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      When They fell, the story continued, I felt that our hopes and dreams had all but vanished. In the wreckage that spiraled down from the alien Mothership, which fell like burning stars across the horizon, I saw wars as They were made, destruction as it was sowed, calamity as it unfolded. For a moment, I was unable to process what had just happened. Then I saw Dubois, her men, and the mortar before me and realized, with complete and utter horror, that she’d given the order for the ship to be shot down.

      Beneath the colossal groan of the falling Mothership, I could only think of one thing.

      To run.

      Stunned into submission by the enormity of the act that had just occurred, Asha could barely respond as I reached down and grabbed her wrist, then as I turned and began to drag her away from the site of what I knew would be the beginning of the Third World War. Her eyes were in the sky, her gaze set on the Mothership as it continued to descend over the city, and as my grip tightened on her wrist, I wondered, for one brief moment, if we would even make it out of this alive.

      “Asha!” I screamed. “Asha!”

      She blinked—once, then twice—then turned her head slowly to face me. “What?” was all she could ask.

      “We have to go,” I then replied. “We can’t stay here.”

      “But what about⁠—”

      She was cut off as a trumpeting noise unlike any I had ever heard blasted through the air to herald the arrival of our destruction.

      Shortly thereafter, a beam of light cut across my field of vision and struck Burgundy Hospital head-on.

      The beam—whose sole purpose lay in rendering everything beneath its touch obsolete—sent shards of debris sailing throughout the air and into the world around us.

      Concrete, glass, metal beams, steel frames—all began to rain upon us as if Armageddon itself had just begun.

      Mary-Anne—who’d been standing and watching the events unfold before her in horror—could only scream as what had been her home for the past six-and-a-half years was destroyed before her eyes.

      “Mary-Anne!” I cried. “Mary-Anne!”

      “No!” the girl screamed. “No! No! No!”

      “We have to go!” I said, taking hold of her wrist and beginning to drag her alongside Asha. “We can’t stay here!”

      “But I,” the girl started. “We⁠—”

      I didn’t wait for her to finish.

      I simply ran.

      The debris that continued to fall around us spelled death for whoever was unfortunate enough to not react. Those who had not been killed by the initial blast were crushed beneath falling slabs of concrete or speared by shards of metal that rained down like hailstones during a vicious storm. Screams lit the air, only shadowed by the trumpets within the sky, and in that moment I realized that we were some of the lucky ones—those that had happened to be outside the building before it had been struck by the world-rending device known as the Harvester’s lasers.

      As we ran, hopelessly attempting to outrun the rolling cloud of dust that had been created by the collapsing building, teardrops of glass buffeted our persons and threatened to draw blood along the exposed sections of our skin.

      Asha swore.

      Mary-Anne cried out.

      But we didn’t stop running.

      No.

      To stop would spell certain death, and after everything I’d been through, I was not about to give up and die.

      So we ran—cutting across deserted streets, making our way through shadowed alleys, dodging around derelict cars and other wayward debris—while above the Harvester ships continued Their frantic search for any survivors who might have escaped from Burgundy Hospital.

      Though try as I may, I couldn’t keep Their thoughts out of my head.

      Where is she? a voice asked.

      Who? another replied.

      Ana Mia Sofia Berrios.

      I do not know!

      We must locate her. Now. Before it’s too late.

      Desperate to shake the thoughts from my head, I relinquished hold of Mary-Anne and Asha’s hands and clawed at my ears, my hair, and my face, all in an effort to dispel the thoughts bombarding my consciousness.

      I felt a hand at the back of my neck and gasped, revulsion jarring my being and causing me to spin about.

      Asha faced me, her eyes haunted and mouth agape. “What?” she asked. “What’s wrong?”

      “They’re looking for us,” I replied.

      “Who is?” Mary-Anne sobbed.

      “The Grays.”

      “We can’t stay here,” Asha said. “We have to go. Now.”

      “But where?” I asked. “Where are we supposed to go that They can’t find us?”

      “There’s a bridge,” Mary-Anne sniffled, pointing down a long and lonely road toward what appeared to be a simple copse of trees. “It leads to a park. Maybe we could hide there.”

      “It’s worth a shot,” Asha said, then took the lead and began to sprint down the road.

      At that moment, I simply wanted to stop—to cave to my lesser inhibitions and fall to my knees and let myself be captured—but I knew that wasn’t an option. So instead, I continued running, and in the moments when there was no conversation I began to raise walls—of metal and steel and concrete and brick that I knew, absolutely believed could not be broken.

      When the bridge came into sight, I thought for one brief moment that we’d be safe. Then I saw a Coyote materialize from the shadows and realized all might have been for naught.

      “GO!” Asha screamed. “GO!”

      Mary-Anne’s footsteps thundered across the wooden bridge that passed over the small creek and only briefly drowned out the sound of my panicked breaths. Asha’s came next, then mine, followed by the Coyote’s, who was quickly gaining pace with us. I cast a glance over my shoulder just in time to see it approach and realized that we would not be able to escape.

      So, rather than run, I decided to stand and fight.

      I brought my elbow back into its abdomen and then reached up to grab its skull. After dragging it down, then bringing my knee up into its jawline, I slammed my fist over the top of its head and then shoved it back with one great kick.

      Asha, wielding a large branch, came forward and struck the creature across the cheek, sending it down the incline and into the creek below.

      “Come on!” Mary-Anne cried. “We’re almost there!”

      Where, I wondered, could we possibly go that was safe, especially now that the entire Gray army seemed to be after me?

      I didn’t know, and at that moment, I didn’t care. I simply took off in a run alongside Asha and continued to follow the girl—knowing, without a doubt in my mind, that it was Mary-Anne’s judgment and knowledge of the area that separated us from a fruitful life and an early death.

      We cleared the park in what seemed like moments, bounding across the blacktop basketball court and then along the overgrown dirt diamond that once served as a baseball field.

      By the time we exited the other side, a plethora of undisturbed residential homes awaited us.

      “This way!” Mary-Anne said.

      “Where is she taking us?” Asha managed.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “Just keep going.”

      Asha and I followed, breathless and near collapse, as the younger girl continued to lead us through the winding passages that was Central Austin. We passed over untended front lawns and made our way through dilapidated back yards before we finally stopped at a nondescript home.

      Mary-Anne didn’t hesitate to lift a rock and bust through the ornate glass window the separated us from safety.

      She snaked her hand inside, unlocked the door, then ushered us inside before entering herself.

      “Mary-Anne,” I said, looking down at her wrist as I passed into the home. “You’re bleeding.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” the girl said, drawing her palm against her breast. “We’re safe.”

      “For now,” Asha said.

      I looked out at the world beyond the broken glass and wondered if we really were safe, or if we’d just delayed the inevitable by locking ourselves inside somebody’s home.

      Without the ability to know, and unable to prevent anything that could happen in the near future, I turned to look at my friends and said, “We need to hide.”

      Neither of them argued.

      

      We barricaded ourselves inside the master bedroom and hid underneath the bed while outside the world fell into chaos. Screams, gunshots, screeching metal, the groan and then eventually collapse of buildings—I heard, briefly, the sound of what I believed to be the Mothership impacting with, then crushing the area of east Austin where we had just been, but didn’t dare move. The Mothership’s collapse was unlike anything I could’ve imagined, and though in that moment I wanted nothing more than to go to the window, pull back the blinds and look at the horrors of the outside world, I didn’t dare move.

      Mary-Anne—whom had remained deathly quiet until that moment—cleared her throat and said, in a meek and timid voice, “I can’t believe she did that.”

      “What?” Asha asked. “Shot down the Mothership?”

      “I… didn’t think it was possible,” the girl replied. “That she could be so evil, so cruel, so… so…”

      “Crazy?” Asha said. The words inspired sobs from Mary-Anne’s person.

      “She was going insane,” I said, hoping my words would give the girl some kind of closure. “It was only a matter of time before she snapped.”

      “But that’s not my mother,” Mary-Anne replied. “She’s usually so cool, so calm, so collected. Why did she have to do this?”

      Them, I wanted to say, but kept my mouth shut and instead reached over to take her hand.

      It was an undeniable fact that Their arrival would bring with Them destruction of all sorts. Though I’d previously imagined wars in the physical sense, what I hadn’t anticipated were those that would be born out of psychological duress. These nearly-seven years—they had been hard, and during them much had been lost. Family, friends, hope for the future, regret for the past—it was only natural that a woman like Dubois, who had lost her husband to one of the vicious Coyotes and her world and life to Them, would eventually lose her mind. She’d been a ticking time bomb, an hourglass whose surface had cracked, a martyr who with the weight of the world on her shoulders had been convinced it was her duty to right every wrong. And now, because of her, everything I’d done had been unraveled.

      In holding Mary-Anne’s hand, and in realizing what all she might be feeling, I couldn’t help but wonder how much longer she had before she completely lost everything.

      “It’s okay,” I whispered. “Everything’s going to be fine.”

      “No it isn’t,” the girl replied, shaking her head. “It’s not going to be fine. It’s never going to be fine because my crazy mother screwed everything up.”

      “She wasn’t in her right mind, Mary-Anne. You can’t blame her for what she did.”

      “Yes she can,” Asha replied. “And she should.”

      “Asha,” I growled.

      “Well, it’s true. You shouldn’t sugar-coat it for her.”

      Should I have, though? Considering all she’d been through—her father’s death, her recent attack, her mother’s downward spiral into insanity—maybe the girl deserved a little reprieve from the truth.

      Either way, I couldn’t dwell on it, so for that reason, I simply said, “We’ll figure it out.”

      “Will we?” the girl asked. “Or is this the end of everything?”

      I was just about to say something to try and reassure her when I realized that there was nothing I could say. To tell a girl that everything would be all right—that everything would be ok when it was most undoubtedly not—would have been a lie for the ages, one that would have done nothing but make her feel even worse about herself.

      A dead father, an insane mother, lost to the world with complete strangers—Mary-Anne was as alone as she could possibly be, and in that moment, she didn’t need any false platitudes.

      For that reason, I tightened my grip on her hand as outside the world crumbled around us.

      People screamed.

      Guns were fired.

      Trumpets sounded and Coyotes bayed.

      It was, at that moment, that I realized They were being released back into the wilds of Austin—and that sooner, rather than later, They would find us.

      It was for that reason, and with guilt that I couldn’t have imagined holding in my heart, that I cleared my throat and said, “We need to discuss what we’re going to do.”

      Asha sighed.

      Mary-Anne sobbed.

      I couldn’t have felt guiltier if I’d tried.

      With that in mind, I lowered my head and closed my eyes, then opened my mouth to begin what would undoubtedly spell the fate of our futures.

      

      It was decided, when night fell and we were masked within the shadow of darkness, that we would leave the home we had taken shelter within and make our way to the outskirts of Austin.

      There’s no point in staying here, Asha had said. They’re going to find us sooner rather than later.

      Though she’d mirrored my thoughts almost exactly upon saying those words, I couldn’t help but feel a shiver run along my spine as we prepared to depart into the cold and unfortunate night.

      Armed with standard-issue kitchen knives and dressed in thick coats we’d pilfered from the master bedroom’s closet, we stole through the house until we came to the front door and waited for someone—anyone—to speak.

      When it became apparent that neither of my friends wanted to address the other, I cleared my throat and said, “Okay.”

      Then they waited for whatever it was I would have to say.

      “Since Mary-Anne seems to know the layout of the city better than any of us,” I began, “I vote that she be the one to lead us through Austin and toward the outskirts of town.”

      “Where are we going?” the girl asked. “I mean… it’s not like we were really able to plan beneath that bed.”

      “We need to find a map,” Asha said. “One that would give us a better idea of the area.”

      “There are gas stations all over,” I replied. “We should be able to get a hold of one easily enough.”

      “Any ideas, Mary-Anne?” Asha asked.

      The girl paused, and in the moments of silence that came thereafter, I imagined she was considering all of the possible opportunities that presented themselves to her. I briefly considered mentioning the home that Asha and I had stayed at shortly after we’d cleared the expanse of territory west of Austin, but knew that we would have to stay closer to the city in order to salvage supplies, let alone find weaponry that would protect us from the horrors of the world. For that reason, I remained silent and waited for the girl to continue.

      When Mary-Anne finally spoke, it was to simply say, “Lago Vista.”

      “Lago what?” Asha frowned.

      “Lago Vista,” she replied. “It’s a city to the northwest of here. I… don’t think it would be heavily-populated—at least, not now, and it wasn’t before They came. There’s a huge lake that runs out of the river that we could fish in, wooded areas that we might be able to hunt⁠—”

      “If we had guns,” Asha countered.

      “—and there’s homes that would be more than perfect for us to live in out in the wilderness. We could be far away from Austin yet at the same time be in walking distance to another city where we could find supplies. I mean… that’s something, isn’t it?”

      “It’s worth a shot,” I said. “Do you know how to get there without a map?”

      The girl shook her head.

      “Which means we’ll have to get to a gas station,” Asha sighed. “Which means wandering through the city until we find a place that carries one.”

      “Don’t all gas stations carry maps?” Mary-Anne frowned.

      “I don’t know. Which makes it even more concerning.”

      Rather than say anything and risk disturbing the gentle silence between the two, I crossed my arms under my breasts, careful not to slice myself with the butcher knife in my hand, and waited for either of the girls to say anything. When they didn’t, and when it became apparent that neither of them would say a word, I sighed and said, “We should go. While it’s still quiet.”

      “I don’t know if I should be reassured or worried,” Asha replied.

      I didn’t say anything as I reached out and opened the door.

      Outside—in the frigid cold that was early November—I waited for the girls to follow me out before securing the door behind us and turning to face the expanse of East Austin I knew little to nothing about.

      The night was young, the moon full and bone-white. Stars glimmered in the sky and offered promise of something normal in a world that was completely not and the wind skirted through the trees as if it were any normal night, but I knew it wasn’t.

      No.

      This wasn’t any normal night.

      It was a night of reckoning—one that spelled danger for us in every footstep we took.

      Mary-Anne was the first to leave the porch, followed by Asha, then finally me, and as we began to brush through the near waist-high and dying grass that covered the front lawn, I briefly considered if we would be ambushed by a Coyote, or a Serpent, or even a crowd of Reapers. Unarmed as we were, we’d never be able to fend off a truly-formidable foe. The Coyote had been a fluke—a stroke of dumb luck gifted to us by my irrational actions and Asha’s quick thinking. To think that we could repeat it was almost impossible.

      If only we had a gun. Maybe then we would be safe.

      “Are we ready?” Mary-Anne asked as we reached the edge of the property.

      “As ready as we’ll ever be,” I replied.

      Asha nodded and began to follow Mary-Anne without commentary, though whether or not she was ready to face the night or the dangers it held I did not know. What little I could see of her face was shrouded in mystery—her lips pursed, her eyes solemn. Even her breaths were irregular and trembled as the cold painted them in somber blue. It was both comforting and worrying. On one hand I was glad that I wasn’t alone in my feelings, but on another was afraid that such fear would inspire disaster to fall upon us.

      Then there was the matter of the Grays.

      Though I hadn’t felt Them attempting to break entry into my mind, the idea that They could was always at the back of my brain—watching, waiting, and anticipating a weakness that could be exploited in but a fraction of a moment. The walls I’d erected around my consciousness had remained strong throughout the hours—always standing, never faltering, steadfast and never-ending in their complexity. I couldn’t feel Them—at least, not yet—but I knew it would take only a second for everything to come crumbling down.

      Beneath our feet the grass shuffled silently, offering little in the way of comfort as we continued to make our way across front lawns and along the sidewalks which blanketed the roads. Guided only by moonlight, and led only by one girl’s instincts, we continued on as if we were voyagers braving a new world—which, at that moment, wasn’t completely untrue.

      When finally we broke free of the residential district and began to make our way into the more crowded business sectors of the city, I felt, for one brief moment, that we would be all right—that everything, regardless of what we’d experienced throughout the day, would be okay.

      Then I heard a trumpeting sound and realized we were not out of the woods yet.

      “Do you see it?” Asha asked.

      “No,” Mary-Anne replied. “Ana?”

      “I don’t see it either,” I replied. “It was probably just an alarm. Maybe They found someone else.”

      Or maybe, my consciousness wanted me to think, They had found us.

      The idea—as terrifying as it was—unsettled me so much that I began to shiver, to the point where I felt as though I were in a frigid wasteland in which I was meant to walk for all of eternity. My heart stuttered, my breaths trembled, my lungs contracted in anticipation for what was likely to come. I guided both Mary-Anne and Asha to the sides of the road, then gestured the girls to hide behind a vacant car while in the distance the telltale signs of the Harvester ship’s lights came to life in the sky.

      “They’re searching,” I said, shaking my head as a presence attempted to infiltrate my mind. “They’re trying to find me again.”

      “Do They know where you are?” Mary-Anne asked. “Please tell me They don’t know where you are.”

      “Not yet,” I said. “But They’re fighting. Hardcore.”

      “Which means we need to keep moving,” Asha said. She lifted her head to scan the perimeter, then pointed at something I couldn’t see in the distance. “It looks like there’s a gas station right there. We should get in, get out, and then get the hell away from this city.”

      I couldn’t agree more.

      After making sure that my barriers were firmly raised around my consciousness, I rose, nodded at both Mary-Anne and Asha, and then began to follow them toward the gas station.

      It took us less than five minutes to cross the distance between us and the building.

      It took mere seconds for us to break in.

      When we entered the decrepit facility—which had been all but stripped of its supplies save the nonessentials—Asha made her way to the front counter where a revolving stand of maps stood and retrieved one from its rack. “Here,” she said. “Mary-Anne.”

      The girl went to investigate while I continued to scavenge for whatever we could possibly find, though judging by the looks of the place, it didn’t appear as though I would find much. Pain relievers and other medications were nonexistent, what remaining food too stale or rotten to even eat. I grabbed, from a row of shelves to my right, a backpack for each of us, and then made my way to the front of the building just in time for Mary-Anne to lift her head.

      “I found it,” she said.

      “Lago Vista?” I asked. She nodded. “How long is it going to take us to get there?”

      “I don’t know,” the girl replied, “but if we start now, we should be able to make it out of the city before the night is up.”

      “We’ll be sitting ducks during the day,” Asha agreed, “and though I hate to say it, we’re probably safer now than we would be at any other time.”

      “So it’s settled,” I said. “We’ll continue throughout the night and stop during the morning.”

      Asha nodded.

      Mary-Anne merely blinked.

      Outside, I could just barely make out Harvester ships as They continued to comb the city—not only working to eliminate any potential threats, but to prepare for what would undoubtedly be the next phase of Their assimilation.

      How many, if at all, had died when the Mothership had crashed?

      Without the ability to know, and unable to dwell on it for fear that it might drive me insane, I walked to the door, pushed it open, and said, rather plainly, “Let’s go.”
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      The streets of Austin, Texas were haunting in the moonlight shining down upon them. As we walked their treacherous passes, careful to remain in the shadows of the long-abandoned buildings, I began to wonder whether or not we would truly be safe in a world where Coyotes had once again been unleashed unto the city. My eyes were constantly wandering, my ears always alert, my breaths slow and calculated so they would not be heard. I knew, at that moment, that any slight noise could bring the horde down upon us, and for that reason I remained deadly quiet.

      Stay calm. Stay cool. Stay collected.

      The mantra from my days as a Guard was more than necessary at that moment, when any false move could spell disaster for the three of us. We were but three girls armed with knives—children who, with scissors, shouldn’t have been running in the first place. We should have been hiding, or at least attempting to find weaponry that would allow us to defend ourselves. But I knew, based solely on the way some of the doors remained ajar and the way windows had been broken, that many of these homes had been plundered, and they would be absolutely useless to try and search.

      We couldn’t afford to waste any time.

      Distantly, signs of Harvesters could be seen, wavering over the far edges of East Austin where we’d just been. The fact that They were not pursuing the western side of the city was enough to put me at ease, because the further we walked, the more distance we put between us.

      “How long until we’re in west Austin?” I said, my voice barely more than a whisper as I drew up alongside my friends.

      Asha—who, up until that point, had been examining the map by moonlight and leading because of it—lifted her head to look at me. “We’re getting closer,” she said. “We’ll cross another small creek and then make our way over the river. It looks like we’re coming up on the old college campus.”

      That would explain why buildings could be seen in the distance, rising like monoliths to an old and forgotten world. I briefly considered one such establishment—which looked like a watchtower in the distance—but quickly shook my head and returned my focus to the world in front of us.

      With careful steps and due diligence, Asha continued to lead on, not bothering to stop and wait for any further response from me or even Mary-Anne, who had remained quiet for most of our journey west. It was obvious, from the way she kept her eyes down, that she was nervous about what we might—or, possibly, might not—encounter. I continuously hoped that we would be safe within the cover of night, but knew that was almost impossible to wish for.

      The Coyotes—They were baying.

      The Harvesters—They were searching.

      And the Serpents… well, I didn’t want to think about Them, especially not after seeing what They looked like.

      Rather than consider the possibilities at hand, I decided to remain focused on the present and the future that lay before us.

      We continued through the streets of Austin for what felt like hours—first crossing through the dilapidated remnants of the West Campus, then over the Shoal Creek Greenbelt until we came out into an area known as Old West Austin. Here, the road was long—barren in that no cars littered its surface and that it was eerily reminiscent of me and Asha’s initial journey into the city due to the fact that it was flanked on both sides by trees. Here, I was constantly on alert, always scanning the tree line for fog beam eyes and listening for the distinct sounds of shuffling. Wildlife could be heard teeming in the trees. Hooting owls, mourning doves, the cackle of raccoons and even the barks of wild dogs as they hunted their unfortunate prey lit the night sky, offering but a semblance of normalcy in a world that was anything but.

      Eventually, we passed an intersection that divided the road into four distinct sectors, and then journeyed into an area known as Tarrytown.

      By the time we reached the last bastion of the city—known only as West Lake Hills—we crossed over the Colorado River and left Austin behind for good.

      “Well,” Asha said after we cleared the bridge, only to turn her head and look back at what we’d just left behind. “From here, all we have to do is follow the river and that should take us to Lago Vista.”

      “Are you sure the river’s safe?” Mary-Anne asked, speaking up for the first time in what felt like hours. “I mean… what if… well… They are there, drinking?”

      “I don’t think we have anything to worry about,” I said, hoping my lie would at least inspire some camaraderie amongst my friends. “I mean… the river’s going to be the easiest thing to follow.”

      “And besides,” Asha said. “It’s getting late, I’m getting tired, and I would eventually like to stop and get some sleep. My legs are killing me.”

      “Yeah,” Mary-Anne added. “Mine too.”

      We looked at each other—three girls who had the weight of the world on their shoulders without food or water—and realized that we would have to take risks if we were going to even attempt to make our way to Lago Vista.

      Sighing, I reached up to run my hand through my hair and looked up at the moon, which was passing through the sky at an alarming rate.

      It wouldn’t be much longer before dawn fell upon the world and with it the sunlight that would remove our facade of invisibility.

      “Okay,” I said, taking a step forward. The water’s edge was close, the shoreline snarled with trees that would mask both us and any potential dangers that could be within them. For that reason, I stepped off the old, cracked road, onto the overgrowing dirt pathway, and turned to look at my friends as they began to follow. “Are we ready, guys? Once we start, we can’t stop until we find a place to camp.”

      Both girls nodded.

      There was no need to remind them of how dangerous this could be.

      For that reason, I started forward with the knowledge that, should anything happen, at least I had friends at my side.

      

      We traveled along the western coastline until dawn began to peek over the horizon. Casting the black sky first in shades of blue, then sickly orange, we continued along the worn wilderness trail until we came upon a series of log cabins that blanketed the edge of the Colorado River.

      “Looks like this is where we’re staying,” Mary-Anne said.

      Nodding, I approached and, with a rock in hand, prepared to do the deed that would secure us shelter throughout the day.

      After rearing my arm back, I brought the rock down into one of the living room windows once, then twice, then grimaced as glass shattered and caused the grackles in the trees to disband in squawking disapproval.

      “That was loud,” Asha said.

      “I can’t help it,” I replied.

      “I know,” the girl continued. “It’s just… I wish there was an easier way to get into some of these buildings.”

      “Nothing we can do about it now. Come on—let’s go in.”

      We cleared the glass from the window, spread my heavy winter jacket over the edge of the window frame, and then crawled in.

      Inside, I looked at the impressive woodwork that gleamed in the light pooling from the outside world and briefly considered the idea that this home would have been worth thousands, possibly even a million or more dollars due to its size and the location it was set upon. Knowing that we had just broken entry, however, and were now forced to remain here for the duration of the day, was enough to make my stomach growl.

      “You’re hungry too,” Mary-Anne said.

      “Yeah,” I replied. “I am.”

      “Maybe we could find fishing poles,” Asha offered. “I mean, there’s got to be stuff in here. Right?”

      Whether or not there were was up to anyone’s discretion, but regardless, I knew that we had to search.

      “Split up,” I said, “and see what you can find.”

      Mary-Anne took the upstairs, Asha the distant downstairs and me the kitchen and the area that separated into the garage. Inside, I found an old car—which might have served us well if any of us knew how to drive—and a series of power tools that would be useless in their current state. Massive sawblades, however, quickly caught my attention, and as I approached one, I caught a glimmer of light outside my peripheral and turned just in time to see metal fishing poles looking back at me.

      “Guys!” I called, casting my gaze back over my shoulder. “I found the poles!”

      “Do they have bait?” Asha asked as she came running into the garage. “Swimmers? Shiners? Whatever those things are called?”

      “I don’t know. I haven’t looked in the tackle boxes yet.”

      Inside were the shiners that Asha had so mentioned. Fish-shaped and about the size of the small of my palm, each was equipped with a number of hooks that would easily catch any fish foolish enough to attempt to pursue it.

      “All right!” Asha cried. “We’ve got us some poles; now let’s get us some food.”

      “I take it you found something?” Mary-Anne asked from the doorway.

      I raised a fishing pole and withdrew one of the shiners from the tackle box.

      The blonde girl smiled.

      I smiled back.

      Maybe, just maybe, things were starting to look up.

      

      After nearly an hour without a bite, it seemed that our hopes of catching any fish were all but diminishing.

      “This is stupid,” Asha said, reeling her line in and then casting her shiner back out. “We’ve been sitting here for an hour and haven’t caught a thing.”

      “You’ve got to give it time,” Mary-Anne said. “Fish are shy.”

      “Shy?” Asha laughed. “You have got to be kidding me.”

      “That’s what my dad used to say. Before… well…”

      When Mary-Anne trailed off, Asha didn’t bother to press her further, nor did I offer any commentary in response as the girl sighed, reeled her line in, then cast it back out again. It was more than obvious that the simple mention of her father was enough to set her on edge, and though I myself—and, I imagined, Asha—still hadn’t recovered from our own families’ deaths, it was much easier for the two of us to push through our personal pain than it was for Mary-Anne.

      In thinking about it, though, it should’ve been the opposite. Mary-Anne had lost her father years ago, when she was just a child. Asha and I’s wounds—they were still fresh, and though it was selfish for me to think, I couldn’t help but feel that she should’ve been over her father’s death by now.

      Regardless, I didn’t push the matter further, and instead began drawing my line slowly back toward my pole.

      Just when I was about to whip the shiner from the water, I felt a tug of resistance.

      “What the,” I started.

      The pole bowed.

      I slipped.

      Asha swore and Mary-Anne reached out to take hold of the back of my shirt.

      “You’ve got something!” Asha cried. “Finally.”

      “Yeah,” I replied. “But now to reel it in.”

      The fish was more than determined to evade capture now that it had been snared upon the shiner. Tough, relentless, and desperate to escape, it tugged with the might of a thousand men as I struggled to reel it in. At one point I thought I would be pulled down the hill we were seated upon and into the water to be eaten by whatever monstrosity I had managed to snare, but by the time it began to breach the water, I realized the monster catch would easily feed all three of us.

      I couldn’t let it get away. I just couldn’t.

      With that in mind, I tugged the pole back, and reeled in with abandon I hadn’t felt since that night Asha and I had escaped from the Reapers atop the Sixth Street Club.

      The fish came free of the water.

      It landed on the dirt.

      Asha slammed the net down over its figure and then hefted it into the air.

      “It’s,” Mary-Anne started, “huge.”

      “Anyone hungry?” Asha asked.

      Mary-Anne and I nodded feverishly.

      

      We prepared a fire not unlike the one Asha and Jason had once assembled after shooting the deer and waited in mute anticipation as Asha prepared the fish for cooking. Though initially disheartened by how barbaric my friend was in her actions, I eventually got over it and watched in silence as she began to cook what would probably be today’s only meal.

      “You know how to cook?” Mary-Anne asked, drawing forward for the first time since she’d left upon witnessing Asha’s cruel preparation of the fish.

      “A little,” Asha said. “Not a whole lot, but my dad taught me some of the survival skills we’ll need in order to make it out here.”

      “You’ll have to teach us too,” I said, then cast a glance over at Mary-Anne, who simply offered a sad nod, as if finally coming to the realization that she would have to learn all the things that had been willingly provided to her at the hospital. I centered my gaze on the younger blonde-haired, blue-eyed girl, then cleared my throat and asked, “Did you find anything upstairs?”

      “Actually, yeah. I did.”

      “What is it?”

      “Come see for yourself.”

      I cast a glance at Asha, who only nodded and gestured me to follow Mary-Anne as she continued to cook the fish.

      After following Mary-Anne and stepping into the living room, I followed her to the couch and looked down just in time to see a rifle, complete with several boxes of ammunition.

      “Where did you find this?” I asked.

      “The master bedroom,” the girl replied, reaching down to stroke the finely-polished and gleaming wood along the stock. “I couldn’t believe it when I found it. I thought I was seeing things.”

      I lifted the weapon into my hands and studied it, taking note of its long barrel, its simple cartridge, and the firm stock that fit almost perfectly against my shoulder. Though it wasn’t a weapon I was used to, it was like the one I’d fired back in Fort Hope, which would give me a distinct advantage once we left the cabin and I had any need to use it.

      “Can you shoot it?” Mary-Anne asked.

      “Yeah,” I said, then clarified by explaining how I’d shot a similar weapon before.

      “Okay. That’s good.” The girl sighed and settled down next to the boxes of ammo. “I didn’t count them, but they look full, which means there should be thirty shots in there.”

      “Which should be all we need for the time being,” I replied. “Did you find anything else? Any handguns? Any extra ammo?”

      “I found ammo for what looked like a revolver, but I couldn’t find it anywhere. This was sitting in plain sight over the master bed.”

      “There might be another gun in the house. Which means that we’re going to have to scrounge through everything in order to find it.”

      “Dinner’s ready!” Asha cried.

      My stomach growled in anticipation.

      After waiting for Mary-Anne to rise and place the gun on the couch, Asha entered carrying the fish on a plate—hot, steaming, and browned to perfection.

      “Give me a second to cut the meat up,” the girl said. “Then we can eat.”

      

      By the time we finished eating, my appetite was sated and my stomach had stopped growling. Near mid-afternoon and more tired than I could have possibly imagined, I followed Mary-Anne and Asha up to the master bedroom and helped barricade us into the room by locking the door, pushing the heavy ornate dresser in front of it, then by drawing the curtains over the windows before collapsing into bed.

      “So tired,” I said.

      “Should one of us keep watch?” Mary-Anne asked, a yawn escaping her throat and parting her lips.

      “I think we’ll be fine where we’re at,” Asha said. “I mean… we’re on the second floor, and unless something figures out we’re here—which I highly doubt it will—we should be as safe as can possibly be.”

      “The door is pretty thick,” Mary-Anne agreed, and then cast a glance down at the gun that I’d positioned at the foot of the bed. “Do either of you want to show me how to use this thing?”

      Asha took up the mantle—instructing Mary-Anne first on proper positioning of the gun against the shoulder, then on how to load it and disable the safety. Shooting would be a skill that would come with practice, though given we’d so few bullets and very little safety, there was absolutely no point in trying to instruct Mary-Anne on how the gun would kick.

      In the master bathroom—which was shadowed by darkness given that there were no windows to speak of—I looked in the mirror and stared at not only my eye, but my face.

      Though I’d been fed well during my time in Burgundy Hospital, the gold speckles had continued to flourish across my right eye until it’d become all but amber. Terribly beautiful in that it was captivating to look at but utterly disgusting with the knowledge of how it had come to be, I reached down to press a hand over where I’d been bitten by the Coyote in recent past and traced my fingers over the scar—both angry about what had happened and terrified that it could easily happen again.

      Since leaving Fort Hope, I’d been attacked by two different Coyotes—one feral and insane, the other tame and in its right mind. Both times I could’ve easily been killed, yet somehow I hadn’t been. Was it dumb luck, I wondered, or was it simply a sign of my determination to survive?

      “Hey,” Asha said, knocking on the door frame before leaning into the bathroom. “You okay?”

      “I’m fine,” I said. “Just looking at my face.”

      “I didn’t want to say anything,” Asha said. “Especially now that your eye is completely… well… gold.”

      “You should’ve told me.”

      “I know, but I didn’t want to upset you.”

      “It upsets me more to know that you’re keeping things from me, Asha.”

      “I’m sorry,” the girl sighed, stepping forward. She pressed her hands atop my shoulders, then drew me into a hug and bowed her face into my neck. “I’m trying. You know that.”

      “I know.”

      “If it weren’t for you, I… I don’t know what I’d be doing right now.”

      “You could’ve gone to the humanitarian camp,” I said. “Joined up with the aliens.”

      “After what had happened? After being in league with Dubois?” This she whispered as to not potentially upset Mary-Anne. “Are you crazy?”

      “No,” I said. “I just… I don’t…”

      The idea that Asha couldn’t have even gone to the humanitarian camp to seek aid in the aftermath of Dubois’ attack was so terrifying, so completely monstrous that I didn’t want to believe it. The thoughts bombarded me though, eclipsing my conscience and threatening to send me over the edge. As I considered it—staring into her eyes and realizing the truth in the matter—I was afflicted with images: first of Asha being Harvested into one of Their ships, then being stripped naked and laid bare upon a chrome table. They would complete tests on her—tests of the most horrifying nature—wherein They flayed her flesh, stripped her of her bones, removed her organs and strung Them up for her to see, all while she was still alive.

      The thoughts became so vivid in my mind that, when I closed my eyes to try and brush them from my conscience, I could see them perfectly clear—which, ultimately, inspired tears in my eyes.

      “Ana?” Asha asked. “Ana Mia?”

      “It’s not right,” I whispered, shaking my head. “It isn’t right.”

      “What isn’t?”

      “That you wouldn’t have been able to go to Them. You didn’t do anything. Anything.”

      “But They don’t care,” Asha replied. “They attacked the hospital, killed dozens of innocent people. Men. Women. Children. For God’s sake, Ana Mia—don’t you get it? They don’t care anymore. All They want to do is ensure that They’re safe.”

      “That’s not true,” I replied. “It couldn’t be. It just… it couldn’t.”

      “Explain it to the Coyotes—the non-Ferals—that have been chasing us,” Asha replied, then turned and made her way back into the bedroom.

      Still struggling to fight back tears, I looked past Asha’s figure and saw Mary-Anne lying on the bed, staring at me with her big green eyes with question.

      I merely shook my head.

      Without the ability to know what would have happened to either girl—but especially Asha—I couldn’t dwell on the matters at hand.

      For that reason, I crossed the room, settled down on the loveseat across from the bed, and spread out along its surface.

      “You sure you don’t want the bed?” Mary-Anne asked.

      “I’m sure,” I replied.

      Besides—I didn’t think I could be so close to Asha at that moment, not without seeing her demise in my mind’s eye.

      

      Night came far more swiftly than I would’ve liked, and with it the realization that we would have to pack up and leave.

      “We got everything?” Asha asked after we’d taken inventory.

      “Yeah,” Mary-Anne said. “It looks like it. More than looks like it, actually.”

      We’d managed to retrieve, from the small and tidy quarters of the house, everything that we could possibly need for our life in the wilderness. From matches, to knives, to ammunition, the rifle Mary-Anne had discovered and all the extra clothes we could carry, we were set—or at least as set as three backpacks would allow us to be.

      With that in mind, I turned, made my way toward the front door, and stopped to consider Mary-Anne and Asha for one brief moment before turning and opening the door.

      Outside—in the cool, November air, which threatened to bring with it the inklings of snow—I breathed in the scent of dying trees and the last of the summer’s pollen and realized, in that moment, that we would soon be leaving Austin, and part of ourselves, behind.

      Was I ready to venture into the wilderness—alone, with only my friends to guide me? Of course I wasn’t. Yet at the same time, I’d learned that community—especially large, organized communities—were not likely to shine well on us.

      Fort Hope had fallen.

      Burgundy Hospital had been all but destroyed.

      In thinking about it, and in contemplating the various ifs, ands and buts as I began to walk alongside the river, I realized that the three of us would probably be safer on our own than we probably would ever be in a large group.

      “It’s gonna be all right,” I heard Asha tell Mary-Anne. “Ana Mia’s not gonna let anything happen to us.”

      “I know,” Mary-Anne replied.

      Whether they knew I could hear them I did not know, but at that point, it didn’t matter.

      We were making our way toward the next phase in our lives.

      Lago Vista.

      “Lake view,” I muttered under my breath.

      I smiled.

      Xiomara and Mama would be so proud.

      The thought was enough to bring tears to my eyes.
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