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      I wake to the sound of explosions outside my window and someone calling my name.

      “Skye!” My bedroom door bursts open, and my mom runs in. “Skye, we have to go, honey.”

      “What’s going on, Mommy?”

      “Some very bad things. We have to go.”

      “Where’s Daddy?” I ask as my mother scoops me up in her arms and pushes my face into her shoulder. She doesn’t answer me, just makes soothing noises and tells me it’s going to be all right. But I know it’s not. There are too many explosions and gunfire. And yelling. There are men yelling things at each other. Then there are more explosions.

      “Mom, where’s Dad?” I try to look around, but my mother doesn’t let me see. Instead, she’s running through the house, then stops and opens a door. I don’t realize it’s the door to the basement until she’s placing me on my feet inside and shutting the door on me, separating us.

      “Mom! Mommy?” I bash on the door with my fists. Tears are cascading down my face. Why did my mom do this? Why did she leave me in the dark, scary basement? I keep knocking on the door but then stop when I hear men outside the door. I stay quiet and listen.

      “No, no, no!”

      “Where’s the girl?”

      “She’s not here, I swear!” My mom is crying, and the man is yelling at her. He’s yelling at her about me. Why does he want me?

      “You’re lying. I know you’ve hidden her. Do you know what the general does to liars?”

      “No, no, please.” The door shakes, and I step back. I almost fall down the stairs behind me, so I cuddle the handrail and try to be as quiet as I can. Someone hits the door, and it shakes again. Then I hear a loud bang, and everything goes quiet. I can’t hear my mom anymore. I hear footsteps walking away. I’m shaking so badly I can hardly move. I’m scared to move, afraid they’ll come back and find me and hurt me like they’ve hurt my mom. But I have to listen to see if they’re really gone. I crawl as quietly as I can, but it’s hard because I can’t stop shaking. I push my ear against the door and listen. I hear a horse whinny and then the sound of men talking outside. I hear horses galloping away and the sound of the men’s voices getting softer the further the ride away. I wait a bit longer before I strike up enough courage to open the door.

      I don’t know how much time has passed, maybe minutes, maybe hours. But when I finally open the basement door, it’s dark. It was morning when my mom put me in here. I crawl out, and my hand lands in something wet and slimy on the floor. I look down and see a dark shape lying on the ground in front of me. I reach a shaky hand and touch it. The form is a body, and it’s cool to the touch. The moon is shining big and blue in the sky, which creates just enough light for me to see the dead person’s face. I move closer and tilt the person’s face toward me. I immediately jump back and scream.

      “Mom?”

      The body is my mom. The man who was yelling hurt her. The slimy stuff I put my hand on must have been her blood. I try to shake her to get up.

      “Mom? We have to go. The men will come back.” I keep shaking and yelling at her, but she’s not moving or saying anything. Instead, she is lying there staring up at the ceiling.

      “Mom?” I hear a noise outside, the crunch of the gravel. I get up and run the other way. I look back but can’t see anyone outside the open door. I should keep moving in case they find me. That’s when I hear more horses out in front of the house. I turn and run back to the basement door. I jump over my mom’s body, slipping in her blood. I slam the door shut behind me and run into the darkness. Who knew the darkness would be considered safe?
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      I should’ve died. It would be better than the alternative, than starving. I don’t know how long I’ve been down here, but I can tell it’s been a few days because the moon and the sun have done a few cycles. I count five. I sit up. My head is pounding, and my throat burns and is as dry as sandpaper. I look around the basement, but all I can see are a lot of empty glass bottles and crates filled with things. I pull myself to my feet. It’s hard because I’m so weak. I need to find food and water. I shakily make my way over to the shelves along the opposite wall, but I only make it halfway across the room before I hear voices. I quickly hide behind a crate in the corner. They’re back! They’ve come back for me!

      “Have you looked in the basement, Dad?” It’s a boy. Now kids have to come to do the killing?

      “Good idea. A basement is a good hiding place.” The door opens, and I curl up into a tighter ball and try to keep myself from crying and shaking any harder so my teeth don’t chatter. There are footsteps on the stairs. Someone is coming down here! I have to stay quiet so they’ll go away. There’s silence for a few minutes, and then something breaks and crunches on the ground. Someone has broken a glass bottle and stepped on the shards. They’re so close to me.

      “Oh, hey. Hey, it’s okay.”

      Oh, no! They’ve found me. I try not to scream, but when I look out over the top of the crate, I see it’s just a boy with sandy-colored hair who looks to be about my age. Still, it’s a boy, and he might hurt me. He might be mean, like the man who killed my mom.

      “It’s okay. I won’t hurt you. What’s your name?”

      I don’t answer him. I want him to leave. I look down and decide to ignore him, hoping he’ll leave.

      “My name’s Lukas. It’s okay. I know you’re scared, but you’ll be okay now. My dad and I will take care of you.”

      “My mom and dad…”

      “I know. I saw. My dad looked after them. Don’t worry.” He holds out his hand to me. I look up into his dark blue eyes. They look kind enough.

      “You won’t k… kill me, will you?”

      “No, no way. I’m not here to kill you. Take my hand. It’ll be okay.” He smiles at me, and that’s when I know I can trust this boy. I reluctantly stand up and take his hand. Lukas leads me up the stairs to the doorway where my mom is lying in a pool of blood, but when I reach the top of the stairs, I see she’s not there. Sun is streaming through the back door. Her blood is still all over the floor, though.

      “Where’s my mom?”

      “It’s okay, sweetheart. Your mom is in heaven with your dad now. They’re not hurting anymore,” says a man standing near the front door a few feet away. He walks toward us, and I hide behind Lukas. “It’s okay, little one. I’m Michael. This is my son, Lukas. We’ll look after you now.”

      I look around the house and out the back door, which is still open. There are horses tied up outside and no sign of the men with guns.

      “Who were those men who hurt my mom and dad?”

      “They’re the bad guys, but they’re gone now. You’re safe. We’re here to rescue the survivors.”

      “Survivors?” I looked up at Lukas, who is just a little bit taller than I am, and then at his dad, who is crouched down at our height.

      “Yeah. What’s your name, honey?” Michael asks me.

      The wind blows in through the open door, sweeping my copper-colored locks in front of my eyes. It reminds me of when my mom used to brush my hair. She would say when the sun hit my hair, it turned into honey.

      “My mom calls me honey.” But that’s a memory that should be reserved for no one else but my mom and me. I push the hair out of my face and look at Michael and Lukas. “But my real name is Skye.”

      “Well, Skye, you’ll be safe with us.”

      I turn and smile at Lukas. He smiles back, and I know I can trust them.
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      Ten years later

      Skye, I know you’re there.”

      I duck down as low as I can behind the rusted old truck. I can hear Lukas’s boots crunching on the gravel not far away.

      “I know you are as well. You’re the worst tracker ever.” I laugh and quickly stand, pull the trigger, and fire before quickly ducking down again.

      “Ugh. Dammit, Skye!” I peek out from behind the truck, and his laser sensor in the middle of his chest is flashing red.

      “Yes! Got you! Ha!” I jump out from behind the truck and do my little victory dance. “Gee, I’m good at this game.” I pretend to admire my laser gun while Lukas wallows in the pain of his defeat and the physical pain of the tiny electrodes inside the protective armor, which have shocked his body. When someone is shot with a laser gun while wearing this armor, the sensor in the center of the chest piece sends a slight shudder throughout the wearer’s body, letting them know they have been shot. The pain is more like severe pins and needles. It’s more uncomfortable than painful. Even though I always win at this game, I still like rubbing it in his face.

      “No. You’re going to go down sooner or later because everyone knows all you do is hide. They know your strategy.”

      “And everyone knows yours. You’re the loudest damn tracker ever. You’re going to be killed one day because they’ll be able to hear you coming several miles away. You walk like an elephant.” I skip past him, still doing my victory dance. Lukas is still adjusting his suit. I laugh at him and skip backward.

      “Oh, very funny. You hide because you’re a coward.”

      I freeze. I can’t believe he’s just gone there.

      “You’re a jerk, Lukas Green.” I turn and run back to the station.

      The station is our home. It used to be Olympic Park Train Station until the bombs, which caused everyone to evacuate and head underground. They were chemical bombs. They poisoned our waterways and earth. Our government knew of the threats from the Middle East and built concrete bunkers underneath every train station and football oval. That was almost forty years ago. Now, people have begun to resurface and rebuild their lives. The threat from the bombers has long gone because the terrorists think they destroyed us all. But they didn’t know about our secret way of surviving.

      I run across the broken concrete. The bombs had shattered the ground that used to cover this place but didn’t completely destroy it. All that is left is scattered pieces of concrete stuck on the jaundiced earth like pimples. I throw myself down the three flights of stairs and head back underground.

      “Skye, what…” Shin tries to get my attention, but I ignore him. I just want to be alone right now. I barrel into him as I head down the corridor to my room, closing the door and shutting the world out behind me.

      I want to scream, but I settle for ripping off my laser suit and throwing it into the corner of the room. I can’t believe Lukas actually went there. I can’t believe he would say the one thing he knows would hurt me.

      “Stupid, selfish jerk!” I scream as I send the breastplate of the suit into the wall. It makes a loud crash as the plastic and Kevlar collide with the concrete wall.

      I hear a knock on my bedroom door, which I ignore. I seriously do just want to be alone. I sit on the bed and slowly strip myself out of the suit now that I’ve calmed down some. Then I hear his voice outside. Shin has asked him what happened. Lukas says he said something stupid to me and proceeds to knock on my door again. They should all know by now that when my door is shut, it means I want to be alone.

      “Skye? Skye, look, I’m sorry. I was an idiot. It just slipped out. I wasn’t thinking. Please open the door.” I ignore him and continue to strip. When I am in my underwear, I find a t-shirt, pull it over my head, and slide into bed. I pull my pillow over my head and attempt to drown out the noise of the world and of Lukas.

      “Skye, dammit. Open the door!” He starts banging now. Laying here in my bed hiding, memories of the worst night of my life come flooding back.

      
        
        “No, no, no. You won’t have her. You won’t ever find her!” My mother screams at the man who is looking for me. She pleads for her life. I hide in the darkness and safety of the basement.

        Then I hear something new, something I’ve never heard before.

        “If you don’t surrender your daughter now, I’ll gut your husband right before your eyes. Surrender the girl to us, and she won’t be harmed. We’re making a better life for these kids.”

        “Better than their own parents? You’re a monster!” I hear a crash against the door to the basement, and then a gunshot rings out. The sound of boots walking away and then nothing.

        

      

      I sit up and throw my pillow off my face. That was new. What could that man have meant by they were building a better life for the kids? Were they kidnapping kids? I’ll never know who those men were who murdered my parents, and perhaps they’re dead as well, but if I do ever see them again, they won’t see me coming.
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      I leave my room a few hours later dressed in jeans, my favorite combat boots, and the dark gray t-shirt I usually sleep in. I don’t care what anybody thinks. This shirt is comfortable. I head upstairs to the kitchen to find food. Long ago, there used to be restaurants next door to the station, but when the planes were flying over, people began looting the stores and taking whatever they could get their hands on to survive. Everyone was doing it, even the ones who thought it was wrong. Lucky for us, someone thought to strip the kitchens of the restaurants and move them into the station. So in our kitchen, we have industrial appliances, which suits us well with our group of twenty-three. I sit down on a stool in the kitchen and watch the chef prepare dinner. Our chef is a burly man with dark, curly hair long enough to tie into a ponytail. I think he is of Italian descent, but I don’t care about his ancestry—all I care about is that he makes excellent food.

      “Ahh, there’s my sous chef.”

      “Hi Robbie. What’s for dinner?”

      “Boiled potatoes, green beans, and roast chicken with gravy.”

      “Mm, you know I love your gravy.”

      Robbie is kind of like my therapist, not that I need one. But I can tell him anything. Even though Lukas is my best friend, he’s a boy who has selective hearing. He doesn’t wholly listen anyway.

      “What happened today?”

      “What? Oh, nothing.”

      Robbie fixes me with a stare that says he doesn’t believe me. I sigh.

      “Fine. I had a fight with Lukas.”

      “Oh, that boy needs a good whooping on the backside sometimes. What did he say now?”

      “He called me a coward.” Robbie puts down his wooden spoon where he’s stirring the gravy and turns around to face me.

      “Honey, you’re not a coward. You are anything but. In fact, he is the coward. You know, bullies say those hateful things because they are hurting inside themselves.”

      “I know, but…”

      Robbie comes and takes a seat beside me on the preparation table and rests a hand on my shoulder. “I know it hurts, but he didn’t mean it as much as you may think he did. Just give him space. Ignore him for a while. He’ll come to you.”

      “But what if he doesn’t? He’s my first friend.”

      “Honey, friends fight all the time. You know the sign that a friendship is true?” I look up into his kind face. Robbie is like a big, cuddly teddy bear inside and out. He couldn’t hurt a soul.

      “What?”

      “They can have a fight and still manage to resolve it and come back to being friends again. If you and Lukas are meant to be, things will work themselves out.”

      “And if they don’t?”

      “Then it’s his loss.” He stands and picks up a tea towel from the oven door. He flicks it at my bottom. I squeal. “Now, get out of my kitchen.”

      “Yes, sir!” I salute him, smile, and walk out, but not before stealing a green bean.
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      I reach the dining room, a dugout space like a cave. Solar-powered lights hang from the ceiling, and people sit in their groups along both sides of the metal tables lined up in the center of the room. I take a seat opposite Lukas, but next to Blossom, a young Japanese girl, who is a year younger than I am, but I’m still fond of—she’s like a sister.

      “Skye…” Lukas begins, but I glare a warning at him and turn to smile at Blossom.

      “So, where’d you go after your game with Lukas?” she asks.

      “Oh, just to my room. I needed to wind down.” I steal a glance at Lukas, who steals a glance at me. When our eyes meet, we both look away quickly. My stomach does a little flip, which I ignore. This is going to be a long dinner.

      “You guys were really good out there, you especially, Skye. I wish I could play.”

      “Why don’t you?”

      “Mama used to say girls shouldn’t play war games and that those games are supposed to be for the men.”

      “Well, I say that’s b—” Someone kicks me under the table. I shoot my glare at Lukas, and the jerk shrugs, but I see a smirk pinching the corners of his lips.

      “Lukas, may I have a word with you privately?” I say as calmly as I can, standing up from the table.

      “Ooh! Lukas is in trouble,” teases Shin. Shin is Korean and is sixteen, same as Lukas and I. He is Lukas’s friend, but he’s also immature. He might as well be ten.

      “Shut up!” Lukas yells and follows me from the room. Once we’re alone in one of the tunnels, I turn on him, crossing my arms.

      “What the hell is your problem?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about, honey,” he spits. Oh, he’s done it this time. Not only has he made fun of my strength, but now he’s gone and spat on my weakness. I can’t take it anymore. I shove him into the wall using my forearm and hold it under his chin, causing him to gasp for air.

      “What gives you the right to say those things to me, huh? You’re the coward, Lukas. You know how much those things mean to me.” He stares at me for a second, then blinks and eventually puts his hands up in surrender. I let him go and step away.

      “I’m sorry. I was being a loser.”

      “Damn right, you were.” I turn to walk away, but he grabs my arm. I look down at the offending hand, but he doesn’t let go.

      “I really am sorry, Skye. I didn’t mean what I said. I’m being a tool.”

      “And why are you being a tool?”

      He sighs, and his following words fall out in a rush. “Because you won’t let me in.”

      He’s right. I won’t let him. I won’t let anyone in. I’ve built a wall around my heart for a reason.

      “Maybe it’s for a good reason. Did you ever think of that?” I rip my hand out of his grasp and stalk back to the table where dinner is being served. Lukas comes back to the table a few seconds after me and doesn’t say another word to me the rest of the night.
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      After dinner, I start to head back to my room in the opposite direction of the other kids. In the evenings, all the kids usually hang out in the common area and play cards or board games, while some adults drink mead and ale in the dining room. I hardly ever socialize, though. It’s boring.

      “Hey, Skye. Wait for me.” I stop walking and turn. Blossom is rushing toward me. “Where are you going?”

      “Back to my room to read.”

      “I was wondering if you’d like to make friendship bracelets with me.”

      “Um, maybe later.” I start walking again, but her voice stops me. “Lukas and Shin were wondering if you’d like to play a game with us then.”

      I freeze. I and everyone else, well, except for Shin himself, know that Blossom is infatuated with Shin. “Really? If Lukas wants to play a game with me, he should ask me himself.” I leave Blossom in the corridor, looking confused.
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      The following day, I rise early to take a jog. I like to jog around the perimeter of the football oval. The sun hasn’t risen yet, and I can feel the crisp air against my bare arms and face as I slip my hoodie on and ascend the stairs to ground level. Michael has said that the world has grown warmer since the bombs, and the humidity has risen exponentially. The other reason I wake before the sun is that no one else does. It is my time to truly be alone.

      I pick up my pace as soon as I’m out of the station and head down the road to the oval. I jump the rusted ticket gates and run onto the oval. The grass has overgrown now, and the once barren and yellow ground is now overwhelmed with weeds. I’m glad the earth has started to rejuvenate. People thought it never would. Lukas knows how much I love to run, so he helped me clear a running track around the outside. We have to keep maintaining it and pulling out weeds, of course, but I find the more I run on it, my feet make their own path.

      I love the feeling of the cool air whipping against my face and tugging at my long knotty hair. Blossom has offered to do my hair each day, but I don’t like people touching me. I have my own way of doing my hair. No one knows how truly crazy it is.

      By the time I’ve done about three laps of the oval, I notice I’m not alone anymore. I know who it is, so I don’t turn around and look. He finally catches up to me by stopping and waiting by the gates.

      “I knew you’d be here,” he says as I run past. He jogs after me when he realizes I’m not stopping and quickly matches my pace. “Still ignoring me, I see. Skye, look, I…”

      “Lukas,” I say, stopping in my tracks. I turn to face him, causing him to almost crash into me. “Quit apologizing to me! I’m sick of hearing it.”

      “Then why won’t you say that you forgive me? How would I know if you’ve forgiven me?”

      “Because that’s not how I take apologies.”

      Lukas shifts his weight and crosses his arms. “What does that mean?”

      “It means I don’t take apologies.” I go to run off, but Lukas grabs my arm and pulls me to him.

      “Stop running away from me, Skye! You’re always running away from me!”

      “Well, it’s just how I cope, okay?”

      “You truly are a weird one. Why won’t you just let me in?”

      “I have. I trusted you. Taking that first step the day I met you was a huge effort for me.”

      He lets me go. “Fine. Race you back to the station?” he asks before taking off. I don’t even give myself time to question anything. I run after him. I can’t let him beat me.

      By the time we arrive at the station, a group has gathered outside the entrance to the station.

      “What’s going on?” I ask as I slow to a walk then bend over my knees to catch my breath. Lukas stands not far away, panting wildly.

      “We thought we would get training done early today,” Michael says. “You two, suit up and be back here in ten.”

      “But why, Pa?” I hear Lukas complain. I’ve already started moving toward the station entrance.

      “No buts, Lukas. You and Skye will be training the younger ones today. Now get a move on.” I hear him groan and shuffle after me. I smirk and make my way to my room.

      Nine minutes later, as I’m heading back up into the early morning sun, I see someone out of the corner of my eye rush up to me. I cover my eyes from the glare and see Blossom standing in front of me with huge puppy dog eyes.

      “Guess what, Skye?”

      “What?” I look around at the others and see some of the younger kids sparring and parrying with broken branches.

      “You get to show me how to fight!”

      “What?” I storm over to Michael, who is watching Shin’s younger brother, Chi, and another boy spar. I don’t mind showing Blossom how to spar or play laser tag, but fight? No, that is not right. “Why are the young ones and the girls learning how to fight?”

      “Good morning, Skye. How was your run?”

      “It was fine. And don’t avoid my question. I never wanted Blossom to fight. She should be with the other women doing laundry and… things.”

      “Do you ever consider that people may want to do something other than the task they are given?”

      Okay, he has me there.

      “Okay, but…”

      “You shouldn’t be so quick to judge. The girls are learning to fight because it’s mandatory that they learn.”

      “But why?”

      “You shouldn’t question everything I say, okay? Now go take Blossom over there and show her how to block your attacks.” Michael points away from the group, and I head back to where Blossom is waiting and pick up my sparring gear. It’s not fair.

      “Are you going to teach me how to fight like you do?” Blossom asks innocently.

      “Yes.” I sigh. “Come on.”

      I lead her away from the group and place my sparring mats and sticks on the ground. Blossom is already dressed in a tight black Kevlar suit minus the breastplate. I take my breastplate off to make it even.

      “Okay. To start, stand with your feet shoulder-width apart.”

      “Like this?” She shuffles her feet outward. I try not to laugh when she takes them too wide.

      “No, no. Not that far. Take one step inward.” I demonstrate with my own feet, and she copies. “Okay, good. Now, hold your hands up in front like this.” I hold my hands in front of my chest, one arm higher than the other in a blocking pose. Blossom puts her hands the same way.

      “Skye?”

      “Yes? Now I’m going to teach you how to block my attacks. You have to duck and swerve away from me.” I know that trying to avoid my attacks will be the best method to teach her right now. She has such a tiny body that I’m afraid she won’t be able to put enough of her weight into landing a worthy punch or kick. I throw my arm toward her shoulder, and she dodges it to the left.

      “I know you don’t want me to learn, but Mr Green said we girls have to learn and that one day, we might need to know how to fight.”

      “No, you won’t. I’m sure that’s not true.”

      “Skye, I know what happened to you when you were a little girl. It happened to my parents, too.” I stop, taken back by what she just said.

      “What? I didn’t know…”

      “It’s okay. I don’t tell everyone. Mr Green says that one day we may need to fight back. You won’t be able to protect all of us.”

      “Protect you? Protect you from what?”

      “The men that killed our parents. Mr Green said one day they could come back and that we’ll need to learn how to look after ourselves.”

      I can’t believe Michael has said that to the children, people like Blossom. They’re innocent and shouldn’t have to learn how to fight. As I teach Blossom how to fight, I have to keep reminding myself that she has lost her family, too. But I can’t bring myself to—not yet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      When I sleep that night, I dream of men with guns kicking and killing children and of my mother falling into a pool of her own blood outside the basement door. I can’t get to her. I scream and cry as I try to bash down the door, but I just can’t get there. Then something wakes me up. I’m not sure what it is, but I hear screaming. That’s when I realize they weren’t coming from my dream.

      I throw myself out of bed, pull on the first pair of pants I find, and open my bedroom door. Sure enough, it’s my people who are screaming. I grab my handgun and run out into the corridor. Something barrels into me from behind, and I go to scream, but a hand covers my mouth. I thrash and kick out, but a familiar voice stops me.

      “Shh, Skye, it’s me. It’s Lukas.” He lets me go, and I turn around to face him.

      “Lukas, what’s going on? Why are people screaming?”

      “Listen, we have to go. We have to get out of here.”

      “What? Why?”

      “We’ve been attacked.”

      “By who?”

      “I’ll tell you when we get out of here. Follow me.” I begin to protest, but Lukas takes off at a fast pace through the tunnels, so I rush to keep up. When we reach the common area, we find his father, Michael, leaning over the table where we eat our meals. Then I see feet. I’m struck down with fear. I’m frozen. The images of my mother lying dead on the floor of our house come back to me fast, and I want to throw up. I feel a hand on my back. I turn, and Lukas gives me a reassuring look.

      “Who… who is that?”

      “It’s Mr Lee, Shin and Chi’s father. He was injured trying to protect Blossom, but it was no use.”

      My eyes widened. Oh, no. Not young, innocent Blossom! “What happened?”

      Lukas turns to me and grips my arms, then slides his hands down to hold mine. He looks into my eyes. The expression is sad, and it makes me afraid.

      “She was taken.”

      Taken.

      “T–taken by who?”

      It’s then that I begin to see red. Rage sweeps over me like a red wave. I clench my fists and step away from Lukas toward the table where Michael tends to Mr Lee.

      “Why didn’t you wake me? I could have protected her.” Michael’s shoulders were tense, but he didn’t turn around. He does look at me, though.

      “There is nothing you could’ve done, Skye. Mr Lee, Lukas, and I all tried, but those men… they’re relentless. That’s why you, Lukas, and Shin have to get out of here.”

      “What? What do you mean?”

      “The men who took Blossom—they’re after innocent children. If I had woken you and Lukas, they could have taken you, too. I can’t have that happen. You have to leave so they don’t come back.”

      “I’m not leaving,” says a voice from behind me. I turn and see Shin standing in the mouth of the tunnel, followed closely by his little brother, Chi. He is wearing only pajama bottoms and unkempt hair. “I’m not leaving my father.” He walks to the table and stands on the other side of it, and takes his father’s hand. Chi takes his father’s other hand. Mr Lee stirs and turns to look at his sons.

      “My boys, yes, you have to leave. You have to stay safe. I can’t leave, I am weak, and I can’t travel.”

      “But, Dad…”

      “No buts, Shin. You go. Take care of your brother and go begin a new life with Skye and Lukas.”

      “No!” Tears pool in his eyes as he grips his father’s hand tighter. I feel tears sting my eyes, and a lump forms in my throat. Is this what it has come to? Do we have to leave our people just to protect ourselves?

      Lukas steps forward. “You have to come too, Dad. I’m not leaving without you. They know where you live. They’ll be back. If they find you alone… No, I can’t risk it.”

      “Lukas, I don’t want to hear another word about this. Do as I say, son. There is a farm five days’ walk from here. It is a crop farm and has plenty of food. The house is hidden away. Stay there until we come for you.”

      “No, Dad…”

      “I said I don’t want to hear anymore, Lukas!” When Michael talks this time, he is furious. He practically growls at Lukas, causing him to flinch. I watch Lukas’s reaction, and he does something that shocks me—he simply nods his head, backs out of the dining room, and leaves. I want to stay and protest, but Shin’s eyes meet mine, and we know it’s the only thing we can do. We have to go.

      When I walk down the corridor to my room, I notice a dark figure leaning against my door. When I get closer, I see it is Lukas.

      “Lukas?” He looks up at the sound of my voice, and immediately, he looks years older. It’s like the stress of the situation has aged him. I know how he feels.

      “I hate this,” he says as I unlock my door and enter. He follows me inside.

      “Me too, but do you really think we should argue with your father?”

      “You would.” I freeze and turn back from grabbing my duffle bag and give him a smirk.

      “You’re right. I would. But if those men are the same ones who killed my parents ten years ago, then they’re going to come back to finish the job. If they find me…” I quickly pack my meager belongings to hide the fact that the tears are coming. I feel a hand on my shoulder.

      “Hey, they won’t come back. They won’t find you. I’m going to do everything in my power to keep that from happening, okay?”

      I meet his gaze, and he’s smiling at me. I remember the boy who smiled down at me, offering me his hand all those years ago, and I instantly felt safe. I let out a shuddery breath and manage a smile back.

      “Okay.”
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      I pack everything I own—nothing more than a few pairs of jeans, shirts, my laser suit, weapons, and the clothes on my back. I meet Shin, Chi, and Lukas back in the common room. Robbie hands us each food and water, and Michael gives Shin a first aid kit because he is trained in first aid. I hug Robbie with tears in my eyes. I am going to miss the big guy.

      “Oh, my Mija,” Robbie cries, calling me the Spanish name for daughter. So he was Hispanic, go figure. “I am going to miss our talks.”

      “I know, Robbie, but we won’t be gone long.”

      “Stay safe. You keep those boys out of trouble, okay?”

      “I can’t promise anything.” I give him one last hug before moving on to hug the rest of our clan. Shin and Chi’s parents are crying. I watch the exchange between Lukas and his father. It was an odd one. I knew Michael was strict, but I could see that sending his son away was one of the hardest choices he had ever had to make. He loved his son, but this was for the best.

      When everyone is ready to go, we recheck our supplies and head off through the underground tunnel to the surface.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      We start at a steady pace. I walk in front while the boys trail behind me. Every now and then, Lukas raises his rifle and points it at something I can’t see. I’m not sure what he is doing, but I don’t question him. He’s been like this for as long as I’ve known him—protective, a little paranoid, yet caring. I can tell he’s just doing it to protect his people, his family. Shin, on the other hand, liked to crack horrible jokes.

      “Hey, guys, what’s black, white, and red all over?”

      “A newspaper,” Lukas replies with the roll of his eyes. We’ve heard this one a million times before. It’s one of his favorites. Chi cracks up. He thought his big brother was hilarious.

      “No, man, a nun who saw a man undressing!”

      “That’s bad,” I told him.

      “No, it’s not. Oh, I have another. Why do vampires read the Wall Street Journal?”

      “Because he was sick of all the bad vampire fiction? Ha! That was good!” Lukas joked.

      “No, because it has good circulation. Ha! Get it?”

      “Oh, my God!” I groaned.

      “Dude, that’s really bad. We’re not going to survive this trip if you keep it up,” Lukas warns.

      “No, Shin won’t survive because one of us would have shot him before we even get to the farm,” I add.

      “Okay, okay. Fine. No more jokes.”

      We see a highway up ahead, and Lukas tells us we’ll need to stick to it for the most direct route.

      There are no cars anymore. After the Middle East bombed us, they stole all our oil supplies, so we had no gas to run anything. A few years before the bombings, car companies had invented electric and hybrid cars, but those vehicles were useless without electricity. So we had to walk everywhere.

      “Hey, do you think they have horses at the farm?” I ask, hopeful.

      “Probably not as it’s been abandoned, but you never know. We don’t even know what’s still there,” says Lukas.

      I nod. Horses would be nice to have. They’d be handy if we ever needed to go back to the station. I try not to get my hopes up, but a girl can dream.

      It starts to get dark by the time Lukas calls for a rest. Sleeping bags and cooking supplies are also included in our packs, so we set up a camp a little way from the highway’s edge near a copse of trees. Our fire won’t be as noticeable as it would be out in the open or closer to the road if anyone else is out there. We set up our beds, and I offer to go gather firewood.

      “I’ll come,” Lukas tells me, and we leave Shin and Chi to prepare our dinner.

      We walk to the tree line and start gathering dried leaves and twigs. I’m not looking at Lukas, but I can feel his eyes burning into my back. I bend down to pick up a tree branch and sneak a look between my legs at him. He’s meant to be gathering wood, but instead, he uses a rock to sharpen one bare tree branch into a spear.

      “You’re making a spear?”

      “Yeah, I thought it would be handy if we ever come across a lake or stream.” I nod in agreement. I want to ask him why he’s been watching me but decide to wait until he brings it up. Knowing how stubborn he is, I know he probably never will.

      Then he does something that surprises me. He hands me the spear.

      “What’s this for?”

      “Another weapon. You only have that tiny little gun and that rusty old blade.”

      “Hey, I love my tiny little gun and blade, thank you very much. They fit in their holsters at my hip and leave my hands free when they aren’t needed. I didn’t want a big ugly rifle.”

      “Suit yourself. But I want you to be undoubtedly prepared. What if I’m not around to defend you?”

      I pause from admiring his handiwork on the spear and look up at him. He’s sharpening another branch. “Hey, what’s that supposed to mean? I hate all this talk of not being able to defend ourselves.”

      “I’m just being prepared, Skye. You can never be too prepared.”

      “Yes, you can. You’re being paranoid. The only reason we’re in this mess is because of me.” I stomp away before he can stop me and rejoin the Lee brothers by the campsite. I hear Lukas groan, and then his footsteps follow a few seconds later. I decide to ignore him for the rest of the night. Lukas dumps his load, including his spear, and sulks off to collect more firewood.

      “What was all that about?” Shin asks as he prepares some loaves of bread and fruit.

      “Nothing. Lukas is just being… Lukas.” I go to work on the fire, stacking the branches and twigs up like a teepee. I place rocks in a circle around the sticks and then add the dried leaves at the base of the sticks.

      I don’t even wait for Lukas to return to light the fire. My father had taught me how to light one from a young age.

      
        
        “There are three ways to light a fire,” he had said.

        Six-year-old me intently listened as he demonstrated each one.

        “First one, matches.” He holds up a box of matches. He takes a matchstick out of the box and strikes it along the side, then holds it to a pile of dried leaves he had collected. There were three piles of leaves, one pile for each demonstration. I clap excitedly. “But what if you don’t have matches or you run out? You will need to know how to make a fire without them.” He picks up two smooth, round stones and holds them up in front of him.

        “Two stones?” six-year-old me had asked.

        “Yes.” Then he would strike the stones against each other, creating a spark. I gasp in wonder as he holds the stones near the second pile of leaves, and the spark catches the leaves, lighting them on fire. I clap happily.

        “Next, next!” Then my father had held up a stick.

        “A stick? How does a stick make fire?”

        Then my father would hold the stick above the third pile of leaves and then slowly place it in the top of the cone of leaves. He then rubbed his palms back and forward, up and down on each side of the stick. I watched intently for a while but grew disheartened when I couldn’t see anything happening.

        “Daddy, nothing’s happening!” I had cried.

        “It will. Just wait. Watch and see, my honey.”

        I did, and a few seconds later, I began to see smoke coming out of the leaves. I squealed and clapped my hands. Then my father blew gently, and a little flame appeared, eventually turning into a bigger flame, which engulfed the whole pile of leaves.

        

      

      I sighed. That was my favorite memory of my father. It’s something I would think about every now and then until it got to the part where he used my pet name. That part always brought tears.

      “Skye?” A voice broke me out of my reverie. I look up and notice Lukas standing nearby. He is studying me intensely. I quickly turn away and look down at what I had done. I had used the last method of making a fire my father had shown me, and the leaves were smoking. I blow the smoke in small, gentle puffs, and soon, a fire engulfs the teepee of leaves.

      “I’m fine, Lukas.”

      “I wasn’t checking up on you again. I know you’re fine. I was just going to commend you on your fine work there,” he says, gesturing toward the fire with his armful of branches. “You’re really good at making a fire.”

      “Thanks, my father taught me.”

      The boys know the topic of my parents is a sore one, so they don’t press me on the issue or bring it up again for the rest of the night. Instead, Shin changes the subject.

      “Who’s hungry?” He holds up two apples as Lukas sits down on one side of the fire.

      “Me,” he says. “I’m starved.” Shin throws him an apple and some bread, and I smile as Shin hands me my dinner. I am glad I have them.
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