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Chapter 1: Atlas 
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The unsettling silence of the forest is soon replaced by chirping birds and breaking branches torn to shreds from the storm. My heart pounds in my chest, my throat burning either from screaming or the bile I can feel slowly rising to the surface.

He’s really gone.

A million thoughts race through my head as I turn away from the road and head down the dirt path towards the cabin. I know I heard my name. I know he was calling for me. I know he needed me. The desperation in his tone, the fear, something was wrong. 

The thought of anything happening to Cavill is enough to bring me to my knees. No matter how strong he is, he wasn’t prepared. All he had was the gun on his hip, which I never heard discharge. If he even had the time. 

Then there was the red swirling mass of clouds. The portal in the sky. As I looked up at it, I could feel it looking back at me, seeing right through me. It knew I was there, watching.

By the time I make it back to the cabin, the opened container of juice in the Vertex’s trunk has completely emptied itself, the sticky fluid attracting bees and other flying insects to its sugary nectar. The rest of the groceries are scattered across the ground, some trampled with large boot marks imprinted in the soft dough of the bread. 

I try to see if the footprints lead anywhere, but there are so many, too many, leaves covering the ground. The more I search, the more the dirt conceals any clues. There’s no trace of him that my untrained eyes can see, nothing but the casing of his father’s old watch, which I keep concealed tightly in my palm. Maybe if I squeeze it hard enough, I can will him to come back.

The thought of being alone out here was once something I craved, especially when living with Sata and my parents. Now, I’ve never felt more exposed, more alone, more in danger. Every sound in the trees makes me snap my head in every direction. Maybe he ran further into the forest to get away from the wind. Maybe he’s hiding behind a tree, trying to jump out and scare me at any given moment. 

Or maybe he was taken.

I quickly pick up whatever groceries I can manage to salvage and toss them into the back, leaving the rest to nature. Closing the trunk of the SUV, I walk back to the cottage, hoping to salvage whatever I can. Taking one final look behind me, I scan my surroundings for any remaining trace. A twig snaps to my right and my head jerks to the sound. Squinting, I try to peer through the lush greenery, but there’s nothing there.

I hurriedly take two steps at a time as I descend the front porch, storming for the tree line. Venturing into the bushes, I aimlessly bat away branches, trying to gain more visibility as another twig snaps, leading me.

“Cavill?” I shout breathlessly, flinging my arms in front of my face as I destroy a spider web and grimace in disgust. 

By the time I open my eyes and continue forward, a sharp pain rattles the back of my neck at the start of my spine. I yelp, the world becoming a blur of color as I feel myself losing balance, falling towards the forested floor. I unsuccessfully try to catch myself with my hands as I tumble, my limbs splayed out helplessly, unable to move. I can hear hushed voices in the distance as more twigs and forest fodder snap and crackle beneath booted footsteps.

“Cavill?” I manage to mumble before the sedation takes over, beckoning me into darkness, my eyelids and body betraying me as I fade to black.
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Chapter 2: Cavill
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“What the fuck!” I shout at the hands prying at my torso, forcing me into a car at the edge of the forested road to Atlas’ cabin. 

My throat is raw from screaming Atlas’ name above the sound of the whipping branches and leaves during the storm. She never came outside, no matter how loud I shouted for her. Did they get her too? Did she know they were coming? I can still hear the wind howling through the looming stalky tree trunks. 

My muscles strain as I continue to fight against the people holding onto me but they seem to have endless strength, overpowering me as if I weigh nothing. When they finally toss me into the backseat and slam the door shut, the person sitting beside me turns in my direction, the darkness of the blacked-out cabin temporarily blinding me. It takes but a few seconds for my eyes to adjust, noticing I’m in a fully tinted SUV that’s started speeding in the opposite direction of where I want to be.

“Who the fuck are you?” I spit, whipping my body around to look at them, my breath hitching momentarily.

She’s gorgeous. 

Flowing chestnut hair cascades over her shoulders by a few inches, natural highlights sparkling, even in this dim SUV. When she turns to look at me, her hazel eyes are sharp and focused with flecks of green that seem to dance around her irises. Her soft, caramel skin is dotted with freckles across her cheeks that move as she smiles gently in my direction.

“Cavill.” She says knowingly, offering her hand in my direction to shake it. 

Her voice is rich like chocolate, smooth and distinct, comforting and sweet. Even as the SUV swerves from side to side, trying to avoid falling branches and debris, everything feels like it has fallen into place right here, right now. I clear my throat and a warmth begins to radiate through my chest, settling all my unease the more that I look at her. I continue to sit in awe, not knowing what to say, submissive besides an cloudy nagging to bark questions in her direction.

“Aurora, enough.” Commands a voice from the front seat. 

Immediately, I snap out of my trance, my wits coming to me. Nothing is safe here. I’m not safe here. Atlas isn’t safe. I blink a few times before my rage returns, threatening to bubble over the more I’m thrown against the sides of the SUV at the constant swerving from avoiding debris.

“So sorry.” The woman named Aurora apologizes sardonically, her hand still extended, which I choose to ignore.

“Who the fuck are you?” I snap again, each word seething off the tip of my tongue. 

She chooses to ignore me and my attitude, directing her attention to the commanding man in the passenger’s seat.

“Emeryx, are you sure you want me to stop? He’s not particularly compliant.” 

The man says nothing, but his silence speaks volumes. Aurora turns her attention to me again as my eyes burn holes directly through her skull.

“To answer your question,” she begins, grabbing onto the handle above the window to steady herself, “We’re with the First Order. We need to take you underground.”

Emeryx. A name I had seen written and typed a thousand times during my research on the First Order and their terrorist organization.

“Take me underground?” I challenge, peering back towards the cabin, trying to figure out if I have any chance of survival if I opened the door right now and jumped out.

“Emeryx?” Aurora asks tensely as the tinted panel of glass in the moonroof pulls back, exposing the darkened grey sky with a swirling pattern of clouds. 

The greyness twists and turns, an intimidating vortex that begins to turn into a shade of pink before deepening into a red. Wind whips through the opened window while an unsettling feeling crawls up my spine. Within seconds, the moonroof is closed again, shrouding us in complete darkness. It blocks the wind battering the sides of the SUV as we continue down the highway at an incredible rate of speed. I take this time to fasten my seatbelt, pulling it as tight as possible so I’m pressed against the back of the seat. If we’re going to be thrown off the road, I’d prefer to not go through the windshield.

“They’re looking for me, aren’t they?” I speak first, looking in the direction of the portal in the sky.

Aurora shrugs and nods.

“Apparently the first round of maurs didn’t do the job, so they’re taking matters into their own hands. The portal is new, though, a technology we’ve never seen before,” she glances at Emeryx who places his attention elsewhere before she continues, “If the Others find you, everything we’ve fought for is for naught.”

“Thus needing to get me underground.” I mutter under my breath, fully understanding why I’m here.

Aurora nods in agreeance as the SUV swerves off the main road onto a makeshift dirt path between more massive pine trees.

“Atlas.” I say quietly, not wanting to think about the Others getting their hands on her.

Aurora takes a deep breath before answering.

“She’s safer without you there. They have no purpose for her. They won’t waste their resources.” 

As she speaks, I can feel my mood lifting again, the same warmth radiating through my chest.

I slowly turn to look at Aurora, memorizing every unique feature of her face, even the trail of freckles I can see down the side of her neck disappearing beneath the collar of her fatigues. The otherwise starchy material looks soft on her. 

I am safe.

My stomach bubbles with excitement as we near a clearing in between the trees. Ahead, I can see a large concrete box with a single door in the middle of the forest with nothing surrounding it. The SUV speeds in its direction before slamming to a halt, forcing my body to jolt forward before slamming back against the seat.

Within seconds, the driver shuts off the ignition and rips open my door, Aurora unfastens my seatbelt and I’m pulled out by the driver. A well-built man with scarred chestnut skin takes my other arm as they both drag me towards the door. I chuckle, realizing I would have followed them under my own accord. Anywhere the woman goes, I am willing to follow.

My head feels light as I watch her key a passcode into the right of the door and then a device scans her eyes before the metal door slides open, exposing a descending staircase.

“He can walk on his own.” Aurora explains to the men, who both let me go. 

She descends the stairs, her hair flowing effortlessly behind her as she takes one graceful step at a time. My legs feel like jelly as I follow her, my chest overflowing at the thought of her warm skin pressed against mine. I want to stay as close as possible, taking in her scent with every breath. She smells just like I expected, warm and spicy, like vanilla and cinnamon wrapped into one. 

The two men slam the door closed behind us, the sound echoing through the massive metal staircase. I can hear them locking the door behind us, but I couldn’t care less. I’m on an adventure with this vixen, following her to the ends of the Earth if she’d have me. 

At the bottom of the staircase, Aurora opens another massive metal door with her biometrics and guides me inside of what appears to be a communal sitting room. The once intoxicating vanilla and cinnamon scent of her skin is replaced by damp mold. The concrete walls are seeping moisture and look barely held together, shoddily painted with a blue-green paint to try to mask their decay. The furniture in the room is old and stained, clearly from the Pre-World, but the people in the room don’t seem to mind.

I see families sitting together, playing boardgames on the broken furniture, children running around screaming as they play tag with one another. In the far corner, a cafeteria is situated in another room with dozens of metal tables and benches arranged in perfect lines with trays of food in front of its inhabitants. There are no windows down here, only fluorescent lights that feel anything but welcoming.

“Sorry,” Aurora says as she stands beside me, “We never would have gotten you down here otherwise.”

“Huh?” I ask, taking my eyes off my abysmal surroundings to look at her as the soothing warmth fades as quickly as it arrived.

“Aurora’s a Pather.” The driver from earlier explains as he types something into his phone.

I narrow my eyes, clenching my jaw.

“Seriously?”

The familiar dread returns, wanting nothing more than to claw its way out of here through the emaciated concrete walls.

Pathers. A unique mutation that gave otherwise normal people a few extra...perks. A small group, but we kept tabs on them nonetheless. Telepathy was one of the better outcomes of the mutation, depending on if you were the prey or predator. I suppose being able to get into other’s heads and control their emotions could prove useful. I had only known of five documented Pathers in all the Societies. One more powerful than the rest.

“Look, I get what you’re trying to do here,” I begin to explain, fully understanding that my survival ensures the survival of Imperium and beyond, “But I really need to get back out there.”

I take a few steps back towards the way we came.

“Not possible,” the commanding man, Emeryx, says sternly, “We will be keeping you down here until it’s safe.”

“I’m not sitting in a rotten underground prison with a bunch of fucking terrorists!” My voice carries through the communal sitting area, the children no longer laughing and screaming as everyone turns to stare at me. 

The silence is so deep, you could hear a pin drop.

“Sorry everyone,” Aurora explains, pacifying the situation, “Please, return to your activities.” 

The mood in the room lightens as everyone continues with what they were doing.

“Let’s discuss this elsewhere.” Emeryx points down a hall to my left and begins walking.

I follow him against my better judgement until I hear the pitter patter of small footsteps running up behind me, eventually settling into the same pace as me at my side. I look down to my right and notice a small boy, no older than eight, staring at me with amazed blue globes for eyes.

“Are you Cavill Dandridge?” He asks cooly, even though I can see the excitement nearly pouring out of his nose.

I offer a quick nod at his feigned composure. 

I swear I see him literally jump for joy before scurrying to keep up with us. His jeans have two rips at the knees and his shirt has a tear right below the collar. Dirt blots his face and hands, as if he’s been digging in the ground all day. Even his hair is unkempt and sticking out in every direction, but his smile is something that could burn a hole in the sun.

“That is awesome!” He exclaims, clasping his hands together, finally letting the excitement overflow, “Does this mean we can go to the surface now?”

I look to the hope brimming off the boy’s shoulders and answer the only way I know how.

“It’s not safe up there.”

“But” the little boy begins, “You’re here. That must mean all the baddies are dead, right?”

“Yeah!” Another small voice chimes in, “You killed them all, right?”

“Uh...” I stutter, searching for the right words.

Soon, a group of small children, both boys and girls surround me, forcing me to stop walking. They’re all equally as enthused, throwing a million questions in my direction as they circle me. Some are grabbing at my hands, checking out my skin as if to look for something unique, something they’ve never seen before.

“Alright now, Cavill has somewhere to be.” The driver from earlier explains, trying to dispel the ogling group of kids back to their original game of tag. 

“Aw man, come on.” The little boy whines, kicking at the air with his torn shoes.

“Yeah, come on,” a little girl, no older than ten adds, “Tell us how you saved Imperium and killed all the bad guys!”

The driver remains firm.

“Enough now, you’ll have plenty of time to talk to Cavill. Off you go.”

I give him a confused look as the kids disappointedly go back to their activities.

“You’re more than the Governor’s son to these people,” he explains, “You’re the Chosen.” 

I scoff at the ridiculous title, gesturing to the kids reluctantly returning to their games.

“Someone should tell them.”

“Tell them what, exactly?” Aurora asks sharply, “That the city has fallen? That all that they know has been destroyed?”

I turn to look her dead in the eyes.

“Better than letting them live a lie.”

She remains silent as we continue the trek down the hallway while some of the others break off in another direction. Aurora and Emeryx take the lead until we enter a bedroom filled with the luxuries you would expect from a five-star hotel. Compared to the rest of this underground hideout, I feel like I’ve been transported to another dimension. 

The walls are clean, there’s even a plush area rug in the center of the room to warm the space. Fresh linens are draped over the bed and the pillows are perfectly plump, making it more inviting. In the corner, I see an offshoot with a shower and small sink, toiletries stacked in a wicker basket on the floor. I raise an eyebrow looking to the open closet, noticing a slew of freshly pressed camo fatigues hanging in perfect order with shined combat boots ready to be worn.

“Did the terrorists do a good job?” Aurora asks sarcastically, giving me a coy smile from the other side of the room, gesturing to the goods.

“This is all for me?” I ask, running my hands along the crisp linens on the bed, “What about everyone else out there?”

“They all have their own rooms. We can’t have Cavill Dandridge sleeping on a cot in the corner, now, can we?” Aurora explains as Emeryx stands to the left of the door. 

His face speaks volumes and he looks as unimpressed as I feel. My brows furrow at the thought of this immaculate luxury while there’s children out there with shredded clothes making the best of nothing.

“Give this to someone else,” I say, waving my hand around the room, “I don’t give a shit about any of this. You can’t cover everything up with some clean sheets and a shower. There are people out there that need this more than me, I’m good with a cot.” 

Aurora looks taken aback at my refusal, but she catches onto the seriousness of my tone, nodding once.

“I’ll have this all removed by the end of the day.”

“Not just removed,” I command, “Give it to someone else to use. I saw a pregnant woman out there.” 

Aurora agrees again without argument and gestures to Emeryx to take his leave. I turn to watch his back as he exits the bedroom, leaving the door open. Aurora pulls a chair out from a small dining table in the far corner, sitting down with her hands clasped on top of it. I hesitantly make my way over and sit down as well, leaning against the chairback with my arms crossed and my legs outstretched.

“So, you’re a Pather?” I ask, intrigued. 

She smiles softly at me and brushes a strand of hair out of her face, wrapping it behind her ear.

“It appears so.” 

I so desperately want to get angry, want to slam someone’s head against this table over and over until they let me free. I need to get out of here, I need to get back to Atlas. She isn’t safe without me there.

“It won’t do you any good,” Aurora says, cutting through my thoughts without ever having moved her lips, “Atlas is safer without you there, trust me. We have eyes on her.”

“Get out of my fucking head.” I say louder than intended, the sharpness of my voice startling her as she jumps at its tenacity.

Aurora clears her throat then continues.

“Atlas is protected. We need you down here. We need you to help us. She’s safer without you there.”

As she speaks, there’s something in my brain that rings true. I slowly stand and stroll over to the door for the private bathroom.

I lean against the doorframe, crossing one leg over the other while folding my arms.

“What do you need me for?”

I swear a catch Aurora’s breath hitch in her throat before lifting her eyes to meet mine, a heated glaze overtaking her stare. 

“So many things, Cavill. So many things. If you help us, we’ll let you go, I swear it.”

I search her face for any signs of a lie but either she’s a great poker player or she’s in my head again. Either way, I don’t have a choice but to play along, at least until I can find a way out.

“Right, then,” I begin, breaking the eye contact and strolling into the bathroom, leaving the door cracked open, “Let me piss and let’s get on with it.” 

That seems to be satisfactory enough for her, as Aurora takes her leave, the sound of her combat boots scuffing the floor as she closes the door. Alone, finally, or as alone as one could be in an underground dungeon teeming with people.

I finish my business and zip my fly, flushing and washing my hands quickly with the cool water in the tap. I splash some onto my face, droplets scattering across the pristinely shined mirror ahead of me. Honestly, I look fucking rough. The skin under my eyes is hollowed and bruised, showing the strain of the past few weeks. My face looks gaunt, stressed, the crinkles at the side of my eyes appearing deeper than ever before.

I sigh, rubbing my palm against the scratchy stubble of my five o’clock shadow. The water sticks to the short, stubbly black hairs and drops into the sink one by one, just like everyone in Imperium. My empty eyes trace my reflection one last time, the sound of the clock on the wall ticking. With each blink, I envision one of those massive, lurking creatures getting closer.

Blink.

Their bone-white claws scraping the walls in the underground train station.

Blink.

The sound of the talons tapping along the metal rails, beckoning me to come closer.

Blink.

Its hot breath littering my skin with the raw odor of decomposing flesh.

Blink.

“Dandridge.” 

The door to the bathroom opens quickly and my head snaps to the left. My eyes squint in a glare at Aurora who has retaken her place in the doorway.

“I thought I told you to leave.” I scowl. 

Without a response, Aurora lifts a small pistol-shaped device, shooting a dart directly into my neck, nearly missing my jugular.

“I’m sorry about this.” She confesses before I collapse and my consciousness fades away.
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Chapter 3: Cavill
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I’m awoken by a deluge of freezing cold water and my body spasms, my wrists slamming against something metal and cold. I shake my head furiously, my unkempt ear-length hair shedding water everywhere. I try to move again, only to realize I’m subdued, cuffed to a solid metal chair at my ankles and my wrists. 

As my eyes come into focus, I see Aurora, now slightly damp, sitting in a chair ahead of me with a uniformed cadet at her side. I glower at them both, my lips peeling back in a snarl.

“Before you say anything,” Aurora begins, gesturing to the guard that he can take his leave, “Just know this is for your own good.”

“Somehow, I highly doubt that.” I retort, trying to wrench my wrists free to no avail. 

The cold metal of the cuffs is tight against my skin, threatening to shred it apart with every jerk. No matter how hard I pull or try to shuffle, I’m immobile. Glancing at the floor, I notice the chair is held by several bolts. Unless I somehow gain the ability to melt myself out, I’m at her mercy.

Aurora stands and strides over to a small wooden table adorned with a metal tray. I take note of several glass ampoules filled with multicolored fluids and an injecting device. 

“It should only take four weeks.” She explains cooly, shrugging her shoulders as she slaps on a pair of latex examination gloves.

“What will take four weeks?” I bite out.

I refuse to let the unknown unlock the door to fear. Death was something I had once invited in, begged to release me from my dire existence. But with Atlas, I now cower in the face it.

“You’ll have to excuse my novice hands,” Aurora continues, ignoring my questions, “You see, we lost Dr. Oaken when the city fell. She never made it out of Outpost Zero alive. None of them did.” 

Outpost Zero, the massive colonial house situated in the middle of nowhere. The place they had taken all of us, administered those injections. Kept Atlas in a cage. A cage.

“You will let me out.” I growl as she loads one of the ampoules into the injector, holding it to her face while waiting for the red light to blink green.

“Unfortunately for you, I won’t. Don’t worry, your girlfriend is fine.” Her tone is sadistically playful at the mention of Atlas.

If they’re willing to do this to me, I don’t dare myself to imagine what they’re doing to her.

Aurora continues.

“She’s at the cottage, sedated, of course. We can’t have her meddling with the trials.” 

I cock my head to the side as a stale drip of water falls from the ceiling onto my cheek. Looking upwards, I take a moment to debate whether to say a prayer and ask for any otherworldly entity to get me out of this. But all I’m met with is a mishmash of molded and decomposing ceiling panels.

“Trials?” I ask disgruntledly. 

Her hands are small, but the injection device is even smaller within her grasp. It only takes two swift steps before she’s at my side, raising the sleeve of my soaked t-shirt to expose my tense bicep.

“Relax your arm.” She commands, but I refuse, tensing the muscle further. 

“Fine.” She sighs, jamming the device straight into my muscle as I bite back a shout. 

I grind my teeth as the fluid releases into my body, filling my veins with what feels like ice. I shudder, my whole body dropping several degrees. The more I shake, the more my exposed wrists pull at the metal, finally breaking the skin beneath. I allow a deep hiss to escape at the pain as she pulls the injector from my arm, placing it back on the tray.

I watch her eyes as they dart to the corner of the room behind me. Following her proud stare, I notice a tiny camera mounted where the ceiling and peeling painted walls meet.

“For your entertainment.” I concede sarcastically to the camera through chattering teeth before turning back around to face my captor.

“Entertainment indeed.” She muses before loading another ampoule into the injector, blue this time.

“What is this shit?” I ask as the cold finally starts to subside, allowing my body to regulate itself back to its normal temperature.

Aurora seems to look back at the camera for permission before returning to my side, pressing the injector against my arm again.

“I could tell you...” She starts, just as the second serum shoots into my arm. 

This time, I don’t flex, hoping the pain is less this time around. Fortunately, the iciness doesn’t return, and my body takes it painlessly. 

Aurora continues.

“But the more you struggle, the worse it’ll be. Like I said, we’re sorry, but this is the only way.” 

Another vial is loaded as I flex my fingers, cold water dripping from my hair down the back of my neck.

I clench my fists and jaw.

“Have you ever heard of asking?”

It’s Aurora’s turn to scoff as she injects me a third time, drawing a little blood as I feel it trickle down my arm to my elbow. 

“Are you saying you would have willingly taken these injections?” 

She follows up the shot with a rub of cotton ball, cleaning the blood away. 

Who in their right mind would have signed up for this on their own accord? 

Aurora looks to the camera again and wordlessly puts the injector down on the metal tray, removing the gloves and flinging them onto the table.

“That’s enough for today.” She explains as I prepare myself for my restraints to be removed.

Aurora reaches into her pocket for what I assume to be the keys to the cuffs but comes out empty-handed. Before I have the chance to throw the line of obscenities dancing on the tip of my tongue, my head bobs forward, feeling heavier than it should. I try to lift it, try to stare into her soul with my barbed blue eyes to no avail. 

In seconds, I fall to exhaustion.

[image: Planet earth and moon]

“IS HE READY?”

A deep voice snaps me out of my sleep as I take a sharp inhale, the oxygen burning my lungs.

I try to fight back a cough but spiral into a fit of sputters as saliva returns to my mouth, offering a reprieve to the dryness. A small paper straw is fed into the corner of my lips, pushing against my teeth as I bite back against it, refusing it entry. My dry lips crack and bleed at the effort.

“It’s just water.” Aurora explains, thrusting the straw so hard against my gums, I swear they’re bound to bleed. 

I recoil in pain, causing her to drop the cup on the floor, its contents splashing against my now bare feet. I take inventory of myself once my breathing returns to normal. I’m fully clothed, apart from my boots and socks having been removed. Still chained to a chair. Still in this dank ten-by-ten foot room. The heavy scent of mold makes its way into my nostrils, stronger than before, as if it had proliferated while I was unconscious. 

With no windows in here, it’s impossible to tell what time it is or how long I’ve been sitting here. Though the nagging numbness of my tailbone gives me enough of an indicator. 

I brave the motion of moving my raw wrists, grimacing not at the pain, but at the sound of metal scraping against metal. The sharp shriek makes me groan as my head begins to throb, shredding me apart with the worst migraine I’ve ever felt.

“He’s ready.” Aurora announces, her words reverberating off my headache-ridden skull. 

I clench my jaw and look at the man beside her. I can’t recognize him, not that I would expect to. But he drops a single ampoule of something on the metal tray. Jackass, I decide to name him, self explanatory. Jackass looks at me almost empathetically as he takes his exit, leaving me and his archangel overlord alone.

“Things are progressing faster than we expected,” Aurora confides proudly, “Much faster.”

“Enough of the whole cloak and dagger mad scientist act.” I cough out, my voice raw from dehydration as the throbbing pain works its way into my nasal passage.

“Should have taken the water,” Aurora shrugs, snapping on another set of gloves and preparing the injector, “If I were you, I wouldn’t complain. This could be a lot worse; you know. You could be awake for all of it.”

“I am awake for all of this.” I seethe, instantly recoiling at the volume of my own voice threatening to tear my brain into slimy little bits.

“What are you feeling?” She’s almost hesitant in her questioning, which makes me hesitant to answer. But my pride gets the best of me. If there’s something she can give me for this headache, I will acquiesce.

“My head is throbbing, my wrists are raw, my feet are freezing on this damp concrete floor, no thanks to your clumsiness,” I gesture with my head to the cup on the floor before continuing, “And the smell of the mold in this god damn room will be the death of me. Where are my fucking shoes?”

“We need to keep an eye on your feet.” She says flatly, ignoring my other symptoms as if they were to be expected.

I turn behind me to the camera, tilting my head in its direction.

“Is that what you’re into? Feet? I can show you a dozen other ways to get your rocks off.” 

I turn back around.

Aurora shakes her head disappointedly.

“I assure you the last thing on anyone’s mind is to fuck your feet. We need to monitor changes, as I’m sure you’re aware.”

I catch the last half of her sentence. 

Feet. 

Monitoring changes. 

Project Orion. 

Shit. 

My breath catches in my throat as my face pales, a sudden shiver overtaking my dry body. A rage boils in the center of my gut as I thrash against the restraints, not caring if they tear further into my skin. Another injury they can work with if they dare to touch me in this mood. Against all my might, the chair refuses to move, refuses to let me free, which burns at my fuse even further.

“Relax.” Aurora instructs.

“Make me, Pather.”

I try to collect as much spit as I can to hurl into her face, but my withered tongue betrays me. In a flurry of profanities, Aurora stands in front of the chair, staring down at my unwilling body. If she comes any closer, I will gnaw her nose right off her pretty little face.

A look of worry washes across her face before she stands, quickly glimpsing at the camera before retaking her authoritative stance.

“You hurl that as an insult,” she speaks into the open, allowing those watching to listen, “But soon you won’t be so different, like me, but better, stronger.” 

With her back to the camera, she looks at me apologetically while slamming the injection into my arm.

“You’re a fucking coward.” I snap weakly.

I can’t help myself as the serum penetrates my core, burning my nerves as it works its way through my system. 

I throw my head back in agony, releasing a roaring scream as it burns me from the inside out. My bowels and bladder threaten to betray me as all my major organs focus on fighting the pain, eliminating the threat. I feel the vomit rising from food that I don’t remember eating and it takes every ounce of my strength to will my head forward, the contents splattering into my lap. The scent of bile and half-digested food sends me into a heaving spiral, continually vomiting, even after there’s nothing left, and blood is all that remains.
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Chapter 4: Daisuke 
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The sound of dripping water rises me from my sleep, not that I was sleeping peacefully in the first place. 

It has been a month since we last saw Atlas and Cavill, a month since I failed my most critical mission. From inside this childhood bunker, there was only so much that I could do to reach the outside world. Opening the door was out of the question, as the maurs patrolled the tunnels day and night, thumping and clawing at the walls to keep us inside. There were nights where I was sure the door would give way under their strength, but it never did.

I could have thrown myself to the creatures, put a stop to the endless torment, but I wouldn’t have made it far. Not only would they have torn me to shreds, Sata and Six would have been fodder as well. No matter how hard I brainstormed, paced, or prepped, Sata assured me the best thing I could do was wait it out, wait them out. An impossible task, but I managed to do it.

The only problem we now face is I have no idea where him and Atlas are, if they’re together, or if they’re alive. Whatever communication equipment we had failed weeks ago. Imperium’s grid had fallen. We were lucky that the bunker’s life support systems were still functioning, though I’m sure they won’t be for long.

It’s been five days since I’ve noticed any recent activity from the maurs. Their patrols have seemingly vanished into thin air, giving us a few nights’ worth of rest, though all three of us were continually on edge. Being down here has changed us all, whether it be for the better or worse. 

Six’s happy-go-lucky self deflated after week one. Now she spends more time in her room sleeping off migraines than with the rest of us. Sata’s spoiled attitude had to be stifled, the bunker bringing her down to earth. Me? Well, I’ve lost at least 15 pounds from refusing to eat, refusing to do much of anything apart from worry. Sata calls it self-pity, but I simply cannot bring myself to think of anything but the worst. 

Should I have listened to my gut and run out into the tunnels? Or is staying secure behind our giant steel door the best chance we have at saving whatever’s left of Imperium?

I rub my eyes to get rid of the excess sleep trapped in my tear ducts, feeling the puffiness of the bags under my eyes. Through the bedroom door, I can hear someone clanging around in the kitchen, tossing dishes haphazardly into the sink as the smell of eggs and burnt bacon fill my nose. Sata. It must be Sata.

Another thing about living in an enclosed space with two strangers is you get to learn the ins and outs of each other quite well. Six is a phenomenal cook and loves keeping her space clean, much to my enjoyment. Sata, on the other hand, well, let’s say she still has a long way to go before putting in the effort I would expect from a roommate. There’s no doubt the bunker has kept us safe, rewarded us with a home away from home. But I undoubtedly know each one of us will love having our own place again, if the world ever returns to normal.

Sitting up, I swing my legs over the side of the bed, slipping my feet into my slippers. The padded bottoms slap against the floor while I meander over to the mirror, already knowing what I’m going to see. The bags under my eyes are worse than I imagined, sticking out in shades of purple and blue against my porcelain skin. I look like I’ve aged fifty years, especially with the short beard I’ve managed to grow since I’ve been down here. I wrap my hair into a tight bun and fasten it with an elastic, keeping it out of my face. The girls had offered to cut it, but I refused. Haircuts and shaving were the last things on my to-do list. I needed to spend all my free time planning, figuring out how I would get out of here and when. How I could get back to Cavill.

Turning on the faucets in the bathroom, I splash my face with cold water which gives me some relief. I reach for my toothbrush, managing to get a small blob of toothpaste onto the hard bristles before the faucet sputters, the water coming to a halt. 

I turn the knobs on and off, realizing the water has stopped for good. Sighing, I toss the toothbrush onto the side of the sink, patting my face dry with the bottom of my hoodie before sluggishly walking out into the living room.

“D!” Sata calls, just as I open the door.

“I know, I know.” I respond groggily.

“The water’s out again.” Sata look at me hopelessly, pancake batter smeared across the front of her shirt and pan of burnt bacon sitting at the back of the stovetop, bathing in its own grease.

“I know.” I repeat, heading to the hatch in the floor that leads to the cold cellar.

We’ve had this problem before. The water would shut off intermittently but a couple of good bangs against the pipes in the cellar always made it come back.

Just as I’m about to lift the hatch to take the makeshift ladder down, Six barges out of the main bathroom into the living room, grasping onto a towel for dear life. I look at her, bemused, as shampoo runs down from her forehead into her eyes.

Before she gets a word out, I speak first.

“I know, working on it.” I point to the hatch.

Descending into the cellar, I take a quick look at our supplies, realizing we’re running low on a few items but nothing of major importance. I told the girls to leave the treats alone, but their appetites said otherwise. Within a month, they had gone through an entire stockpile of popcorn, chocolates, sugary beverages, and more. 

I look to the ceiling, inspecting the pipes for any sign of damage only to come up empty, everything looks fine. I head to my trusty spot on one of the main pipes, giving it a good thump, waiting to hear running water, but there’s nothing. I run my hands along the metal, checking for moisture while also inspecting for any drips. Still nothing.

“Still not working!” Sata yells from upstairs and I grunt in agreement.

By the time I trace the pipes to the far wall of the cold cellar, I step in a massive puddle, my foot and slipper submerged. I recoil back, shaking whatever water I can off my foot and inspect the damage. A massive, gaping hole is in the main water supply to the bunker stares me in the face, a hole that nothing could possibly fix. Sure, I could tape it closed, but it would only be a temporary solution to a permanent problem. A ball of nervousness bubbles into my stomach, realizing this issue confirms my hidden, cowardly fear: we can’t stay here forever.

Making my way back to the main floor, I stand at the breakfast bar with my hands on the counter, ready to have the inevitable discussion. Sata picks up on my vibe, putting the pan in her hand down and switching the stove off, wiping her hands on the front of her shirt.

“Six...” She calls out, beckoning her to join in on the conversation.

Six emerges from the bathroom in a robe, shampoo sitting at the nape of her neck while her hair is wrapped in a towel. I clear my throat, preparing myself to say it out loud.

“We have to leave.” 

There’s a deafening silence in the room with both women staring blankly at me, searching for answers in my tired, sunken eyes. There’s not much else that I can say. They trained us in a lot of things when I was at the DSD, but welding a new pipe wasn’t one of them.

“I know it’s the last thing you two want,” I begin, “But it’s time. The pipes in the cold cellar are busted and we can’t survive without fresh water, but above all else, we have a responsibility to Cavill and Atlas.”

“Can’t you just like...fix it?” Sata asks, cocking her head to the side in disbelief.

“I can’t,” I explain, “The whole pipe needs to be replaced. It looked rusted to begin with, I’m surprised it lasted this long. We knew it was coming; we can’t stay here forever.”

“There has to be a solution.” Six suggests, racking her brain with an alternative.

“I know you’re scared,” I turn to look at Six and then back to Sata, “We’re all scared. We’ve seen what these things can do. We watched them for nearly four weeks, prowling out there, waiting for us. But they haven’t been down here for days now.”

“What if they’re just waiting?” Six asks ominously, tightening her robe around her.

I clear my throat, out of positive things to say.

“It’s a chance we’re going to have to take.”

For someone who had the fear trained out of them, I still feel uncomfortable at the thought of being torn apart by six-inch claws or the spiky, sharp teeth hidden beneath the thin lips of those things. Any civilian would cower in here for as long as they could, even if it meant dehydrating to death. 

It would be a better death.

“I can’t do this on my own,” I try to fill the shocked void from the two women, “I’m going to need your help. We’re going to have to work together if we want to get out of here alive.”

“Alive,” Sata scoffs, “That’s fantastic.”

She crosses her arms defiantly, leaning her back against the counter.

I mutter the only thing I know will light a fire under her.

“Sata, we need to get to your sister.”

As soon as the words leave my mouth, the look on Sata’s face suggests I should have kept them to myself.

“Of course, we need to save my sister,” she snaps, “It’s not like I forgot about her down here.”

“Great,” I respond, refusing to push any further, “Then we’re in agreement.”

“It would be nice to get some sunlight...” Six mentions, looking to the steel door separating us from the outside world.

“It would, indeed.” I look to the two women as they nod.

I walk back to Cavill’s room, my eyes scanning every surface, taking inventory of what I need to bring with us and what can be left behind.

“We need to travel as lightly as possible.” I call out, only to be met with grumbling mumbles of disapproval.

It doesn’t matter how they feel. The fact is that we can’t survive here. 

We have to go outside.
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Chapter 5: Atlas
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The black abyss of my closed eyes brightens from a warm light emanating from the fireplace in the center of the cottage’s living room. I blink away the heavy sleep, my surroundings coming into focus as I roll my head to the side, noticing a freshly lit fire without a trace of soot in the firebox.

It takes a second for me to regain strength in my arms, which are positioned on top of my chest, as if I had been laid to rest. Lazily, I push myself up into a sitting position, allowing me to catch my bearings before I brave the challenge of standing. Staring around the living room, nothing seems out of place. Even the front door is locked from the inside, or by someone with a key.

“Raj?” I call out, only to be met with silence, the only other person who would have a key to the cottage.

The only other person except for... 

“Cavill?”

A bottomless pit in my stomach tells me I’m wrong to call for him. He’s gone, my gut tells me, he’s not here.

“Cavill?” I beckon again, ignoring my thoughts.

I’m met with no response, only the crackle of the roaring fire, spreading a welcoming heat. In the silence, my brain reminds me of the truth, that Cavill had been taken.

My hands tremble while I brush my unraveled hair away from my face, realizing it feels soft. Bringing a handful to my nose, I inhale and am met by the familiar scent of shampoo. I’m bathed and fed, based on the fullness I feel in my stomach. 

Did I hit my head?

I cautiously pat around my skull, searching for signs of injury. No blood, no bumps. Nothing. Peering through the sheer curtains at the other end of the room, I notice the sun has begun to rise, the start of a new day.

“How long have I been asleep?” I whisper to myself.

A heaviness settles below my stomach, signaling I need to relieve myself and I cautiously walk to the downstairs bathroom. I make sure to hold onto the back of the couch, the kitchen counter, and the wall, as I enter the powder room. Readied on the toilet, I glance at my underwear, noticing a dark red streak across the center. As a woman who had always been regular, I stare at the blood confusedly. I had just had my period. 

It’s impossible, it couldn’t have been a month.

Finishing my duties, I wash my hands and take a bundle of toilet paper, stuffing it in place. It will have to do, for now. 

If I have been unconscious for a month, where has Cavill been? My stomach twists at the thought. And who has been taking care of me? A grimy sensation covers my skin at the thought of strange, prying hands managing to shower, dress, and feed me unknowingly. The gravity of the violation makes me want to retch into the toilet and peel off my skin. 

I angrily throw open the door, stalking around the first floor, looking for any trace of a strange presence. There’s nothing. Upstairs, it’s more of the same, everything is as it was when we first arrived, as if I’ve been here alone this whole time. 

Heading back to the living room, I slump onto the worn couch, the plush cushions hugging onto the sides of my hips. I’m slightly groggy, the aftereffects of whatever nap I had taken. Or whatever nap I was given. I realize, there’s no point to playing detective, I’m good as dead without Cavill anyway. 

Cavill. 

My mind flies through short bursts of images, memories returning. He was taken, he didn’t leave of his own volition. And those swirling colors of the sky... 

I flick on the media center, cycling through the channels. Someone has to be reporting on something, somewhere. But I’m wrong. Every channel is off the air, a black screen with a white bar through the center indicating there’s no broadcast. No news, no weather, no entertainment, nothing. If only Dai were here, he would know what to do. I even find myself missing my sister, my parents, someone who could help me figure out the next steps. 

Turning the media center off, I trudge outside, remembering the bags Cavill had left in the Vertex when we had gone into the village. Once at the trunk, I wave my hand at the handle and it opens, exposing a single duffle bag in the compartment. I tug on the straps, bringing the bag closer and unzip it, not knowing what I’ll find. I need a way to get into contact with Dai, I need to get everyone back together. All I can see is an assortment of clothes, whether Cavill’s or mine, I don’t quite care which. Searching the floor of the passenger’s seat, I realize the other bag and the groceries are missing.

Settling with the fact there’s nothing here, I go back inside. 

I can’t stay here alone, I’m a sitting duck, I have to get to the estate. The maurs might be after Cavill, but if they find me first, I don’t stand a chance against them, especially with no other weapon than kitchen knives. That is, unless they’ve already gotten to him. As much as I would love to bunker down and hide for as long as I can, I have to let someone know, I have to do something. Cynthine would want me to do something. Ares would want me to do something. The world needs me to do something.

“Get it together, Atlas.” I say out loud, my voice shaken but assured, knowing exactly what my next steps are.

Taking a deep breath, I open the refrigerator, noticing a few fresh essentials lining the shelves, nothing we would have bought at the village grocer. Whoever was here shopped for me to keep me fed, to keep me alive. I scrounge within the creaky cabinet underneath the kitchen sink and retrieve a garbage bag, tossing whatever I can into it. I’d rather not have to stop on the way to the Dandridge Estate unless I desperately need to. Remembering the words of Cavill, the less I’m out in the open, the better. It should be a straight shot from here to there, especially if I speed.

Some of my anxiety sweeps away, giving me a sense of purpose. If I can’t save Cavill, I can save my sister, Six, Dai. I remember Frank briefing us on three maurs at the estate that were picked up on camera, one of which we took down and I would be surprised if the other was still standing. That means one, only one will be left. I’ve escaped two before, one should be a piece of cake.

As I leave the cottage, I bid it a final farewell. I will find them, then we will find him.

[image: Planet earth and moon]

THE RUMBLING OF THE wheels sends vibrations through the steering wheel as I try to navigate the rough terrain on the side of the road. There’s no use in trying to stay on the highway, it’s so much worse than I had expected. Empty vehicles lined both sides, stuck bumper to bumper with little room. All the cars on both sides are heading in the same direction, away from the city. Charred skeletons of once pristine vehicles are scattered intermittently, having crashed into one another. The smell of gasoline and death fills my nose, warning me to get as far away from here as I can.

My heart shatters seeing people’s belongings and children’s toys littering the highway, torn remnants of clothes clinging to the open doors as they tried to escape. The empty car seats are almost too much to bear, making me want to close my eyes and say a silent prayer for all these lost souls. There’s very little chance anyone made it out alive and if they did, there’s no telling how long they’d be able to survive on their own. Ethereans, Metrans, and Urbans fleeing collectively, trying to all escape the same fate, never having worked together until now.

My mind tries to tell me this could surely be the work of one maur, considering the mess we had seen when leaving Imperium. All it would take is for one to start a panic, causing absolute chaos and destruction. As I pass the wreckages, smears of blood are wiped along the sides of car doors. Whether from a maur or not, I’m not willing to wait around to find out.

The sky is still bright blue, shockingly distant from the display of terror that I’m passing with each minute. If I were to look straight up, I would think it was any other day. Barely any cloud cover, warmth radiating off the asphalt and the sun shining happily. 

None of it matters though. All I can feel is dread, complete and utter dread.

The closer I get to Imperium, the worse the roads become, forcing me to adjust my plan. Driving along the highway’s boulevard will only get me so far, as I can see cars everywhere ahead of me.

I pull the GPS up onto the windshield. I’m only halfway there, still over an hour to go. While checking for an alternate route, a glaring red light flashes in the bottom right-hand corner where the battery indicator should be.

“You’ve got to be kidding.” I groan, realizing the battery only has 30 minutes of charge left, if I’m lucky.

Without much of a choice, I veer off on the next exit, avoiding most of the wreckage in search for a charging station. I beg the GPS to find something quickly as it directs me to the closest one in a Food Value parking lot.

As I round the corner of the final side street, I’m able to see the lot is as empty as I hoped. So desolate, in fact, that I find myself second-guessing if stopping here is worth the risk. With only 20 minutes of battery life left, I don’t have an option, and any charging station puts me equally at risk.

“I doubt maurs have a penchant for grocery shopping.” I mutter to myself.

To quell my concerns, I take a quick cruise by the massive glass windows at the front of the store, making sure there aren’t any signs of movement inside. Once satisfied, I choose a parking spot that's close enough to the front but not too close, shutting off the ignition. I get out and pull the cable from the charging station, plugging it into the Vertex’s socket on the bumper. After a few seconds, the charging module changes from red to yellow, showing that it's transferring power.

"Yes!" I celebrate in a hushed voice, enjoying this small victory. 

Leaning against the side of the SUV, I read the advertisements showing on a few of the glass windows, enticing customers to come inside. The grocery store must be on an independent power source, considering every other building around is darkened with abandonment.

A video starts of a woman sitting down, enjoying a cold, refreshing iced coffee. As she takes a sip, condensation rolls down the side of the glass and every gulp seems even more hydrating than the last. Caffeine would be nice. Cold caffeine would be even better, the air’s humidity reminds me with its mugginess. An iced coffee to-go wouldn’t hurt. 

Before I walk into the grocer, I instinctively pat my pocket for my phone, remembering I don’t have it on me. I’ve never been too fond of the idea of stealing, leaving some credits behind would make me feel a little better.

"It's not that big of a deal," Cavill would say, "You need to chill." 

I shake my head, realizing at this point, there’s no reason to feel ashamed for taking something as small as a coffee. Locking the Vertex behind me, I start the short walk to the Food Value, cheering for the small luxury of having some caffeine. 

I try to walk through the sliding doors but they’re sealed shut. I walk to the side of the building, checking the other entrance, noticing it’s been broken into, glass littering the concrete walkway. The closer I get, the more my brain cautions me to go back to the SUV, but I’ve already decided, there’s no point in turning back now. 

I step through the shattered entryway, the glass crunching beneath my feet. There's not a single sound to be heard, apart from the rhythmic tapping of water dripping somewhere to my right. The shelves are fully stocked, Food Value’s peppy music playing through the speakers to get shoppers in the mood to spend money.

“Welcome to Food Value!” The loudspeaker booms, making me jump out of my skin, “Your place to find the freshest produce in all of Imperium!” The voice is sickly sweet, something I had never noticed when I was able to live my happy go-lucky life. 

I look to my left and notice an empty shopping cart standing by itself, as if someone had taken it out and left in a hurry. Someone must have been here at some point, especially with the broken glass at the door. But from the sound of things, or lack thereof, they should be long gone by now. 

It’s unusually warm inside, suggesting the air conditioning has either gone out or has been shut off. I walk directly to the back of the store where the café and bakery are located, avoiding the molding produce in their perfectly arranged wicker baskets.

When I get to the coffee station, I’m able to grab a metal cup and head to the coffee maker in the far-right corner. One of the large vending machines is made for hot beverages while the other is specifically designed for cold. There are several churning containers of freezing cold drinks, whether it be slushies, frozen matcha lemonade, or my weapon of choice, iced lattes. I stick the metal cup under the spout and flip the spigot open, the delectable, iced coffee slipping effortlessly into the cup, filling it to the brim. I can’t help but take a sip while its pouring, allowing the liquid to soothe my dry throat, giving me some semblance of normalcy if only for a moment. I purse my lips at the overwhelming sugariness and bitter taste of the synthetic beans.

“Should have stopped at Evana.” I mention to myself, knowing the Etherean grocery chain would have had far superior coffee.

Closing the spigot and topping the cup with a lid, I make my way back towards the exit, detouring to the pharmacy aisle packed with painkillers and other over-the-counter serums. I grab what I think I could possibly need, juggling it in my hands. Walking to the counter, I put everything down and pack it into one of the cotton carry-out satchels.

With my bag in one hand and coffee in the other, I triumphantly get to the broken glass door and walk through it, the glass crunching in the tread of my shoes. Quickly checking my surroundings, I assure myself that no one came by while I was inside, giving me an extra ounce of relief. I unlock the SUV, tossing my newly found contents into the passenger’s side. I take another sip of the coffee, my tongue still sticking to the roof of my arid mouth. As delicious as this coffee is, I know it’s bound to dehydrate me. If this is to be my last stop, I need water.

I groan in annoyance and open the driver’s side door, quickly checking the battery percentage and noticing it’s about halfway full, more than enough to get to Imperium. 

Jogging back to the Food Value, I scurry to the water aisle, settling for two massive jugs of crystal clear glacier water. I grab onto their top handles, feeling the weight in both of my arms as I walk back to the exit. I let a small smile escape my lips, proud of my resourcefulness and knowing I’ll be reunited with my sister in less than an hour. 

As I turn the corner, I jerk to a stop as a hulking figure walks in front of the broken glass door, blocking my exit. The jolt forces my hands to lose their grip as I drop the jugs, the glass bottles shattering while water soaks into my shoes and puddles at my feet. 

It's hard to see any facial features, the bright blue sky shrouding the figure with its backlighting. But their stance is anything but friendly, their husky overweight frame taking up most of the door.

"And where do you think you're going?" The figure says with his deep, penetrating voice.

Every syllable comes from the bowels of hell and shakes me to my core. I'm frozen in place, unable to say or do anything but stand here and breathe.

"Well, sweetheart?" He chuckles and I can smell his breath from here, a mixture of expensive tobacco and soured beef jerky. 

He steps to the side, taunting me with the exit but I know better than to move any closer to his grasp. As he walks deeper into the store, I get a better look at his weathered skin. It's overly tanned, like paled leather clinging onto his malformed facial muscles. His eyes are brown, but they look closer to black, same with his long greasy black hair slicked over both of his shoulders. His menacing grin is tearing at the skin in the corners of his mouth with his chapped lips flaking with dried blood.

"Oh my!" Exclaims another voice from outside as a second person comes from around the corner, standing at the door’s threshold. 

A gangly woman wearing an expensive coat well above her pay grade ambles into view.  Her emaciated hands cling to the soiled fur of the jacket, pulling it tighter around her sickly, boney figure.

"What do we have here, Zax?" Her voice is wet and croaky with phlegm. 

They both focus their attention on me. I might have had a chance of getting out of here if it was just her, but with this giant behemoth in my way, I fear there’s no escape.

"I was just asking this pretty little thing that very same question." He muses, reaching out to touch my chin with his hand as I pull away in disgust. 

The woman clicks her tongue against her teeth, stepping onto the glass with bare feet, showing no signs of pain. She must be on her fill of stims to not even grimace at the shards sticking into her soles. 

"Now, now, we don't treat Zaxy like that, do we?" She patronizes me.

Her breath smells worse than his, which really sends my stomach into a spiral. My eyes quickly dart around, looking for anything I could use to save myself. The man catches me looking, shaking his head and clicking his tongue in disapproval. 

He reaches out for my face and I pull away again, smelling stale tobacco on his yellowed fingers. For as quickly as I move, his fatty, plump hand catches me quicker, slithering his fingers into my hair and yanking my head back. It hurts so deeply that I cry out in pain, causing him to tighten his grip, bending my neck as far back as it will go. I swear I can feel each individual hair being pulled out at its root the tighter he pulls. In seconds, his rotten breath touches the nape of my neck, his nose trailing along my skin, taking in a strong whiff.

"Well then!" He shouts excitedly, his stagnant body odor stinging my nose as my eyes get blurry with tears, "At least we know that she's not one of them quiet ones!"

"That's right, Zaxy baby," the woman agrees, stepping closer until I can feel her a few inches away, "And look here," she extends a boney finger to my neck, putting pressure on my jugular with her dirty pointed nails, "She has a pulse, not like those androids. You hit the jackpot, baby!" 

The man releases my neck and pushes me backward onto the ground. I feel the glass pierce through my soft skin as I try to stop myself from shattering my tailbone. My back falls against something sharp and hard, a broken metal bar from the door. Slowly, I snake my hand behind me, trying to get a good grip on it.

"Well, damn," he breathes excitedly, "Getting ready for me already?" 

He reaches for his oversized belt buckle with the head of a King Cobra embossed in the rusted silver metal. His hands hurriedly work at the zipper on the front of his brown stained jeans while the woman stands impatiently, as if she's waiting for him to finish. The bile in my stomach churns, threatening to spew from between my lips at the thought of him touching me again.

"That's right, Zaxy baby," the woman encourages, "Spoil the meat before we feast."

My mind clears, focused solely on getting the metal in my hand and impaling him straight through his rotten mouth. I can tell he's zeroed in on trying to unzip his dirt laden jeans than with what I’m doing, giving me the perfect opportunity to attack. I finally wrap my fingers around the bar, beginning to pull it to my front just as he pounces on top of me on all fours, pinning my arms and legs down.

"Fuck you!" I scream, trying to thrust my knee into his groin but I can barely move under his weight. 

The more I struggle, the harder he presses. I try again and again to no avail. With him forcing himself on top of me, our eyes meet, the bloodshot whites of his eyes threatening to swallow me whole. He rips the bar out of my grasp. 

"Gotcha, you Etherean bitch. Your money can’t save you now." He seethes.

“That’s right, Zaxy baby,” the woman sneers, “Show the little bitch what a Forsaken can do to that pretty little face of hers.” 

I thrash against him with whatever strength I can muster, not bothering to explain how I’m anything but Etherean. The sound of broken glass scraping the ceramic tiles is background noise to the gut-wrenching cackling of the woman at my plight. I refuse to stop fighting, I can't stop.

The heavy man's arms flip me onto my stomach as he clumsily tries to take off my jeans, my body pinned between his thighs. I crawl against the ground, trying to wiggle myself from under him. At this point, I couldn't care less about the glass in my hands and arms, tearing at my skin and leaving trails of blood behind. I can hear his breathing getting faster the more successful he gets, my jeans shifting further down my hips. My strength starts to deplete as I realize no matter how hard I fight, it means nothing. 

The collective stinging of the glass overwhelms me, and I begin screaming bloody murder. Air fills my lungs by the bucket, allowing me to cry out for help. After several more seconds of fighting, the woman's maniacal laughter stops with a surprised gasp. 

The man stops clawing at my pants and the grip of his thighs loosen, giving me enough time to flip myself over to see what's going on. He turns around too, kneeled in confusion, paying no attention to me. I scurry backwards on my hands, trying to put as much distance between us as possible. When I'm far enough away, I realize the gangly woman is nowhere to be found.

"Elora?" The behemoth calls curiously before standing up, his belt buckle dangling as a terrifying reminder of what comes next. 

"Elora." He calls out in a command for her to answer, but no one does. 

His hulking figure stands and he turns his back to me, cautiously walking towards the shattered door. I take this time to scurry further away, grabbing the metal bar in preparation for when he returns. He sticks his head through the broken glass, searching both left and right for signs of his woman.

"Listen here, you tricky bitch. If you think you can leave me, you've got another thing com-," his voice cuts off as he's yanked around the corner by something outside of the grocery store. 

I can hear a brief struggle and a small whimper before the sound of cracking bones fills the silence followed by a loud thump. 

My body tenses as the man's body falls flat on the concrete, his neck corkscrewed with shattered bones, head facing me. His dead eyes are wide and full of terror. 

I fight back a whimper while I scurry further, finding a hiding spot behind a cashier stall. The sound of crunching glass returns, whatever was outside coming through the entrance. 

I close my eyes tightly, praying that it's not what I think it is.

The leaden footsteps get closer to my exact hiding spot.

"Shit, shit, shit." I whisper as the steps get even closer. 

My heart threatens to burst through my ribs with every thump. 

I hear two hands place themselves on the checkout counter, as someone leans over, clearly having found where I was taking refuge.

I open my eyes slowly, ready to accept my fate.

My gaze traces lines of muscles trailing up the strong, unbreakable arms of the person before me. His broad shoulders are back with astute confidence leading to perfectly disheveled backswept chestnut hair. My heart swells at the sight of the brilliant crystal blue eyes before me, making note of my injuries. His jaw ticks, body tensing before he releases a breath and crouches to my level, resting his arms on his knees. The mischievous smile that follows sends my mind swirling.

"Miss me?”
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Chapter 6: Cavill
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My eyelids feel like lead and my body feels like Hell as I twist and turn against the scratchy ripped sheets of the rickety bed they’ve left me in. The rotten wood groans with every movement, my muscles seizing as a roaring fever rips through me. My sweat has pooled on every inch of the mattress, soaking it down to the prodding coils stabbing me in the back. I toss and turn, a smoldering fire burning like embers in all my limbs. It’s been days, weeks, of this. In and out of consciousness, only catching a glimpse of the brightness of morning or the depth of the night sky, if I’m lucky. Most of the time my eyes have been shut, catapulting me through vivid nightmares that I can’t awaken from. 

The pain is endless and overflowing. 

Aside from the rare person coming in to monitor my vitals, my only company is the beeping sound of the monitor to my left. I feel everything, down to the hairs on my legs matted to my ignited skin. They’ve tried to give me water, tried to give me food, but my body rejects everything. The second it reaches my throat, my esophagus seizes, refusing to let anything pass. My only chance of survival has been the intravenous fluids and nutrients. But, regardless of all that, my body feels stronger than it ever has, reinforced, even. As if the marrow in my bones has been replaced by unyielding steel. 

I groan at another flare of fire boiling my gut as the door to the room opens, the heavy metal door scraping against the floor. Someone comes into the room, but I can’t gather the energy to pry open my eyes. They stop at my side, fiddling with the tubes inserted into my veins. Within seconds they’re gone and before the door has a chance to close again, I feel some relief.

My bubbling gut turns to a slight simmering as the fire in my veins is washed over by a cooling wave. My ear-splitting headache ceases, and my muscles relax, replaced by a soreness that I reach to massage out of my calves. My hands trace the curvature of my leg muscles, realizing they not only feel stronger, they are stronger. Poking at the flesh, it feels rigid, solid, as if I’d been training the entire time I’ve been unconscious. 

My hands work their way to the hem of my shirt, lifting it slightly to see my pinchable flesh transformed into unmovable brawn. Wiggling my toes, I notice no change, offering a glimmer of hope. One of the first things noted in Project Orion’s case files were talons, long, striking talons emerging from the toes. I hastily run my hands down my face, arms, thighs, everything is where it should be. 

It’s different. But it’s all there.

“Feeling better?” Aurora’s voice fills the semi-sterile room as she strides to the bedside, turning off the beeping monitors. 

This place is a far cry from the original torture chamber they had held me in before. After the trials, they brought me here, limp and near death. It took every measure of strength to stop myself from giving up, letting my body shut down, even though my soul begged me to let go. It was as if they kept me right on the precipice of eternal slumber, giving me no choice but to prove how badly I wanted to stay alive. Little did they know it had nothing to do with me, nothing to do with them, but everything to do with Atlas.

I grumble a small “Yes”, relieved that the pain has subsided. 

I must have fulfilled their desire to see how my body would handle the trials “humanly,” as Aurora had said. No painkillers, just restless sleep and a deep eternal burning that wouldn’t soon be forgotten. I want to be filled with rage, angry at what they had done to me, but all I can feel is gratitude. Gratitude to my captors for alleviating the torment they had subjected me to.

“Good,” is all she says before reaching for my hand, arm, chest, removing all the straps, patches, and needles from my body, “It’s time to show us what you can do.”

“Huh?” Is all I can manage as she helps me to swing my legs off the side of the bed, my feet hitting the floor. 

I feel like I’m as sturdy as the concrete itself, as if we’ve become one and the same. A numbing sense of compliance overwhelms me, beckoning me to follow Aurora, listen to her every command. She tosses a pile of clothes on the bed, a form-fitting black t-shirt, black camo pants, boxer shorts, and a worn set of cotton socks.

“Get dressed and meet me out in the hall.”

“Alright,” I agree, snatching the pile of clothes off the sopping mattress and sheets. 

A shower would be a far better alternative, allowing me to rinse the salty brine of my sweat down the drain. Maybe even get some soap into the matted, greasy hair that’s now hanging down into my eyes, its otherwise deep brown coloring shaded by sweat. 

As instructed, I slip on the new clothes, tying up the boots at the side of the bed with ease, my fingers moving skillfully along the laces. Standing, I take a good look at the room. Aside from the small cart of medical equipment and the rotten bedframe, it’s empty. Something tells me it’ll be the last time I see this place and I allow myself to smile.

Good riddance.

I follow Aurora down an empty hallway adorned with no decoration aside from a two-way mirror, blacked out on our side. I can feel the eyes behind peering at me as I follow her down the corridor. She flexes her hands at her sides.

“Nervous, are we?” I ask but she wordlessly hastens her pace.

If so, she doesn’t let it show beyond her tense hands, but I can tell she’s seconds away from grabbing the firearm strapped to the holster on her hip. Or the injector to its left, preloaded and ready to fire, its indicator blinking green.

“You’ve done well.” She mentions, directing me down another hallway lined with more two-way mirrors.

“It’s not like I had a choice.” My voice is strong but subservient, a tone that takes me by surprise. 

Deep within the recesses of my mind, I can feel a second personality, one that is fearsome, apocalyptic, a beast. It’s banging against the brick wall separating that part of me from the placidity of my current state. I can hear it, feel it scratching at the wall, its nails ripping from its skin, clawing, trying to find its way out. Aurora nods at my response, aware that although they kept me breathing, I hadn’t felt alive for however long. 

“How long has it been?” I dare ask.

“A month.”

A month?

We reach the end of the hallway, ascending three sets of stairs as we face an unassuming metal door that parts for us, two cadets stationed at either side. The smell of fresh air nearly brings me to my knees as I take in the outdoors. The sun has begun to rise this early in the morning, fresh dew adorning short blades of grass across the sprawling yard in front of me. I can hear woodland creatures rustling in the leaves beyond, birds, squirrels, and the like. With the warmth of the day swirling in the air, I feel a gentle wetness begin to line my eyes. My lips part, saliva coating my mouth at the thought of kissing the moist earth, breathing in its scent and never letting it go. 

A month since I had the feeling of the sun’s direct rays on my skin, a month since my lungs filled with something other than stale, moldy recirculated air. I reach my hand out, letting the dawn haze entwine itself through my pallid fingers.

“Thank you.” I mutter, the raging voice in the back of my mind entirely silenced at the glory of the world that I had been kept from for so long.

Aurora nods curtly before giving me my next set of instructions.

“It’s time for the final phase.” She points to the far right of the compound where several obstacle courses have been arranged.

My eyes scan the first obstacle, a thick, burly log suspended mid-air and held between two posts. The next is a towering wooden wall with a single frayed rope descending the middle, clearly for climbing. I take note of the third, makeshift hurdles constructed from scrap pieces of metal, their sharp edges glistening in the early light. Then my eyes train on the final objective, a massive solitary boulder sat in the center of a sandy pit. I raise my eyebrow at the mediocre course ahead of me, knowing full well training for the entrance exam to the DSD was far superior to this.

“You have to be joking.” I remark confidently, crossing my toned arms and looking down to meet Aurora’s stare. 

A part of her looks embarrassed at the piss-poor activities she’s lined up for me as another door along the side of the compound opens. I see a group of five clean cut professionals standing in a line, their stark white lab coats a sharp contrast to the serenity of nature. I make an effort to meet each one of their stares as they assess me like one of their lab rats. A short, husky woman on the right huffs in disapproval, seemingly disinterested.

“Okay,” Aurora begins with a clap of her hands, “It’s pretty self explanatory. Cross the log using your hands without your feet touching the ground. Scale the wall using the frayed rope on either side. Tackle the hurdles without tripping and push the boulder outside of the sand. Once you’ve completed the tasks, we’ll go back in.”

I roll my neck and take in the course for a second time, though it’s not necessary. A part of me wants to savor this moment, enjoy as much time as I can have outdoors before being locked back in the dungeon. 

“Is it timed?” I force myself to ask.

“Do you want it to be?” Aurora raises a sharp, arched brow.

I shrug, “Not particularly.”

“Head to the white chalk line and get started, then.”

I obey her order and take a quick glance at the line of inspectors several feet away. The short burly woman is talking animatedly with the person beside her, paying little to no attention to me. Only one set of eyes seems interested, a tall frail older man with coiffed thinning grey hair. He looks at me expectantly, as if he knows something I don’t.

Cracking my fingers, I kick at the chalk line with my boots before I meander my way to the first obstacle.

Savor it. Savor this freedom. 

I don’t have much time to think as my body instinctively takes over, a mechanical force pushing me forward against my will. My hands grip either side of the wide log, wrapping around it effortlessly as I hook my feet and raise my legs, engaging my core. My hands move sure and swift, allowing me to expertly scale across the damp bark with little to no effort. Once on the other side, I drop to the ground with a heavy thud. My breathing is even, and my arms are strong, and my body forces itself to the looming wooden wall. It stands nearly twenty feet off the ground, the deteriorating rope offering no promise of handling my weight. I grasp it between my fingers, the frayed material disappearing into a cloud of dust in my hands.

“Right, then.” I mumble under my breath, stepping backward. 

If I can’t climb using the rope, I’ll have to get a running start to scale it. But twenty feet in the air? That’s impossible. The first actual challenge. 

I back up several feet until I have a reasonable distance to get a running start. Assuming a sprinting position, I push off the ground with vehemence, taking the ground ahead of me in massive bounds. My legs spring off the grass with such power dirt is kicked up in my wake. My breathing manages itself, the vigor in my body refills its tank as I push off the ground near the wall, lunging towards the assembled slats, aiming for the top lip of the wall. I don’t fall short, as I had expected, but I instead grasp onto the peak with my rough hands, splinters edging their way into my palms. Lifting myself with a single arm, I catapult over the edge, landing on my feet on the opposite side with a thundering rumble. I blink once, twice, before turning around and inspecting the wooden wall, the climb and descent I had just mastered. Not just mastered. Impossibly threw myself over.

I jerk my head to the right, staring agape at the gathered group as a few people have trained their sights on me in awe. Looking back between the wall and the gathered crowd, I double-check the height of the thing. I must have miscalculated it. 

I didn’t.

I just launched myself over twenty feet in the air.

“Next!” Aurora shouts from my starting position, giving my body no time to adjust, to come to terms with what I had just accomplished.

The subservient feeling resumes, forcing me feet-first to the next obstacle. A set of a dozen hurdles staggered ahead. I survey the field, the metal beams zigzagging left and right. I’ll have to get a running start, of course. Leap left, then leap right, maintaining a good speed so that I don’t trip, and slice open a vital artery along the unbuffed edges. I rub my palms along the crisp material of my pants before judging how much of a head start I’ll need. 

Returning to a sprinting position, I once again allow my body to take over, propelling me forward.

I take the first leap, conquering the left hurdle skillfully, then the right, then the left, twisting as needed, diverting myself from one side to the next without needing to stop. My legs lift instinctively as I near each hurdle, my eyes trained not on what’s feet away, but the far distance, the finish line. At one point, I feel myself leaping and running so quickly, I don’t know if I’ll be able to stop before crashing into the next obstacle, the boulder.

As I clear the final hurdle, I try to dig my heels into the ground to slow my pace, but the dewy grass is unforgiving, causing my feet to slide out from under me. I tumble to the ground, landing on my back, the cool wetness soaking into my shirt and the back of my neck. My breathing maintains its steady rhythm as my chest rises and falls calmly. The wispy clouds of the brightening sky pull at me, and I drink it all in. 

“That could have been a little smoother.” Aurora chides before I bring myself to my feet.

My hands are slick with dew but it’s a welcoming sensation, far better than being drenched with hot, sticky sweat.

“Smoother.” I scoff mockingly, analyzing my next challenge, the boulder. 

In theory, it seems simple enough. If I can gain momentum, the thing will roll itself. But the depth of the sand in the dip says otherwise. From where I had started, it looked almost flat, but the boulder is sat in the center of a pit, several inches below the grade of the land on every side. So, I not only need to find momentum, but I also need to maintain momentum. I look over my shoulder at the wall, the hurdles, knowing somewhere within myself, my body is set to unleash another surprise.

I descend into the sandy pit, the coarse dirt covering my boots and I put both hands on the boulder’s rough, rocky surface. I give it a small shove, its weight pushing back against me, unmoving. I stand and wait for my instincts to take over as they had for the other parts of the course, but nothing. I’m no longer on autopilot, the controls have been returned to me. 

I look back to my audience, each person paying attention except for the stocky woman. My brows furrow as she stares at her freshly trimmed nails, picking at a piece of skin on the side. Her weight shifts from one foot to another, as if I’m keeping her from something more important. Something pokes at my interior walls, urging me to prove myself, prove my worth. I give in to the prodding, allowing my power to empty its reserves into my arms, my shoulders, my back. 

I dig my front foot into the sandy ground for stability and shove, my arms contracting against the boulder’s weight as it begins to roll. My head dips as I continue to push, the weight inching closer to the raised sides of the pit, the boulder edging itself higher and higher. Fighting against the weight falling back onto me, I give it one final shove, thrusting it over the lip to where it sweeps across the grass towards my target.

An evil grin spreads across my face as I rake my fingers through my hair, pushing it over the crown of my head. I need not look, as the audible shrieks and clamoring footsteps tell me all I need to know.

“Seriously?” Aurora shouts, now at the side of the sand pit offering me a hand to pull myself out. 

I ignore her gesture and manage it myself, swinging my legs up and out until I’m standing on the plush grass. Glancing at where the crowd once was, the spectators have all scurried to the exit, shoving each other through the door as if they can’t get away fast enough. The frail, greyed man gives me an approving nod from the threshold before disappearing behind the door.

“That’s it?” I ask, rubbing the boots along the wet grass to get rid of some of the sand.

“You could have killed her.” Aurora chastises, taking me back the way we came.

“I didn’t though, did I?” I wasn’t trying to kill the woman, though her lack of interest was a thorn in my side. 

I had let my ego slip, let my strength do the talking, although I must admit I had lost control.

“I let my will down for one second, one second, and you lose your head.”

“Your will?” I ask jokingly, “That’s what you call it?” A charming name for a Pather’s mood control. 

I had known something was amiss with my body reacting automatically, my lack of defiance. I lined up for each obstacle like a dog, begging for a chance to prove myself, not daring to take off into the woods and leave this tainted, forgotten place in my rearview.
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