strong survive, huh?”  I ask as he lets off another pointless round.  
“So, what does that make you?”  I ask, lean down, grab him by his belt, and lift him easily into the air above my head.
“What the hell are you?”
“A survivor,” I say and shake him a little to get his attention.  “And I have a problem.  You.”  I add and throw him up into the air.  
He spits out obscenities as he falls back down to earth.  I catch him and grab his face with my other hand and turn his head to look at me.
“Do I let you live?”  I ask.  “Do I risk that?”
He looks at me coldly, and doesn’t respond.  I carry him over to his comrades.  
“Take a look at what your leader did?”  I tell him and set him down on the grass.  
He staggers over to one of the dead bodies.
“Richter did this?”  He asks as he checks each one.
“He tried to do the same to you.”
He looks at me sharply and laughs nervously.
“You protected me?  Why?”
“Because it was the right thing to do.”  I reply, incredulous.  “Life is precious, or didn’t you know that?”
“Ha, that’s a hoot.  Life is cheap.  Wake up.”
“No, you need to wake up.  I saved your sorry ass.  Your life is mine now.”  I tell him, as he looks at me.
He snorts in disgust, and begins to lean down to pick up an assault rifle.
“Don’t.”  I warn him.
“Where are your friends?”  He asks as he scoops up the gun.
“Here.”  I hear Max growl from the bushes.
The man turns, raising the assault rifle.  I hear the gunshot, as Max shoots the man in the head.  The gun drops from his hand as he drops to his knees, before falling sideways.  
“What the hell?”  I ask angrily.
“You can’t reason with some people, Angela.”  Max says and holsters his revolver as he strides toward me.
“I can try.”  I respond, and sigh in frustration.  “It can’t be just kill or be killed.  I refuse to believe that.”
“These guys are not worth shedding a tear for.  Trust me.”  Max says and places his hand on my shoulder.
“Geez, what the hell happened?”  I hear Jason’s voice.
“Their leader shot them.”  I say, and shake my head in disbelief.  
“Hey, new guns.”  Jeremy says happily as he marches over toward the dead men.
“We have a problem.”  I tell Max.  “They went that way.”  I say and point down the highway, in the direction we were heading in.
“Okay.  Plan B.”  Max says grimly.



Nine
 
Max drives us back north to the closest town, and we spend the next two hours going from house to house.  We check for supplies, and siphon gas from the dust covered cars.  
I find myself in a house, staring up at a family portrait.  I wipe the dust away and look at the happy faces.  A man, his wife and two children smile at me from the past.  
They’re probably long dead by now.  
My shoulders slump, and I smile at the photo.
This is what a family looks like. 
I turn and look around the dark living room.  The main window looking out over the front yard has been broken, and the long off-yellow drapes flutter in the late afternoon breeze.  I step over the dark stains and head through into the kitchen area.  The drawers and cupboard doors are all open.  
A mouse darts out from one of the lower cupboards, and makes a B-Line for the rear door.  Its little feet and my breathing are the only things I hear in the house.  
Abigail is with Theresa and Jason a few houses down, and Max and Jeremy are one block over to the east.  I hear Andrew’s footsteps outside in the front yard, as he shuffles his feet while keeping watch.  
I head back into the hall then step carefully upstairs.
“Hello?  Is anyone there?”  I call out, but I’m greeted by silence, as I expected.
I check the bedrooms, and find them picked clean already.  Even the mattresses are gone.  A small ragdoll lies discarded on the dusty carpet.  I scoop it up and shake the dust off.  Its yellow pig-tails are made from wool, and feels soft to the touch.  I blow the rest of the dust from its little pale smiling face, then head back downstairs.
“Anything?”  Andrew asks when I emerge.
I hold up the doll and smile.  Andrew rolls his eyes and strides to the sidewalk.
“This street is dead.  Let’s find the others.”  Andrew says and begins heading north up the street toward the next intersection.
“How old were you when this all happened?”  I ask as we walk.
He glances at me sideways, before turning his head and checking the doors and windows as we pass.
“I was a baby.  So I don’t remember much.” He says and waves his hand around him.  “This is all I know.”
“Me too.”  I say, and he looks at me sharply.  “I mean, this is all I know too.”  I add.
“Max says we’re lucky.”  Andrew says and sighs.  “No happy memories to draw upon?  Yeah, we’re really blessed.”  He says sarcastically.
“Did Max find you?”  I ask, as we make a right at the intersection.
“Kind of.  My parents found him hiding in our basement, at least, that’s what they told me.......before they.....you know......”  He trails off and walks in silence for a few minutes.  
“Max has been good to me.  Jeremy too.  They’re a good bunch.”  He smiles half-heartedly at me.  “I know we got off on the wrong foot.  Sorry about that.”  He changes his rifle to his other shoulder and rubs his nose on the back of his sleeve.
“Considering what I’ve seen so far, I’m not surprised.”  I say and wave at Samantha and Rebecca as they emerge from a half-demolished church.
“Hi, guys.  You find anything?”  Andrew asks as we approach the girls.
“Got water.”  Rebecca replies and holds up a large blue plastic container.
“Let’s go.”  Samantha says and crosses the street with her shotgun at the ready.
We head down another street littered with demolished cars and pickups.  I try not to notice the skeletons, but then I do notice something.  The end of a holdall is sticking out from underneath a ruined station wagon.
“Hang on, guys.”  I say and lean down and grab hold of the rear wheel arch.  I stand up and lift the rear of the station wagon off of the ground.  “What’s that?”  I ask and point with my free hand.
“Whoa.”  Andrew laughs nervously, before stepping forward to take a look.  “Hmm?”  He murmurs and grabs the black holdall and places it on the sidewalk.
I lower the car and watch as Andrew unzips the bag and opens it up.
“Alright!”  Andrew beams as he pulls out half a dozen handguns.
I roll my eyes and step around.  
We need food, not more guns.
He zips the bag up and hefts it on to his shoulder with a grunt.  I look back at him.
“Do you need a hand?”  I offer.
“Would you mind?”  Andrew says, so I take the holdall with one hand casually and start walking.
I see a figure emerge from a blackened house a block away, and I wave at them.  Instead of waving back, the person begins to open a car and check the glovebox.  
“Hey!”  I call out when I’m a hundred feet away.
The person exits the car, and begins walking away.
“Hey, wait.”  I holler and quicken my pace.
“Who is that?”  Andrew asks behind me as I close the gap between us.
“Wait, please.”  I say, then the figure stops, and vanishes in a burst of dark light and a faint pop.
“Whoa.  Did you see that?”  Andrew asks excitedly as he catches up with me.
“Someone else with powers?”  I say as I stare blankly at where the person just stood.
“Hey, you’re not alone.”  Rebecca says as she touches my hand gently.
“Hey, guys.  We’ve found something.”  I hear Jeremy call out from further ahead.  
He’s standing next to Max on a street corner and waving us over.
We hurry over as Max stares through binoculars at something in the distance.  I follow his gaze and focus my eyes and zoom in.  
“Hey, a golf course.  Right?”  I say, and focus back on where I am.
Max looks over his shoulder at me with his piercing gray eyes.  He snorts when he sees the doll and bag of guns in my hands.
“We saw someone.”  I say, and he raises an eyebrow and lowers his binoculars.
“Where?”  He asks.
“They vanished.”  I say.
“Yeah, just like that.”  Andrew adds and snaps his fingers.
“Someone like you?”  Max asks.
I shrug, making the guns in the holdall clink together.
“What did they look like?”  Max asks, then trains his binoculars back towards the golf course in the distance.
“Hard to tell.  They wore a hooded sweatshirt.”  I reply.
“Did they say anything?”
“No.  I tried to talk to them, but they vanished.”  I say and look around.  “Where’s Abigail and the others?”  I ask.
“They found a school not far from here.  They said they would check it out.”  Max lowers the binoculars and gazes up at the slowly darkening sky.  “Storm’s coming.”
A westerly breeze blows some of my long white hair into my face as I look up at the clouds.  They don’t look menacing, but they are gliding by above us pretty quick.  I look back at the golf course.  The fairways and greens are all lost in a sea of long tough grass.  Anything could be lurking amongst the acres of green stalks between us and the clubhouse, if it’s even still there.  I lower the bag of guns and hand the doll to Jeremy.
“I’ll check it out.  Back in a pip.”  I say and break into a run.
As soon as I’m several feet from Max, I accelerate.  My breath catches in my throat as the streets become a grey blur.  The long green stalks fill my vision in a heartbeat, then they crack and rustle as I hurtle through.  I catch my foot on a thick stalk or root, and find myself flying through the grass headfirst, while my legs kick wildly in the air.  
“Aaagghh.”  
I fly for a few seconds before I eventually land on my shoulders, and find myself staring up at my booted feet and the rolling clouds above.  The grass is beginning to sway more violently as the wind increases.  
I roll over backwards and climb to my feet.  I see the broken stalks in front of me, so I turn around and face the wall of grass.  I listen carefully, but all I hear is the rustling grass and the wind, and the occasional cricket.  I part the grass with my hands as I push through, and step carefully.  After what seems like an age, I emerge from the grass and step into an open parking lot.
A dozen abandoned cars stand huddled together, collecting dust and bird droppings.  Three Raccoons perch on top of one of the SUVs, and watch me curiously as I walk towards the clubhouse.  
The clubhouse is a simple one story structure built from red bricks, but has some damage to the roof.  The main entrance is blocked by a large silver coach.  I approach the rear of the coach and start to push.  The tires squeak as they slide unmoving along the parking lot.  I marvel at my strength, as I push the large vehicle along with barely any effort.  Once the main door is exposed, I stop pushing and head inside.
I hold my hand over my mouth as I look around.  There’s so much dust. I can smell it through my fingers.  My footsteps on the brown tiled floor echo around me as I walk.  A couple of rats scurry past me as I enter the restaurant area.  A dozen plain square tables are arranged near a large picture window overlooking the long grass outside.  To the other side of the room is a long curved bar.  Various bottles filled with a variety of different colored liquor hang from the wall behind the bar.  Cobwebs of varying sizes hang from the lights and corners, and one side of the room is so full of webs and spiders, that I shudder and head back out into the main reception area.  The other side of the clubhouse has a living room type area, with couches, coffee tables and a large flat screen television.  I stare at the dark screen of the television and catch my reflection.  My long white hair cascades down my shoulders like rivers of ice.  Even though my reflection is darkened, my blazing blue eyes still stand out in the darkness.  I raise my hand to my face, and notice the blue light on my skin.
Geez, no wonder I freaked Max and the others out.
I look back at the television, then the dark room begins to melt away.  
I find myself in another room that has a television.  
A man walks past me and slides open a door, exposing shelves.  He plucks something from a shelf and holds it up and smiles at me.  A young woman walks by me before sitting down.  She has blond hair, like the man, only longer.  
What is this?  Who are they?
I blink, and the vision is gone, and I find myself back in the dark clubhouse.  I don’t know why, but I find myself crying.  I shake my head and wipe the tears away, then look around before leaving.  I race back to Max and the others.  
I smile when I see that Abigail and the others have arrived.
“Did you find anything?”  Max asks.
“There’s a hole in the roof, and it’s dusty as hell.  But it looks okay.”  I reply.  
I take the doll from Jeremy and head over to Abigail, who’s talking with Rebecca.
“Here.”  I say as she looks up at me with her big blue eyes, and hold the doll out to her.
“What’s wrong?”  She asks and takes my hand.
“Nothing.”
“Why do you look upset?”
“Do I?”  I ask, and touch my face.  Tears are still flowing down my dusty cheeks.  My heart feels heavy, but I don’t understand why.  
Who were those people?
“Is that for me?”  Abigail asks and points to the doll in my hand.
“I thought you might like it.”  I say as she takes it from me and caresses its head.
“Thank you.”  She gushes and crushes the doll to her chest.
“Did you find anything useful at the school?”  I ask Theresa, who is sitting on the sidewalk with something white hanging from her mouth.
She takes the white object from her lips and exhales pale smoke.
“Found these.”  She says, and waves a white and red rectangular package.  “We found those as well.”  She says and points behind her at some boxes.
I take a quick look into the boxes.  Two boxes are filled with books, and four more boxes are filled with bandages, syringes, blankets and lots of small bottles.  As I check another box, I feel the first spatter of rain.  Jason picks up Abigail, and Max starts walking towards the van.  I heap a few boxes on top of each other, then lift them and start loading the van.  Within ten minutes, we’re pulling up into the golf course parking lot.  The rain is falling more violently now, and as we unload the van, the rain turns into hailstones. 
“Quick.”  I tell Samantha and Rebecca, as they park the Harley next to the van and station wagon.
Once everyone is inside, I head quickly to the front of the large coach and push it in front of the main entrance.  I crawl underneath the vehicle and then join the others inside.  The hail is battering the coach in rapid succession now, and is making a helluva noise.  The others have setup camp in the living area, and as I brush my wet hair from my face, I slump down into one of the couches. 
“I’ll keep first watch.  The rest of you, get some rest.”  Max says and shoulders an assault rifle.
I try not to look at the television, and decide to close my eyes.  My mind is racing.  Images are starting to flash through my mind, and voices that are strange and yet familiar are speaking to me.
Britney?  Who’s Britney?
 



Ten
 
“Angela?”  I hear Abigail’s voice.  She sounds worried.
I open my eyes, blink a few times, then my eyes begin to focus.  Abigail’s standing near me, her hand is on my arm.
“What is it?”  I ask wearily and yawn.  It’s still dark.
“Who’s Mitchell?”  She asks, wide-eyed with wonder.
“Huh?”  I ask.
“You were talking in your sleep.  You kept saying the name, Mitchell.”
“Was I?”  I blink slowly and sit up.  Mitchell?  “I don’t know why I did that, Abi.”  
“Oh.”  Abigail says, looking deflated.
“I wish I could remember.”  I say and pat her hand gently.  “Sometimes, I see faces and hear voices.  But I don’t know who they are.”
“I thought your memory might be coming back.”  She says and sighs heavily.
I pick her up and place her in my lap.
“I’m sorry.”  I say, and brush some loose strands of blond hair away from her sullen face.
The storm outside sounds like it’s starting to move on.  I hear the occasional patter of rain on the roof, and the howling wind is now just a low whistle, as it blows under the main door.
“I wish you were my sister.”  Abigail says suddenly and leans into my chest.
I put an arm gently around her shoulders.
“But we are sisters.”  I say quietly.  “You’re all my family now.”
“I’ve always wanted a sister.”  Abigail whispers into the darkness as she presses her cheek against me.
I smile and ruffle her hair.  I hear some footsteps behind me.
“I’d like a word.”  I hear Max’s gravelly voice.
I stand up and set Abigail down in the couch, and put my finger to my lips and stroke her cheek.  Max nods his head for me to follow him.  I step over the sleeping forms of Samantha and Rebecca, then follow the dark form of Max towards the restaurant area.  
He stops near one of the square tables and sits down.  I take the seat opposite, and sit down gently.  The pale moonlight coming in from the large picture window highlights the right side of his face.  His eyes look tired.  
He sits quietly for a few seconds, just looking at me with a sad expression, while he adjusts his side holster.
“You and Abigail seem to be fast friends.”  Max says quietly.
I nod my head and look out of the window at the swaying grass.
“She’s a special girl.”  Max says.  “I remember when she was just three years old...” He stops as a quiet laugh bursts from him, then he brushes his moustache with his thumb.  “She chased after a Raccoon, who had managed to get in through a cat flap in a house we were staying at once.  She chased that thing all over the place.  She just wanted to pet it, I think.”  He says, and I can see his beard move as he smiles at the memory.  
“Why are you telling me this?”  I ask, and he sighs and sits back in his chair.
“I need you to promise me something.”  Max says.
“What’s wrong?”
“Nothing.  It’s just.....if anything should happen to me.....I want you to......protect them.  Can you do that?”
“Nothing’s gonna happen.”  I reply nervously.
“You know that’s not true.  Anything can happen, and with those blue freaks, it can happen pretty damn fast.”
“Yeah......well....I’m pretty damn fast too.”  I reply.
“I know you are, kid.  But you can’t be everywhere at once.”  He replies solemnly, then places his rough hand on my wrist.
“You got to promise me.  Protect Abigail and the girls.  Promise me.”  He demands, and tightens his grip on my wrist.
“Of course.  I promise.”
He releases me and sits back, weariness etched into his weathered face.
“Thank you.”  He replies, before frowning and staring at the center of the table for a few seconds.  “Huh?”  He whispers, his eyes flicking back and forth.
“What is it?”  I ask.
“Those two blue freaks you took out.”
“Yeah?”
“Their hair was jet-black, no grays, right?”
“Yeah, as black as night.  Why?”
“Well, after twenty years, you’d think they’d age a bit.”
“But we don’t know anything about them, or where they came from.”  I point out, and he sinks back into his chair with a sigh.
“But someone might.  Somewhere.”  Max says and looks out the window at the swaying grass.
We sit in silence for a few minutes, listening to the wind, and watching the grass sway.  It has a calming effect.  
Then the silence is broken by an engine starting outside.  Something loud.  
Samantha’s Harley?
“What the hell?”  Max says, and we both get up and head towards the living area.
Max does a quick head count.
“Everyone’s here.”  Max says before heading for the main entrance.
“Hey.  That’s my bike.”  Samantha shouts as she jumps to her feet.
I race to the door, open it, and step out into the darkness.  The Harley’s engine is almost deafening.  Whoever it is, is revving the bike.  
I crouch and peer underneath the coach, in time to see the rear wheel of Sam’s Harley pull away.  The door opens behind me, and Sam bangs on the side of the coach.
“You son of a bitch!”  Samantha yells out as she pounds on the coach.
As I watch, the bike pulls out on to the street and turns right.  
Damn it.  
Then I see something blue streak by the parking lot.  I quickly get up and clamp my mouth over Samantha’s mouth and pull her back inside.
“Let me go.”  Samantha complains.  “What the hell?”
“Shut up.  I saw a blue freak.”  I reply as I release her and wave Max over.  “Blue devils.”  I tell him.
“How many?”
“Not sure.  But we need to be quiet.”
“Keep watch.”  Max says and gestures for Samantha to be quiet, while I head back outside.
The rain has stopped now, but the ground is still wet.  I look under the coach and check the parking lot.  I can hear the Harley’s roar fading away, then there’s a blood curdling scream in the distance, then the Harley’s growl stops abruptly.
I hear some heavy footsteps coming from the street.  Three tall dark forms emerge from behind some trees.  They stop and look in my direction.  I shield my eyes with my hands, and watch them through my fingers.  Three pairs of red eyes stare at the various cars in the parking lot for a few seconds.  
One of them begins to step toward one of the abandoned cars, then another pair of red eyes join them.
“Nema ništa ovdje. idemo.”  One of them growls in a deep voice, before vanishing in a dark blur.
They all grunt something, then they all vanish one by one, as dark blurs racing into the darkness.  
I heave a sigh of relief and lower my hand.  My jacket front and jeans are soaking wet when I get up.  I open the door quietly and go inside.
Max is waiting, and takes my arm and leads me into the dining area.
“How many?”  He asks quietly.
“Four.  They’re gone now.  They headed that way.”  I say and point to the east.
I see Samantha out of the corner of my eye, as she hurries over.
“Where’s my bike?”  She asks angrily.
“I’m sorry.  Whoever took it was attacked by one of those blue devils.”
“Shit.”  She grumbles and storms off with her fists clenched.
Max clamps his hand on my shoulder.  “Get some rest.  We leave at first light.”
 
When I eventually open my eyes, I look down and find Rebecca’s sleeping form next to me.  Her right arm is draped over my waist, while her face is pressed to my right arm.  I gently slide to the left, and stand up slowly.  
I step over Samantha’s sleeping form and head into the dining area.  
The others are already up.  Max, Jeremy and Jason are sitting around a square table, while Theresa and Abigail are busy making a pot of oatmeal, over a small camp fire on the tiled floor.
“Hey.”  I greet them as I rub my eyes.
“Good morning.”  Jeremy says sleepily.
“Looks like you got a new friend.”  Jason says and smiles.
I turn and look back towards the living room area.
“I think she was just trying to get warm.”  I say and shrug as I sit down.  Jeremy and Jason exchange a look, then smirk.
What’s so funny?
“Mmm.  That smells good.”  Andrew says as he enters.  He stops and stretches.  “Hey, where’s the John?”
“Through the living area, out the back in the hall, take the second door on the right.”  Jason says, then leans over the table toward me.  “Do you like the red-head?”  He asks quietly.
“She seems nice.”  I say, and turn and watch Abigail stirring the steaming pot.
Max clears his throat, before unrolling a map on the table.  
“To the best of my knowledge, we’re here,” he says and points to a small town on the map.  “Pueblo, Colorado.”
“Those yahoos who shot at Angela, are heading south.”  Jeremy says and points to an area of the map.  “So we can’t go that way.”
“And those blue freaks headed east.”  I say and point to the map.
“Which only leaves us with going west.”  Max says and points to a town further to the west.  “Richfield.”
“Utah?  Shit.”  Jeremy says.
“What’s wrong with Utah?”  I ask as I study the map.
“Mountains.  Lots of them between here and there.  It’s going to get bloody cold up in those mountains, Max.”  Jeremy grumbles.
“I know.”  Max says, and runs a hand through his thinning blonde hair.  “We’ll do another sweep as we go.  Grab more clothes, blankets, anything we can find.”  Max adds and closes the map.
Andrew comes back a few minutes later followed by Samantha and Rebecca.  Rebecca smiles at me, while Samantha sits down, frowning.  Andrew heads behind the bar and starts rummaging through the bottles.
When the oatmeal is ready, we all take a metal tin full, and chow down.  I’m not sure if I like it.  Bits get stuck between my teeth, and I spend the next five minutes trying to dislodge them with my tongue.
 
The sky is a stony gray when we get back on the road again.  Samantha and Rebecca take the pick-up that Richter and his goons left us, and take up position behind Andrew’s station wagon.  We stop in the suburbs, and make a quick search.  Everyone’s on edge after what happened last night, so they send me into the homes by myself, while they guard the vehicles.
  I go as fast as I can.  
Doors burst open like they’re made of paper, as I surge through.  I rifle through a dozen homes in five seconds, and lay my discoveries at the feet of Max and Jeremy each time, before zipping back to another house.  After I finish the last house on the street we’re on, I head back and dump my last finds.  Twenty blankets, some are made of thick wool, so they’ll be great for when it gets cold.  A dozen soft pillows, and four duffel bags full of socks, underwear, pants, t-shirts and blouses.
“Okay.  Let’s get the hell out of here.”  Max growls, as the wind whips my long white hair into my face.
Once I load the van and climb in last, Max starts the engine.  
After twenty minutes, we’re on the outskirts of Pueblo, passing an industrial area.  
“Crap.”  Max mutters, and I lean forward and look out the windshield.
A locomotive, broken and twisted, lies strewn across all four lanes, completely blocking the road ahead.  There must be at least a hundred skeletons littering the highway and the surrounding area.  
Heat rises to my cheeks and I clench my fists.
  Max turns the wheel and drives off road.  He crashes through a wooden fence and takes another road.  The other cars follow us as we take a detour around the train wreck, before we head back on to the highway.  
“Geez.”  I gasp, when I see what’s left of a tank protruding from the ground next to the road, like it had been rammed into the dirt.  The gun barrel had been broken off, and was now sticking out of the top of an armored car.  But something else catches my eye.
“Hey, would you look at that.”  I say and point at one of the skeletons.  Only, this skeleton is twice as large as the others that lie near it.  There’s hardly any flesh left on the bones, it’s been picked clean.  A wild looking dog is gnawing on one of the legs.
Once we’re past and the road lies open, Max steps on the gas.



Eleven
 
Uprooted trees, abandoned cars and boulders the size of cows litter the narrow roads up in the mountains, which slow us down, and I have to get out and throw them out of the way.  I notice a couple of giant skeletons along the way.  They look like they died a long time ago.
On the second day, we finally came down to the sight of green meadows and farmlands as far as the eye can see.  We stop on the edge of Richfield and make camp.
“Are you sure you don’t want a blanket?”  Jason asks, while he leans in towards the campfire, wrapped in two thick blankets.
“I’m fine.”  I say as I sit on the hard ground.
The air had turned bitter up in the mountains, and seemed to be following us.  The sky looks extremely pale, like it’s gonna drop snow at any moment.
“I hope Nevada’s warmer.”  Theresa grumbles as she wraps Abigail in her woolen blanket.
“Where is Nevada?”  I ask as I sip from a bottle of water.
“Vegas is just over two hundred miles, in that direction, as the crow flies.”  Max says and points over my shoulder.
I look around at everyone and shake my head.
“Okay, so can we talk about those large skeletons back there?”  I say, as the others settle down around the fire.
“I know.  What killed them, huh?”  Max says and scratches his beard.
“Maybe they killed each other.”  Andrew suggests.
“Maybe.”  Max grumbles and takes a sip of water from a flask.
“Who cares?  They’re dead.”  Abigail says.
“Well, maybe I’m not the only one who can kill these things.”  I suggest.
“You’re the only one we know who can kill them, though.”  Theresa says and smiles at me.
“How did you kill them?”  Samantha asks as she stare at me from across the fire.
I show her my hands.
“It happened so fast.  I didn’t know what I was doing.”  I say.
“You looked in control, from where I was standing.”  Jason says, and passes a tin to Theresa.
I think back to that day and frown.  There was something familiar about attacking those things.  It’s strange, but it felt instinctive.  My body seemed to know what to do even if I didn’t.  
Who am I?  Have I killed before?
“Hey.”  Max says, and I look at him, still frowning.  “We wouldn’t be sitting here right now, if you hadn’t killed them.”
“I know.”  I reply, and look at my hands.  The green blood and gore that covered my hands that day, it still shocks me.  
“They would have killed all of us.”  Abigail says, as her big blue eyes fix on mine.
I nod my head in understanding, before getting up.
“Excuse me.”  I say as I walk towards a field overgrown with wheat.
I can hear them talk behind me, and focus my attention instead towards the area in front of me.  The air is full of other sounds, crickets, some crows are pecking at the dirt nearby, and under the soil there is something grunting and burrowing.  I gaze up at the leaden sky as I walk.  A magnificent golden eagle is circling far above.  I close my eyes and focus on the bird.  I begin to hear the rustle of its wings, and the creature’s beak snap shut a few times, and the sound of the wind as it moves around its body and claws.  I smile as I open my eyes and watch as the eagle glides effortlessly through the sky. 
“Are you okay?”  I hear Abigail’s voice behind me.  I hear her fidget and scoop down to pick up a stone.
“No.”  I reply, as a tear trickles slowly from my right eye.  I continue to watch the eagle as it flies further away.
“What’s wrong?”
“Where do I start?”
“Are you happy with us?”
I turn and smile sadly at her sweet face.
“Of course.  It’s just, this can’t be all there is.”  I say and point to the campfire.  Then I turn and point up at the fleeing bird.  “That’s freedom.”  I add.
“We are free.”  Abigail says, sounding confused.
“I don’t feel free.  All I feel is dread.”  I say and crouch down and scoop up a handful of dry soil.  “If we get attacked by a group of those things, it’s all over.”  I say and let the dirt fall through my fingers.  “We don’t know where they are, or how many there are out there.”  I add.
“You can’t live in fear, Angela.  That’s stupid.”  Abigail says and laughs at me.
“You’re really not scared at all?”  I ask her and look into her big blue eyes.
“Scared of what?  I wasn’t scared of you.”
“Maybe you should have been.  You don’t know anything about me.”
“I know enough.  You protected Jeremy, and you did the same for us.”
“What else was I supposed to do?”  I ask.
“You didn’t have to do anything.  That’s the point.  But you saved us, and then you took on those goons on the highway.”  She says and steps forward and sticks one of her fingers through one of the bullet holes in my jacket.
I shiver at the memory of the guy, Richter, I think the last survivor called him.  The way he shot his own men in the head like that, with no hesitation.  
Why did he do that?
“Did it hurt?”  Abigail asks and looks up at me as she checks another bullet hole.
I shake my head.  “Truth is, I barely felt it.”  I say and pick up a rock the size of a grapefruit.  
“I also feel like I’m getting stronger.”  I say and tighten my grip on the rock.  
It explodes into tiny fragments, and I shake the dust from my hand.
“Cool.”  Abigail says, and tries to crush the small stone in her hand.  “Ow.”  She opens her hand, and the stone has made a red mark in her palm.
I take the stone from her and crush it between my thumb and forefinger.  A wolf howls in the distance, making me stand up quickly.  The call is taken up by two more, but still distant.
“Let’s go back to the others.”  I suggest and take her hand.
As we walk back to the campfire, another howl echoes in the distance.  Abigail and I look around warily as we hear four more high-pitched howls, and we quicken our pace.  
By the time we reach camp, everyone is on their feet, a weapon gripped in their hands.  More howls, and these are closer.
“Damn it, how many are there?”  Max growls as he holds his assault rifle up to his shoulder.
“Sounds like a dozen, at least.”  Jeremy says as he steps away from the fire with a pistol in each hand.
“Go to Theresa.”  I tell Abigail.
“Get in the van and close the doors.”  Max tells Theresa and Samantha.
“Come on.”  Samantha tells Rebecca, pulling on her arm.
Once the girls are inside, I walk up and close the doors.
“Holy shit!”  Jason blurts out, and I turn to see a mass of dark forms moving across the barren ground to our left.
“Oh my god.”  I gasp as I begin to count the wolves.  I stop at fifteen.  “Get up on the van.”  I urge the men.
Max looks at the mass of dark bodies racing towards us, and looks over at Jeremy.  I reach out my hand to them.  
“Hurry.”  I tell them.
Jason runs forward and takes my hand.  I swing him up so he can grab the roof, then he pulls himself up.  Andrew is next, then Jeremy.
“Max, come on.”  I yell when I hear the growling and yelping.
He slings the rifle over his shoulder and takes my hand, and I swing him up.  Jeremy and Jason take his hands and pull him up, as the first wolf leaps over a large rock and bares its teeth at me.
“Go away!”  I shout, but the wolf is soon joined by two dozen more.  
They pile into the area, like an ocean of fur.  A huge black wolf with two white front paws steps forward, baring its teeth and emitting a low growl.  A single gunshot rings out above me, and the huge wolf collapses with a bullet in its head. 
“No!”  I scream up at them, then the wolves leap at me.
One wolf tries to bite my left arm, while another takes my right arm.  One wolf goes for my legs, but after unsuccessful attempts, they all let go and whine, before turning their attention to the men on the roof of the van.  Another gunshot, and another wolf is dropped.  
I turn and look up as Max takes aim again.  A wolf leaps on to my back, and I feel its hot foul breath on my neck, as it tries to bite me.  I shake it off and backhand a wolf that leaps for my face.  I hear the bones snap like dry twigs, and the wolf is sent flying through the air over the heads of its siblings.
“Go.  Scram!”  I yell and walk through the pack of wolves, slapping some, cracking their skulls, and kicking others, sending them flying up into the air hundreds of feet.  
The men shoot a few more, before the animals finally give up.  I clap my hands fiercely at the last wolf, making it jump back, before it too turns and runs away, following the others.  
I wipe saliva from my arms and neck, and shake some blood and fur from my hands.  I then turn to look up at Max and the others.
“There was no need to shoot them.”  I yell.
“I disagree.”  Andrew shouts back as he reloads his gun.
“Those shots can be heard for miles.”  I point out, and jump up to the roof, landing next to Jason, who steps back.
“She’s right.  We need to get the hell out of here.”  Max says and smiles apologetically at me.
I frown and turn my attention to the horizon, and scan for any movement.  Behind me, I hear something, very faint.
“Sshh!”  I hiss at the men as I turn around slowly, and focus my hearing.  I hear several impacts, very far away, maybe fifty miles to the north of us, but they are getting louder as I listen.
“Oh, shit.”  I gasp.  “Everyone, in the van.  NOW!”  I yell and leap down to the ground.  I turn around and open my arms.
“Jump down.”  I tell them.
“I’ll break my ankle.”  Andrew complains.
“Hurry.  There’s no time.”  I tell him.
“Screw it.”  Max says and leaps off the roof of the van.  I catch him and set him down.  “Hurry up.”  Max calls out as he opens the driver’s door.
Jeremy jumps down next, followed by Jason, then finally Andrew.  They climb in, and by now the impacts sound like thunder in my ears as I focus my hearing towards the north.  
Max tries to start the engine, but there’s no time left.
“Hold on tight.”  I warn them, before crawling underneath the van.  
I find the middle and push up with my back.  The van comes off the ground, and wobbles above me.  I reach up with my hands, and keep my head bent down as I push down with my legs and stand up.  
My heart is racing while the approaching feet thunders in my ears.  I ease the van up and adjust my grip, then turn south and start to jog, while holding the van above me.  Once I’m back on the highway, I step on the gas, and try to put as much distance between us and the approaching blue freaks as I can.  
I break into a run after a few seconds, and soon the scenery starts to hurtle past.  All I can hear is my breathing, and the occasional gasp and curse above me from inside the van.  
I stretch out with all of my senses as I run.  The thundering behind me is starting to grow faint as I pass through a small town.  I avoid the abandoned cars and trucks while I race along the streets, but after a few more seconds, I spy a downed aircraft ahead of me.  
The wings and fuselage are littered over a huge area, while two of its engines lie in the middle of the road between two buildings, effectively blocking the road.
“Hold on to something.”  I yell between breaths.
As I near the first engine, I bend my knees and leap into the air.  The ground, plane engines and buildings shrink below me as I hurtle through the air so fast it’s shocking.
Oh my god.  I must be a thousand feet up, and I’m still rising.
Panic begins to set in, and I grip the van above me as tight as I can without breaking it.
I begin to hear screams coming from above, then I hear the passenger door open.
“What the hell are you doing?”  I hear Jeremy’s worried voice.
“Improvising.”  I yell back, as I stare wild eyed at the tiny building far below me, as I hurtle through the air.  The wind flows past me like a caress, and my heart thunders in my chest.
I feel my stomach lurch as I begin to descend.
I scan the ground below, desperately seeking a soft place to land, when I notice four blue forms racing along the street below.  I’m still descending in an arc, and I look ahead to see where I will come down.  
The sun is directly overhead now, as I can see our small shadow far below.  The small rectangular shadow is racing after the blue forms, until one of them stops abruptly.  The others stop, then our shadow is passing, them leaving them behind.  As I descend, quicker now, the shadow grows in size.  I turn and look to my left and right, to see if there are any places where we can hide, but all I see are mountains.  Mountains to my left and right.  
The road makes a sharp turn up ahead, and I realize that I’m aiming for the field beyond the road.  The grass is wild and deep.  
Maybe we can hide in the grass?
Suddenly I hear course voices from behind me.
“Svjeze meso, momci.”
“Oh, crap.”  I grumble as I hear the pounding of heavy feet.
In seconds, I land in the long grass, slide to a shaky stop, and set the van down, then turn to face the enemy.



Twelve
 
I step in front of the van as I hear the first rustle.  The long stalks of grass shake, then the first nine feet tall blue freak steps out.  Its black goatee and long black hair blows in the breeze as it stands, staring curiously at me with its crimson eyes.
“Ovo neće dugo trajati.”  It calls out over its shoulder, then smiles at me.
I ball my hands into fists and take a step toward it.  It takes a step back, then smirks before lunging forward with a right cross.  
I duck its awkward punch, then swing my left fist at his right thigh.  I hear bones crack when I make contact, and the creature bellows in rage.  It drops to one knee and makes a grab for me.  I catch one hand in both of mine and tighten my grip.  The blue giant yells as I crush it’s fingers, then I snap the wrist.  
I step back as it makes a grab with the other hand, before leaping up and punching it in the face, breaking the nose with such force that I hear its skull crack.  Green blood gurgles from its mouth and nose before it collapses backwards on to the grass.  
I catch my breath and wipe the green blood from my hands, then three more blue giants emerge from the tall grass.
“Sranje!”  One of them says as they look down at their fallen comrade.
I rush them, punching one in the leg, then pivoting on my left foot and spinning around.  I leap up at another with both fists, catching it in the stomach and send it flying up through the air.  I kick the legs out of the third blue freak before charging back to the van.  I run and slide underneath, then quickly pick up the van before leaping up into the air.  I land in the middle of the road a mile from the field, then turn quickly and face west.  I run with the van above me for a few seconds, before leaping up towards the mountains.  
My legs catch on some telephone wires, but they snap instantly and I sail through the air.  I take a big gulp of air as I head towards an outcrop of rock that juts out from the mountain like a chin.  
My heart is hammering so hard, it feels like it’s gonna burst from my chest.  
By the time I land on the ledge of rock, I’m on the verge of hyperventilating.  I close my eyes and take a deep breath, exhaling slowly while I count to five.  I do this twice.  As my breathing calms down, I open my eyes and take a few steps back towards the edge.  I lean back and look up at the mountain while holding the van above me.  I exhale slowly, then take some quick steps forward before leaping high into the air again.  The wind whistles by my ears, while above me, the others are groaning and complaining.
Once on the other side of the mountains, I find the road and begin jogging along.  As we enter another town, I hear pounding coming from inside the van.  I stagger to a stop and set the van down.  
I drop to me knees and throw up.
“Where the hell are we?”  I hear Andrew complain, as they begin to emerge from the van.
I feel a hand on my back.  “You okay?”  I hear Max say gently.
I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand and look up at him.  “Is everyone alright?”  I ask shakily as I cough.
“They’re a bit banged up, but they’ll live.”  Max says as he helps me to my feet.  
I feel dizzy, and the world tilts dangerously.
“Here.  You’d better sit.”  Max says and puts an arm around me and helps me over to the sidewalk.  I sit down on the curb and try to breathe.
“Well, that was interesting.”  Jeremy says as he hobbles over carrying a rifle.  He removes his jacket, which is covered in something wet and orange.  He drops the jacket, then shoulders his rifle.
“Jason, Jeremy, I want you two on lookout.”  Max growls in his gravelly voice, then nods his head at Andrew.  “Go find out where we are.”  
Andrew gives Max the finger before wandering off.  Theresa climbs down from the van carrying Abigail.  Abigail’s eyes are closed, and there’s some vomit around her mouth and chin.
“Is she okay?”  I ask worriedly and get up.
“She hit her head pretty hard.”  Theresa says and raises Abigail up and kisses her forehead.
I look at Abigail’s unconscious face, and step back and turn away.
“I’m sorry.”  I say and bite my lip.
“Hey, is that a hotel over there?”  I hear Samantha’s voice call from behind me.
I turn and look at what she’s pointing at.  I see the half-demolished sign near a parking lot adjacent to a single story building.  It looks basic, nothing fancy.
“It’s only an inn.”  Theresa replies.
“As far as I’m concerned, it’s the goddamn Hilton.”  Samantha says, making Max laugh.
“We could use some real beds tonight, Max.”  Theresa says.
“Agreed.  I think we’ve earned it.”  Max says.  “Let’s get everything out of the van.”  Max adds and begins walking towards the rear of the vehicle.
Rebecca and Samantha help Max stockpile our supplies on the side of the street, then Max looks over at me.
“This van’s had it.  We need to get rid of it.”  Max says and gives me a funny look.
I nod in understanding and step towards the van.
“You guys better back up.”  I say and reach down and grab hold of the back of the van.  
The smell of vomit is so strong, I have to breathe through my mouth.  I ease it up into my arms, then hold the side of the van with my left hand and rest the rear of the van on my right hand.  I turn and shove the van upwards with what’s left of my strength.  
The girls gasp as I send the van spinning hundreds of feet into the air.  The van fades into the distance until it’s just a small glimmer of metal, before it plummets to the ground.  
I rub my shoulder and take some deep breaths, while Max looks at me with a big grin on his face, at least I think he’s grinning, his beard looks different anyway.
“Holy shit.  Is there anything you can’t do?”  Samantha asks and laughs nervously, while Rebecca stares at me with a dreamy expression.
Andrew saunters back after a few minutes whistling an unfamiliar tune.
“Well?”  Max asks.
“Cedar City.”  Andrew replies.  “Are we staying, or going?”
Max points towards the inn across the street.  “We’re staying, for now.”
Jeremy and Jason come back with their rifles slung over their shoulders.
“I don’t see anything or anyone nearby.”  Jeremy tells Max.
“How is she?”  Jason asks Theresa.
“Still out.”  Theresa answers quietly.
“Let’s go.”  Max says and starts marching toward the inn.
I watch them head to the inn, and begin to look around.
Theresa stops and looks back at me.
“Are you coming?”  She asks.
“You still want me around?”  I ask nervously.
“Come on, silly.”  Jason says and offers me his hand.
I take his hand and stagger wearily towards the inn.  I enter the inn last and close the door behind me gently.  I find the first empty room and collapse on to the small soft bed.  
I’m out like a light.
 
When I come to, I feel a hand on my shoulder, patting me.
“Hmm?”  I groan as I try and open my eyes.
“Thank god.”  I hear Rebecca’s relieved voice above me.
My vision is a little blurred at first, then Rebecca’s face and long red hair come into focus.
“What time is it?”  I ask and yawn.
“Midday.  Come on, get up.”  Rebecca says, then sits down on the edge of the bed and brushes some white hair from my face.
“How long was I out?”  I ask as I sit up.
“Three days.”
“What?”  I gape at her.
“How are you feeling?”  Rebecca asks and smiles.
“Better.”  I say and get out of bed.  I stretch my arms up and arch my back.  I still feel a little stiff.
“You must be hungry.”  Rebecca says and takes my hand.
I shrug and take her hand, and she leads me into the hallway.  I hear some talking coming from the end of the hallway, where it opens into a common room.  I let go of Rebecca’s hand and run my hands through my long white hair as we emerge into the common room.  
The black and white tiled floor is littered with backpacks, and the trusty campfire has been set up in the middle, away from the chairs.  Abigail is the first person I see as she gets up and runs at me.
“Hey.”  I greet her as she hugs me.
“I thought you were never going to wake up.”  Abigail says as she clings to me.
“I was just tired.  How’s your head?”  I ask as I crouch and look into her big blue eyes.
“It still hurts some.”  She says, then takes my hand.  “Come, eat.”  She says and pulls me over to the campfire, where Theresa and Jason are deep in conversation, while Samantha stirs a large metal pot of something steaming.
“Where are the others?”  I ask as I sit down next to Jason, while Abigail sits in my lap.
“They’re out hunting.  They’ve been gone for a couple of hours.”  Jason replies.  
“I hope they’re back soon.”  Rebecca says nervously as she sits down opposite me.
“Where are we?”  I ask and yawn again.
“I think Andrew said this is Cedar City.”  Samantha says, and begins to add some salt to the pot, before stirring again.
“Only two hundred miles from Vegas.”  Jason says to Theresa and raises an eyebrow.
“And?”  Theresa asks with a smirk.
“We could make it official.”  Jason says softly.
“I don’t think we’re going to find a priest there, honey.”  Theresa says, leans over and plants a kiss on his cheek.
“We could go check it out.”  Abigail suggests.
“Let’s see what Max says.”  I tell Abigail and notice the aroma of some kind of meat coming from the pot, making my mouth water.
 
Jason and Jeremy enter first after a few more hours, followed by Max, and someone else.
“Guys, this is Jacob.”  Max announces and gestures to the man behind him.
The man could have been Max’s twin, except for the hair.  The man has long black hair, which is turning gray around the temples, and has a grizzly black beard and moustache, peppered with gray.  
His weathered face looks wary when he notices me.  His brown eyes narrow as I stand up.  I notice his black-gloved hands flex as I take a step towards Max.
“Hi.”  The others greet the stranger.
“Jacob has a group holed up not far from here.”  Max says.
“I saw your arrival.”  Jacob says, and his eyes flick to mine.  “I’ve never seen anything like it.”  He adds.
“This is Angela.”  Max tells Jacob, and steps to one side.
The man’s long trench coat is covered in dirt, and I can smell gasoline and tobacco.  He takes a step towards me, with his gloved-hands by his waist.
“She’s our angel.”  Abigail states proudly, and I notice Rebecca sigh and turn away.
“Where did you come from?”  Jacob asks as he stops, his fingers twitching nervously.
“I wish I knew.”  I reply.  “Where are your friends?”  I ask.
“They’re waiting for me at the football stadium.  I wanted to see for myself first.”  Jacob says, and takes another step towards me.
I extend my hand, and he reaches for it tentatively.  I shake his hand gently.
“Nice to meet you, Jacob.”  I say.
I notice his frown as he gazes into my eyes.
“Would you like some soup?”  Samantha asks.
“Sure.”  Jacob and I say at the exact same time.
Andrew searches the small kitchen area and comes back with some bowls and actual spoons.  I don’t wait for mine to cool down, I just start shoveling it in my mouth.  The others blow theirs before they eat, while Jacob sits on the floor stirring his and watching me with great interest.  I help myself to another helping, as Jacob takes his first mouthful.
“So, where are you headed?”  Theresa asks Jacob as we all eat.
“Safe Harbor.”  Jacob replies and takes another spoonful.
“I don’t think you’re going to find a harbor near here.”  Andrew replies dryly.
“There’s one in Nevada, near Groom Lake.  That’s where we’re headed.”  Jacob replies.
“But there’s nothing there.  That lake dried up many years ago.”  Max says and looks at Jacob like he’s nuts.
“We’ll see.”  Jacob mutters and eats some more soup.
“What makes you think anything is out there in the middle of the desert?”  Jason asks.
“I came across a guy, maybe ten years ago, and he mentioned about this place.  He said it was the safest place on Earth.”  Jacob replies quietly.
“Was he big?”  Max asks and spreads his arms wide to illustrate how broad shouldered the guy was.  
He must have been huge.  
“Yeah, that’s the man.”  Jacob replies.  “He seemed pretty confident that it was there.  He even described it.”  Jacob adds.
“I know, he told me the same.  Wire fences, watchtowers with armed lookouts.”  Max says and scratches his bearded jaw. 
“Fences and armed guards are no match for those giant things.”  Andrew states bluntly.
“Look around you, boy.  Nothing is.  But if it’s still there, I want to see it with my own eyes.”  Jacob says testily.
The man that they describe intrigues me, and this oasis in the desert is sounding more interesting.
“I want to see this place too.”  I say as I fill my bowl for the third time.
Andrew and Samantha look at me like I’ve lost my mind.
“Do you guys have a better suggestion?”  I ask.
“Do you have transport?”  Max asks Jacob.
“Yes.”  Jacob replies and sets his bowl down.
Max and I exchange a look between us, and Max nods his head.
“Let’s go.”  I say.
 



Thirteen
 
I smile when I see the old battered school bus.  For some strange reason, the scene feels familiar, as everyone climbs on board.  I climb on board last and take a seat behind the driver.  His name is Joseph, and looks around the same age as Andrew.  His green eyes look at me from the rear mirror as he closes the doors with a hiss.  
Jacob’s group is made of three others, Zoe, a tall black woman.  She looks the fiercest, with her shaved head and piercing amber eyes.  She doesn’t talk much, she just nods her head at me as she walks past me before getting on the bus.  The other woman is Roxanne, she seems nice.  She’s much older than the others, and has long gray hair which is tied up into a bun.  She wears mostly cream and sandy colored clothing.  She sits next to Jacob with her shotgun resting by her side.  The last man is David.  He sits behind Jacob and Roxanne.  His thinning black hair frames a face of intense intelligence.  His dark eyes looked right through me when we were introduced, and he had a firm handshake.  I can hear him sharpening his machete on a wet stone, as Joseph drives us south away from Cedar City.  
Within an hour, we’re surrounded by sparse grasslands, peppered with thorny looking shrubs.  
A few more hours later, and the grass fades away to pale dry dirt.  The road is littered with rusty cars and motorcycles.  All are covered in thick layers of dust and sand.  Skeletons lie all over the dirt and asphalt.  There are too many to count.
“Do you ever get used to it?”  I ask Joseph as he swerves to avoid half of a Greyhound coach.
“I guess.”  He shrugs.  “Occasionally, you see something new that makes you scratch your head.  But most of the time.”  He says and points at the bones.  “This is normal now.”
I shiver when I see a telegraph pole sticking out of a campervan.  The windshield is broken, and half of a skeleton lies hanging out of the gaping hole.
“I don’t want to get used to this.”  I grumble.
“Uh, oh.”  I hear Joseph say when I avert my eyes.
“What now?”  I ask and take some deep breaths.
“Cover the girl’s eyes.”  Joseph says flatly.
I look through the windshield, then quickly head to the back of the school bus.
“Hey, Abigail.”  I say quickly, and take her hand.  “Let’s lie down on the floor, huh?”  I suggest and give Theresa and Jason a warning look.
“That sounds like a great idea.  I’m tired.”  Theresa says and nudges Jason, as Jacob and Andrew start to react to what’s in the road.
“Come on.”  I ask and lie down on the floor of the bus.  “Do you know any good games?”  I ask, and tug on Abigail’s hand.
Abigail sighs dramatically and lies down next to me.
“You don’t have to shield me, you know.  I’ve seen all kinds of things.”  Abigail says as she stares up at the ceiling.
“Trust me.  You don’t want to see this.”  I say as I try to erase the image from my mind.
“Oh, god.”  Zoe mutters from her seat.
“They look pretty fresh.”  David says.
“Get us off this road.”  Max growls.
“I can’t.  We’re stuck on this road until Glendale.”  Joseph replies.  His voice sounds strained.  
I guess he’s seeing something new.
“What is it?”  Abigail asks, sounding more afraid now.
I hold her hand, as Jason and Theresa join us on the floor.  I close my eyes and focus on my breathing.  I turn and look at Abigail as she stares at me, waiting for an answer.
“I’ll protect you.  You know that, right?”  I tell her.
She nods her head grimly.  I look up over at Theresa and Jason.  “I’ll protect you all.”  I declare, and feel my resolve harden.
After around twenty minutes, Max gets up and strolls over and takes a seat near me.  He nods his head, barely perceptible, but I take the sign, and exhale slowly.
I get up and take the seat opposite Max.
“I want you on lookout.”  Max tells me, and thumbs towards the front of the bus.
I smile sadly at Abigail, then head to the front and stand next to Joseph.  The grizzly scene is far behind us now, but the road is still a graveyard.
The sky is beginning to darken, and I can start to see some stars.  
Joseph drives in silence for the next couple of hours, before pulling over into a gas station.
“Pit stop.”  Joseph declares to the others, before opening the doors and climbing out.  
I follow him out and wait by the doors, while he wanders over to the washrooms.  
I’m grateful for some fresh air, though I wish it was a little fresher.  The air I breathe in is warm, and very dusty.  A westerly breeze is blowing the dust and sand from the cars and trucks that lie abandoned here, and driving it right into my face.  I shield my mouth and nose with my hands and turn my back to the wind.  The wind must be getting stronger, because it’s really starting to howl now.  
No, wait.  Not, howl, growl.  
What?
I focus my hearing, filtering out the wind and grains of sand scraping over the vehicles, and....Oh, no.
“Come on.  We’ve got to go.”  I shout into the wind.
Joseph exits the washrooms a few seconds later.
“Come on.”  I yell at him.
“What’s the hurry?”  He asks when he gets closer.
“We’ve got to go, now.”  I urge him and shove him towards the bus.
“Geez.”
“Hurry.”  I plead as we climb on board the bus.
He frowns at me as he switches the engine on, then pulls away and heads back on to the highway.
“Drive faster.”  I urge him.
“Okay, okay.  Don’t get your panties in a bunch.”
As soon as the bus begins to accelerate, I head to the back of the bus.  I lean and look out of the rear window.
“Okay, what’s up?”  Max asks.
“I heard some distinctive engines.”  I say as I stare out at the retreating gas station.
“What the hell’s going on?”  Jacob asks as he marches to the back of the bus.
“We may have some trouble.”  Max replies.  “How fast can this bus go?”
“Sixty miles per hour.”  David replies as he joins us at the rear of the bus.
“What?  You’re kidding, right?”  Jason asks.
“It still has the speed limiter engaged.”  David replies with a shrug. 
“We never had the need to go any faster.”  Jacob says, as we all stare blankly at each other.
“Glendale, coming up.”  Joseph yells out.
Max and Jacob head to the front and look out the windshield.
“We need to head north.”  Jacob states.
“Take the off-ramp.”  Max tells Joseph.
“Sure thing.”  Joseph replies and turns the wheel.  
We follow the curve of the road, and when we come across an intersection, we continue across and head west.
Once we’re on the smaller roads, and have some tall trees between us and the main road, I begin to relax a little.  After a few minutes, Jacob points out of the window at a smaller road.
“That’s our road.”  Jacob declares and pats Joseph on the shoulder.
“Hang on.”  Joseph says and slows down.  The bus slows to a crawl, and he begins to turn the wheel sharply.  
Once we pass over a cattle grate, Joseph steps on the gas again.  I head to the back of the bus and look out the rear window.
“Everything okay?”  Abigail asks from the seat next to me.
I smile at her and stare back out the window.  I close my eyes and focus on my hearing.
“What’s up?”  Abigail asks.
“Sshh.  I’m listening.”  I say as I keep my eyes closed and listen.
“I’m bored.”  Abigail complains with a sigh.
I can still hear the sound of engines in the distance.  Hard to make out how far away they are through the glass.  I open my eyes and look at Abigail sideways.
“We’re okay for now.”  I tell her.
As the last of the light fades from the sky, Joseph turns on the headlights.
“No.”  I yell, and charge to the front of the bus.  “No lights.”  I tell Joseph.
Max and Jacob look at each other, and Joseph stops the bus, then turns the headlights off.
“What are you doing?”  I ask.
“I’m not driving at night without lights.  Do you want us to end up in a river?”  Joseph says.
“I’ll drive.”  I declare.
“Do you even know how?”  Max asks.
“How hard can it be?”  I ask.
“Fine.”  Joseph says and gets up out of the driving seat.
I sit down and take the wheel.
“Okay, so what do I do?”  I ask, and look up at Joseph.  I’ve already focused my eyesight, and everything is bathed in shades of green.
“Wow.  Your eyes are so freaky.”  Joseph says and waves his hand in front of my face.  I notice the light from my eyes illuminate his hand as he passes it near my right eye.
“Focus, please.”  I tell him.
“Oh, yeah.”  He says and reaches down and places my hand on something.  “This is the gear shift.  It’s an automatic, so don’t worry.  As long as it’s set to Drive, you’ll be fine.”  Joseph tells me.  
He shows me how to change gear, and what the pedals do, but I’m only interested in one pedal right now.  I step on the gas as soon as I set the gear, and the bus lurches forward into the darkness.  
The entire landscape is lit up in different shades of green as I concentrate, and I relax into the comfy seat and keep my right foot on the gas.  I haven’t used....well, my night vision, I guess you would call it....for quite some time.  What was once a lifeless dead landscape, only littered with bodies and shrubs, is now filled with small discs of light.  The owners of the eyes reflecting the light back at me, scamper out of the way as I drive along this small empty road.  
Some Raccoons blink back at me from the side of the road, as they sit on top of the hood of a car on the left, while two deer that were chewing on a bush suddenly spring away on my right as I drive by.
“Are you sure you can see okay?”  Jacob and Joseph ask after a few minutes.
I turn my head and look up at them, bathing their faces in the light of my eyes, and raise an eyebrow.
“Come on, let’s get some sleep.”  Max says and pats Jacob on the shoulder.  Jacob grunts and walks back to his seat near Roxanne.
“If you get tired, just pull over.  Okay?”  Joseph says before walking to his seat.
As people begin to settle, and it becomes quiet, I stretch out with my hearing.  Five miles out, all I get are the scratching and snuffling of the critters.  Ten miles out, nothing unusual.  I relax and let out a sigh of relief as I drive us through the Nevada dessert.  When the road inclines down after an hour, I look up at the vast night sky and smile.  
Thousands of stars glimmer like bright green diamonds in the inky darkness.  It has a calming effect on me as I drive.  
The thin mountain range on the horizon is slowly getting closer.  As the next few miles of road is as straight as an arrow, I concentrate my vision on the horizon and zoom in.  I scan the dessert on either side of the black strip of road, searching for any signs of life.  Nothing but some scorpions and a flock of bighorn sheep.
After a few more hours, I take the turn off for Crystal Springs, and find myself on the Extraterrestrial Highway.  But I’m so damn tired by this point that I pull into a truck stop and switch the engine off.  
I take off my bullet-riddled silver jacket and roll it up, then I crawl on to the floor and lie down, using my jacket as a pillow.
 
Loud, harsh voices wake me.  I blink and rub my eyes and stare up as Max barks orders, and everything is chaos.
“Drive.”  Jacob yells at Joseph, and I look up and see Joseph climb over me and get into the driving seat.
“What’s wrong?”  I ask, bleary-eyed.
“Protect the girls.”  Max yells at me and points to the back of the bus behind me.
I stand up unsteadily as the bus lurches forward, and look through the windows.  But I don’t see anything.  Then I hear them.  Four vehicles.  I stagger to the back of the bus and look through the rear window.  
“Oh, crap.”  I mutter when I see them.  Two Humvees and two pickup trucks are on the road behind us. 
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I zoom in on the lead Humvee with my vision and spot the driver.  His scarred face is a rictus grin.  They’re only a mile away, and at our speed, they’ll be here in seconds.  
I race to the front of the bus and kick at the doors, sending them flying through the air.
“What the hell are you doing?”  Max shouts at me.
“What you asked me to do.”  I reply, before leaping from the bus.  
I hit the dirt with my shoulder, roll, plant my feet, and then I’m up and charging back to the road as the first Humvee enters my field of vision.  
The second Humvee and pick-up trucks begin blaring their car horns as I approach the road at a run.  
I put my shoulder down and ram the second Humvee, hitting it by the front wheel arch.  The metal crunches under my shoulder and the vehicle is sent tumbling off the road.  
I stop in the road and turn to meet the first of the red pick-up trucks.  A man is standing in the back of the truck wearing goggles.  Some black fabric covers his mouth and nose, but it’s the machine gun in his hands that catches my eye.  He manages to squeeze off a few rounds before I charge the vehicle.  I yell as I let rip with an over shoulder punch with my right arm.  My fist tears through the front grill, fan, then engine block.  
The rear of the truck shoots up into the air, throwing the gunman on to the road, directly into the path of the second pick-up, as it swerves and passes me.  
I shove the vehicle off my arm, and kick it away, before turning around, as the sound of gunfire erupts from the lead Humvee.
The glass windows of the bus explode, and the side of the yellow bus is peppered by bullet holes in seconds. 
“No!”  I yell as I surge towards the Humvee.  The scenery blurs as I pass the pick-up truck and catch up to the Humvee.
A man leans out of the window and aims his machine gun at the bus.  I grab his arm and rip him free of the car and throw him over my shoulder.  
Richter points a sawn-off shotgun at my face, and before I can make a grab for it, he pulls the trigger.  My eyes are dazzled by the huge muzzle flash, and the boom is so loud it’s excruciating.  I feel a slight warmth brushing my face as the pellets slam into my eyes, nose and cheeks.  I cling to the door for support as I wait for my eyesight and hearing to recover.
“What the hell are you?”  Richter grunts as he swerves the Humvee wildly from left to right.
“People keep asking me that.  I don’t know!”  I scream and grab the wheel and yank it towards me.  
The vehicle flips, and I feel the weight of it, ever so slightly, as it lands on me, pressing me into the asphalt.  Richter is screaming obscenities as I push up with my hands and shove the Humvee high into the air, before being run over by the last pick-up truck.  
Its wheels thump over my chest before it chases after the bus.  I climb to my feet and take a deep breath, then race after them.  Two gun men, one in the back and one in the passenger seat, are shooting at the tires of the bus.  I race in-between them and the bus, then backhand the pick-up as hard as I can.  
The vehicle topples sideways across the road, crushing the gunman leaning out of the passenger window, and throwing the man in the back high up into the air.  I slide to a stop and watch as the truck topples over for a few more seconds before slamming to a stop against a cactus.  
I head over to Richter’s Humvee, as it lies in the dessert resting on its roof.  I crouch down by the driver’s side.  Richter’s scarred face is now purple, and blood is seeping from various cuts, but he’s still breathing.
“Do you smell that?”  I say, and take a deep breath through my nose.  “That’s what stupid smells like.  Enjoy.”  I say and head back to the bus, as he gurgles and drools.
The bus has come to a stop, and Max and Jacob step out with their guns at the ready.
“Anyone hurt?”  I ask as I approach them.
Max gives me a warning look, while Jacob frowns at me.
“Not everyone is as lucky as you.”  Jacob sneers and heads towards the trashed pick-up truck.
I climb on to the bus, and gasp.  Joseph lies slumped over the steering wheel, with two bullet holes in the side of his head.  My heart sinks, and then I hear some groans coming from the back of the bus.  
Glass covers everything, and crunches underfoot as I head down the aisle.  Jeremy is holding a blood soaked rag to Andrew’s left shoulder, while Theresa picks some glass shards from Abigail’s knee.  
I crouch down by Theresa and look up at Abigail as she shuts her eyes and grips Jason’s hand.  We all flinch when we hear a gunshot from outside.  Samantha and Rebecca make their way to the front of the bus, and I stand up and follow them off the bus.  
I get off in time to see Jacob walk over to one of the wounded gunmen, as he tries to crawl away.  I turn and look away when Jacob takes aim with his rifle.
“Stand still.”  Rebecca tells me, then begins to wipe my face with a small towel, as the gunshot rings out.
I watch Samantha as she checks the damage to the bus.  She runs her hands over the bullet holes, then looks at me.
“Thank you.”  Samantha says, before getting back on the bus.
“There you go, all clean.”  Rebecca says, and throws the now black rag on to the road.
“We’d better go.”  I tell Max as he walks back from the Humvee.
He nods his head and looks over at Jacob.  “Time to go.”  Max calls out to Jacob.  As I turn back to the bus, Zoe emerges from the bus with Joseph cradled in her arms.
“We have to bury him, Jacob.”  Zoe says as Jacob strolls over, reloading his rifle.
“I’m not burying him in a dessert.”  Jacob says, and looks around.  “We’ll cremate him.  But not here.”  He adds and ushers Zoe back on to the bus.
Zoe lays Joseph on a row of seats, then takes the driver’s seat.
“Is everyone on?”  Zoe calls out.
I do a quick head count, and nod to Zoe.  She starts the engine, and the bus rumbles to life.  As the bus lurches forward, the right side of the bus rumbles up and down, and from outside I can hear a dull thump, thump, thump.
“Damn.  Tires are shot to shit.”  Zoe complains over her shoulder to Jacob and Max.
“We keep moving.”  Jacob declares, and pats Zoe on her shoulder.  “Keep driving.”  Jacob says and then goes back to sit with Roxanne.
I sit just behind Zoe, and Max sits down next to me.
“You okay?”  Max asks quietly as I stare out the window.
“I’m fine.”  I say and cross my arms.
“Is it what Jacob did?”  Max asks, keeping his gravelly voice low.
“I don’t want any more people to die.”  I say.
“Look.  Those people back there...”
“I know.  They probably deserved it.”  I reply testily.
“Some of those men were already dead, Angela.”  Max says and stands up.  Then leans down to my right ear.  “Your hands aren’t clean anymore.”  He adds and turns to walk away.  “So stop judging us.”  Then he walks back to where Jeremy is tending to Andrew’s wound, leaving me to chew my lip.
 
After Zoe has driven for a few hours, Jacob lumbers towards the front, and peers out of the windshield.
“Finally.”  I hear him say.  “Pull over.”  He orders Zoe, and the bus shudders to a stop.  “Bring him.”  Jacob says, pointing at Joseph, then steps down from the bus.
I raise my hand to Zoe.  “I got it.”  I say, and reach down and lift Joseph’s body from the seats.  Zoe smiles sadly as I step past her and hop down from the bus.  
Jacob and David stroll over to a small dwelling near some thin trees.  Jacob raises his rifle and kicks open the door, then waits a few seconds.  He signals David to go around the back, then he steps across the threshold and disappears inside.  
David and Jacob emerge a few minutes later from the front entrance, and Jacob waves me over.  I carry Joseph over to the simple dwelling, while the others emerge from the bus and wander over.
“What are we doing?”  I ask when I enter the house and stand in the living room.
“We’re giving Joe the proper sendoff he deserves.”  David says, while Jacob pulls the drapes from the windows.
Zoe enters and steps around me and begins rummaging through the kitchen area in the next room.  I hear drawers and cabinets being opened, while I stand holding Joseph.  David and Jacob start arranging the drapes and some unused logs from the fireplace in the middle of the room.  Zoe enters holding a large box of matches and some dish clothes.
“Thank you.”  Jacob says, and holds out his arms.  I step forward and hand him the body of Joseph.  He crouches and lays Joseph on to the makeshift pyre.
“Goodbye, my friend.”  Zoe says leaning down, and she places her ebony hand on Joseph’s chest, then she leaves.
“So long, pal.”  David says and grips Joseph’s shoulder, before he too leaves.
I look at Joseph, and try to think of something to say.
“I’m sorry.”  I say, and turn to leave.
“It’s not your fault, you know.”  Jacob says, and I look down at him as he kneels near Joseph.
“Then why do I feel guilty?”  I reply.
“You did all you could.  We all did.” Jacob says and closes Joseph’s eyes.  “Sometimes, it’s not enough.”
Sometimes?  
I sigh and leave the house and join the others outside.  Jacob emerges shortly after and walks to the bus, as smoke starts to drift from inside.
“Oh, great.”  Jacob groans as he stands near the bus.
I head over, along with Max and Jeremy.  Jacob points to the ruined tires, which are now just slips of black rubber, exposing the metal beneath.
“We can’t drive it like this.”  Jeremy says, and begins to look around.  “There’s some more houses around.  Let’s see if they have any transportation.”  Jeremy adds and begins to walk along the highway.
“Go with him.”  Jacob tells me.
“No.  I want you here.  I’ll go.”  Max says and heads off after Jeremy.
“Let’s unload the supplies.”  Jacob says and begins to climb on to the bus.
“Wait.”  I say, and he looks at me over his shoulder.  “Let’s see if they find something else first.  Okay?”  I say.
He shrugs and climbs up and sits in the driver’s seat.  I climb on and head to the back, where Theresa is comforting Abigail.
“How is she?”  I ask.
“She’s pretty shook up.”  Theresa says and continues to rock Abigail gently in her arms.
“I’m okay.”  Abigail grumbles, and I reach down and move a strand of blonde hair away from her face.
I smile at her, then my heart begins to hammer in my chest, and I feel queasy.  My legs turn to jelly, and I stagger and cling to the seat next to me for support.
“What’s wrong?”  Theresa asks.
I look out the rear window, and in the distance, a huge cloud of dust is rolling towards us.
What’s wrong?  What am I feeling?
The house is now burning merrily behind me, and I can hear the wood crack, as part of the roof caves in.  
Jason climbs on board, followed by Samantha and Rebecca.  
David and Zoe are still walking towards the bus, when I hear something else.  
A rumble, like a stampede, but very far away.  I try and judge the distance, and I slowly turn my head, and look at the dust cloud on the horizon.
“Oh, shit!”  I blurt out.
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I race to the front of the bus and look frantically through the windshield.
“Where the hell is Max and Jeremy?”  I ask, then hop down to the ground outside and call out.  “Max?  Jeremy?”  I shout.
“What’s wrong now?”  Jacob asks as he pokes his head out of the bus.
I point behind me at the huge dust cloud in the distance.  
Jacob goes back inside and leans on the horn, three long blasts.  
After a few seconds, I hear some quick footsteps.  I see Jeremy first as he comes running around the corner of a house a hundred feet away.  The house that is now Joseph’s funeral pyre is sending out a long plume of black smoke, at least a hundred feet high.  
There’s no way they won’t see that.
“Where’s Max?”  I call out to Jeremy as he runs at me.  
But there’s something wrong.  His expression is one of pure terror.  
Then I see a giant blue freak step out from behind the burning house.  It has Max in one of its large blue hands.  
Shit!
I take a step forward, then another blue giant steps out and begins to make a B-Line for Jeremy.  
Oh, god!  
The realization hits me full-force.  I can’t save them both.  
Who do I save?
My instincts kick in, and I become a blur as I charge the blue devil bearing down on Jeremy.  I catch the thing in the ribs, and kick down hard at the dirt, and push up with both of my fists.  I feel the ribs give way, and as I leave the ground, driving it upwards into the air, I flip over backwards and kick with all of my might.  I hear several cracks, and the thing bellows in pain, before disappearing high into the blue sky.  
I land on my feet and turn my attention to the blue freak who has hold of Max.  
I see Max’s face turn pale, and his eyes roll up into his head, right before his head explodes, as the creature crushes his body in both hands before ripping him in half.  
I am showered in blood as I stand frozen in horror.
“You bastard!”  Jeremy shouts and begins firing at the creature.
I see red.  
I launch myself at the monster with a scream, and aim for the head.  It doesn’t seem to expect my rapid attack, and before it can swipe at me with its long arms, I have both of my hands around it’s thick blue neck.  My hands don’t quite meet, so I dig my fingers into the blue flesh, causing green blood to seep, then gush over my hands and down the creature’s chest.  I keep screaming as I squeeze and tear at the neck until I feel bone.  I grab hold of the neck bones and pull.  The creature’s red eyes close as the head flops back, before it detaches and falls to the dirt.  
I let go and drop to the ground, then the blue devil’s legs buckle and the headless body crumples to the ground.
“Holy shit!”  Jeremy stammers as he wanders over.
I look at my green hands, then I look down at Max’s dismembered and broken body.  There’s nothing left to recognize him by.
“Let’s get the hell out of here.”  Jeremy urges, pulling on my arm.
I stare blankly at the grizzly scene, then I see the huge dust cloud to my left, and blink.  
“Angela.”  Samantha screams from the bus door.
I catch some blue blur to my right, and turn my head.  A huge blue fist smashes into my face.  The force rocks my head back, and I spit some blood out and glare back at the creature.  Its red eyes grow wide as I turn to face it.
“što si ti?”  The creature mutters in a guttural voice, and clutches its side with one hand.
In a nanosecond, I reach back with my right arm, then plow through the creature’s stomach as it leans over.  I push my hand up inside until I feel the beating heart, then I dig my fingers into it and squeeze.  It vomits green blood over my head and shoulders before collapsing to the dirt.  I pull my arm out and shake off some of the green blood.
“Are you done?”  I hear Jacob call out from the bus.
I march to the bus and glare at him, making him step back.
“Put it in neutral.”  I tell him, but he stares blankly at me.  
“The bus.  Put the bus into neutral.  I’ll push.”  I tell him testily and point to the gear shift as I stand outside, dripping green blood on to the dirt.
“Everybody.  Sit down, and hold on tight.”  I shout as I storm to the rear of the bus.
The dust cloud fills my entire vision, and I can hear the ground being pounded by dozens of giant blue feet.  
I wipe my hands on my jeans, and shake any excess green blood off, then press my hands against the yellow metal.  I push gently at first and walk it to the highway.  
Once Jacob turns the bus and straightens up again, I pick up speed and break into a light jog as I push the bus.  I hear a pounding above me, and look up to see Abigail knocking on the glass and pointing behind me.  I nod my head and break into a run.  The scenery passes by at around fifty miles per hour.
“Is this the best you can do?”  I hear Jacob yell from the front of the bus.
Okay.  You asked for it.
As I begin to run faster, the bus begins to lean and turn to the right.  I plunge my fingers into the metal and raise the right side of the bus, to compensate.  
Geez, it’s like the largest damn shopping cart, with its stupid wobbly wheels!
I pummel the asphalt as I race along the Extraterrestrial Highway, with a pack of blue demons chasing us.  The sound of their feet is starting to get louder.  They can’t be more than fifty miles behind us now.
“Sharp turn coming up to the left.”  I hear Jacob shout through the open doorway.  “Five....four....three....two....”  I begin to slow down.
“Shit!”  I blurt out as the bus makes the turn, but we’re still going too fast.  The back of the bus skids and spins, taking me with it.  The bus is about to tip over to the right, so I plant my feet into the road and dig down, as I press the left side of the bus down.  
The tires on the left side explode, then I begin to push forward again.  We’re on some dirt road now, and as I plough us along the dirt, it begins to kick up dirt and stones at me.  I keep my mouth shut and breath shallow through my nose, and pick up speed again.  I gain a hundred miles per hour, and try to manage the bus as it rocks left and right.  Soon, I’m surrounded by a dust cloud of my own making.  It stings my eyes, and I’m forced to close them.
I can still hear the shit-storm approaching from behind, and plough on with my eyes closed.
After a few more minutes, I begin to hear something else.  A voice.
“Need a hand?”  A man asks.  The accent sounds Hispanic.
I try to look, but the dust cloud obscures my vision.  The bus is pulled free from my grasp, and I almost fall on to my face as I reach for it.
Through the dust cloud, I can just make out the dark silhouette of the bus.  
No, that can’t be right.  The dark shape is rising up into the air?
I slide to a stop, and as the dust settles, I stand in awe as I watch the school bus fly through the air.  
A figure is clinging to the top of the bus.
Whoever it is, was flying them towards a fenced off area up ahead.  
I give chase, and soon catch up with the shadow as the bus flies overhead.  The thundering behind me is deafening now, and I skid to a stop and turn to face them.
I brush my long white hair away from my face, and notice that a lot of it is stained green with blood.  
Then I hear an in-rush of wind, and three people materialize next to me.  
A hulking man in army clothes with black gloves stands towering over me on my left, while two tall women stand to my right.  One has long blonde hair tied into a ponytail, while the other has long black hair hanging loose down to her waist.
“Nothing gets past us.”  The man shouts in a deep rumbling voice.
“Damn right.”  I answer and begin to walk towards the dust cloud.
A bemused sounding laugh escapes the large man, then he too steps forward with me.  
I can see the blue forms now as they hurtle toward us.  
“Open fire.”  The man speaks into a walkie-talkie, then he attaches it to his belt. 
I hear the crack of gun fire behind us, coming from the guard towers.  I see two blue forms fall, and those behind trip over their bodies.  
What the hell?
But, there’s no time for questions.  They’re here.
“Remember, aim for the heart.”  The big guy shouts next to me.
As the first blue giant charges me, I hop up off the ground and slam my right fist into its chest.  It flies back and collapses, then the next one leaps at me, hands outstretched for my face.  I charge at it and bring my knee up as I leap into the air, catching it under the jaw.  Its head snaps back, and it falls to the ground, just as two more start swinging at me with their long arms.  
I duck one punch, then jump up on to the other’s long arm, landing on the crook of its elbow.  I then leap towards the head as the other creature makes a grab for me, and wrap my arms around the blue giant’s thick neck and begin to squeeze.  
I feel something grab my long hair, then I’m being yanked back.  The pain causes me to let go, and I find myself flung to the ground.  
A huge blue dirty foot stamps down towards my head.  I roll out of the way just in time, and grab the ankle and flip the creature on to its back.  I try to climb back up to my feet, but then I feel pain in my side, and the wind is knocked out of me as I’m sent flying up into the air.  
As I flip over backwards and look down, all I see is a mass of blue and black.  Several pairs of red eyes look up at me as I fall back down, and two make a grab for me.  
One of the blue giants goes down, then the other collapses to the ground, and I see the hulking guy in army fatigues below.  He catches me and sets me down.
“The heart.  Go for the heart.”  He shouts, then charges two blue giants, elbowing one in the chest before spinning, and head-butting the other in the chest.  He moves so fast, it’s hard to follow amongst the chaos.
The crack of gun fire keeps on behind us, and two more drop in front of me.  I charge one that’s giving the black haired woman some trouble, and jump up as I arrive and kick the thing in the ribs with both legs.  
The woman helps me to my feet.
“Thanks.”  She yells, then she shoves me out of the way and charges back into the fray.
Two more drop from gun fire as I’m about to go at them.
“Hey!”  I shout in complaint, then I choose two more and go at them at maximum speed, driving my hands through their stomachs.  I push up and tear their hearts to ribbons, then pull my arms free and launch at two more.
I lose count how many I kill, but after a few more seconds, the dust begins to settle.  I find myself covered in green blood, surrounded by a mass of blue bodies.  
I’m breathing heavily as I turn around, fists at the ready.
“Hey, slugger?”  The guy calls out, and I turn and look at him properly for the first time.
The left side of his head is scarred pink.  No left eye, no hair on the left side of his face.  His right eye looks me up and down as he steps towards me.
“Who are you?”  He asks.  “We haven’t met a new super in ten years.”
“I’m Angela.”  I reply, as the two women approach huffing and puffing.
“I’m Pamela.”  The woman with long black hair says, before taking another deep breath.
“This is Georgia.”  The army man says and motions to the blond haired woman.  “I’m Mitchell.”  He says and extends his black-gloved hand.
“Mitchell?”  I repeat and frown.
“You okay?”  He asks, then Pamela slaps me on the back.
“Come on.”  Georgia says and holds her hand out.
“Sure.”  I say and take her hand.
Georgia freezes and begins to breathe rapidly.  Tears fall from her eyes and she drops to her knees.
“Oh, my god.  Are you hurt?”  I ask.
“Mitchell.”  Georgia manages to say between sobs.
“What is it?”  Mitchell asks as he crouches down to her.
She points at me and bursts into tears.
“It’s Britney.”  Georgia manages to blurt out.
“Who?”  I ask, as they all stare at me.
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“No.”  Mitchell says and slowly stands up.  “It can’t be.  She died.”
“I touched her.”  Georgia says and stands up, wiping the tears from her dusty face.  “I don’t know how.  But it’s her.”
Mitchell stumbles towards me and drops to his knees.  He looks into my eyes as he kneels in front of me, and removes one of his black gloves.  He takes my hand, and examines it slowly with his fingers and thumb.  A tear forms in his one good eye, and he looks back at my face.
“Britney?”  He mutters.
Oh, god.  This is awkward.
“You know me?”  I ask, and take a step back as he reaches for my face.
“She hasn’t aged.”  Pamela says as she walks over to Mitchell.  “How is that possible?”
“She fell through a wormhole.”  Georgia says, and we all look at her.  “I saw everything.”  She explains and shrugs.  “She crashed back to Earth.  She doesn’t remember anything.”
“What do you mean?  Crashed back to Earth?”  I ask, dumbfounded.
“What?  She doesn’t know.”  Pamela asks Georgia.
Georgia shakes her head.
“Britney, you can fly.”  Pamela tells me.
“WHAT?”  I blurt out way too loudly.
“Britney.  You’re not from this time.  You jumped through time, somehow.”  Georgia says.
Holy shit.  My head is spinning.
“Whoa.  Slow down.  Explain how you know me?”  I ask quickly and take another step backwards.
“We were your friends.  Well, we were, anyway.”  Pamela says, and gives Mitchell a sympathetic look as he remains kneeling.
“You said, I died.  What do you mean?”  I ask Mitchell.
Mitchell’s chest moves up and down rapidly, and Georgia steps forward and puts a hand on his shoulder.
“When we saw the nuclear explosion in the sky, well, we feared the worst.  Then when you didn’t come home.”  Georgia says slowly, and then Mitchell begins to sob quietly.
“But now we know what happened.”  Pamela says as tears begin to slide down her pretty face.
“Let’s say I believe you, and I am this Britney, you speak of.”  I say carefully.  “What proof can you give me?”  I ask.
“If we show you, that you can really fly.  Will that be enough?”  Pamela suggests.
“Okay.  Deal.”  I say, then I hold out my hand to Mitchell.  “Come on.  On your feet soldier.”  I say as he takes my hand.
“What happened to your hair?”  Pamela asks we begin to walk towards the fence.
I shrug.  “I don’t know.  It’s always been like this.”  I say as we walk.
“She hit her head, really hard, when she crashed.”  Georgia explains to Pamela.
Mitchell walks in silence, then he stops and looks back at the mass of blue bodies.
“What the hell?”  He mumbles.
“What is it?”  Georgia asks, as we stop and look at Mitchell.
“Look.  Tell me what you see?”  He asks and points at the dead creatures.
I look as well, then I blush and turn away.
“Oh.  They’re naked.”  I say, and the two women giggle.
“Exactly.  They’re in their birthday suits.”  He states.
I look at him blankly, then I remember what Max told me, when I first met him.  They were naked when they arrived the first time.  But the ones that I encountered in Kansas City and on the road, they wore bear pelts around their waists.
I gasp, when I finally get what Mitchell is pointing out.
“They’re new?”  I ask.
“That’s what I think.  And look at them.  Look at their faces.”  He says and marches over to one and turns its head, before grabbing another and holding the limp head up.  “Look.”
Why haven’t I noticed before?
“They all look the same.”  I say.  “No, not the same.  Identical.”
“Oh, my god.”  Georgia gasps, then hurries over and takes hold of my hand again.  
Her eyes glaze over as she holds on to my hand.  She lets go of my hand, and her eyes grow wide with shock.  
"Britney has seen this face before.”  Georgia says and turns around and looks at the dead.  “Oh, my god.  They have his face.”
“Who?  Who’s face?”  Mitchell asks, as I look at them like their nuts.
“The Dubai Devil.”  Georgia says, while Mitchell and Pamela look at each other blankly.  
“Who the hell is the Dubai Devil?”  I ask.
“A terrorist.”  Mitchell explains.
“Yeah, the goatee, the facial features, black hair.”  Georgia says as she looks at the faces staring blankly up at us.
“What about the rest?  These are nine feet tall, have blue skin and red eyes.”  Pamela asks.
“And are freakish fast and strong.”  I add.
“Exactly.”  Pamela says.
“It all makes sense.”  Mitchell mutters as he turns and begins to march back towards the fence.
“Umm, I beg to differ.”  I say as I follow him.
“They’re man-made.”  Mitchell declares as he takes long strides, forcing me to quicken my pace.
“Who would want to make those freaks?”  I ask unhappily as I look up at Mitchell.
“I don’t know.  But we’re gonna find out.”  He rumbles in a deep voice.  He picks up the walkie-talkie from his belt and presses the button.  “Good job, guys.”  He says, then puts it back on his belt.
“I thought they were impervious to all known weapons?”  I ask, and he looks down at me with his good eye.  There’s such deep sadness etched in his face as he looks down at me, that I almost reach up to him.
“They’re vulnerable to armor-piercing rounds.”  He replies and clears his throat.  “That was something you taught us.”  He adds and smiles sadly at me, before reaching down and brushing some green blood from my face.
“Me?  How?”  I ask.
“It’s a long story.”  He says, and looks back up and salutes the men in the guard towers as we approach the fence.  “One you don’t remember.”  He mutters under his breath.
“That and a nuclear blast.”  Pamela pitches in, making Mitchell reach up and touch the left of his face.
It’s only when we get closer that I realize that the guard towers I see are not the only ones.  The fence stretches on for miles, and I see a guard tower at hundred feet intervals.  Two men in army fatigues slide the fence open as we get nearer.
“Are we just gonna leave them?”  I say and nod towards the mass of bodies behind us lying under the sun.
“The animals will take care of them.”  Mitchell says as he steps beyond the fence.
I notice the bullet riddled school bus resting beside a huge hangar.  The door is partially open, and I see Rebecca watching us from the opening.  A tall, athletic looking man with shoulder length black hair emerges from the hangar.  He waves at Pamela, before taking off from the ground and hovering over to us.
“Hello again.”  The flying man says as he lands in front of me.
“Thank you, for saving my friends.”  I say and smile up at him.
“Glad I could help.”  He flashes a toothy grin.
“This is Santiago.”  Mitchell says, then turns to me.  “And this, is a very old friend.”  Mitchell adds and gestures to me with his hand.
“I’m Angela.  Sorry, I mean, Britney.”  I say, then turn to Georgia.  “Britney, right?”  I ask.
“You don’t know?”  Santiago asks with a bemused look.
“It’s a long story.”  Mitchell says.
“Where are my friends?”  I ask as we start walking towards the hangar.
“They’re fine.  You’ll find them in the mess hall.”  Santiago says as he hovers next to Pamela.
“Mess hall?”
“They’re getting some chow.  They were pretty hungry.”  Santiago says, then looks at me.  “You look like you could use a shower.”
“You have showers?”  I ask, incredulous.
“Let me show you.”  Georgia says and walks on ahead at a quicker pace.  
I hurry up and walk in-step with her as she strides through the humungous hangar.
I whistle as I take in the size of the place. 
There must be over a thousand beds in here.
“This way.”  Georgia calls over her shoulder, and I follow her over to the left, as she heads toward some small wooden huts.
I marvel at the amount of space as I gaze up at the steel girders, several stories above us.
“You can leave your dirty clothes by the door.”  Georgia says as she opens the door to one of the simple buildings.
I step up through the doorway and find myself inside a very clean smelling bathroom area.  There’s a sink with a mirror to my left as I enter, and to the right is a white bath tub with overhead shower.  
I tear up at the wondrous sight.
“I’m going to go freshen up.  I’ll see you soon.”  She says, then quickly leans in and wraps her arms around me.  “I can’t believe you’re really here.”  She says and hugs me tightly.
“I wish I could remember.”  I grumble as I hug her back.
“Give it time.”  She says, then pulls away and points to the floor near the door.  “Leave your clothes there when you’re done.  I’ll bring you some fresh clothes.”  She says and stops at the door and looks back at me.  
She looks down at her feet for a second, then her eyes flick back up to mine.  There’s an awkward silence for a second, like we’re both waiting for each other to say something.  I look back at the shower, then I hear the door close as Georgia leaves.
I remove my filthy, green blood-stained clothes and drop them to the ground near the door, then I pad barefooted to the bath tub and climb in.  When I turn on the hot water, I wait a few seconds before stepping under the shower head.  I close my eyes and let the torrent of water wash away the green blood and dust.  
I was hoping that I would be able to feel the warmth of the water, but no such luck.  I just feel the pressure as it hits my head and body with a mild temperature.
When I open my eyes and look down at my wet, naked body, the bottom of the bath tub is so dark, it’s almost black.  I slide my fingers through my long white hair, making sure I get all of the grit and green crap out.  I use my feet to push the dirt and grit towards the plug hole, then sit down and hug my knees, as the water hits my back and shoulders.
I try and run through what they told me.
Okay, so my name is Britney.  I can fly, apparently, and I come from a different time.  Is that everything?
I laugh nervously, then hold out my hands to catch some water, before rinsing my face.
“Clean clothes are on the chair.  Okay?”  I hear Georgia call out, making me flinch.
“Thanks.”  I call back, then I hear the door close.
It’s so weird.  I’m not alone anymore.  There are other people with powers like me.
I should feel relieved, but I don’t.  But I am grateful.
I turn the hot water off, and climb out of the tub.  A large white towel hangs on a peg, and I take it.  It feels so soft, that I can’t help but press it to my face.  I pat myself dry, then ring some excess water from my hair, before wrapping the towel around my hair.  
I notice the clothes neatly folded on a wooden chair near the door, and head over to take a look.  As I pick up the garment it unfolds, and I see it’s a one piece.  It looks like some kind of flight suit that a fighter pilot might wear.  I see a plain white bra, underwear and socks on the chair, and some black boots underneath, resting on the floor.  
I put on the underwear and bra, then the socks, before climbing into the dessert tan flight suit.  I zip up the front, then sit down and put the boots on.  I remove the white towel and place it on the chair, and check my reflection in the mirror.
I would probably fit in here, except for the brilliant blue radiance emanating from my eyes.  I smile at myself, then open the door and step down.  
I find Georgia a couple of hundred feet away talking to two men in army fatigues.  She finishes and then looks over and notices me.  She vanishes in a grey blur, then materializes in front of me, making me step back.
“Whoa.  Is that what I look like when I run?”  I ask, and she giggles.
“Most likely.  Though, I have to say, you seem much stronger than I remember.”  She says, then turns around and motions for me to follow.  “You might be stronger than Mitchell, now.”  She says.  “And let me tell you, that is saying something.”  She smiles as I frown in confusion.
“Angela.”  I hear Abigail before I see her.  Then she’s running across the hangar at me.
I drop to one knee as she launches herself at me, wrapping her arms around my neck.
“Hey, kiddo.”  I say and stroke her blonde hair.
“I take it you know Britney.”  Georgia says.
“Britney?”  Abigail says and frowns, then pulls away and looks at me.  “Is that your name?  Britney?”
“I guess so.”  I reply and then turn to Georgia.  “This is Georgia.  She has powers like me too.”
“Really?  Cool.  What can you do?”  Abigail asks with a grin.
“Well, I’m really fast, and pretty strong.  But my main gift is psychometry.” 
“Psycho-what?”  Abigail frowns.
“I can read the entire history of an object or a person, just by touching them.”  Georgia explains and she crouches down.
“Can you show me?”  Abigail asks.
“Do you have anything?  A personal item, maybe?” Georgia asks with a smile.
Abigail holds out her hand.  “Read me.”
Georgia takes Abigail’s small hand gently, and I see her powder blue eyes glaze over.  Georgia’s smile begins to fade as she holds her hand, then she lets go of her hand and blinks back some tears.
“Well, what did you get?”  Abigail asks.
“Well......you were the first person to see Britney after she woke up, and.....she was naked.”  Georgia blushes and clears her throat.
“Wow.”  Abigail gushes.
“Where’s Theresa and Jason?”  I ask and stand up.
“They’re sitting in the canteen.  Come on, you have to be major hungry.”  Abigail says and pulls my arm.
“You run on ahead.”  I suggest, and she runs off.  “Okay, what else did you see?”  I ask Georgia as she stands up slowly.
She waves her hand dismissively.  “It was nothing.  It’s just her early years were so......tragic.”
“Death is never far away here.”  I say as we walk after Abigail.
“Maybe the wormhole is still there.”  Georgia says softly as we pass a dozen empty beds.
“If your theory is even correct.”  I point out.
“What if it is still there, Britney?”  She says.
I know it’s my name, but it feels strange hearing it.
“If it is, then it’s way up there, in space.”  I say pointing up at the ceiling.
“You’ll fly again.  You’ll see.”
“I don’t know if I want to.”  I say and frown.  “I already feel like a freak.”  I grumble.
“But don’t you see?  If you can find the wormhole, then you might be able to go back.”
“Back where?”
“Home, Britney.”  She says and turns, gripping my arms.  “Your real home.  Where people love you, and all of this hasn’t happened yet.”  She says forcefully, almost shaking me.
“Home?”  I mutter, and close my eyes.  “I don’t remember it, Georgia.  I don’t remember you, or Mitchell, or anyone.”  I grumble and brush a tear from her cheek.
“Maybe it would help, if you did something familiar.”  She suggests.
“Right now, I just want to eat.”  I say and she smiles.  “Come on, where’s this canteen?”  I ask.



Seventeen
 
As I sit next to Abigail, with Jason and Jeremy sitting across from me, with them firing a hundred questions at me, I continue eating my chicken stew, and break off more bread and dunk it.
“Britney?”  Jeremy says.  “I like it.”  I smile back as I pop the stew soaked hunk of bread into my impatient mouth.
“And they say she can fly.”  Abigail says as she bounces up and down in her seat next to me.
“Her hair wasn’t always white, either.”  Pamela says as she sits down next to Jeremy.  “It used to be a warm brown, if I remember right.  Almost auburn.”  She adds.
“Wait.  You’re Cosmic Girl?”  Jacob stammers as he stands up abruptly.
“She was.”  Pamela says.  “Man, I haven’t heard that name in such a long time.”
“Who’s Cosmic Girl?”  Andrew asks, as he leans over and looks up the table at me.
“This bumbling child, apparently.”  Jacob states and points at me with his fork, before laughing out loud and sitting down.
“What’s your problem, Gramps?”  Pamela asks and leans on her arms, glaring at Jacob.
“All of you so-called superheroes.”  Jacob snorts in disgust.  “What good are you?  The world still turned to shit.”
I swallow and put my spoon down.
“You’re right.”  I say.
“The world did go to, shit, as you say.”  I say and stand up.  “But I have done everything that I can, to keep these folks alive.”  I say heatedly and point to the people around the table.  “And here they sit.”  I point out.
“Not all of them.”  Jacob mutters.
“Hey, now you shut your mouth.”  Jeremy says and gets up from the table.
“It’s okay.”  I tell Jeremy and wave him back into his seat.  “What if I told you, that I can fix this whole mess?”  I tell Jacob.
“You?”  He sneers.  “How?”
“That’s for me to know.”  I state and return his defiant glare.  “But if I could.  Would you believe in superheroes again?”  I ask.
“If you could set this world right?  Then, yes, I believe I would.”
“Deal.”  I say loudly, then turn and leave the mess hall.
“Where are you going?”  Pamela asks as she catches up with me.
“Where’s Santiago?”  I ask as I storm across the hangar.
“Why?”
“It’s time to fly.”
Pamela pulls a walkie-talkie from her belt and presses the button.  “Santiago, sweetie?”
“Hey, baby.  What’s up?”  A voice replies from her walkie-talkie.
“I need you at the front door.  When you’re ready.”  Pamela speaks into the walkie-talkie as we march to the hangar entrance.
“Roger that.”  Santiago replies, then she slips it back on to her belt.
“Are you sure you want to do this now?”  Pamela asks as we emerge into the late afternoon sun.
“I need to do it while I’m still pissed off.”  I reply quickly and look around for Santiago.
“Here he comes.”  Pamela says and points up.
I look just as he swoops down headfirst toward us, before flipping upright and landing a few feet from us.
“You rang?”  Santiago says and leans in, then plants a kiss on Pamela’s plump lips.
“I need you to teach me how to fly.”  I say and take a step forward, planting my hands on my hips.
“You can fly?”  He asks, raising an eyebrow.
“It’s complicated.”  Pamela says, and brushes some black hair from his face.  “She’s a little rusty.  She could use your help.”
“Okay.”  He says and walks away a few steps and looks down at his boots.  “It’s been a long time since I’ve had to think about it.”  He says, then sniffs the air and looks over his shoulder at me.  “Let’s go somewhere more private.”  He says and starts walking.
“Have fun.”  Pamela says as I follow him.
I wave at her, then catch up with Santiago as he strides across the dirt.
“A word of warning, before we start.”  He says as he continues marching past jeeps and crates.  “I’m no instructor.  So if I suck at this, just remember that.”  He adds and looks down at me with his amber eyes.
As we leave the main base behind and continue walking, I look up at him, as the breeze whips his black hair over his shoulders.  
"I will.”  I say.
We continue on in silence for a few more minutes, then he stops and looks around.
“Okay, this should be far enough.”  Santiago says and looks down at me, before rising up off the ground a few feet.
“How do you do that?”  I ask and grin.
“How do you move your arm?  How do you punch?”  He asks me.
“I just do it.”  I answer and shrug.
“Ah, but it all starts, up here.”  He says and points to his head.  “You have to think about what you want to do.  Don’t worry about the how.”
“What did you think, then?”  I ask as I look up at him, hovering in the air.
“I pictured myself, being where I am.”  He replies.  “Try.”  He says and motions for me to come up to him.
I close my eyes, and try to picture myself rising slowly from the ground until my eyes are level with his.
“Well, I’m waiting.”  I hear him say after a few seconds.
I open my eyes, and I’m still on the ground.
“I did what you told me.”  I complain.
“Maybe you didn’t believe.”  He says and crosses his arms.
“What?”  I ask.
“Have you ever heard the saying, faith can move mountains?”
I shake my head.
“You have to believe, deep in your bones, that you can do this.”  He tells me sternly.
Okay, I can do this.  They tell me that I did this before.  I did this before.
I repeat it over and over in my head like a mantra, and keep my eyes on Santiago’s.  
Up.
“Hey, there you go.”  Santiago beams, as I rise up to his level.
Something stirs within me.  I feel all tingly in my hands and feet, but I feel something else.
A burning desire.  
Tears fall from my eyes as I look down at my boots hovering off the ground.  I look up at the slowly darkening sky, and my heart beats rapidly, and I yearn for the sky so strongly, it takes my breath away, and I begin to sob.
“Hey, baby steps, okay.”  Santiago tells me, but the feeling is too strong.
“Up!”  I shout, and rocket upwards at breathtaking speed.  
My tears fly from my eyes as I gaze up at the sky, then a strange cloud begins to form in front of me.  I accelerate and hear a weird boom far behind me, as I tear through the sky like a rocket.  I hear another boom below me, then I hear Santiago’s excited voice.
“Holy shit, little lady.  Woohoo!”
I laugh and push my fists forward, and bank to my left.  
“Hey, slow down.”  I hear Santiago’s voice far behind me.
I look down past my legs at him as he flies after me.
“Come on, old man.”  I shout and laugh, giddy with joy.
“Hey, I’m only thirty-seven.”  He fires back with a bark of laughter.
I grin and look down at the sandy colored ground far below us.  
I feel so free.  The feeling is indescribable.  
As I lean forward and shoot towards the ground with the wind screaming in my ears, Georgia’s words replay in my head.
‘You’ll fly again.  You’ll see.’
They were telling the truth.  The realization hits me like a punch in the face.  
I don’t belong here.
I stop suddenly and look down at the army base below, and begin to cry.
I have a family.  A home.  They’re waiting for me.
“No.”  I tell myself.  
They think I’m dead.
“Damn, girl.  You are a fast learner.  Rusty my ass.”  Santiago says as he floats to a stop on my left.
“Santiago?”  I ask as I catch my breath.  “If you could stop all of this.”  I say and look at him, teary-eyed.  “What would you do?”
“Are you serious?  I would do anything.”  He replies fiercely.
“Thank you.”  I reach over and grab his hand.
“Are you okay?”  He asks and pats my hand gently.
“I will be.”  I reply and smile sadly.
I let go of his hand and accelerate down to the ground, leaving a boom, and a confused Santiago behind me.  I slow down as I swoop towards the fence.  Once I’m over, I flip upright, like Santiago, and drop to the ground.  
I find Pamela and Georgia sitting at a table looking at some maps.
“My friends.”  I say, and they look up at me.
“You remember?”  Pamela asks as she gets up.
I shake my head.  “But I believe you, now.”
“You flew?”  Georgia asks, and I grin in reply.  “See, I told you.”  Georgia says and pulls me into a hug.
“I wanted to discuss this wormhole theory of yours.”  I say as I hug her back.
“Not now.”  Georgia says, then picks up a walkie-talkie from the table.  “She’s back.”  She says and releases the button.
“I’m in the archives.”  I hear Mitchell’s deep voice rumble from the walkie-talkie.
“I’ll show you.”  Georgia says and takes my hand.
I let her guide me down to the back of the hangar, then she turns right and begins walking by some large containers.
“Do you really think it’s still there?”  I ask as we head towards a large red door.
“Hard to say.”  She says and tugs on my arm.  “We know very little about wormholes.  They’re still just theory.”  She says and smiles down at me.  “You’re the only person I know who has ever encountered one.”  She adds, and stops near the door and pounds on it with her fist.
The thick steel door opens from inside after a few seconds, and a man in a black jumpsuit salutes Georgia.  She smiles at him as she enters, and I follow her.
“Thanks, Rob.”  Georgia says, then begins walking along a red carpeted corridor.  
The walls are black with a white stripe painted at shoulder height.
I plod along behind Georgia as we pass various rooms.  She stops outside of a gray door.
“These are the archives.”  She explains, then opens the door and enters a well-lit room.
“Mitch?”  She calls out, as I enter the room behind her.
“Whoa.”  I blurt out when I see all of the shelves and boxes.  
There must be at least fifty rows of shelves, and each one looks like it’s forty feet long.  I crane my neck and look up at the shelves as they reach up to the ceiling.
“Over here.”  I hear Mitchell’s deep voice call out from the other end of the vast room.
Georgia heads down an aisle with shelves towering over us, and walks the length of the room.  As we turn at the end, we find Mitchell sitting at a terminal, with an older man standing behind him, dressed all in black.  He’s wearing a black beret on his head, and I can see pale gray hair around his ears.
“Is this her?”  The older man asks Mitchell, as he turns to me, his face wrinkling into a smile.
“It sure is.”  Mitchell says, then looks back at the screen and turns a small wheel. 
“Wow.  Look at you.”  The old man says as he takes my hands.  “Back from the dead, and bright as a daisy.”
“This is Bill.”  Georgia tells me, before walking by and looking over Mitchell’s shoulder.  “Found anything useful, yet?”  She asks him.
“Nice to meet you, Bill.”  I say kindly.
He prods my head with a bony finger.  “Hit your head, huh?”
“I guess.”
“Maybe if I shoot her in the head?”  Bill says and looks over his shoulder at Mitchell. 
“I doubt that would help.”  I say and frown.
“Well, it’s an idea.  Might kick-start that memory of yours.”  Bill says with one hand on his side-arm.
“Bullets don’t hurt me at all, I’m afraid.”  I say, and raise an eyebrow.  
“But, thanks for the offer.”  I add and he shrugs and turns back to Mitchell.
“This one’s toughened up, I see.”  Bill says and sits down on a stool near Mitchell.
“Two thousand and fifteen.”  Mitchell mutters as he continues to turn the small wheel.  “Two thousand and sixteen, two thousand and seventeen......ah, that’s it.  It stops after two thousand and seventeen.”
“What does?”  I ask as I step up and look at the screen.
“Newspapers.”  Mitchell replies and scrolls the screen back, using the wheel.  “There.”  He says.  “This was the last issue.”
The screen shows the front page of The New York Times.  I notice the date at the top.
“February 20th.”  I read aloud, and Mitchell lets out a groan.
“Your birthday.”  He mutters quietly.
The headline reads, WAR!!!  There’s a photo of troops and tanks outside the White House.
“Are there any European papers?”  Mitchell asks Bill over his shoulder.
“Of course.”  Bill replies and gets up from his stool and heads over to a row of filing cabinets lining the wall.
“Let’s see....”  Mitchell trails off as he begins to turn the wheel, scrolling the newspapers back.  As he scrolls back to two thousand and fourteen, he slows down.  “Here you are.”  Mitchell says and sits back.
The date at the top is July 12th 2014, and I read the headline.
Cosmic Girl still missing.
There’s a photo of a girl in a costume hovering in the air.  She has long brown hair and wears a pink Domino eye mask.  Her hand is in the air like she’s waving, and a smile lights up her face.  I read the rest of the article beneath the image, then look back at Georgia in shock.
“That’s me?”  I ask, and she nods.  I look back at the image.  “Who’s Devlin De Marco?”  I ask as I read more.
“He’s the one who gave us our powers.”  Mitchell replies in a voice laced with anger.
“What happened to him?”  I ask.
“After you disappeared, he......”  Mitchell begins, and then closes his eyes.
“He destroyed the school.”  Georgia finishes.  “We couldn’t go home.  We had to leave Chicago.”
“He was looking for you.”  Bill says as he walks over, and hands Mitchell a small reel.  “Then he vanished one day, back in two thousand and fifteen.  Never saw or heard about him again.”  Bill adds, as Mitchell takes out the reel of film from the machine.
“Let’s see if we can find something useful here.”  Mitchell mumbles under his breath as he loads the new reel of film.  
He turns the wheel slowly at first, then quicker, before stopping when the screen goes blank.  He scrolls back to the last newspaper.
The newspaper has the words, Le Monde, in bold black print at the top.
“It’s in French.”  Mitchell says as he looks up at Bill.
“Of course it is.”  Bill says matter-of-factly.  “Here.”  He says and points to an article beneath an image that shows the tops of houses, a green forest beyond, and then in the distance are mountains.  Above the mountains, there’s a column of black smoke.  “It states that smoke was seen rising above the French Alps.”  Bill says, then walks by us and looks up at a map of the world that hangs on the wall.  “There.”  He says and points.
We walk over and check the map.  On the other side of the mountains is Italy.
“So, you think that Italy got hit first?”  Mitchell asks Bill.
“It’s as good a place as any to start from, son.”
“Hang on.  Back up.”  I say, and point to the map of Italy.  “You want to go to Italy?”  I ask.
Mitchell shakes his head and looks closer at the map.
“There’s a few countries around there.”  He mutters and points to a few.  “Austria, Croatia, Albania, Hungary.”  He says as he points at them.  “They could have come from any of them.”
“I heard them speak.”  I say and look at them.
“What did they sound like?”  Bill asks.
“No language I ever heard of.”  I say, and try to remember a few words.  “Sto si ti.  One of them said.”  I say.
“Where’s Julian?”  Bill asks Georgia.
“I saw him near one of the....objects.”  Georgia answers, and Bill rolls his eyes.
“Why can’t he let it go?”  Bill mutters as he storms off towards the door.
“Who’s Julian?”  I ask, as they stare at the map.
“He used to work here, back in the day.”  Georgia says as she begins to walk toward the door.  I follow her, leaving Mitchell to stare at the map.
As we head outside, I see Bill’s retreating figure as he marches along the red carpet back towards the hangar.
“You might want to say goodbye to your friends.”  Georgia says as we walk.
“What?  Why?”  I ask.
“It looks like we’re going on a trip.”  She says, and smiles sadly at me. 
“We’ll be back, though.  Right?”  I ask.
She shrugs and sighs.
 



Eighteen
 
When we get to the hangar, I get ambushed by Abigail, Samantha and Rebecca.
“Where the hell have you been?”  Samantha asks.
“Sorry.  I’ve been busy.”  I say as I stop and crouch down to Abigail.  “Guess what?”  I ask Abigail playfully.
She leans in, wide-eyed.  “What?”
“I can fly.”  I tell her, and she jumps up and down.
“Oh my gosh, oh my gosh.”  She gushes.
“Really?”  Samantha asks.
“Yep.”  I say and stand up.  I raise my arms and will myself up into the air a few feet.
“I’m so jealous.”  Abigail says as I land softly.
“We have to go.”  Georgia says and starts to walk away.
“I need to go.  But I’m glad you’re here.”  I say, and Abigail and Rebecca frown at me.
“Where are you going?”  Abigail asks.
“Europe.”  I answer, and Samantha gapes at me.
“Europe?  Why?”  Samantha asks.
“That’s where these things first appeared.  We need to find where they’re being made.”
“What the hell?  Being made?”  Samantha asks angrily.
“That’s right.”  I say as I face them.  “These things are man-made.”  I tell them, and they look at each other in shock, except for Abigail.  She pulls on my hand, and I drop to my knee.
“You promised that you would set things right.”  Abigail says.
“That’s right.  I did.”  I nod my head, and she wraps her arms around my neck.  I hold her gently and stroke her hair.
“I love you.”  She whispers in my ear, then she pulls away, rubbing her eyes.
“I’ll never forget you.”  I tell her, and she backs away crying.
“I don’t understand.”  Rebecca says as she watches us both.
Abigail smiles sadly at me as she backs away, then she turns and runs off.
“Take care.”  I tell Samantha as I stand up.  “Tell the others, that I’ll miss them.”
Samantha nods, then lunges forward, wrapping her arms around me.
“Be careful out there.”  She says in my ear, then she pulls away as Rebecca turns and runs after Abigail.
I brush a tear from my cheek.  Mitchell marches past us, and I grip Samantha’s shoulder gently, then turn and follow him.  I catch up to him as he strides across the hangar past a dozen occupied beds.  Their occupants look up at us as we storm past.  We find Georgia, Bill and Pamela standing near a strange metallic cube.  Bill is talking to another old man.  The other man is running his hands over the cube, his eyes are closed and his lips are moving, like he’s mumbling something.
“Julian?  Come on.  Sto si ti.  Have you heard it before?”  Bill asks impatiently and taps his foot.
“Hell.”  Julian mumbles as he continues feeling the metal cube.  There are odd inscriptions on one side, and he runs his fingers over it, over and over.
“Julian?”  Bill asks and prods the man with his finger.
The man’s head whips around and he glares at Bill, and pushes his wire-framed spectacles up his nose.  Julian smooth’s down his dirty lab coat with his hands and stands up straighter.
“Your hearing getting bad again, Bill?”  Julian asks.
“Are you going to answer me, damn it?”  Bill asks and takes a step closer to Julian, who just blinks back.
“I did.  Hell. Well, it actually translates to, what the hell are you?”  Julian replies slowly, like he’s talking to an idiot.
“What language?”  I ask, and Julian looks at me.
“It’s Croatian.”  He answers mildly.  “You don’t hear it very often.  Where did you hear it?”  He asks me excitedly.
“Thanks.”  Bill says and I start walking away toward the hangar entrance, to get some air.
“That helps narrow it down a bit.”  Bill says, as Georgia and Pamela join me.
“It will do.”  Mitchell says bluntly as he arrives and stands near me, looking up at the starry night sky.
“Okay.  What’s the plan?”  I ask Mitchell and fold my arms.
Mitchell looks down at me, then chuckles.
“Our plans never work.”  He says and brushes some hair from my face.  “Let’s just go there, and kick some serious butt.”
“Now that’s a plan I can get behind.”  I say and grin.
He reaches for my face, before dropping his hand and sighing.
“I’ve missed you.”  He says quietly.
I blink up at his scarred face and smile apologetically.
I wish I could remember.
I notice Georgia turn away, before fading away until there’s nothing there.  I turn to Pamela and Mitchell, but they carry on like nothing has happened.  Pamela grabs her walkie-talkie and presses the button.
“Santiago.  Suit up.”  Pamela says into the walkie-talkie.
“Dad!”  Someone shouts from the darkness, and I hear an in-rush of wind. 
A young man in army fatigues materializes next to Mitchell, with a rifle slung over his shoulder.
“Where are you going?”  The young man asks anxiously.
“We have to go take care of something.”  Mitchell says softly and places his hand on the man’s shoulder.  “You’re in charge now.”  He says.
“Where are you going?  I want to come too.”  The young man says and looks at us.
“I won’t allow that.  Your place is here.”
“But, Dad...”
“I need you to protect these people.”  Mitchell says and points to the hangar behind us.  “I’m trusting their lives to you.”
His son stands up straight, and looks Mitchell in the eye.
“Yes, sir.”
His son isn’t as large, physically as Mitchell, but he’s just as tall, and has the same eyes.
Mitchell cups his son’s face in his hands, and plants a kiss on his forehead.  “I love you, son.”  Then he releases him and looks up as Santiago swoops down and lands near Pamela.  
“I have one last thing for you to do for me.”  Mitchell tells his son.
“Yes, sir?”
“We’ll need two sniper rifles, equipped with infrared scopes, and a dozen clips of armor-piercing rounds.”  Mitchell tells him.
“Right away, sir.”  And he blurs as he races away.
“You didn’t tell me you had a son.”  I say as I look up at his proud face.
“Does it matter?” He answers gruffly, then turns to Santiago.  “We need transportation that you two can carry.”  He says, gesturing to Santiago and myself.
“No problem.  I got just the thing.”  Santiago says with a wink at me.
Mitchell’s son returns a few seconds later with two long rifles, and a holdall.  Mitchell grips his arm, and presses his forehead to his son’s, then he grabs the bag and the two rifles.
“Let’s go.”  Mitchell says, and Santiago begins walking towards the airstrip, as Georgia materializes again.
 



Nineteen
 
Santiago found an old aircraft. It was covered in dust, and its two propellers had long since rusted in place.  Georgia, Pamela and Mitchell climb on board, while Santiago and I take hold of the plane.  Santiago grabs the front of the aircraft, just under the cockpit, while I take the tail, and together we get the old bird off the ground.  
As we climb to a few thousand feet, Santiago tells me to level off.
“How will we know?”  I shout out to Santiago over the roar of the wind.  “Who’s navigating?”
“Bill gave Mitchell something.”  Santiago shouts back over his shoulder.  “G P S or something.”  He adds.
The wind changes direction as we fly west, and I have to alter my grip on the aircraft and fly up slightly to compensate.
Due to the fragility of the aircraft, we can’t go too fast, which Santiago keeps complaining about as we fly sedately through the clouds.  The half-moon, and the torchlight coming from inside the plane, are the only light I can see as I help fly the plane through the inky night sky.  
I stifle a yawn and look down at the clouds as we sail overhead.
After a few hours, I hear static on Santiago’s radio.
“Yes?”  He answers, and waits.  “Okay.”  He says and puts the radio back on his belt.  “We’re going to make a little pit stop.”  He shouts over his shoulder.
I feel the nose of the aircraft dip, and so I begin to descend with Santiago, following his lead.  As we descend through the clouds, I think about Abigail.  
I wonder if she’s asleep right now.
I smile as I remember her face, when I gave her the doll.  Then I look down, and see some small residential areas, schools, banks, fast food restaurants, and a trailer park.  Beyond that, all I can see is blackness.  
I focus my eyes, and when the world turns green, I see the ocean.  It stretches from left to right as far as the eye can see.  I begin to hear it, as we descend lower.  A rush, then a boom, as it pounds the rocks just off shore.
“Heads up.  We’re landing on the road.”  Santiago shouts over his shoulder, then the plane stops in the air.
I hover, before we both descend gently to the asphalt, and set our cargo down.  I walk to the left wing, as the door opens from inside, and Mitchell emerges holding a torchlight.
“We need to find something sturdier.  I feel like this thing’s about to break apart at any moment.”  Mitchell says as he hops down, followed by Georgia and Pamela.
“I saw a bank not far from here.”  I offer, as Mitchell reaches inside and pulls out the holdall and rifles. 
“Lead the way.”  Mitchell says, and I start hovering towards an intersection before climbing up to a hundred feet.
I fly over what’s left of a post office and a pharmacy, and see the parking lot outside the bank.  I wave below and point, then swoop down and land outside the Bank of America.  There are a number of convertibles and SUVs collecting dust and rusting away, but a larger vehicle catches my eye.  Mitchell races over and looks at the red and white armored car, and begins grinning as he walks around it.  He wipes some dust off it, and peers through the passenger window.
“Perfect.”  Mitchell says and pulls on the door handle.  Something snaps, with a metallic ping, then the door opens.
He drops the rifles and holdall, then climbs inside.  A couple of skeletons fly from the open passenger door, followed by a couple of shotguns.
“Let’s go.”  Mitchell says as he sticks his head out.
Pamela grabs the rifles and hand them to Mitchell, as Georgia picks up the holdall and heads to the rear.
“Why don’t you get some rest, I’ll take this.”  I tell Santiago, and land next to the side of the armored car.
“You sure?”  He asks and I nod.  
He passes me a radio and a headset, and I attach it to my belt, as he slides the headset over my white hair.
“You look like Madonna.”  He smirks, as he adjusts it.
“Who?”  I ask and frown at him.
“Never mind.”  He smiles and steps back.  “Let me know if you get tired.”  He says, then heads to the rear of the armored car.
I crouch down and crawl underneath between the wheels.  I hear the two doors at the back open, with a crunch, then the van rocks on its suspension as they climb in.  I wait until I hear the doors close above me, then I lie on my back and press up with my hands.  The vehicle rises shakily off the ground.  I will myself up from the hard ground until I’m able to stand upright, then I rise into the night sky.  
I look down at the dark buildings as they grow smaller, then raise my head and gaze at the dark ocean, glimmering under the moonlight.
“Head towards the ocean.”  I hear Mitchell’s rumbling voice through the headset.
“Yes, sir.”  I reply sternly, before giggling.
“Please don’t call me sir.”
“Okay, boss.”
“Stop it.”
I chuckle to myself as I leave the beach behind us and sail high over the dark water.
“What’s his name?”  I ask as I adjust my grip.
There’s silence for a few seconds.
“Richard.”
“How old is he?”  I ask as I enjoy his voice in my ears.
“Sixteen.”  Then he sighs.  “His mother...”  He says quietly.
“Was it the blue freaks?”  I ask, and I can picture him closing his one good eye, as I hear him grind his teeth through my headset.  There’s static for a while, then it goes silent.
“Mitchell?”  I say into my microphone, but all I get is silence.  “I’m sorry.  Please?  We can talk about something else.”  I say, but all I can hear is the wind as it blows in from the west.
“Hey.”  Georgia’s voice comes through the headset, sounding worried.
“Is he okay?”  I ask, closing my eyes.  Idiot!  I berate myself.
“Hard to tell.  How are you holding up?  It must be strange, being up here, away from your friends.”  Georgia says softly.
As I look up at the bottom of the armored car, watching the wheels turn sporadically as I fly, I let out a laugh.
“Actually, this feels kind of familiar.”  I tell her.
“For us too.”  She whispers through my headset.  “It brings up a lot of memories.”  She adds, then sighs.  “Although, I remember you flying faster.”  She says playfully.
“Hold on to your butts.”  I reply and grin as I start to accelerate.
The wind becomes a steadily increasing roar as I fly the van faster over the ocean.  The bulky van isn’t exactly aerodynamic, though, and as the wind increases, it tries to blow it sideways.  I bank to the left, leaning into the wind, and make a slight course correction until the low half-moon is in front of me again.
“Now, that’s a little more like it.”  She laughs through my headset.  “If only Stuart and Paul could be here.”  She says fondly.
“Did I know them?”  I ask, and look down as a whale breaches, spraying water high into the air below me.
“They were part of your group.”
“My group?”
“You were our leader.  As Cosmic Girl, you did so much.  I wish you could remember.”
I close my eyes and bite my lip.
“Mitchell was never the same after you vanished.  After Devlin........well, we went our separate ways.”  She says sadly.
“But you found each other again.”  I say and look up at the bottom of the van.
“Area 51 seemed like a safe place to go.”  Georgia says, and I can imagine her shrugging right now.  “But, so many didn’t make it.”  She says and I hear a sniff.  “We looked for them, Britney.  We tried, we really did.  You have to believe me.”  She starts crying, and I stare at the half-moon, frowning.
“My family are.....”  My voice breaks, and I can’t say the words.
“Everything happened so fast, Britney.  There was an emergency broadcast just a few minutes before they struck.”
My chest hurts.
“If the wormhole is still there, then maybe we can change all of this.”  Georgia says, and I close my eyes.
Please.  Be there!
The van feels heavy suddenly, and I drop a few feet.  I blink and take a deep breath.
“Are you okay?  Do you need a breather?”  I hear Santiago’s concerned voice come through my headset.
“No.  I’m okay.”  I reply, then take some more deep breaths.
“We’ll make another stop, as soon as we get to Japan.”  Santiago says, and I grit my teeth and speed up.
As far as the eye can see is nothing but dark rolling ocean, so it’s hard to gage my speed.  Then I hear a rumble ahead of us.
“You might want to climb higher.”  Santiago tells me.  “Unless, you want to find out what getting struck by lightning feels like.”  He adds dryly.
“Hmm, tempting.”  I reply, then begin to rise through some thick clouds.  
Once through, I can see the huge bank of dark clouds far ahead of us.  They light up brilliantly, when lighting flashes and forks through from cloud to cloud.  I lean back and climb at a steeper angle, before levelling off once I’m above the storm.  The sound of thunder is so loud and crisp as I fly over.  
My breath fogs when I exhale, and icicles start forming on the wheels and axle above me.  Once the thunder begins to fade, I pitch forward and start to descend.
“Okay.  Japan is coming up.”  Santiago says cheerily.
“Take us down.”  Mitchell’s calm voice comes through on my headset, making me smile.
We pass through two layers of thick clouds, then in the distance I can see some mountains rising up from the ocean.  
As the mountains become larger, I slow down and stare down at the crashing surf.  I focus my eyes, changing the darkness into shades of green, and look around for a good place to set down.  
I fly over the harbor wall and swoop down towards a patch of mud, between two desolate looking double story buildings.  I set the front down and then step backwards, feeding the vehicle through my hands before lowering the rear.
This all feels very familiar.  
I smile as I turn around, listening to the ocean pound the harbor wall.  
I yawn and stretch as the doors open, and Mitchell and Santiago climb out.
“We’ll rest here tonight.”  Mitchell says and hands Santiago a rifle.
Santiago accepts the rifle, then rises up and flies to the roof of one of the buildings.
“Get some sleep.”  Mitchell says kindly, and gestures to the back of the armored car with his rifle.
“I’m sorry, about before.”  I say quickly and step towards him.
He looks down at me, and a smile spreads across his face.
“I forgot how impulsive you can be.”  He says, and closes his one good eye for a second, before letting out a low groan.  
“You’ve no idea how hard this is.”  He says, turning his back to me.  “I mourned you.  You were dead.”
I reach up and place my hand on his thick forearm.
“It’s been tough for me too.”  I say.
He turns his scarred face towards me, as I step around to look up at him.  I reach up to place my hand on his disfigured cheek, but he quickly recoils and steps away.
“I didn’t leave you, I was taken.”  I tell him, as his broad shoulders heave up and down.
“So much has been taken.”  Mitchell says angrily, and turns to me, as tears flow down the right side of his distraught face.
I stride forward quickly and wrap my arms around his waist.
“If Georgia’s right........if it’s even possible......”  I say as I press my cheek to his trembling chest.
He wraps his big bear arms around me, and strokes my head gently.
“If she is right.”  Mitchell says softly.  “Then we need to discover how this all began.”
I look up with blazing blue eyes, glistening with tears.
“We will.”  I tell him.



Twenty
 
Georgia and Pamela make a small camp fire with some dry branches they find lying on the ground.  A lot of the trees around here have been flattened or ripped up, so there’s no shortage of fire wood.
“I’ll be back.”  Mitchell says as he picks up a long slim branch, that he ripped from a larger one earlier.  
I watch, transfixed, as he removes his army jacket and white t-shirt.  His back muscles ripple as he strides towards the harbor wall.  But it’s the scar tissue on his left side that I find myself looking at.  The pink flesh looks like aged leather in the moonlight.  I sit down on some cinder blocks as Pamela builds the fire up, while Mitchell heads into the water to do some spear fishing.
“What happened?”  I ask Pamela and nod towards Mitchell, just before he disappears into the dark water.
“He went back to look for your father, you know, when it all happened.”  Pamela says before sitting down to poke the small burning embers.  “He got caught in the blast.”
“Luckily, he’s the fastest man alive.”  Georgia adds as she throws more twigs on to the fire.  
“I ran into him a few years after.  I was chasing after some deer, then boom.”  Georgia smacks her hands together.  “I get smacked by something so hard, I thought it was one of those blue demons.”  She says and chuckles at the memory.  “But then, I find myself being lifted up from the grass and being spun around.”  She smiles and looks sadly at me.  “He loved you, you know.”
“I know.”  I say and lay my hands in my lap.  “Maybe the old me loved him too.  I don’t know.”
“Do you feel anything now?”  She asks as she looks at me curiously.
“Just a familiarity.”  I reply cagily, and she relaxes, gazing out towards the water.  But there is something creeping around the edge of my mind.  I feel myself drawn to him, physically.  I shake my head and look at the rising flames. 
He’s over twice my age now.  It’s just too weird to even think about.
I hear a splash, and look over as Mitchell’s naked torso emerges from the water, his makeshift spear in one hand with a flapping fish the size of a cat impaled on one end.  
I find myself hungry, and not for fish.
Mitchell strides up the short slope to where we sit, and pushes the branch further through the fish, then places the now still fish on the steadily rising flames.  
Georgia watches me as I study his chiseled arms and chest, before getting up and vanishing.
I blink and stare at the space where she had just been.  
Mitchell notices me gawping, and laughs quietly as he pulls on his t-shirt before sitting down opposite.
“Did you see?”  I ask, and he smiles before turning the makeshift spit over.
“We all have our gifts.”  Mitchell says, then points at me.  “Flight.”  Then points his finger at Pamela as she prods the fire.  “Teleportation.”
“Speed.”  I finish and point at Mitchell.
“There were many of us.  We tried to fight them, but most of the newbies were too green.  They lacked the training and the experience that we had.”  Mitchell says. 
“They fought bravely.”  He adds after a few seconds.
I make a mental note.  Combat training.
“She told me you went back for my father.”  I say, and he lowers his eye and turns the fish again.
“On your birthday, he liked to visit your mother’s grave.”  Mitchell says hesitantly, then clears his throat.  
“The city was overrun when I got there.  I didn’t even notice the missile, until it was too late.”  He looks at me briefly before looking down at the fish, sizzling over the fire.  
“I hauled ass out of there.”  He points to the left side of his face.  “But I wasn’t fast enough.”
“I’m glad you survived.”  I say, and he smiles and looks at me.
“I’m still trying to get used to your white hair and crazy eyes.”  He says, and I play with some long strands that hang down over my right shoulder.
“I like it.”  I smile.  “The weird eyes come in handy, too.  They don’t just glow.”  I say and he raises his eyebrow.
“It’s so weird.  You’re so completely different, and yet totally the same.”  He says and runs a hand through his thin brown hair on the right side of his head.
“Maybe, if you hit me in the head really hard...”  I suggest.
“No, I can’t do that.”  He says raising his hands.  “Besides, you might hurt me.”  He adds with a grin.
“Get a room.”  I hear Santiago call out from the roof, and turn to see him dangling his legs over the edge of the derelict building.
“I thought you were on lookout?”  I yell back.
“I am looking.”  He says and grins.
“The fish is almost ready.  You hungry?”  Mitchell calls up to him.
“Let’s put it this way.  My boots are starting to look appetizing.”  Santiago says, then floats away from the building and descends to the cinder block next to Pamela.
“Where’s Ghost Girl?”  Pamela asks and looks around.
Georgia slowly materializes out of thin air near Mitchell.
“I’m hungry.”  She says quietly and sits down next to Mitchell.
Mitchell plucks the hot fish from the fire and tears off some of the white flesh and places it on a large palm leaf, passing it to Georgia.  
I nod in understanding, when I see the way she looks at him.  
She places some white flesh in her mouth using her fingers, and notices me watching her.  She smiles, but her eyes tell a very different story.  
I look up at Mitchell as he serves Santiago and Pamela their portion of fish.  
He seems at ease now.  The stress seems to be lifted temporary, as he hands me my portion of steaming hot fish.  
I bite into the crisp black skin and look around the fire.  I feel like a fifth wheel.  
I pray Georgia is right about that wormhole.  I need it to be there.  I don’t belong here.
After I’ve finished, I say goodnight and climb into the back of the armored car.  I use the holdall of ammo as a pillow, and lie down on the metal floor of the van.  I picture Mitchell and Georgia kissing beside the fire, and cry myself to sleep.
 
The squawking of sea gulls and other sea birds wake me up from a troubled sleep.  I stare out of the back of the van at a gray sullen sky, and yawn.  The sound of the ocean pounding the harbor wall only makes me grumpier, as I sit up and rub my eyes.  
Santiago’s head pops into view at the rear of the van.
“Morning.”  He greets me cheerily, and I grunt in reply.
“I’m not a morning person.”  I grumble.
“Clearly.”  He agrees with a dark chuckle.  “It’s time to get going.”  He adds, and claps his hands.  “Come on, get up.”
“Oh, sod off.”  I grumble as I get up and stagger to the rear.
When I climb down and look out bleary-eyed at the swollen ocean, I notice we’re not alone.  Three fishing boats are bobbing on the surface of the dark blue water, and I hear hushed voices around us.  I find Mitchell and Santiago by the dead fire, sitting down with some local Japanese men.
“Good morning.”  I greet Mitchell, causing the Japanese men to stand up.  They bow their heads, then sit back down and point with their bony arms to the green hills far behind us.
“Hi.”  Mitchell says.  “They say that a dozen of the blue demons arrived last week, and went that way.”  He points over his shoulder toward the hills.
“You understand Japanese?”  I ask.
“Who’s your friend?”  One of the men asks in perfect English, and they all laugh.
“This is Cosmic Girl.”  Pamela replies and flashes me a grin when I roll my eyes at her.
“Was.”  I reply.
“Is.”  Mitchell replies.
“I wish you luck in your quest.”  One of the men says and stands up, extending his thin arm to Mitchell.
“Thank you.”  Mitchell says softly, and shakes the man’s hand gently.
Santiago hovers over to the armored car and opens the passenger door.
“I’m flying today.  You can help navigate.”  Santiago says and gestures for me to climb in.
I pick up the radio and headset that I left on the cinder block last night, and pass it to him and climb in.  He closes the door and walks away.  Mitchell climbs into the driver’s seat, while Pamela and Georgia climb in the back of the van.
I grab the dashboard to steady myself, as the rear of the van is raised off the ground.  The front of the van starts to come up, and we wobble for a few seconds before rising slowly up into the pale morning sky.  
The cloudy sky bathes the land and green hills below in deep shadows, but there’s no mistaking the path the blue freaks took across the island.  It looks like a tornado has gouged a path a mile wide through the land.  Homes, trees, farms, schools, factories, all are now lying in splinters below us as we rise up into the sky.
Soon we’re passing through the clouds, and the island is lost from view.  
Mitchell shuffles in his seat, staring at a small yellow rectangular device.  After a few minutes he picks up his radio.
“Let’s pick up the pace.”  Mitchell says into the radio.
“Hold on.”  Santiago’s voice comes over the radio.
A split second later, and we’re slammed back into our seats.  The clouds whip by like a sea of ghosts, formless fingers brushing past the windshield.
“This must be new for you.”  Georgia says from behind me, and I turn my head to look back at her.
Pamela and Georgia stand in the back, holding on to the steel cage that acts as the partition between the cab and the back.  
“I’ve gone faster.”  I reply, and Pamela shakes her head.
“She means, being a passenger.”  Pamela says, and I look over at Mitchell.
“You flew us everywhere.”  He says with a smile.
I look out at the clouds as they race by and point with my hand.
“I belong out there.”  I say quietly.  “I feel it in my bones.”  I add and smile to myself.  “I never thought that I would hear myself say that.”
“Me neither.”  Mitchell says, and turns in his seat so he can look at me with his one good eye.  “I thought you were lost to us.”
“Some things still remain lost, but others have been found.”  I say and grin.
“And here you are.”  He rumbles in his deep voice.
“I just hope we can find ground zero.”  I say and stare out the window.
Mitchell nods and checks the yellow G P S device, then reaches into his jacket, and pulls out a fold-out map.  He unfolds it and spreads it out gently on the dashboard in front of him, before checking the device again.
“Okay, we’re here.”  He says and points to the map.
I look at the map of the world, and see he’s pointing to an area just east of North Korea.
“We need to get to here.”  He says, and as he moves his forefinger further and further away from our present position, I let out a groan.
“At this speed, this will take at least three more days to get there.”  I complain as his finger stops over Croatia.
“Unfortunately.”  Pamela says, and Georgia coughs.
“Oh, screw this!”  I say and open my passenger door.  
The wind tries to force the door closed, but I hold it steady before hovering outside. Instantly, I’m whipped by the wind, and grin at Mitchell as I close the door gently.  
I drop down until the wheels are a few inches above my head, and wave at Santiago.
“What are you doing?”  He shouts.
“I’m going to help give you a boost.”  I say and float to the rear of the armored car, as Santiago watches me over his shoulder.  
“Just keep her steady.”  I shout to him, before rising up to the rear fender.
I straighten my fingers before sliding them through the armor shell of the van, and gripping a steel rod.  I grip it tightly and raise my legs.
Let’s see what I can do.
I start to push and increase my flight speed, slowly at first, then faster.  The van rocks slightly, and I shout down to Santiago.
“Keep up with me.”
“Give me a heads up next time.”  He shouts back from under the van.
“Three....two.....one.”  I shout, and accelerate more aggressively.  The van wobbles slightly, then it straightens after a couple of seconds.  After a few more seconds, I notice the van is beginning to glow red.
“There’s too much friction, we have to slow down.”  Santiago shouts up at me.
I look up.
“No.”  I shout back.  “We go where there’s less friction.”  I shout.
“Where?”  He shouts back, and I begin to grin.
“Push up.  Now.”  I shout, and the front of the van rears up, and I help push it upwards towards the upper atmosphere.
“I’ve never been this high before.”  Santiago shouts, and I notice the glow subside and ice start to form instead.
“You haven’t lived.”  I shout back with a laugh.
After a few seconds, the sound of the wind fades and I feel a sudden burst of acceleration.
“I....can’t.....breathe.”  I hear Santiago gasp.
“Hold your breath.”  I shout back, and take a deep breath, and hold it while raising the rear of the van up so that we fly straight.  
I continue pushing and flying the van as fast as I can go.  After a few more seconds, I notice something dark fall from beneath the van, and I slow down long enough to see Santiago’s body spiraling towards a huge bank of white clouds.  
I let go of the van, and pitch forward, and accelerate towards Santiago as he falls from the sky.  I catch him a couple of seconds later and fly back up towards the armored car as it sails through the upper atmosphere, continuing on its trajectory.  
Santiago’s face is turning purple, and a thin layer of ice breaks and falls off as I slap his cheeks.  His head lolls to the side, and so I press my mouth to his and breathe my air into his lungs.  He comes to, and starts coughing, and stares at me wide eyed.
“Welcome back.”  I say, then look up as I sail back up to the van, as it begins to descend in a slow arc.
I catch the van with my right hand while I hold a dazed Santiago in my left arm.  I grip the front axle with my right hand, and pick up the pace again, as I descend to a more tolerable level for Santiago and the others.
“Cosmic Girl, huh?”  Santiago says and coughs.  “It suits you.”
I smile and press my face next to his microphone that protrudes out on the right side of his face, near his smooth tanned jaw.
“How much farther?”  I speak into the microphone.
There’s a few seconds of silence, then I hear the radio hiss.
“We’re over Kazakhstan.”  Mitchell’s voice stammers through Santiago’s radio.  “It’s a bit cold up here.  Can we go lower, please?”
“Oh.”  I look at Santiago’s frosty face.  “Sure.”  I say and shrug.
I pitch forward and accelerate again, and soon we’re flying over an ocean of white billowing clouds.  Once we’re through the first layer of clouds, the ice on the van and on Santiago starts to melt.  The water rains down on me from the van, and soon my flight suit is wet and sticking to me.  
A few more layers of clouds, and we emerge over a snowy forest and craggy mountain peaks.  I slow down, and take in the magnificent vista before me.
“Wow.  This place looks untouched.”  Santiago says, sounding a little baffled.
I look towards the horizon, and concentrate, zooming in.  All I see is land, thousands of miles of cold, stark land, with hills and the occasional lake and forest.  I see no movement on the ground within a hundred miles of us.  I sigh in frustration and pick up speed again.
“You can let me go now.”  Santiago says next to me, and I open my arm, releasing him.  
“I wouldn’t want Pam to get the wrong idea.”  He adds with a wink.
“I’m a little thirsty.  Can you get me some water?”  I ask, as he flies next to me, with the wind whipping his black hair away from his tanned face.
“Sure.”  He replies and hovers to the right and up to the passenger door.
As soon as I hear the door close, I step on the gas.  The mountains become a gray and white blur below me.  
Soon, I leave the mountains far behind me, and fly over vast forests.  
The passenger door opens and slams shut, then Santiago vanishes behind me as I race for the horizon.  He eventually catches up after a few minutes.
“Slow down, damn it.”  He shouts from behind, and I ease up a little.  
“Here.”  He offers a bottle of water to me, and I take it and start drinking.  
Flying is thirsty work.
“Thanks.”  I gasp after I’ve downed half the bottle.
“The girls have had enough, and even Mitch is looking a little green.  I think we should stop for a bit.”  Santiago says as he flies on my right.
“Okay.”  I reply and look ahead for a good landing sight.
Around seventy miles away, I spot some farmland with miles of fields and pastures.  As I pass the last of the hills, I descend slowly and begin to slow down to below a hundred miles per hour.  Santiago hovers to the rear of the armored car and takes hold of the rear fender, while I turn around and walk the van through my hands until I can grab the front fender.  We glide to a stop and lower the van to the long grass.  
Once we’re down, the doors burst open, and Georgia hops down.  She takes some deep breaths while she closes her eyes.  Mitchell climbs down and immediately sits down on the grass.  Pamela appears next to Santiago in a burst of dark light, and a faint pop.
“You’ve never flown that fast before.”  Mitchell says in shock, as he gazes up at me.
“She didn’t even ice up.”  Santiago says and shakes some excess water from his hair.
“I feel fine.”  I shrug.
“God help Devlin, if you do ever go back.”  Mitchell says with a devilish grin, then Georgia drops to her knees and hurls.



Twenty One
 
The general opinion was that we walk the rest of the way, or shall I say, run.
“Come on, old man.”  I yell over my shoulder, as I tear along narrow country roads, dodging tractors and rotting corpses of horses and cows.
“I’m just warming up.”  Mitchell yells back playfully.
“Yeah, yeah.”  I laugh back, and then I hear a loud bang behind me, and a green blur shoots past me.
I frown, then accelerate and give chase.  The others race along behind, but we lose them in seconds.  
The overgrown bushes and trees lining the road blur by, and the wind becomes a low whine in my ears as I start to gain on the green blur that is Mitchell.  
I feel like I’ve got more in the tank, so I lean forward and pump the ground harder.  The low whine becomes silence now, and Mitchell’s blurred form becomes clearer, then I pass him on his left.
“Woohoo!”  I holler when I leave Mitchell farther behind me.
I skid to a stop when I see the road ahead fork in two directions.  Mitchell joins me a fraction of a second later, red faced, and grinning.
“You’ve gotten faster.”  He says as he huffs and puffs.
“Or you’ve gotten slower.”  I say and laugh when he frowns.
I check the road signs, but they’re in a language I don’t understand.  Mitchell pulls the yellow G P S device from his jacket, and waits.  Pamela and Georgia arrive next after a few minutes, followed by Santiago, who’s carrying the rifles and bag of ammo.
“Where the hell are we?”  Santiago asks and hands me the bag of ammo.
“Northern Ukraine.”  Mitchell replies after a few more seconds, then unfolds the world map on the hood of a rusted Volkswagen Beetle, that may have been yellow once, but is now a burnt ochre.  He checks the map, running his finger over it and frowning.  
While he thinks for a second, I open the driver’s door of the abandoned car and check the interior.  I catch my reflection in the rear mirror.  
Yuck!  My face is covered with green and yellow bug splats.  
I feel like I’m gonna heave.
I open the glove box and find an old dirty rag.  I grab it and immediately start wiping the gunk from my face.  The rag smells of gasoline, and makes me feel worse.  Once I’m done, I climb back out and stroll to the road sign.  
I breathe deep and try to shake it off.
“Okay, that road takes us north toward Konotop.”  Mitchell says pointing to the road that splits to the right.  “This one takes us toward Kyiv.”  Mitchell says, pointing to the road on my left, then folds the map and puts it back inside his jacket, before marching over and handing me the small yellow device.
“Huh?”  I blurt out as I look at him.
“You’re on point.  Lead the way.”  He says, then takes one of the long rifles from Santiago and slings the strap over his shoulder.
“Yes, sir.”  I say, then before he can protest, I turn and blaze down the road on my left.
After a few seconds, I kick up from the ground and take to the air.  Once I’m above the tree line, I relax and hold the yellow device in front of me and check the small black screen from time to time as I fly.  
The road below is now some kind of freeway, and four of the six lanes are blocked with abandoned trucks and demolished cars and motorcycles.  A few tanks lie on their side, aiming their gun barrels impotently at the sky.  
I see a series of rivers up ahead that act as some kind of natural barrier to the main section of the city.  The first bridge is completely blocked with army vehicles, and part of it is damaged.  A huge chunk of the right side of the bridge is missing, and a school bus is dangling over the edge.  I fly to the right and pass over the still water, as Mitchell takes to the air with a mighty leap.  He soars by me as he climbs to a few hundred feet, clearing two thirds of the bridge before he starts to descend.  Santiago picks up Georgia under her arms and carries her over the water, while Pamela materializes on the far bank of the river in a burst of dark light.
“That is pretty cool.”  I tell Santiago as he flies by me on my left carrying Georgia, nodding to Pamela as she hops down from an overturned car.
“Not as cool as phasing.”  Santiago says, smiling at Georgia as he carriers her safely across the river.  “I still don’t understand what you do.”  He admits with a frown.
“Neither do I.”  She answers quietly.
“I mean, is it like when Frodo puts on the ring?”  Santiago asks, making Georgia laugh.
Mitchell waits for us on a half-demolished armored personnel carrier.
“Lead on.”  Mitchell calls out and points to the west, behind him.
I hold the G P S device in front of me and fly onwards over the connecting island, before we come to another bridge.  Mitchell leaps over again, and I accelerate while I concentrate, zooming in on the city in front of us.  I let out a groan when I see a couple of blue bodies.
“Heads up.”  I call out and point ahead of me.  “Blue freaks.”
Mitchell descends after a few seconds, hits the asphalt hard and looks up at me.
“Where?”  He asks, as the others arrive.
“Three miles, over there, near a pretty looking hospital.”  I say and point over their heads.  I zoom in again and frown.  “They’re not moving.”  I notice.
Mitchell removes his rifle from his shoulder and checks that it’s loaded.  
“Let’s go say, hi.”  Mitchell says and begins marching, with the rifle held out in front.
I accelerate and make a B-Line for their still blue forms.  The hospital they are resting against is made of glass mostly, and I’m amazed to find most of it intact.  I swoop down and land near one of them, as Mitchell and the others stop fifty feet away.  Mitchell raises his rifle, as I stroll up to one and kick its foot.  The leg rolls to the side, before rolling back.  The creature doesn’t move, and its chest is not moving.  I crouch down and listen to the chest.
“They’re dead.”  I declare as I stand up.
“Good.”  Mitchell growls in his deep voice.
“What killed them?”  Georgia asks and begins walking over.
“Who cares?  Let’s go.”  Santiago complains and looks around.
I check both bodies, but I can’t see any wounds or bruising.  They both have black bearskins wrapped around their waists, pinned in place with a large fish hook.  The goatees are a bit longer than the ones we fought at Area 51.  Their eyes are closed, and their faces look peaceful, like they’re sleeping.  I crouch down again and lift the eye lids with my fingers.
“Whoa.  That’s different.”  Georgia says and I step aside to let the others see.
“Their eyes are white.”  I point out.  “What the hell happened?”  I ask.
“I don’t know.  But we better get going.  I don’t like this.”  Mitchell says and steps away, rifle at the ready.
I rise up from the ground and fly westward again, while the others run back on to the dead highway and disappear in a blur.  I catch up after a few nanoseconds, then I swerve and fly between two high rises, before climbing higher.
Once I’m a few thousand feet up, I step on the gas, and fly over the gray, dead city, holding the yellow device in front of me.  
In a few seconds, I leave the drab concrete jungle behind, and breathe in the fresh air as I soar over meadows and woods.  I keep an eye on the streets far below, as my old friends blur along the roads, dodging abandoned vehicles and skeletons.  
I whistle and point to our left, then bank and aim for the mountain range in the distance.  I check the G P S device again, then descend to a hundred feet.
“Hold up.”  I call out, and Mitchell’s green blur begins to come into focus as he slows down.
I drop to the ground near some cottages opposite a large dark forest.  Mitchell stops in the road, and we’re joined shortly by the others.
“Where’s the map?”  I ask as I hold up the yellow device, and wait for a good satellite signal.
Mitchell pulls out the map, and lays it down on the small sidewalk.  I check the small black screen, and read off some of the strange town names.
“Here.”  Mitchell says and points at the map.  “We’re on the Romanian border, just east of Chernivtsi.”
“We have to cross the Carpathian Mountains.”  I state and point to the mountain range to the west of us.  “Are you sure you don’t want to fly?”  I ask.
“Those clouds don’t look too friendly.”  Santiago says, pointing up, as dark clouds hang over the mountains like a threat.
“I’ll go easy on you.”  I say.  “Promise.”  I add and smile innocently.
“Let’s find something more comfortable, okay.”  Pamela suggests and starts walking along the sidewalk.
Mitchell shrugs and follows.
We manage to find a family car that can carry six people easy.  The roof is dented and the windows are smashed, but the seats are intact and it doesn’t smell like death.  Santiago places the rifles in the trunk, and climbs in the front passenger seat, resting the bag of ammo on his lap.  
Georgia and Pamela climb into the back, and Mitchell gives me a take it easy look, then climbs behind the wheel.  I fly up to the roof and stretch my arms out.  I grab the roof rack, then begin to lift the car slowly into the steadily darkening sky.  
Once I’m above the tree line, I begin to fly us forward, not too fast, just a hundred miles per hour.  
I begin to feel the splat of rain on my back and legs after a few minutes, so I climb faster.  There are groans of complaint when I fly us through the raincloud.  But once we’re on the other side, the sky is a deep blue.  
The mountains rise up through the dark roiling clouds in the distance like shark teeth.  I climb a little higher and aim for the jagged peaks.  As I get closer, the peaks vanish inside the storm cloud as it grows.  After a few seconds I have to climb higher, and lightning lights up the cloud below, while the thunder rumbles through my bones, making my teeth rattle.
“Do you really think the wormhole’s still there?”  I hear Mitchell ask.
“I pray it is.”  I hear Georgia say, sounding tired.
Me too.
“I still don’t get why you think they’re man-made.  Even if they are, who the hell would want to create them?”  I hear Santiago say.
“The face they wear, belongs to a man Britney has seen.  They have to be man-made.”  I hear Georgia say.
“As to why they would make them?  Who the hell knows?”  Mitchell replies.
“We’re gonna find out, and put a stop to it.”  I call out, then a deafening boom of thunder makes me flinch.
I climb higher and accelerate again.  I just want to get past this storm, but the cloud is immense.  I crane my neck and look left and right, and the roiling gray cloud stretches on for miles in every direction. I look forward and rest my chin on the roof just above the windshield, and power on faster and faster.  
After another ten minutes, the clouds begin to thin out, then I’m flying over overgrown meadows, dotted with farm houses.  The buildings look more like gray fingers clawing for breath, while the foliage around them wraps their thin green fingers around them.
Everywhere I look is green, like nature has turned savage and is claiming the world back for itself.  I pass over mile after mile of this savage garden, and now and then I spot a blue giant.  A few are faced down amongst the grass, and are barely visible.  It’s like the grass has continued to grow around them, and they’re slowly being swallowed.  A couple I see sitting with their backs against a tree, like they’re resting.  But one catches my eye a few more miles ahead, as I scan the horizon.  
This creature is on its knees, crawling through the long grass.  
“Look below.”  I call out as I get closer, then stop and hover.
“Is it dying?”  I hear Mitchell ask.
I swoop down to the long grass and set the car down.
“What are you doing?”  Pamela asks, as I drop down to the grass.
“I want to see.”  I say over my shoulder and hover over to the blue freak.
It doesn’t seem to notice me.  
I land next to it and walk in front of its path and crouch down in the grass.  Its long blue fingers are outstretched in front of its face, almost like it’s blind.  The face is twisted into a mask of pain and confusion.  The large red eyes shift left and right, like it can hear me, and it stops and lowers its head, coughing.
“What are you?”  I ask it, as it spasms, coughing and retching.
Its face lifts to look in my direction.  Its watery red eyes searching.
“Uplasena.”  It mutters in a raspy guttural voice.  
Its red eyes begin to darken as they search for me.  
“Šta se događa?”  It splutters and coughs, and I gasp as the eyes darken to a deep mahogany.
Human eyes.  
Then its mouth opens as it gasps for breath.  The eyes fade to a milky white in less than a few seconds, and the creature coughs once more, then collapses to the grass.
The fear etched in its face during the last few seconds make me shiver.
“Is it dead?”  Georgia asks as she walks through the grass, stopping by my left shoulder.
“I think they’re all dying.”  I say as I stand up.
She puts her hand on my shoulder and I turn and look up at her.
“Let’s go.”  She says and I nod slowly.  
“Why don’t you touch it?  It might help find them.”  I suggest and motion to the still creature.
“I don’t want to see what this thing’s been up to.”  She says and backs away.  
“I can’t put myself through that again.”  She mutters and begins walking back to the car.
I take one last look at the creature, then turn and float back to the car.
Once we’re back in the air, I climb to a few thousand feet and accelerate until the trees and roads rush by below at over a hundred miles per hour.  I fly in silence, with the creature’s tragic face etched in my mind.
I notice a beautiful clear lake below to my right.  The surface of the water is broken, and I hear a splash faintly.  Something dark bounds on to the mud around the lake and shakes its wet fur.  
I smile, then realize it’s the only sign of life I’ve seen for thousands of miles.  
Anger wells up inside me, and tears are in my eyes as I behold the beautiful vista all around me.  
“Bank to the left.”  Mitchell calls out, and I blink away the tears.
I begin to bank to the left, and make a slow turn, leaving the lake behind me.
“Okay, straighten up.”  He calls out again, and I comply.
“How much farther, man?”  I hear Santiago ask, and I close my eyes and try to compose myself.
“The Croatian border is just over that river.”  I hear Mitchell explain, and I open my eyes and look ahead.
A thin dark river snakes its way through the land below around two miles away.  The landscape around it was probably fertile land at some point, but now it’s just wild, green, and thorny looking in most places.
“Okay, boss.  What are we looking for?”  I call out as we pass over the river.
“I don’t know.”  I hear an exasperated Mitchell complain.  “Something out of the ordinary.  A lot of activity, maybe.”  He adds after a few seconds.
“A factory maybe.”  Georgia calls out from the rear passenger window.
“Come out, come out, wherever you are.”  I mutter into the wind, as I scan the horizon.



Twenty Two
 
“I don’t understand.  They have to be here.”  Mitchell rants as he paces back and forth outside the eleventh factory we check.
“We haven’t looked everywhere, yet.”  I say to try and calm him down, as he kicks a rusted out car, sending it tumbling down the street.  It smashes into a blue bus, shattering its windows.
“Yeah, we’ve only checked a few hundred square miles.”  Santiago says and folds his arms.
The sun is already starting to sink towards the west, and I find myself yawning.  
Georgia approaches Mitchell and steps into his path pressing her hands against his chest.
“We’ll find them, darling.  We will.”  Georgia says calmly and places one hand on his cheek.  “Close your eye.”  She tells him firmly.  He reluctantly agrees, then takes a deep breath.
“If there was any active factory or lab, we would have seen something by now, right?  A plume of smoke, or something?”  Pamela asks as she wanders into the middle of the street, looking in both directions.
“Maybe they’re being made underground.”  I suggest.
“Maybe.”  Mitchell mutters and opens his eye.
“Or maybe, you’re both wrong.  What if they’re not being made by some mad scientist?”  Santiago smirks, then flies up from the ground.
“What if this is a complete waste of time?”  He says in frustration, then accelerates upwards until he’s out of sight.
Mitchell looks at me, and the disappointment is etched on his tired face.
“We’re not wrong.”  I tell him, firm in my own belief.
Georgia takes her hand from Mitchell, and her sad eyes flick to mine briefly before she turns and walks away.
“If they are here, then what would they need?”  Pamela asks, as I step towards Georgia.  I stop and look at Mitchell as he strolls over to a car and sits on the hood.
“Power.”  Mitchell mutters and scratches the stubble on his chin.
I catch up to Georgia as she takes a map from a bus stop.  The map is brown and soggy.  It turns to mulch in her hands as she opens it.
“Georgia.”  I say, and she looks down at me.
“I’m not here for Mitchell.  Okay?”  I say and try to smile, but the confusion in her eyes makes me doubt myself.
“He never stopped loving you.”  She says quietly.  “I couldn’t fill that hole.  No matter how I tried.”  She says, throws the map to the ground and turns her back to me and starts walking away.
“Hey.”  I say and follow after her.  “He loves you.  I know it.”  I say as I walk quickly next to her.
“No he doesn’t.”  She says and raises her hands.  “These never lie.”  She says bitterly.
“But you have a son together.”
“I thought, that if I could give him a child.....it might bring us closer.”  She says and sighs.  “Everything was fine for a while.  Then you show up.”
“I’m sorry.”  I say and touch her hand.
She stops and lets out a groan.
“You care about him.”  She says.
“I care about you, too.”  I reply and clutch her hand.  “Prove me wrong.”  I say in challenge.
“You don’t know what it was like.  You were dead, Devlin was on a rampage that no one could stop.  We felt powerless, useless.”  She says and let’s go of my hand.  
“A part of him died, when he realized you weren’t coming back.”  She says, then turns and looks back at him, and smiles sadly.  “But now.....that old spark is being stoked again.”
I hold up my hands.  “Hey, I’m not stoking anything.”  I say defensively.
“You never had to.”  She says and starts walking back toward Mitchell and Pamela.
I look up at the grey sky.  
Where’s Santiago?
I watch Georgia as she sidles up to Mitchell as he sits on the car, deep in thought.  She takes his hand, and he looks at her, a warm smile appears on his tired face for a second, then it fades, like the sun hiding behind a cloud.
Damn.  What if she’s right?  
Is Mitchell falling in love with me again?  
I shake my head.  
I haven’t got time for this right now.  
I kick up from the ground and take to the sky.  The streets recede, and the buildings become clearer from up above.  Most of the roofs have holes in them the size of footballs, and those that don’t, have cracks running through them like tiny earthquakes.  I stop and hover when I get to the clouds, keeping them above me, so I have a good view.  I look around in the hope that I will see a plume of smoke, or some clue as to where the cloning labs might be.  
After ten minutes of desperate searching, I close my eyes and concentrate, and think, heat.  When I open my eyes again, the world below is mottled black and blue.  Mitchell, Pamela and Georgia stand out amidst the black as white, ringed with red.  I turn my head and scan the surrounding land.  But all I see is blue and black.
“Where are you?”  I grumble.  
I begin to look up and search for Santiago.  I find him after a few seconds.  His white and red body is several thousand feet above me, and roughly twenty miles to my right.  I turn and push my arms forward, then accelerate towards the glowing figure.  I reach him in a couple of seconds, and glide to a stop a few feet from him.
“Come here often?”  He asks and folds his arms.
His glowing form is so mesmerizing, that I don’t realize that I’m staring.  I blink and focus my eyes.  Normal.
I open my eyes and find him looking at me quizzically.
“We shouldn’t split up.”  I tell him and fold my arms.
“What are you, my mother?  You’re too young.”
“We need to stay together.”  I tell him.
“We’re wasting time here.”  He says.
“No we’re not.  You are.”
“Me?”  He asks and frowns.
“We’re trying to find a solution, and you’re up here working on your tan.”
“I am not.”
“Then do something useful and help.”  I say then turn and fly back towards the clouds.
I hear the flap of his coat behind me as I pass through a cloud.
“Have you always been bossy?”  He calls out behind me.
“I’ve no idea.  Ask Pamela?”  I fire back over my shoulder as I emerge from the cloud.
I pitch forward more, and the fields, buildings and rivers fill my vision as I rocket towards the ground headfirst.  I flinch when I hear the crack of gunfire from below.
“Oh, shit.”  Santiago calls out behind me.  “Did you hear that?”
“Gunfire.”  I shout back and accelerate until the buildings are as large as my fists.  
I see some blue forms sprawled in the street, while another blue freak is grappling with Mitchel.  I aim for the freak, backflip, then straighten up with my boots aimed at the creature’s head, and slam into it full force.
“Shit!”  Mitchell yelps and leaps out of the way, as the creature crunches under my feet.  As the blue giant bursts under my feet, spraying green blood over the nearby cars, I spring back up into the air, and rotate, looking for any more.
“Damn, girl.  You know how to make an entrance.”  I hear Santiago say behind me as I begin to relax.
“That’s it.”  Mitchell says.  “There were only three.”  He says and waves me down.
Pamela and Georgia appear in a burst of black light and a faint pop.  She lets go of Georgia and stands staring at the gory scene.
“Are you alright?”  Georgia asks Mitchell as she hurries over.
He nods his head, then bends down and picks up his rifle.
I remain in the air and check the other creatures with my thermo-vision.  The amber is slowly fading to black on the two motionless bodies that lie further down the street.  I blink and look down at Mitchell.
“Where did they come from?”  I ask.
“From that direction.”  He says and motions with his arm.
I turn and follow his arm, and rise up higher.  I concentrate and zoom in on the horizon.  I move my head slowly, inch by inch, scanning the land and buildings.  I see some water in the distance.  Too large to be a lake.  The sun is blood-orange as it sinks towards the water, turning the clouds a beautiful peach color.  After the water, the land rises again, and hills and mountains fill my vision.  The trees on the slopes of the mountains are stripped of leaves, and look more like toothpicks than trees.  I focus back on where I am and slowly descend.
“There’s a body of water.  Maybe a hundred miles.  That way.”  I say and point to the south-west.
“Did you see any labs, or large buildings?”  Mitchell asks as he steps closer.
“No.  But it’s getting late.”  I say and gesture up at the now purple sky.  “I’d feel a lot safer with water behind me.”
“Okay.  Let’s find somewhere to make camp.”  Mitchell says, and I extend my hand.
“Come on.”  I say, then extend my other hand to Georgia.  “Hop on.  I’ll carry you.”  I offer.
Mitchell shrugs and steps forward and takes my hand.  Georgia takes my other hand, hesitantly, but once her hand is in mine, she grips me tightly.  
I rise up from the ground while Pamela picks up the other rifle and the bag of ammo.  Santiago picks Pamela up from behind, then follows me as I rise above the buildings.  
I aim for the setting sun, as the top half of the now red sun slowly disappears beyond the horizon.  
I accelerate while Mitchell and Georgia dangle from my arms, and bank slightly to my left and fly around an immense hill, before levelling out again.  I see the water ahead shimmering; and stretching out on both sides are lots of resorts and small villages.  I aim for an area of vacant beach near an ocean liner, which lies on its side half way up the beach.  
I land near the hull and set down my passengers on to the soft sand.
“Hey, there’s an island.”  Georgia says, pointing to the land mass opposite.
The island is less than a mile away, and between the beach and opposite shore, there must be a hundred small boats bobbing on the surface, while only several hundred feet to my left, the rear of a nuclear submarine juts out of the water.  The twin propellers are covered in seaweed, and barnacles are just visible as the waves lap at the black hull.
I sniff the air experimentally, and recoil.
“Ugh, what’s that stink?”  I mutter and look around.
“Well, that’s something you don’t see every day.”  I hear Santiago say as he lands behind us.
“Geez, what died?”  Pamela asks as she steps forward and looks at the half submerged submarine.
“Could be coming from that.”  Mitchell says and strolls along the beach and looks at the beached ocean liner behind us.  
“Who knows how much food lies rotting inside?”  He says and motions with his head towards the huge tear in the rusty red hull.
“Or people.”  I point out.
Some sea birds squawk as they flap around above us, before swooping down to the waves.  Some emerge a few seconds from behind a wave with something glistening in their beaks.
“At least there’s fish.”  I say and Mitchell smiles, then turns and marches over to some trees.
 
Within an hour, we have a campfire going, and the largest fish I’ve ever seen charring over the flames on a makeshift spit.  The shiny blue skin is now black, and the smell coming from it is amazing.
Pamela inhales deeply.  “Now that’s better.”  She murmurs and closes her eyes.
The sky is now as black as the fish, and stars glint in the heavens as red embers spark and float up into the air, before they die and float away in the mild sea breeze.  
The clouds had rolled away finally about thirty minutes ago, and now the starry heavens loomed over us, displaying its majesty and glory.  
The waves lapping at the shore is so soothing, that I close my eyes and pretend that the ocean liner and submarine are not here.  
The crackle of the fire, and the hiss, as fat and water escape from the fish and drop on to the flames, add their own music to the night.  
I lie down on the sand on my tummy, and rest my head on my arm, and gaze at the orange flames licking at the huge fish.  The spit Mitchell made for it is around four feet long, and the fish takes up most of it.  He was gone for a long time when he went fishing, and looked flushed when he emerged from the blue water, grinning with pride.  Pamela and I searched some of the restaurants nearby, and found some plates and cutlery.
“Tell me it’s ready, please?”  I complain as I lick my lips and push my plate over the sand toward Mitchell.
He leans over the fire and squeezes the fish gently with his fingers.
“Almost.  Five more minutes.”  He says, and I roll my eyes.
“Aw, come on.  I’m running on empty.”  I say and point to my tummy as I sit up.
“Me too.”  Pamela says, then makes a growling noise in her throat.  “You hear that?”
Mitchell shakes his head, then pulls his knife from its sheath and bends over the smoking fish.
An unearthly guttural roar blasts through the night, cutting through the silence like a chainsaw.  
We all instinctively stand up, with our backs to the ocean.
“What the hell was that?”  Santiago asks nervously.
 



Twenty Three
 
As the roar echoes through the hills, slowly fading away until I can hear the waves again, I turn on the spot, listening.
“Which direction did it come from?”  Mitchell asks me as I gaze around with my heart thumping a staccato beat in my temples.
“Hard to say.  But whatever it was, it sounded angry.”  I reply, and he lets out a nervous laugh.
“Let’s pop up and take a look around.”  I suggest to Santiago.  He nods his head and touches Pamela’s arm in farewell.
I rise up slowly from the sand and gaze up at the starry heavens.  The breeze coming from the ocean is mild, and my long white hair stirs gently against my back as I rise above the ocean liner and the tree line.  Santiago joins me after a few seconds, and when the campfire is nothing more than a speck of yellow, the ungodly roar erupts from out of the darkness again.
“That sounded like it came from the ocean.”  I observe and rotate in the air and look out over the dark shimmering water.
“Whoa.  Do you see that?”  Santiago says, pointing.
“Holy shit.”  I blurt out when I see what he’s pointing at.  
Something that I haven’t seen in a very long time.  Power.
“Lights.  Those are lights.”  I say excitedly and point as well.
“Stay here.  I’ll be right back.”  Santiago says, then drops like a rock towards the beach.
I concentrate with my eyes and zoom in, and the hazy light crystalizes and comes into sharp focus, as does the surrounding buildings.
Amidst a thick forest of pine trees, a tall square concrete building rises two hundred feet, towering over the rustling trees.  Beyond the colossal structure, I can just make out a large flat area, which glints darkly in the moonlight coming from the thin crescent moon, which rises behind me above the mountains.  The yellow light is coming from windows, which look like tall thin slits, like the kind you find in a castle.  
Because of the trees, we couldn’t see it from the beach, but it’s on the island across the water from where we set up camp.  
The forest and structure is near the back end of the island, and near the front, there is mostly just sand and an abandoned airfield, which has been taken over by a pack of wild boars and pelicans.  The boars grunt as they run for the hangars, while the pelicans take wing and head out towards the ocean.  I hear an inrush of air, then Santiago glides to a stop next to me with Mitchell dangling from his right arm.
“That has to be the place.”  Mitchell gloats.
I blink and look at his beaming face.  He looks around, and points at the airfield.
“We’ll set down there, and continue on foot.  Let’s go.”  Mitchell says and I nod and follow Santiago back down to the beach.
Santiago let’s go of Mitchell’s arm, and he quickly kicks sand over the fire and grabs the bag of ammo.  
“We’re going over there.”  Mitchell says, pointing towards the dark island.
I touch down and hold out my hand to Georgia and Pamela.  Georgia takes my hand and I pull her up from the sand, while Pamela grabs a rifle and checks that it’s loaded.  She slings it over her left shoulder then grabs my hand.  Mitchell passes the other rifle to Santiago, then holds the bag of ammo as Santiago grabs Mitchell under the arms and rises slowly off the sand.
Georgia’s breathing quickens and she glances up at me as I glide through the air above the sails of the boats, as they bob up and down.  In a few seconds, we have sand under us again, and I aim for the cracked runway.  
Georgia and Pamela’s grip tighten on my arms as I pass two of the dark hangars.  I hear a couple of grunts and squealing coming from the hangars, and a few eyes peer at us from the shadows.  
I land gently and release the girls, while Santiago lands in front of me and sets Mitchell down.  He kneels and unzips the holdall.  He pulls out a couple of magazines of ammo and hands them to Santiago, who then tucks them into his belt.
“Hustle.”  Mitchell calls out quietly and holds up three magazines of ammo.
Pamela blurs as she races forward, and stops near Mitchell and takes the ammo.  Santiago and Pamela remove their long semi-automatic rifles from their shoulders, then hold them up to their shoulders.  They step forward warily, looking at each other briefly and nodding.  Mitchell pulls the remaining two magazines and slips one in each jacket pocket, before discarding the now empty bag.  
He looks back at Georgia and me, then motions with his head and stalks after Santiago and Pamela.  
I take a deep breath and follow, avoiding the large cracks and animal droppings.  The smell we encountered on the beach is more intense on this side of the water.  After a few minutes, we find ourselves coughing, and we’re forced to cover our mouths with one hand.  
After a few more minutes, we come to the end of the concrete runway, and the edge of the forest.  The wind is getting stronger, and the trees whisper as they sway in front of us.  We stop briefly and listen.  Santiago and Pamela keep their rifles raised as they stare into the darkness.
“Better go infrared.”  Mitchell whispers in Santiago’s ear.
“Scopes.”  Santiago whispers to Pamela, and they press a button on the side of their scopes and remove the caps.
I close my eyes briefly.  Thermal.  
I open my eyes, and the world turns to black and blue, while body heat radiates as white, orange and red, as Mitchell pats Santiago on the shoulder.  Santiago’s glowing red head nods, then he starts walking slowly into the forest with Pamela several feet on his left.  She walks slowly and lifts the rifle to her glowing red head, as we head into the black and blue forest.  
Tiny spots of yellow cling to the blue trees, while others move slowly across the ground.  I look up at the branches and spy some amber spots up high near the tops of the trees.  One of the birds lets out a small chirp, and I see it move to another branch, before it settles back down again.  
Loose twigs snap and crunch underfoot, and we all stop to listen, instantly alert and ready.  Pamela and Santiago’s rifles move from right to left in slow arcs in front of Mitchell.  After a few seconds of just the swaying trees and the buzz of insects, we all take a deep breath and continue, stepping carefully over roots and fallen pine cones.  The adrenaline is pumping through me now, and my breathing is starting to quicken as I step around a blue tree, and brush past a branch.  Mitchell’s glowing red head is constantly rotating left and right as he follows Santiago, stepping where he stepped and ducking some of the lower branches.  
The smell from the pines doesn’t really take the edge off of whatever is making the ungodly stench, but at least the trees shield us from the wind, which carries the smell.    
After another ten minutes, I feel uneasy.  Waves of heat ripple out from my chest throughout my whole body, and I break out in a cold sweat.  
I lose my focus, and the world returns back to normal.  
I follow Mitchell as he steps over a thick branch, but I notice something else as my foot hits the edge of an indentation in the leaf strewn floor.
“Guys?”  I whisper, as I look down at the ground.
Mitchell taps Santiago on the shoulder, and turns to look back at me.  I wave at Pamela as she looks over her shoulder, and point down at my feet.  Georgia catches up with us as Mitchell steps closer, frowning.
“Look.”  I urge them and continue pointing down at the ground.
Mitchell crouches down and touches the ground, feeling the indentation in the earth.  I step back so he can see the whole footprint.
“Geez.”  Mitchell mutters and stands back up, then walks the length of the imprint, counting his steps out loud.   “....five...six...seven...eight.”  Then he stops and looks at me in disbelief.  “Eight feet.”
“Eight?  What the hell has feet that big?”  Santiago asks nervously and looks around, rifle at the ready.
“I don’t want to know.”  I answer and look up.
Thermal.  
I look past the glowing forms of my new friends to the black and blue forest, and glance around uneasily.
“How big do you think it is?”  Georgia asks timidly as she looks at Mitchell.  
He looks up at the trees, and I follow his gaze.  Branches are snapped and broken on either side, while some trees have been uprooted completely.  We all exchange a worried look.
“It looks like they came from that direction.”  Mitchell says, pointing to our left.  “And they go off in this direction.”  He adds and starts walking, following the gargantuan footprints, as they lead deeper into the forest.  
Blue trees lie splintered and snapped in half, as we follow this new path. 
“Do you hear that?”  I ask them as I realize something.
They stop and look around.
“I don’t hear anything.”  Santiago replies as his glowing red head looks back at me.
“Exactly.  I don’t hear any insects, birds, anything.”  I reply.
“Make sure the safety is off.”  Mitchell tells Santiago and Pamela.  Mitchell taps Santiago’s shoulder, and we start moving again.
After another ten minutes following the giant’s path through the pines, I start to hear the ocean again as it crashes against something.  But I also hear something else, and it sounds closer.  Half a dozen squeaks, and the sound of tiny claws scratching something hard.  As we near the edge of the woods, I can see their glowing orange and yellow bodies scurrying round a pile of something black.  
Infrared.  I think, and blink.  
The world turns to shades of green, and then I see what the rats are scratching at.
“Oh my god.”  Georgia says as she covers her mouth and turns away.
“So, that’s the smell.”  Santiago states and looks around the area through his scope.
A pile of bones and half-eaten bodies covers an area the size of a city block.  Most of the bodies look like they were boars, bears and various types of shark.  The other bodies, well, I ignore those and try not to look too closely.  I blink quickly and revert back to normal vision, before I puke.
“This way.”  Mitchell says, coughing, and covers his mouth and points to the large block of concrete, where some yellow light is spilling out from long slits for windows.
Georgia grabs my left hand, while I cover my mouth with my right hand.  I look up at her and nod, and we follow Mitchell as he stalks after Santiago and Pamela.  The thin sliver of silver light from above and the yellow light pouring from the building, are the only source of light, and as we walk past the scuttling rats, I’m grateful that we’re not here during daylight.  
I catch the movement of the rats out of the corner of my eye, as we stalk cautiously towards the building.  I hear the crunching of bone, and something being ripped.  I take an unsteady breath through my mouth and focus on Mitchell’s broad shoulders in front of me as he coughs quietly.  Once the grizzly scene is behind us, and we’re in the shadow of the concrete cube, Georgia let’s go of my hand and begins retching.  Pamela stops and kneels, raising the scope to her eye.  Santiago cocks his head to one side, listening, as I pat Georgia’s back gently.
“You okay?”  Mitchell turns and asks quietly.
Georgia nods as she spits the last of the vomit out, then coughs and takes a deep breath.  She tries to smile, but her face looks pale in the moonlight.
“Come on.  Almost there.”  I whisper in her ear and take her hand.
Santiago continues walking, and taps Pamela on the shoulder then strolls on, rifle held ready at his shoulder.  Pamela stands up and begins following, then Mitchell looks over his broad shoulder at us.  The beads of sweat around his temples are clearly visible from the yellow light coming from one of the window slits.  He nods his head at us, then turns and starts walking as he opens and clenches his fists.  
The pine trees end several feet to our left, and make an oval shaped clearing, with the concrete block at its center.  
The trees start to thin out a little ahead of us, and the corner of the building can now be seen.  There’s a lot of light up ahead.  Santiago and Pamela step closer to the building, and as they approach the corner, they put their backs to the concrete and sidestep.  
They wait until Mitchell catches up with them, and I tug on Georgia’s trembling hand and pull her after me.
“Let’s take a look.”  Mitchell says, then walks in front of Santiago and looks around the corner.  He looks back at us confused, then disappears around the corner.
Santiago follows, then Pamela waves us forward.  As we reach the corner, Pamela heads around first, then I pull Georgia after me.
“What the hell?”  I blurt out.



Twenty Four
 
“What is that?”  Santiago asks as he points at the rows of glass tubes.  
Each tube is twenty feet tall and six feet in diameter.  I check both sides of the cavernous room.  There must be a hundred tubes.  Each one is filled with a deep green fluid.  Except for three of the tubes, they are all empty.  I hover over to one of the tubes that has something floating in the green fluid.
“What is it?”  I think aloud as I study the organism.  
Whatever it is, it’s pulsating slowly.  Its gray flesh is shriveled and it looks like a huge peanut.
“Come on, guys.  Remember why we’re here.”  Mitchell states and marches the length of the room towards some desks and terminals.
At the end of the room is another tube, and thick black cables connect this one tube to all of the others.  The tube lies empty and dry.  I fly after Mitchell while Santiago and Pamela stand guard near the massive entrance.  The room is vast.  The ceiling must be at least two hundred feet above us, and you could easily fit two airplanes in here side by side.  
I accelerate before gliding to a stop near the first metal desk.  Behind the desks rise three gigantic metallic cylinders covered in thin silver cables.  A cloud of frost hovers around the tops of the cylinders, shielding them in a thin mist.
“Look at this.”  Mitchell says excitedly, and I look down at the desk.  
He blows dust from a black book and opens it.  
“Looks like a journal or diary.”  He mutters, then closes it again angrily.  “I can’t read it.  It must be in Croatian.”  He says, and begins to open some drawers.
I pick up the black journal and check the first few pages.  An image has been stamped on to one page in faded black ink.  It’s so strange that it catches my eye, and I lift the book closer.  The image is a crude representation of a lion with wings, but the head is that of a man, and the tail belongs to a scorpion.  I slip it inside my flight suit before zipping it back up.
“Who do we have here?”  Mitchell says as he holds up some Polaroids.
I look over his shoulder.  Some guys in white lab coats stand near a dark haired woman wearing glasses.  They gather around one of the tubes with a dark-skinned man.  His moustache and goatee look familiar, as does his high cheekbones and thin eyebrows.
“May I?”  I ask, and he passes the photos to me.  
I wonder how long their joy lasted, before their creations turned on them.  
I unzip and slip the photos inside the black journal.  As I zip myself back up, I feel a tremor.
“I hope someone else felt that?”  Santiago shouts out as he takes off and faces the entrance, a hundred feet off the ground, with his rifle at the ready.
Another tremor ripples through the ground, making the desks rattle.  Mitchell curses as he tries to steady himself.  Georgia screams, then fades away as a dark shape fills the entrance.
“Holy shit.”  Pamela gasps, then vanishes in a burst of dark light, and a faint pop.  
She reappears in front of the desk with a pop and a flash of dark light, before kneeling on one knee and raising her sniper rifle.
“Sto radis tu?”  The colossal creature bellows, before stepping into the light.
The giant’s skin is a deep cobalt blue, and its head is covered in long black hair, peppered with streaks of gray.  
The creature is immense.  
My initial reaction is one of wonder, then fear.  
This thing must be at least eighty feet tall.  Its glowing red eyes have dark rings around them, and the thing looks gaunt.  The blue skin clings tightly to the bones, making it look almost skeletal.  The biggest blue skeletal man I have ever seen in my life, and naked.  
Mud, dried blood and scratches cover most of the giant’s body.  
Santiago begins to fly backwards, still hovering at a hundred feet up, but he is only slightly above the giant’s bony forehead.  I rise up from the concrete and stop at Santiago’s left.
“What are you?”  I call out.
The huge glowing red eyes blink a couple of times, then it takes a step forward.  Boom.
“I....don’t.....know.”  It booms in a guttural voice.
“Holy shit, it speaks.”  Santiago mutters.
“Chil.....dren...........hun.......gry.”  It booms, then looks over its gargantuan shoulder.   “FOOD!  HRANA!  HRANA!”  It roars, then I can hear some thundering in the distance.
“Oh shit.”  I murmur and turn to look at Mitchell.  “Time to go.”  I shout.
Mitchell nods and disappears in a green blur as he races towards the entrance.  Santiago fires at the goliath’s face, as Mitchell zooms towards the open door.  
In the blink of an eye, the giant’s huge blue fist swings down at the ground, so fast I barely see it.  
I hear a cry and a crunch, then Mitchell’s limp body sails through the air like a bullet.  
I watch in disbelief as he hits the rear concrete wall, making a wet crack, before dropping lifelessly to the ground.  
I turn and fly to where his body landed.
“NO!”  I scream, when I see his mangled body.
Pamela and Santiago are firing rapidly at the giant.  I rise back up from the ground, and watch as in slow motion, as Georgia materializes in front of the creature’s filthy huge feet.  She is crying hysterically, until the giant stamps on her, spraying blood all over the floor.  
I look beyond the giant and see some shapes in the darkness heading our way.  The armor-piercing bullets are only making the creature angrier, and he is lunging and swiping at Santiago with such ferocious speed that I can feel the wind he is creating from a hundred feet away.  
Screw it.  
As he takes another swipe at Santiago, I fly forward as fast as I can and punch the giant in his right eye.  I’m showered in a red jelly-like substance and thick green blood.  
The thing bellows and reaches for its eye, and I fly sideways quickly, until I hit the concrete wall, making the building shake.  I wipe the gore from my face and spit out some green blood, while the creature bellows in pain and rage.
“Aim for the other eye.”  I shout out, then as my vision returns, I see something huge and blue swinging at me.
I fly to the right, and the giant’s left fist crashes into the wall behind me, making the concrete explode, sending gray shards flying in all directions.  As it growls and turns for me again, I hear Pamela and Santiago unload a few rounds at it.  It bends over, reaching for both eyes.
“CHIL.....DREN!”  The blue giant bellows, and I notice the see of blue with red eyes racing toward us.
“We’ve got to go.  NOW!”  I scream and fly down towards Pamela.  I land quickly and hold out my hand to her.
“Get him out of here.”  She says, as tears flow down her cheeks.  “I know my way home.”  She lets out a sob, then vanishes in a burst of dark light and a faint pop.
I fly up to where Santiago is reloading his rifle.  His grim face is facing the entrance as he cocks his weapon.
“Time to go.”  I tell him.  He nods and takes aim.
The giant stands up, its face covered in green blood.  Its mouth is a snarl as it swats at the air around it.  I fly out of its path and charge in to the back of the thing’s head.  I grab some of its smelly black hair, then pull as I fly backwards.  It yells in pain and reaches up for me as I pull it.  It loses its footing as the first wave of blue freaks arrives, and crushes some when it falls on to its back.  I charge a blue freak and drive my fist through its head.  Santiago lets off a few more rounds, then the creatures are leaping up at him.  I see him bat one away, breaking the rifle in the process, then I have two more freaks trying to rip my head from my shoulders.  
I drive my elbow into the ribs of one, and hear a satisfying crack, then I backhand the other one as I spin around, catching it in the chin, breaking its neck.  Before any more can grab me, I fly up towards Santiago as one of them clings to his leg.  
I grab the blue freak’s hands and pull them apart, then kick it as hard as I can in the stomach.  The guts explode and the creature spins across the hall until it crashes into the rear wall.
“Can we go now?”  I ask him and touch his bruised face.
He blinks and looks around, uncomprehending.  I grip his shoulders and shake him.
“Snap out of it.  If we stay here, we die.”  I yell at him.
“Leave me alone.”  He snarls and slaps my hands away.  He looks around once more, then he raises his legs and charges the entrance at a hundred miles per hour.
I glance once more at Mitchell’s crumpled body, then turn and fly towards the entrance.  I’m almost outside when something grabs my legs.  I push forward and try to fly, but something is pulling me backwards.  I crane my neck and look down.  
Shit!  
The giant has its left hand wrapped around my legs.  I let out a gasp of pain as I feel my bones pressing in to each other.  The trees outside blur and I feel my stomach lurch as I find myself being slammed down to the concrete.  I hold my arms in front of my face to protect myself, but after a few slams, I’m seeing stars.  
When I hit the ground, the smaller blue freaks make a grab for me, raking my arms and back with their long nails.  As my world spins and I feel like I’m about to puke, I feel something hot and wet around me, then hard slabs of granite pin me around my hips in a vice-like grip.  
I cry out in pain.  Something gurgles loudly in my ears.  
Holy shit!  I’m in its mouth.  It’s trying to eat me.
“No.”  I scream.  
It can’t end like this.
I feel the thick, warm, slippery tongue under my chin and stomach.  I reach out with my hands and try to find something to grab hold of.  But all I find is the remnants of its last meal.  
Once I’m sliding past the tonsils, I take a deep breath and hold it as I slither down its throat.  I’m sliding down headfirst in utter darkness.  It’s slimy, hot, and the smell is unbearable.  
I think about Max, Jeremy, and Abigail.  Abigail most of all.  I wanted to see her again.  
Whoa.  You’re not dead yet, Britney.  Come on.  Think.
I reach out with my hands and bend my knees.  I grab some tissue and hang on, then pull my body forward and push out with my legs.
Up!  I think, with all of my might, and push with my hands and try to imagine the sky out there somewhere.  
Up!  I feel the tissue begin to give a little, and somewhere I hear a grumble, faint.  I feel wetness under my hands as I push up and will my body to go where I want it.  I hear a tearing sound, then my arms pass through the tissue lining the giant’s throat.  
And away!  My arms and head emerge from the back of the giant’s neck, followed shortly by my legs.  I wipe saliva from my face and take in a gulp of air, and stare in astonishment as the colossal blue giant tumbles toward the ground.  Far below, I can see a huge gaping hole in the roof of the concrete building, and realize that I’m over three thousand feet in the air.  
The giant hits the roof of the building with its head, demolishing the roof before tipping backwards, then the whole roof gives way amidst a cloud of dust.
“Holy shit!”  I blurt out, as I try to control my breathing.
Tears stream down my face as I look up and aim for the moon.  
Goodbye Mitchell.  Goodbye Georgia.
Time to go home.  
What do I tell their son?
I accelerate as I fly west.  The wind is in my face, blowing my hair behind me, and I reach down and feel the shape of the book in my flight suit.  
I hope their sacrifice was worth it.  
I sob uncontrollably as I soar through the darkness.



Twenty Five
 
 By the time I get back to Nevada, I’m exhausted.  All I want is to shower for an hour, eat, then collapse somewhere and sleep for a month.  But when I descend from a pale orange sky towards the ground outside the hangar of Area 51, I find Pamela and Santiago talking to Richard, Mitchell and Georgia’s son.  
I land and look over at them, but Pamela shakes her head.  I walk despondently to the hangar, and find most people still asleep.  
I hover over to where Julian lies slumped over the table, his gray head resting on his arm.  
I unzip my flight suit and place the black journal in front of him, and gently shake his shoulder.
“Mmm?”  He mumbles and raises his head.
“I have a new puzzle for you.”  I say, and push the book toward him.
“Hmm.  What’s this?”  He grumbles and yawns, then sits up and picks the book up.
“That’s the puzzle.  Can you translate it?”  I ask.
He flips open the journal and checks a few pages for a moment, then looks up at me, with excitement in his eyes.
“You found it?”  He says and grins, then he looks down at the book and flips through a few more pages.  “It will take a while.  But, yes, I think I can.”
“I’ll need two copies.”  I tell him, as he stands up while still reading.
“Hmmm?  Yes, two copies.  Hmm, yes.”  He murmurs as he walks away deeply engrossed in the journal.
I turn and float over to the cabins.  I enter and lock the door behind me, before stripping out of the filthy flight suit and boots.  I unsnap the bra and slip out of my underwear and drop them behind me as I step into the bath tub.  
As the filth from the giant washes off as I stand beneath the torrent of steaming water, I begin to tremble.  I close my eyes, but the image of Mitchell’s broken body fills my mind.  
My legs give out and I collapse.  I sit on my haunches and hug my knees, as the water hits the back of my head and neck.  
I blink and look up when I hear knocking on the door.
“Britney?”  I hear Theresa’s voice outside.
I don’t know how long I’ve been sitting here, but my fingers look pruney.  I reach up and switch the water off, before standing up slowly.  
“Yes?”  I call out as I ring the water from my long white hair.
“Are you okay, honey?”  Theresa asks through the door.
No.  I don’t think I’ll ever be okay.
“I could use some clean clothes.  Can you hook me up?”  I call out as I step from the cubicle.
“I’ll see what I can rustle up.”  Theresa says, then I hear her retreating footsteps across the concrete floor.
I grab a white cotton towel and wrap it around my hair, and wrap a larger one around my torso.  
I pad across the linoleum floor to the other side of the cabin.  I lean gently on the wash basin and wipe condensation from the mirror.  The blazing blue eyes blink back at me from under the white towel.  My skin looks clean and pink now.  
I close my eyes and exhale slowly, as memories float to the surface.  I shake my head and grip the basin.  
No.  I don’t want to see.  Stop it.  
I hear the crunch as the giant’s foot stamps on Georgia.  I feel the crushing bite, as the giant tries to eat me.  My skin feels cold, and my breathing quickens.  The heat rises from my stomach, and I taste bile at the back of my throat, burning like acid.  I feel the wetness around me again as I catch in the giant’s throat.  I open my eyes and retch into the basin.  I hear a gentle knock on the door behind me.  I spit into the basin and wipe my eyes.
“Yes?”  I croak, and cough a few times.
“I’ve got some clothes for you.”  I hear Theresa say gently.
I turn on the faucet and rinse the vomit down the plughole.  I splash some water on my face, then take a deep breath and turn and open the door.
“Oh, honey.”  Theresa gasps, then steps up and embraces me.  I lean my cheek on her shoulder and hug her back gently.  I notice Abigail standing behind Theresa with some folded clothing and some black boots clutched in her hands.  She waves excitedly at me and smiles.
“Thanks.”  I say quietly and pull away.
“She’s missed you.”  Theresa says and stands to one side.
Abigail passes the clothes and boots to Theresa, then launches herself at me, wrapping her arms around my towel-wrapped torso.  I stroke her blonde hair and smile at Theresa.
“I’m glad you’re alright.”  Abigail says. 
“Here.”  She says, and takes the clothes and boots back from Theresa, and hands them to me.
 “Thanks.”  I step back up into the shower cabin.  “I’ll be right back.”  I say then close the door.
I get dressed in a nanosecond.  I sigh when I look at my reflection.  Another flight suit, only this one is black.  I open the door and step down.
“You look like you could use a hot meal.”  Theresa says and takes my hand.
“You read my mind.”  I say and take hold of Abigail’s hand, and together, we cross the hangar and make our way towards the canteen.
They fill me in on what’s been happening in my absence.  Jeremy is now helping out in the kitchens, and also leads the hunting parties.  Apparently, Jeremy’s bighorn sheep stew, and his mountain lion burgers are amazing.  
I can’t wait to try them.  
But they’re serving breakfast right now, which still looks tasty.  I hold out my bowl and the serving lady, Tina, scoops some vegetable soup with a large metal ladle and drops it into my bowl.  She passes me a roll of crusty bread, and I carry it over to a long trestle table and sit down next to Abigail.  She props her head on her hands as she watches me eat.  I break the roll in half and dunk one half into the soup, allowing the bread to soak up the flavors, before shoving it into my eager mouth.
“It’s good, huh?”  Abigail says next to me.  I murmur my agreement and wipe some soup from my chin with the back of my hand, before dunking the other half of the bread roll.
Theresa sits down opposite with a bowl of soup and bread roll.  She watches me as she spoons some soup into her mouth.  
I notice the concern in her eyes, and nod my head in recognition.  
I chew the last of my bread roll, then lift the bowl to my lips.
“Someone’s hungry.”  I hear Jason’s voice, and lower the bowl as he strolls over to Theresa.  He leans down and plants a kiss on her neck, then pulls the chair out next to her, and sits down.
“You look tired.”  Jason says to me, as he places his left arm around Theresa’s shoulders.
I drain the last of my soup, then place it on the table and wipe my mouth on the back of my hand.
“Is there somewhere I can sleep?”  I ask and turn and look towards the hangar door in the distance.  
The light streaming in is starting to get brighter.  
“Somewhere dark.”  I add, as a yawn escapes me.
“I know just the place.”  Theresa says, and puts down her spoon.  “Follow me.”  She says, then stands up.
I ruffle Abigail’s hair, then follow Theresa further into the cavernous hangar.  We walk past a curtained-off section dedicated to the sick and injured, then continue on past a recreational area, filled with couches, Ping-Pong tables and some pinball machines.  Theresa veers to the left after a few minutes, and heads towards a caged-in area.
“This is where they keep the canned and dried goods.”  Theresa says over her shoulder to me as she turns again and walks the length of the steel mesh.  
“Here we go.”  She says as we approach a wall with a single green door.  
She opens the door for me and waves me forward.  I step inside, and the room is gloomy.  Shelves of books line the left wall, while opposite, some brown leather couches lie arrayed haphazardly around a simple low table, where a Tiffany lamp stands, shining blue, green and red light around the table.
“These couches are amazing.”  Theresa says as she closes the door behind her and walks past me.
I hover over to one of the couches and sit down.  Theresa sits down in a couch opposite, and sits forward.
“What happened?”  She asks me softly.
I close my eyes and sit back in the couch.
“Mitchell and Georgia are dead.”  I mumble.
“But…..they had powers….like you.  Right?”
“That’s right.”
“So, you found where these things are coming from?”
I nod and keep my eyes closed.
“What do we do now?”  She asks.
“One of the scientists here is translating a journal I found.  I hope it holds some answers.”
“You do look tired.  Get some rest.”
I slide down on the couch and rest my right cheek on the armrest.  
I’m asleep in seconds.
 
I feel a hand on my shoulder, and I try to open my eyes.
“Geez.  I forgot about the eyes.”  I hear a man’s gruff voice say nearby.
I rub my eyes and try to sit up.
“Hmm?”  I groan as my vision becomes clearer.  
I look up at an old man.  His gray hair, clipped short around the sides frames a grim face.  A black beret rests on his head at an angle.
“Umm.  Who are you?”  I ask, and rub my eyes and yawn.
“I’m Bill.  We met earlier.”  He replies, then sits down next to me and hands me two text books, along with the black journal.  
“Don’t lose these.”  He says as I take the books.
I open one of the text books and start to read Julian’s elegant handwriting.

13th September 2015.  I met with Doctor Ho this morning, and he seemed pleased with my work on the Genesys project.  I’m excited to work with such a pioneer in the field of genetics, and my hope is that we will make great discoveries together.
I check the name at the front of the text book.
Journal of Doctor R Orlov Ph.D.
Chimera Research Division.  Project Sabre.
I close the journal and look at Bill, as he pulls out a strange looking baggy from his pocket.  It shimmers like metal, but when I take it from him, it feels like cotton.  He frowns when he notices my confused expression.
“It’s to protect the books.”  Bill says and stands up.  “Are you ready?”
No.
“You bet.”  I say wearily and stand up slowly.
That couch was great.
“Everyone’s waiting outside.  Come on.”  Bill says and quickly marches to the door.
I take a deep breath, slide the books inside the weird baggy, zip it up, and then place it inside my black flight suit.  
I close my eyes for a second, then open them and fly casually after Bill.  
As I fly through the cavernous hangar, I can’t see anyone.  The hospital beds are vacant and the green curtain is thrown back.  The canteen is completely empty.  
As I get closer to the entrance, daylight streams in, glaringly bright.  I hear low murmurs from outside, as Bill’s dark silhouette steps from the hangar into the blazing daylight.
“Here she is.”  I hear Jeremy call out when I emerge from the hangar, to see a huge crowd of expectant faces turn to me.  
I stare wide-eyed and smile half-heartedly.
“Good luck.”  A dozen people call out all around me.
I spy Theresa in the crowd.  Abigail is sitting on Jason’s shoulders, her legs dangling either side of his neck.  She’s waving her doll in the air.  I land gently on to the dry cracked earth, and walk slowly toward them, while people reach out and pat my shoulder, wishing me good luck.  A red-haired girl jumps into my path and flings her arms around my neck.
“Rebecca?”  I manage to say, before she pulls back and kisses me full on the lips with tears in her eyes.  
I gently push her back, and hold her at arm’s length.  
“Goodbye.”  I say gently, then release her. 
She turns and runs away, pushing her way through the crowd surrounding me, sobbing as she goes.
I see Samantha shake her red-head as she steps forward.
“Sorry about that.”  She says and embraces me.
“I’ll never forget you.”  I whisper in her ear as I hug her back gently.  
She pulls away and looks at me sideways as she steps out of my way.  
“Don’t you dare screw this up.”  She says and smiles.  I feign shock for a second, then chuckle as I walk by.
“Hi guys.”  I greet Jason, Theresa and Abigail, and begin to mist up.
Theresa is already crying by the time I reach them, while Abigail hollers and whoops, making Jason wobble slightly.
“I can’t believe this is goodbye.”  Theresa says and wipes the tears from her cheeks.
I pull her into my arms and she hugs me back.  Her tears slide down her cheeks on to my neck, and then I’m crying too.
“It’s been awesome knowing you.”  Jason says, and I look up and smile at him, as tears streak down my face.
I pull away reluctantly and look up at Abigail, wiping the tears from my eyes.
“Come here.”  I say and hold out my arms to her as I rise up from the dry dirt.  
She holds out her arms to me, and I lift her from Jason’s shoulders.  
She wraps her small arms around my neck, and I close my eyes and stroke her blonde hair.  Her hair hangs down her back in a ponytail, held in place by a rubber band.  
Up.
“Hold on tight, okay.”  I hear Theresa call out as I rise slowly into the sky.  
I keep my eyes closed as Abigail gasps in delight.  I smile and hold on to her, inhaling her.  The smell of her hair, the tiny grains of sand on the sleeves of her green jacket, the dust and dirt on her doll.
“Wow.  We’re really high.”  She squeals, and I feel her legs kick.
I open my eyes and watch as she turns her head this way and that, her big blue eyes wide with wonder.
“This is so amazing.”  Abigail laughs, then wraps her arms around my neck and plants a kiss on my cheek.  “Thank you.”
“Thank you, for finding me.”  I tell her and stroke her back.
“Where are you going?”  She asks as she leans back, clutching the doll I gave her.
“Hopefully, back to my own time.  Where I came from.”
“Will I be there too?”  She asks and frowns.
“Not for a long time.”  I say and smile.  “But, I’ll keep an eye out for you.”  I say playfully and pinch her cheek.
She looks down past our boots at the red earth far below.
“What does it feel like?”  She asks.
“Flying?”  I ask, and she nods her head.  “It feels tingly.”  I tell her.  “Like goose bumps.”  I add and run my fingers up her arm, making her giggle.
“I want you to have Gemima.”  She says and raises her doll to my chest.
“But that’s yours.  It was a gift.”  I reply and smile sadly.
“Now it’s my gift.”  She says and shoves it into my hand.  “So you remember your promise.”
“My promise?”
“That you’ll set things right.”
I hold the rag doll over my heart.  
“I promise.”  
I hold Abigail with one arm wrapped around her waist, and hold the doll in my other hand as I start to descend.  She begins to cry quietly against my chest, as I glide gently down to the ground.  By the time I land gently and set her down, the crowd have dispersed.  Only Bill, Pamela and Theresa remain waiting by the hangar entrance.
“She’s back.”  Bill calls out over his shoulder, as I kiss Abigail on the forehead.  
She runs back to Theresa, as I look at the doll.  I then hear some quick footsteps, and look up as a red faced Julian comes running from the hangar.  He stops a few feet from me, and doubles over huffing and puffing.
“Glad…that..I….caught…you.”  He says hoarsely between breaths.
I adjust the baggy of books in my flight suit, then unzip and slip the doll inside and zip it back up.
“Need…to…discuss….wormhole.”  Julian says and then sits down on the red dirt, coughing.
I crouch down in front of Julian.  “You okay?”
“Fine.”  He says after a few seconds of puffing.  I look up and see Theresa and Abigail enter the hangar and vanish into the darkness.
“You…know…what..you’re..looking for?”  He asks as I stare at the hangar entrance.
I shake my head.  
“Not really.”  I say and help him to his feet.
“Well, the wormhole could be anywhere up there.” 
“But it has to be somewhere, right?”  I ask.
“Agreed.  But it is in space, not in our orbit.”
“What do you mean?”
“The wormhole is basically a tear in the fabric of space, bridging two places.  This tear will be anchored in space, where it occurred.  Somewhere within Earth’s orbit with the Sun.”
“How much space are we talking?”  I ask.
“Around 93 million miles.”  He answers after a few seconds.
“Holy shit!”  I blurt out.
“Thankfully, it should be on the same axis as the Earth.”
“Oh, well that’s okay then.” 
“How long can you hold your breath?”
“I don’t know.”
“You may have to go deeper into space.”
“What?”
“Not much farther, just so you can see the whole of the globe and not just a part of it.  It should help you locate the hole.”
“What am I looking for exactly?”
“You don’t remember?”
I shake my head.
“It’s a hole.  With space behind it, it will be completely invisible.  But with the Earth or the Sun behind it, it should draw the eye.”
“Is there any other way to see it?”
“In the past, we viewed black holes using the infrared spectrum of light.  But we don’t have anything for you to use, that would survive in space.”
“If I could see in infrared, what would I be looking for?”  I ask Julian.
“The hole will be superheated by matter being sucked in and blown out.  Hydrogen, helium, space dust, and other matter that might get sucked through from the other side.  So it should look like a red disc.  Hard to say how large it will be.”  Julian says, then extends his hand to me.  “Good luck.”
I shake his hand gently and look up nervously.



Twenty Six
 
As I gaze up at the cloudless blue sky, I hear booted feet marching across the dirt towards me.
“Cosmic Girl.”  Bill says firmly, and I look at him as he stands in front of me in his black military outfit.
I extend my hand, but he stands to attention and salutes me.  I smile and return the salute.  The corner of his mouth curls up.
“Before you go….”  Bill begins and relaxes back into his usual hands behind his back stance.  
“You’ve got to be careful about who you show that information to.”  He says, pointing at the bulge in the front of my black flight suit.
“What do you mean?  Who should I show it to?”
“Unfortunately, in this world, you can’t trust anybody.”  He says wearily.
“What would you do?”  I ask him.
He thinks for a moment, scratching his gray stubble.
“I’d go to the chief, and present it to the President himself, in person.”
“Where would I find him?”
“He’s a busy man, so he could be anywhere.  If he’s not at the White House, in D.C., then he might be on board Air Force One.  But he could be attending a function in any number of countries.”  Bill says and shrugs.  
“Sorry, kiddo.  You’ll have to improvise.  But when you meet him, use this code word.  The Potomac is dirty.  He’ll know you’re a friend if you use it.”
“Right.”  I groan, and look back up at the clear sky.
“Good luck.”  Bill says and steps back.
I’m definitely gonna need it.
I take a last look over my shoulder at the hangar entrance, just as Pamela vanishes in a burst of dark light.  
I look up at the sky and leap into the air.  As soon as I’m off the ground, I accelerate, leaving a couple of sonic booms in my wake as I rocket towards the heavens.  
I see a dark blur off to my right as I begin to see the curve of the Earth.  I glide to a stop and wait for Santiago to catch up.
“I thought I wouldn’t see you again.”  I call out as he glides towards me, wearing a black flight suit like mine.  
His black hair floats behind him, tied in a ponytail.
He shrugs as he stops and floats in the air in front of me.
“I just wanted to wish you good luck.”  Santiago says and extends his hand to me.  
I take his hand, and he pulls me close.  “You must not fail.”  He says as he gazes into my eyes.
“I don’t intend to.”  I kiss him on the cheek and pull away.
“Good.  Now, go home.”  He says and waves farewell.  
I smile, then reach up with my arms and accelerate towards the stars.  
Home.  
As the air begins to thin, I take a big gulp of air.  
Okay.  Time to find out how long I can hold my breath for.
The deep blue fades to a pale blue, then finally to black.  I focus my eyes and switch to thermal.  The brilliant ball of orange flame off to my right is mesmerizing.  I look away from the sun, and remember what Julian told me.
Now, where is this red disc?
I look left and right over the curve of the Earth, but all I see is the red and yellow of the planet, while pale blue clouds glide by.  I will myself around, then fly backwards away from the Earth.  I remain calm as I glide backwards, as quick as thought.  
I don’t see any red disc.
I choose to go right, and begin to fly sideways, gazing into the dark void, searching.  Moving through space feels so smooth, no air, friction or wind to get in the way.  I thought it would prove difficult, but I’m actually enjoying myself as I glide smoothly through the darkness.
I still don’t see any red disc after ten minutes.
Holding my breath is beginning to make my throat tired.  The desire to breathe is overpowering, and I have to keep reminding myself, there is no air.  
Once I leave Earth behind, I will myself forward and push my arms in front of me.
Faster.  
I turn my head and look all around as I rocket through space.  My chest is beginning to tremble, and my jaw is starting to ache.  Red spots form in front of me, and dance around my vision as I blink and rub my eyes.  I lose the thermal vision for a second before I focus my attention again.
Where are you?
As the red spots grow in number, I exhale.
Crap!  
I clamp my hand over my mouth and nose as my tongue freezes in my mouth.  
It’s burning, it’s burning.  
The tears turn to ice and float behind me as I blink them away.  
Through the ocean of red dots swimming before me, I notice a slightly larger one over to my left.  I turn my head and focus my attention on the red spot, and will myself towards it as fast as I can.  I can feel my insides turning cold within, as my body bucks and shakes.  The red spot becomes a thin line as I veer off course.  I will myself to stop as I get nearer and turn my body around to face it.  
All I can see is a red oval shape with an orange center.  But it’s only the size of a small suitcase.  Yellow sparks fly from around its edges.  
I align myself horizontally and hold my arms in front of me, before accelerating towards it.  I close my eyes at the last second.  
I feel friction, like I’m flying through a headwind, but this only lasts for a couple of seconds, then I’m being pushed.  The pushing becomes more violent, until it feels like I’m being yanked by my arms.  
Just when it feels like my arms are gonna be ripped from their sockets, it stops abruptly.  I open my eyes, and stare into space.  
I push my sore arms forward and fly around in a wide arc until I’m facing the Earth.  
I smile, despite the pain and lack of oxygen, when I see the globe lit up like a Christmas tree.
I aim myself at Earth and accelerate towards it, giving it everything I’ve got.  
In a few seconds, dark skies and an ocean of gray clouds fill my vision.  I push through the atmosphere, and feel a slight burst of warmth, then I’m through and racing towards the clouds.  
I stop amongst the clouds and exhale, before taking in big gulps of air.  
My insides still feel like their burning.  The red spots start to dissipate as I float in the air, and I close my eyes and breathe in deeply.  
I hear the roar of engines below, and open my eyes and fly down through the clouds.  I emerge and see four jumbo jets far below me.  Two are heading in the same direction, while the other two are heading in different directions.  They are at various heights, and I see one of the craft sail beneath an aircraft that must be higher up.  The blinking lights on their wing tips look like fire flies through the darkness.  Their exhaust leaves white cloud-like trails as they glide through the sky.  I feel the reassuring bulk of the books and the doll in the front of my flight suit, and place my hand over the bulge and fly down towards the next layer of clouds.  
Once I’m through, all I can see is dark ocean.  It’s dark on this side of the globe, I realize, and then I remember.  The sun was up when I left.  
I need to head towards the sun.
I arch my back and bring my legs down and aim back towards the clouds.  I level off when I reach the upper atmosphere, and accelerate.  After a few seconds, the sun blazes over the horizon.  I see the line where darkness becomes daylight, and go faster.  I look down and as I fly over the pale clouds, I feel a sense of Deja Vu.  
I pitch forward and fly through the ocean of clouds.  On the other side, I keep up the pace, and dodge a few aircraft as I race to the ground.  When I pass through the last layer of clouds, the noise from the city rises up to my ears.  
Car horns, drilling, police sirens, and the roar of aircraft above me.  I stop and take it all in and close my eyes.  A grin begins to spread across my face as tears flow down my cheeks.  
I made it.  But what year is it?  
I aim for a gap in the buildings and plummet to the sidewalk headfirst.  I stop and right myself at the last second, and touch down gently next to a bus stop, where an old woman jumps up.
“Please, don’t hurt me.”  The elderly woman gasps and steps back.
“Huh?”  I frown and look around me.  
She holds out her gloved hands and continues to step backwards.  She loses her footing as she steps back off the sidewalk, cries out, then falls backwards, arms flailing about.  
I hear the screech of tires, as a driver tries to break in time.  
I react without thinking.  I race into the path of the traffic, catching the old lady with my right hand, and hold out my left hand to stop the black taxi cab.  The car hits my outstretched hand with a bang and crunch, while the old lady screams in my ears.
“Are you okay?”  I ask as I help her to her feet.
She stares at me blankly, then looks over at the car, as steam vents from the mashed-in hood.  She steps back, shaking.
“What are you?”  She asks in a frail wispy voice.  
“Umm, lost, actually.”  I say and smile.
“Where am I?”  I ask.
She frowns and smooth’s down her thick woolen jacket.
“You’re in London.”  She replies, but I stare blankly at her.  “England.”  She adds, then she looks me up and down.  “Your accent.  You American, huh?”  She says, then rolls her eyes.  “Bloody typical.”  She grumbles.
I frown and cross my arms.  
“Yeah, and I’d like to get back there.”  I say and walk over to the black taxi.  
I lean by the window and tap on the glass gently.  The driver’s still rubbing his head, but he presses a button, and the window is lowered.  “Hi.  Sorry about that.”  I say.  “Are you hurt?”
“I’ll live.”  He grumbles, then leans over and looks into my face.  
“What the bloody hell are you supposed to be?”
“I’m just...you know...being me.”  I say and shrug.
“I don’t know what I’m supposed to tell the insurance company.”  He grumbles and sits back in his seat.
“What year is it?”  I ask, and he laughs.
“You’re having a laugh, right?”  He says, frowning.  “Here.”  He hands me a newspaper that rests on the seat next to him.
“Thanks.”  I say and take the paper.  “You do realize the steering wheel is on the wrong side of the car, right?”  I say, then check the front page of the newspaper.
Tuesday, 13th October 2014.
“Where is the President?”  I ask him as I hand him his paper back.
“How the bloody hell should I know?”
“Thank you.”  I say and turn and rise up into the air, while a crowd of people form and gaze up at me.  
I shoot through the clouds and head west.  I accelerate and leave the gray city behind, and fly over green fields.  I head higher up to avoid any air traffic and leave a couple of sonic booms far behind me as I rocket through the sky.  
In a few more seconds I’m flying over a dark, turbulent ocean, then I spot land on the horizon in a few more moments.  When I see the lay of land below, I begin to recognize some the shapes.  New York and the island of Manhattan is straight ahead, so I slow down and bank to my left.  I focus my eyes and zoom in as I search the skies and land around Washington D.C.  All I see is normal commercial traffic.  I don’t see Air Force One anywhere.  But I do see the White House.
I hope someone’s home.
I rocket down toward the immaculate green lawn, right myself at the last second, then glide gently over the marble steps, past the colonnades, and land gently in front of the large oak door.  I look down at the matt placed before the door.  The Presidential Seal is the confirmation I need.  
This is the place.  
I take a deep breath and ring the doorbell.  The door opens after a few minutes, by a man in a navy blue suit suit.  He immediately steps back and pulls a gun from inside his suit jacket.
“There’s no need for that.”  I tell him and hold up my hands peacefully.
“I need back-up.  Lobby.  Now!”  The man shouts as he aims the gun at my chest.
His eyes look scared as he stares at my face.
“Oh.”  I realize and laugh nervously.  
“You mean these?”  I say and point to my glowing blue eyes.  “I’m sorry if they freak you out.”  I tell him, as I hear quick footsteps heading our way.  
Behind him, a squad of men in black suits, armed with sub machine guns, come running across the black and white tiled lobby floor.  
“Hi, fellas.”  I say and wave.
“How the hell did she get in here?”  One of the men asks the man in front of me.
He shrugs.  I rise slowly up from the ground.
“This is how.”  I tell them, then land again.
“Why are you here?  And what is that bulge?”  A tall agent asks and steps forward.
“I have vital information for the President.”  I tell them.
“What information?”  I hear a calm voice call out from behind the group of armed men. 
“The Potomac is dirty.”  I say.
“It’s okay.”  The calm voice tells the men, and they part for him.  
A tall man in a navy blue suit and red tie steps forward.  His tanned face wrinkles around his eyes as he smiles at me.
“Who are you?”  He asks as he stops and looks down at me.
“I’m Cosmic Girl.”  I tell him and smile.
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Chapter One
 
It was a cold blustery morning in Topeka, Kansas, on Monday, April 12th 1971, when Dr. Samuel Callahan started his car.  The emerald green Pontiac Le Mans roared to life, and Dr. Callahan yawned as he gunned the gas and drove north.  His wife hadn’t woken when he climbed out of their bed, and merely groaned when he kissed her gently on the forehead before he left.  It was 6.a.m. when he turned on to the side road which led to the sanitarium.  Dawns first light shone through the birch trees which surround the asylum, and cast their skeletal shadows across the neatly clipped grass.  Dr. Callahan stopped at the only gate.
“Good morning, John.”  Dr. Callahan greeted the guard at the gate.
The security guard stepped forward and leaned down.
“Morning Doc.”
“Any activity last night?”
“Nothing at the gate.”
John Kirby picked up his walkie-talkie from his hip.
“Open up, Matt.”  John said into his radio.
Moments later there was a buzz and the huge wrought iron gate began to slide open.
“See you later, John.”
Dr. Callahan drove on to the grounds and headed towards the staff parking lot near the main building.  He could see a police paddy wagon was parked outside, with a bored looking police officer sitting behind the wheel.  Dr. Callahan waved at the driver as he drove past.  The car ground to a halt on the gravel with a crunch, which always gave him shivers.  
It made him think of skulls being crushed.  
Working with murderers is beginning to take its toll.  He thought, as he yawned.  
He shook his head as he switched the engine off and climbed out.  It was chilly in the shadow, cast by the great old building.  He yawned again as he gazed up at the six storey red-bricked structure.  The round turrets pierced the pale blue sky like blunt pencils, and a crow perched on the edge of one and was looking down at him.  He closed his door, and opened the rear passenger door and reached inside for his briefcase.  He locked his car and then lit a cigarette, before walking towards the front entrance.  His six foot frame carried him uneasily across the gravel, as his old sports injury began to play up again.  He took a puff on his Marlboro as he climbed the stone steps, and then knocked on the door and waited.  The metal hatch opened in the middle of the door.
“Hey, Doc.” Beverly Swann, the head nurse greeted him, as she peered from within through the small portal.  She slid the bolt out of the way, unlocked the door and pulled the heavy door open slowly.
Dr. Callahan greeted her with a small smile and then walked across the black and white tiled floor.  His footsteps echoed in the main foyer, and then he opened the door that housed the main population, and his steps were soon swallowed up in the cacophony of moans and shouting.
He recognized one of the voices shouting, and as he got to the end of the corridor and unlocked the next door with his keys, he could see Walter Dennings standing on his bed shouting and raising his fists to heaven.  He quickly entered and locked the door behind him.
“Walter. He’s not listening, you know.”  Dr. Callahan said as he passed Walter still shouting obscenities at the ceiling.
One of the black orderlies got up from his chair by the next door as he approached.
“Morning, boss.”
“Good morning, William.”  Dr. Callahan greeted the orderly in the white t-shirt and pants.
William Crowe kept an eye on the patients in the C Wing, and assisted in breaking up fights and restraining them when necessary.  He was six feet four inches tall, and was a burly fellow with thick arms and large hands, but he had a kind face and a quick smile.
“Keep an eye on Walter, will you.  I think he’s getting a little excited.”  Dr. Callahan said as he inserted his key into the next metal door.
“Hey, Walter.  You play nice, now.”  William said softly as he walked over to his bed.
Dr. Callahan closed and locked the door behind him as he made his way over to his office in D Wing, which housed the more interesting patients.  His footsteps sounded loud in his ears in the small corridor that connected the two buildings.  He took another puff on his cigarette and looked out of the arched windows that ran along the right wall.  The wire mesh which covered the windows glinted in the morning sun.  He stopped at the last window and looked up at the sun as it shone through the trees.  He closed his eyes and enjoyed the sound of the leaves rustling in the morning breeze.  He took another puff on his cigarette, opened his eyes and exhaled slowly as he inserted his key into the metal door and unlocked it with a loud click.  As soon as he closed the door behind himself, he locked it immediately and then stood for a while and puffed on his Marlboro.  He listened for anything out of the ordinary, but the rooms on either side of the corridor in front of him seemed quiet.  
Maybe they were still asleep?  He thought.
He put the keys back in his pocket and walked slowly down the corridor of madness, as he liked to call it.  The inmates in this section were the seriously disturbed ones, the murderers, the rapists, the arsonists, and the schizos.  They were the ones that needed the most help, as far as he was concerned.  They were the patients that demanded the most understanding, and yet were the most misunderstood.  No one knew why they did what they did.  Hell, even the patients didn’t know.  He was determined to make them understand themselves better; to face their inner demons, and to conquer them.  Dr. Callahan was alone in this attitude here, though.  Dr. Stone and Dr. Matthias always made a point of telling him that he was chasing unicorns.  As he passed the secured metals doors with their occupant’s names written in white chalk, he could see the light was already on in his office.  Jacob Rhymes was standing outside of his office.  He wore his usual gray t-shirt and pants and had a wooden baton dangling from his belt.  His bald black head turned as the doctor approached.
“Good morning, Jacob.”  Dr. Callahan greeted him as he approached.
The big man motioned with his head to the office.
“Got yourself a new guest, boss.”
He could hear some voices inside.  He recognized Dr. Stone’s high voice.  He took the last puff of his cigarette before opening his office door.  His small square office was mostly filled with filing cabinets, some shelves behind his oak desk and two chairs.  The carpet that covered the small floor was a deep emerald green, which Dr. Callahan had picked out himself.  He found the color green soothing.  The Tiffany desk lamp was on, but the overhead light was still off.
“Good morning, Dr. Stone, Officers.”  Dr. Callahan said as he closed the door behind him.
Dr. Stone got up from behind Dr. Callahan’s desk as he placed his briefcase on the green carpet behind his chair.  Dr. Stone’s gray moustache twitched as he regarded his younger colleague.
“Here.”  Dr. Stone said as he passed a brown file to him.
He opened it and began reading the police report.  
Carl Rigby.  Male Caucasian.  Thirty three years of age.  Murdered three colleagues.  Weapon type used: unknown.  Found staggering along highway 550, just north of Ouray, Colorado, covered in blood and incoherent.  
Wait a second.  Dr. Callahan thought, and turned back to the first page.  Carl Rigby.  Rigby?  That name seemed familiar to him.  He looked at the black & white mug shot, and then raised his eyes and looked at the man sitting in the chair in front of his desk.  Two state troopers were standing either side of the seated figure.  The man’s ankles and writs were handcuffed.
“Mr. Rigby?”  Dr. Callahan said as he stubbed his cigarette out in the crystal ashtray.  The man didn’t move, he just kept his eyes fixed on the carpet in front of his feet.
“It says here, you murdered three of your colleagues.  Is this true?”  Dr. Callahan asked calmly, and perched on the edge of his desk as he held the file open in front of him. 
He always asked if they had done the crime first.  Getting them to admit the crime was the first step towards recovery.  Helps break the ice as well.
No response.
“Jacob?”  Dr. Callahan called out.
The big orderly opened the door, filling the doorframe.
“Yes, boss?”
“Thank you, officers.  We’ll take it from here.”  Dr. Callahan said and put the file on his desk.
The troopers tipped their hats to the men, and Jacob escorted them out.  Dr. Stone went to the door.
“Rudy?  Henry?”  Dr. Stone called out.
After a few minutes, two orderlies entered and stood behind the prone figure seated in the chair.
“Thirteen is free.  Get him cleaned and properly attired.”  Dr. Stone told the men.
Dr. Callahan sat in his office chair behind his desk and looked at the man as he was hauled to his feet.  His long black hair hung down, covering most of his face.  But he could see the man had been crying.  Not uttering a word, the man shuffled from the room with Rudy and Henry helping to prop him up on either side.
“See you around.”  Dr. Stone said and left him with his thoughts.
Dr. Callahan noted the new tiny unicorn figurine on his desk.  He rolled his eyes, and then picked up the case file again.  Carl Rigby?  He looked at the mug shot again.  The vacant expression and dead eyes aside, he knew that face.  Then the memory floated up from the depths, and he ran his fingers through his short blond hair, and sat back in his chair.  
It was 1958, and he was at Kansas State.  It was the final semester, and he was in the main library working on his thesis.  Across from him was another Kappa Sigma.  The guy had short hair then and wore glasses as he read.  His name was Carl Rigby.  
He pictured his face in his mind, and then looked at the mug shot again.  Yeah, it was him.  Longer hair, and no glasses, but he recognized the man’s face.  After graduation, he hadn’t seen any of his old fraternity brothers.  
He checked the next of kin list.  There was a number for a Benjamin Rigby, Carl’s brother.  He picked up his telephone and dialed the number.  It rang a few times before a man’s voice answered.
“Hello?”
“Hello, this is Dr. Callahan at the Topeka State Psychiatric Hospital.  May I speak with Benjamin Rigby, please?”
“Speaking.”  The man’s voice sounded cautious.
“I’m calling about Carl.”
“Oh.  How is he?”
“Hard to say.  He’s unresponsive at present.  I’d like to ask you about him, if I may?”
“Sure.”
“First of all.  What was he doing in Colorado?”
“Colorado?  So that’s where he went?”  Benjamin asked.
“You really didn’t know where he was?”  Dr. Callahan asked as he made some notes in his journal.
“We haven’t spoken for a couple of months.  He said something about a project.”
“What was his relationship to the victims?”  He asked and then glanced at the file quickly.  “Howard Bacon, Leonard Irving, and Russell Poole?”  He added.
“I never knew them, sorry.”
Great.  Dr. Callahan thought, and then glanced back at the mug shot. 
“Did he have a job?”
“Yeah, I think so.  The last I heard, he was teaching some psychology class at Wichita State.”
He was a teacher.  Dr. Callahan made a note.
“Thank you for your time.”
“Whoa, wait up.  What’s going to happen to Carl?”
“He’ll be assessed.  If he’s not insane, then he will stand trial for murder.”
“He didn’t do it, Doc.  I know Carl.  This just doesn’t sound like him.”
“But we don’t know what happened out there.  I’ve seen this before.  It doesn’t take much to make some people snap.”
“He’s not an aggressive guy, Doc.”
“Don’t worry.  He’s in safe hands.”  Dr. Callahan hung up.
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“Where is everyone?”

When Patrick wakes up and finds
his wife missing, he soon learns
that she is not the only person
who has vanished.






