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REVOLUTION









CHAPTER ONE: GENESIS

GRACE

The dark night was filled with the gruesome soundtrack of war as the chaos unfolded around me. Gunfire, explosions, and bone-shattering screams of terror and agony ripped through the air. Mesmerising tongues of fire engulfed a building next to me, the heat of the flames searing into my skin and melting my thoughts. War cascaded through the camp, tearing apart buildings and people alike as I tried to figure out my next move.

A mixture of terror, adrenaline, and gut-twisting anxiety coursed through me as a sudden shadow streaking towards me caught my attention. I’d barely turned my head to look before I recognised who it was, and the despair hardly had a chance to sink in before his body collided roughly with my own. The wind was knocked from my lungs. I hadn’t seen him for days, and I was certainly not excited to see him now as he wrestled against me on the ground.

My last remaining family member.

My brother.

Jonah.

‘You filthy traitor!’ he spat angrily as he struggled to pin me down.

His arms fought to secure mine as I shoved at his chest to try and throw him off me. I was at a significant disadvantage beneath his weight, but I never stopped moving for a second. My legs thrashed as I tried to kick him off, but it didn’t work.

‘Get off me!’ I hissed angrily. Frustration ripped through me as he gripped my shoulders and pulled me off the ground only to slam me back into the dirt. Air rushed past my lips as again my breath was knocked from me. I managed to free one of my fists long enough to swing it upward, connecting my knuckles to his jaw. The hit was strong enough only to cause him to

pause his attack.

‘You betrayed us,’ he seethed, glaring down at me with bulging eyes. His actions were strong and urgent, giving no thought to potentially hurting me; on the contrary, that was his goal.

‘No, I didn’t!’ I yelled back.

But that was a lie.

I had betrayed them.

All this flashed through my head in less than a second as I struggled against him. He gripped my wrists tightly, wrenching them to the side as he tried to pin them down. I twisted beneath him, making it difficult for him to control me.

Panic flashed through me as I saw him pull back and rip a knife from his belt. The long, sharp blade glinted in the light of the fire burning next to us as he hovered over me. Heavy pants escaped both of our bodies as I pushed up against his chest, trying to create more space between us, but he was too strong.

‘Jonah, don’t—’

‘You chose your side, Grace. Now you can die with the rest of them.’

‘No—’

I huffed out in frustration as I exerted all my strength. My arms shook with the effort of pushing him off, as his blade inched closer and closer by the second. Sweat dripped from his brow to land on my skin, his teeth gritted in determination just as mine were.

This was it.

My own brother was going to kill me.

I could feel the point of the knife on my chest now, directly over my heart. The sharp edge had just started to break the skin when I remembered being in such a position before, only

under much different circumstances. Hayden’s face flashed through my mind as he hovered over me, pinning me down in the soft brush of the forest as he taunted me. I remembered the way he’d thrown me off him with his hips. I was in a similarly vulnerable position like now.

Without further hesitation, I summoned every ounce of strength I possessed to use my legs as leverage. Jonah had been so focused on guiding his knife that he momentarily forgot about the lower halves of our bodies. In a split second, his body rolled to the side into the dirt, freeing me from his weight long enough to roll away.

‘You little—’ he seethed, scrambling on the ground.

I jumped to my feet. Without thinking, I took a deep breath and cocked my leg back before swinging it forward with all my strength. The heavy part of my boot collided with his jaw, jerking his entire head to the side before his body followed, going slacken in the dirt – clearly unconscious from the blow to the face. His chest rose and fell still, telling me he was alive.

‘Arsehole,’ I muttered. I couldn’t resist aiming one more kick at his side, swinging my foot just as hard at his ribs.

I should have taken his knife and plunged it into his chest as he’d tried to do to me, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t kill my own brother.

I did, however, duck to take the knife from his hand as well as the two guns he had stowed in his belt. Air ripped through my lungs as I panted heavily, exhausted but determined to find Hayden. My hands moved quickly to make sure both guns were loaded, slamming the magazines back into the chamber of each. Soft metallic clicks told me they were both ready to use. I kept one in my hand before storing the other behind my waist, keeping the knife in my other hand.

With that, I cast one last derisive look at my brother’s prone body before spiriting away into the

chaos. More than one building was fully engulfed in flames, and more than a few bodies had already fallen to litter the pathway. I didn’t pause long enough to see who they were, terrified I’d recognise someone I cared about.

It seemed that everywhere I looked, shadows darted through the night. Friends, foes, it was impossible to tell. Gunshots rang out so frequently that it was hard to determine which direction they came from, much less who was shooting at who.

My feet carried me on, searching for one face amongst the pandemonium: Hayden. Out of the corner of my eye, two shadows collided before fists started to fly. A few punches were struck before a sickening wet thunk sounded – the sound of a knife finding its target. One shadow stilled on the ground as the other stood, rising from their position before darting off again.

‘Hayden!’ I shouted, unable to resist any longer. I needed to find him before my heart hammered its way out of my chest.

‘Hayden!’

Panic ripped through me as I moved towards the largest fire I could see. If Hayden was anywhere, he’d be in the thick of it all to defend those he cared about. I was about to round the last corner that would lead me to into the fray when I saw two more shadows emerge from between some huts.

One was much smaller than most others, and it darted hastily from the gap in the buildings. The reason for the haste became clear as a much larger, more menacing shadow emerged immediately after. The larger shadow gained on the smaller one, closing the distance quickly. The larger person was just about to jump on the smaller one when the fire illuminated their faces, sending a wave of horror through me.

Jett.

The second face was someone I recognised from Greystone but didn’t know by name. He was in his early thirties, bloodlust clear in his eyes as he chased after Jett.

The man launched himself into the air, about to tackle Jett to the ground, at the same time I aimed my gun in his direction. Without pausing even a second, I fired, sending my bullet rocketing their way. As if attached to a rope, the man’s body jerked to the side as the bullet sunk into his skull. As he fell, his body had enough momentum to allow it to crash into Jett and trip him.

A shrill scream of panic left Jett’s lips as he fell to the ground, beneath the corpse. Jett twisted jerkily beneath him, confusion and terror clear in his eyes as he took in the wide, blank stare that met his.

‘Jett!’ I shouted, rushing forward. He squirmed fearfully, unable to free himself. As soon as I reached them, I squatted down to shove the man off enough for him to wiggle out from beneath. The man’s body toppled into the dirt as Jett stood shakily, tears pouring down his cheeks. I hardly had time to straighten up before he launched himself into my chest, hugging me tightly as he sobbed uncontrollably.

‘You shouldn’t be here,’ I managed to say. I had never been in such a frenzied situation before; if it was so unsettling. I didn’t want to know what effect it would have on naive, innocent Jett.

He didn’t respond as he hugged me tightly. As much as I wanted to be able to comfort him, I couldn’t. I could feel time slipping away, every second I wasn’t with Hayden adding to my alarm. My eyes scanned the area around us, searching for enemies or allies in need, but for the moment, we were alone.

‘Come on, Jett, come with me,’ I said quickly. Impatience and anxiety had taken over, hastening my actions. I separated myself from him and stuffed the knife into my pocket before gripping his hand in my own. With one final hasty look around, I turned back from the madness to lead him away.

My eyes landed on a small hut, bordered on either side by a few others of similar size. I practically dragged a still sobbing Jett behind me. My gaze never stopped scanning for danger as we approached, but I still saw nothing as we reached the door. Without hesitating, I threw my shoulder into it to force it open.

A terrified squeak greeted me as I burst through the door, though it was too dark to see anyone.

‘Please don’t kill us,’ a small voice said, from the corner of the room. I squinted into the darkness, my eyes finally adjusting to make out two little girls pressed into the corner. I had never seen them before but it was easy to assume they were members of Blackwing just trying to stay out of the fray.

‘I’m not going to kill you,’ I said as calmly as I could. ‘I’m on your side.’

The smaller of the two, who looked to be around four or five, peered up at me with wide eyes. The older one, maybe nine or ten, looked up in fear before I saw her gaze shift to Jett in surprise. He’d managed to stop crying now but still had tears streaked down his face as he stood next to me.

‘Jett?’ the older girl asked.

‘Hi, Rainey,’ he murmured quietly, as if embarrassed all of a sudden.

‘Jett, you know these girls?’ I asked hurriedly, desperate to get back outside and find Hayden.

‘Yes,’ he answered. I hunched down so our eyes were level, locking my gaze on his.

‘You’re brave, right, Jett?’

‘Yes, I – I’m brave,’ he stammered.

‘I know you are,’ I told him. ‘Listen to me closely, okay?’

He nodded in determination, his features hardening as he did so.

‘I need you to protect them, all right? You stay here with them until this is over and shoot anyone who comes through that door that you don’t know.’

His eyes widened as he gulped harshly. I felt jittery and anxious as I wasted time here with Jett.

‘Can you do that?’

‘Yes,’ he said tightly. He took a deep breath and nodded before speaking again. ‘Yes, Grace, I can do that.’

‘Good, I know you can,’ I said, shooting him a quick, tense smile.

‘Here, take this gun. Remember what I said about shooting? Two eyes for moving, one for still?’

‘I remember.’

‘I have to go, but you can do this. Someone will come and find you when this is over. Keep them safe, Jett.’

‘I will, Grace, I will!’ he said firmly. He puffed his thin chest out as he tried to appear brave. A small sense of pride washed over me as I nodded encouragingly at him. With that, I turned back towards the door. I had just reached it when I heard him speak again.

‘Grace, you’re going to find Hayden, right?’

‘Yes, Jett. I’ll find him,’ I promised. I’d just slipped outside, the door nearly closed, when

I heard Jett speaking softly to the two girls inside.

‘Don’t worry, I’ll protect you.’

My stomach clenched tightly at his words, desperately hoping they were true. I closed the door behind me and started running again. I had a knife and a gun with a single round. I sprinted back towards the centre of things, kicking the dirt with each step.

All around me, fights had broken out. Fists flew, knives slashed, guns fired, and bodies fell. So many bodies, more than I could count, were piling up as I darted through camp. I ignored the wave of nausea that rolled through me and tried not to think about how many lives were being lost at this exact moment.

Finally I rounded the final corner, and no amount of mental preparation could have prepared me for what I saw. Amongst the brawling people, raging fires, lifeless bodies, and endless carnage, stood a horrifically shocking centrepiece. The eight-storey tower, the pride of Blackwing, was burning from the ground up.

Fear gripped my heart as I remembered exactly where Hayden had gone before he left me: the tower. It was nearly impossible to see through the thick, choking smoke that smothered the night air. Keeping my gun and knife in hand, I darted forward again, both terrified and hopeful that I would find Hayden.

A sudden flash of movement to my left appeared as someone jabbed a knife at me while I ran by, but the blow was stilled as another body tackled the first to the ground.

‘Oh no you don’t!’ shouted a familiar voice. My eyes darted towards the wrestling pair, sending a shock of recognition through me as I saw Kit on top of a man from Greystone. I hardly had time to be afraid for him before he landed two powerful blows across the man’s face, followed quickly by a flash of his knife across his throat. Instantly, bright red blood flooded from

his neck.

Just like that, Kit had killed him.

‘What are you waiting for, help him!’ Kit shouted, as I realised I was gaping at him. He threw his hand towards the tower. As quickly as he’d arrived, however, he was gone, leaving the lifeless corpse to sprint off towards another enemy.

From this new position, I could just make out a shadow a few storeys up, hunched over as he lugged something behind him. He was about halfway down the tower, above at least two storeys of flames. The curve of his back and the small halo of hair was all it took for me to identify him: Hayden.

It was difficult to see what he was doing, but there was no ignoring the fact that the closer he got to the ground, the closer he got to the inferno.

‘Hayden!’ I shouted. He didn’t seem to hear me, however, as he continued to drag whatever he had behind him down the stairs. My heart thumped painfully hard against my ribs. A scream of agony cut through the air, accenting my fear. This wasn’t fear for myself, however: this was fear for him. How was he supposed to get down?

‘Hayden!’ I shouted again. His head jerked towards me as he caught the sound, and he leaned over the rail to squint down at me. It was then that I saw he had his shirt tugged up over his nose in an attempt to block the choking smoke.

‘Grace!’ he called back in surprise. ‘Get out of here!’

‘No!’ I yelled back. Every second he wasted was a second the flames grew fiercer.

‘You have to jump, now before it gets too high!’

Why hadn’t he jumped in the first place? Much to my horror, he retreated over the railing, cutting himself completely from my view.

‘I can’t,’ he grunted. It was difficult to hear him over the roar of the flames and the sounds of war raging on around me. While most of the gunfire seemed to have transitioned to hand-to-hand combat, yells, screams, and the occasional burst of flames continued.

‘Why not?!’ I demanded, actually stamping my foot in the ground in frustration.

He didn’t answer, sending a wave of fear washing over me.

‘Hayden!’

My eyes scanned the ground, searching for something to act as a cushion. All I could see was dirt, a few patches of grass, and most horrifically, the occasional body. A heavy grunt and a loud thud jerked my attention back up the tower, where I breathed a sigh of relief as I saw Hayden once again.

The reason for his slow descent was suddenly clear as I saw him drag two heavy bundles along after him.

No, not bundles.

Bodies.

I couldn’t identify who they were, but I had a strong suspicion about one. But if Hayden was risking his own life to lug that worthless piece of trash down the tower, I was going to be furious. Barrow did not deserve to live.

‘Hayden, leave them! You have to jump now or none of you will make it!’

I sounded cold, heartless, but I didn’t care. All that mattered was getting Hayden out alive.

‘No,’ he hissed angrily, as if frustrated by the whole situation. He was only one storey above the flame now, three above the ground. I huffed out in angry exasperation as he leaned over the side again to inspect the ground. His skin was streaked with black from the rising smoke

all around him, and his T-shirt had fallen away, leaving him exposed. A deep cough rumbled from his chest as he squinted through the smoke.

‘Grace, see that hay bale over there?’ he called, pointing between two of the nearest huts. I jerked around and squinted through the darkness to see what he was indicating.

‘Yes, got it,’ I said, reading his mind as I sprinted away. I leaped over a fallen body, without looking. The bale was nearly as tall as I was and incredibly heavy. Luckily, it was round, and I positioned myself behind it and threw my shoulder into it to try and roll it.

My feet dug into the ground as I shoved again, letting out a yell of frustration before I finally managed to dislodge it from where it had settled. Once I got it moving, it was much easier, and I continued to throw my shoulder into it as I rolled it towards the base of the tower.

I met resistance when the bale collided with a lump. I cringed as I realised it was probably a body and tried to wipe the thought from my mind. Sure enough, when the bale finally moved, a body was revealed beneath it. Making sure to avoid stepping on it, I manoeuvred around it before finally reaching the base of the tower.

Burning flames heated the air as I stood mere feet away, whipping my knife from my pocket to slash the ties that held the bale together. Instantly, the hay lost its form and collapsed into a pile of stems, aided by my fervent pushing and shoving. As soon as I had it spread, I jumped back and looked up at Hayden.

I was relieved to see him watching me, though he disappeared quickly as he ducked down once again. Every second that ticked by seemed like an icepick hammering at my heart despite the overwhelming heat. Finally, a limp arm emerged over the railing as I heard a loud grunt from Hayden. The arm was followed by a leg and a torso. Hayden leaned over, barely managing to lift them over the railing.

‘Okay, Grace, move her as soon as she’s down,’ he called.

‘Got it!’

He didn’t hesitate any longer before shoving the unconscious body over the side, careful to ensure she cleared the flames below. I watched in awe as her body soared through the air, blonde hair fanning out around her as if she were in slow motion. In a split second, she landed with a thud in the pile of hay. I cringed before rushing forward.

After reaching down to grab her arms and pull, I saw who it was. Her eyes were closed and her skin was covered in black smudges, but her chest rose and fell slowly as she drew life sustaining breath: Maisie.

Without hesitation, I dragged her away from the fire, leaving her to settle in the grass before returning to my position.

‘Hayden, hurry,’ I urged, bouncing on my feet. A quick glance around told me that the everyone thankfully was too busy fighting to notice my work at the base of the tower.

There was no warning as a second body fell, the thud much louder this time. My face contorted in disgust: as I suspected, Barrow lay in the hay, very much alive and very much unworthy of Hayden saving his life. Despite my reluctance, I gripped his ankles and tugged as hard as I could, grunting loudly as I yanked his heavy body out of the way. I managed to set him next to Maisie before I carelessly dropped his legs and darted back to the tower.

‘Hayden, come on,’ I muttered anxiously under my breath. My hands shook by my sides as he climbed carefully over the railing. Deep coughs ripped from his throat as he spluttered against the choking smoke. I let out a shout of panic as his body swooped forward, his eyes flickering closed for a half a second before he snapped out of it, jerking his body back upright.

It looked like he was seconds away from passing out as the smoke closed in around him.

‘Jump, Hayden! Jump!’

But his eyes drifted shut again, the feeble cough he gave causing his chest to cave in as his body leaned dangerously far over the side.

‘Hayden!’

My shrill attempt to snap him out of it didn’t work. I watched in frozen horror as gravity took over, pulling his body down over the edge. His limbs flew out limply and the breeze pushed his hair back, his body twisting uncontrollably. The space between him and the ground disappeared as he landed with a heavy thud, his back taking most of the fall when he landed in the thinning pile of hay.

‘Hayden,’ I breathed as I jerked forward, nearly tripping myself as I flung my body down into the hay next to him.

His arms were thrown out by his sides, and his legs were bent somewhat awkwardly. I collapsed beside him and took his face desperately in my hands. A thin line of blood trickled from his lips and trailed down his neck.

‘Hayden, wake up, please wake up,’ I begged. Tears pricked at the back of my eyes but I fought to fight them off. I felt as if I was going to throw up. ‘Come on, please . . .’

He didn’t respond. I hovered over him, unsure of what to do. The skin on his throat was dirty and hot as I pressed the pads of two fingers to it, feeling for a pulse. Panic ripped through me as I felt nothing, but was calmed when I shifted them and felt a faint thudding beneath my touch.

He was alive.

It was only then that I noticed the faint, weak breaths between his lips. A gasp of relief so loud ripped through me that I nearly collapsed. He was alive. Hayden was alive.

It was as if that realisation brought everything back at once: the blistering heat of the fire, the raging sound of it as it consumed everything in its path. Sound, too, as I heard the endless onslaught of bullets, the dull thuds of bodies beating on others, the agonising shouts as people died around me. It all closed in on me as I clung to Hayden’s limp body.

Everywhere I looked, I saw people falling. One shadow killed another, sending him sprawling into the dirt. A mysterious bullet connected with a target, wiping the tension and life as fast as the bullet itself. A few yards away, a body burned before me, fermenting the air with the sick smell of singed flesh.

War was everywhere, invading my senses and taking over my every thought. There was nothing I could do except protect Hayden. Darkness overtook me as I closed my eyes. My arms roped around his neck as I leaned over him, shielding him from the desolation of man and his twisted capabilities.

Suddenly, the loudest sound rocked me to my very bones. There was a flash of light so bright that it burned through my closed eyelids, followed quickly by a bang so loud I thought my eardrums had been shredded. Next came a burst of scalding heat.

That was it.

Light.

Fire.

Heat.

Darkness.





CHAPTER TWO: CARNAGE

GRACE

A dull buzzing invade my senses, and heat from all directions seemed to assault my skin – behind me, on each side, and beneath me. Beneath me? My eyes finally managed to flicker open as I forced myself to sit up. The heat was explained immediately as I took in the still-burning fires all around me.

Then I saw Hayden. He lay on his back in a pile of hay exactly where he’d landed after falling, eyes closed and lips parted as soft puffs of air escaped. Just as before, I felt panic start to rise as I brushed his hair back off his face. My hands felt jerky and uncoordinated as I let my thumbs trace lightly over his cheeks.

‘Hayden,’ I said softly, trying to wake him gently.

I was vaguely aware of the lack of sound though I didn’t give it a second thought as I tried to wake him. When before there had been shouting, gunshots, raging fires, now there was only the crackling of flames as they continued to burn. Not even the marked change in atmosphere could draw my attention from him.

‘Hayden, please . . .’ I begged quietly. The fact that he was breathing was the only thing keeping me sane. My heart was beating so hard that it felt as if it was about to break in half.

He coughed once, causing my stomach to twist anxiously. I ducked closer urgently.

‘Yes, that’s it, come on,’ I murmured urgently.

A deeper cough rumbled from his chest this time. His striking green irises were finally revealed to me as his eyes flittered open.

‘Grace.’

His voice was even deeper and raspier than normal thanks to the damage inflicted on it by

the copious amounts of smoke he’d inhaled – but it was enough to make me collapse with relief against his chest. Over and over again, I let his name fall from my lips as I finally let myself believe he was all right.

‘Hayden, you’re okay?’

He groaned lightly in confirmation but didn’t resist my hug. I felt his hand rise weakly to land on my side, where his fingers brushed feathery light over the slightly singed fabric of my clothes. It was only then that I noticed my skin was stinging too.

‘First step’s a doozy,’ he muttered flatly.

A half gasp, half laugh choked from my throat as yet another wave of relief washed over me. When I finally managed to release him, he shifted to prop himself up on his elbows with a grimace. Surely he was in pain, as he’d just free-fallen from two storeys into a meagre pile of hay.

‘You’re an idiot,’ I told him. He was probably the only person I knew who would risk his life to save someone so undeserving as Barrow. I would have had a hard time leaving Maisie behind, but I wouldn’t have given Barrow another thought. It seemed I was constantly being bombarded with proof of how much better Hayden truly was than the rest of us.

‘Yeah, probably,’ he agreed, pursing his lips tightly together.

‘You should have left him.’

‘Yeah, probably,’ he repeated.

My hand reached out to push a matted lock of hair out of his face before my fingertips traced lightly over the cut on his lip that had already started to dry. His gaze burned into mine, matching the intensity of the fires still roaring around me. In the absence of fighting all around us we fell into the bubble that often encased Hayden and me.

‘Are you sure you’re okay?’ I questioned, studying him closely. He blew out a deep breath as he heaved himself up into a sitting position, levelling his face with mine.

‘I’m just fine, Grace,’ he lulled. His voice still sounded as if it was weighted down with smoke. I wondered how long before his voice would go back to its naturally deep tone.

I wanted to confront him to see if he was being truthful, but his gaze fell on the other two people who’d been throw haphazardly from the tower: Maisie and Barrow. Yet another deep cough rumbled from his chest as he moved to stand up, his actions slow and stiff thanks to the damage his body had surely suffered.

‘Hayden—’

He ignored me as he started in their direction, rolling his shoulder around its socket once as he moved. I rose immediately to follow him, jogging to catch up just as he arrived at the first, smaller body. Maisie was just starting to stir as he stooped down and brushed his hand lightly over hers.

‘Maisie,’ I heard him murmur. She let out a groan before her eyes opened. She blinked a few times before she sat up, clearly less affected by the smoke than Hayden had been, thanks to succumbing to it sooner. In his efforts to drag both Maisie and Barrow down the stairs, Hayden had worked much harder and inhaled more of the smoke.

‘Hey,’ she responded. Her hands rubbed at her eyes where soot from the smoke had started to gather in the fine wrinkles, smudging the streaks along her skin.

While Hayden made sure she was okay, I glanced around. Although the tower still burned along with a few of the buildings nearby, there was no more fighting, though I couldn’t figure out what had stopped it. People moved around, shadows in the flickering light, as they examined those other shadows that lay stilled on the ground. My momentary sense of relief began to be

smothered by dread as I realised what the next few hours would bring – evidence of the carnage of war.

A gruff cough tore my eyes from where I’d been watching someone stoop to assess a fallen body to see Barrow sitting up a few feet over. Anger seared through me at the sight of him, and I had to hold myself back from going over and kicking him in the nose. He looked a bit thinner than he had the last time I saw him, as if his time of inactivity at the top of the tower had caused his once firm muscles to start atrophying.

‘You’re still here,’ he muttered as his eyes landed on me.

‘Yep, and I’m not going anywhere,’ I spat back reproachfully. I had several reasons to hate him – his obvious mistrust of me, his attempts to overthrow Hayden, and of course the way he’d taken me and assaulted me when I’d tried to return to Blackwing – all of them driving my desire to push him into the flame burning a few yards away.

‘Grace,’ Hayden muttered warningly. He shot me a disapproving look before intercepting the glare I shared with Barrow. Then he turned his back to me. ‘Come on, get up.’

My arms crossed bitterly over my chest as I watched him rise, the anger only slightly settled by the relief that Maisie had risen along with him. A man who happened to walk by jumped as Hayden called out to him.

‘Frank,’ Hayden said sharply. The man looked vaguely familiar and I remembered seeing him on various guard duties throughout Blackwing. ‘I need you to take these two to see Docc, then I need you to put Barrow in a hut where you can guard him. Got it?’

Now that the tower was gone, it appeared he’d have to figure out a new plan to keep Barrow under control. Frank nodded immediately, hitching the large gun slung over his shoulder menacingly as he shot a glance at Barrow.

‘Thank you, Hayden. For what you did,’ Maisie said, stepping forward with a gentle smile.

‘Sure thing,’ Hayden rasped. Another cough came as he nodded, silently signalling them to be on their way. Barrow, I noticed, said nothing at all to Hayden to thank him for saving his life. I scowled at him as he stalked away.

‘Stop it, Grace,’ Hayden said, jerking my gaze back to him. He frowned at me as he clearly noticed my attitude.

‘He didn’t deserve that,’ I told him.

‘He helped raise me. I couldn’t just let him die.’

I couldn’t find enough compassion to agree with him. ‘People’s pasts have nothing to do with their present,’ I muttered. Surely my own brother could attest to that; the evidence of it was still trickling down my chest in the form of blood after he’d tried to kill me.

Hayden had just opened his mouth to speak when an overly loud, familiar voice rang out from around the corner. His jaw snapped shut as he shot me a questioning look and ticked his head towards the noise, indicating I follow as he started off as quickly as his stiff body would allow.

‘—and then the bloody bomb went off right by my ear!’

‘What the hell . . .’ Hayden muttered in confusion as we rounded the corner, making sure to avoid the tongues of flames that leaped out at us.

Once cleared of the flames, we saw a group of about thirty people gathered with none other than Dax in the middle, shouting at the rest of them. I blew a sigh of relief at the fact he was alive, followed by another as a thoroughly blood-soaked Kit came into view.

‘What’s going on? What happened?’ Hayden demanded as we joined the circle, which

parted easily for us.

‘Someone set off a bomb—’

‘Will you stop your damn shouting? Jesus,’ Kit muttered, cutting him off with a roll of his eyes.

‘What?’

‘I said shut up, you oaf!’ Kit repeated a little louder. He shook his head and I thought I saw the tiniest hint of a grin before he turned back to Hayden and me. Dax apparently understood this time because he stopped shouting.

‘Will someone please explain?’ Hayden said impatiently.

‘Everyone was fighting and we were kind of getting overrun because we were outnumbered when Perdita appeared and set off this flash bomb. Of course it went off right by this idiot so it appears he’s having difficulty hearing,’ Kit explained, raising his voice on the last two words while throwing a pointed look at Dax. ‘Scared the hell out of them all and they ran for it.’

It was only then that I noticed the tiny, frail old woman standing amongst the crowd. The gaps from her missing teeth were obvious as she grinned widely at us, clearly satisfied with her work. Hayden’s description of her – old, slightly insane, tattoo artist and bomb expert – flashed through my mind.

‘Boom,’ Perdita said simply, nodding eagerly.

‘Boom,’ I repeated quietly, as if to myself. That explained the sudden flash of light and heat I’d felt before it had knocked me out momentarily. This crazy, wrinkly old lady had potentially just saved countless lives and stopped the fighting. At least, stopped it for now.

‘And they all just left?’ Hayden said dubiously, frowning in confusion.

‘Yeah, mate, they scattered. Good thing, too. It was getting bad,’ Kit answered, cutting off Dax’s attempt to speak, or rather, shout, his reply.

‘I’m not getting mad!’ Dax protested indignantly, mishearing Kit’s explanation. Kit simply waved an arm at him, silencing him further. I hoped Dax’s hearing would come back eventually because this new, loud Dax was going to be markedly less stealthy.

Despite everything going on, I felt a small surge of amusement. Things were still very much unsettled, of course, with fires burning and bodies still littering the ground. We were exhausted, but nowhere near done for the night.

‘How many are dead?’ Hayden asked grimly, a deep frown pulling at his features.

‘I don’t know yet,’ Kit admitted. The rest of the crowd, who had remained largely silent, let out a few low murmurs.

‘Okay.’ Hayden paused and pushed his hand through his hair. ‘All right, so, if you’re badly hurt, go see Docc to get fixed up. Tell others that aren’t here that as well. If you’re able to help, start lining up bodies. Us and them, keep them separate, but treat everyone as a human being, got it?’

Quiet murmurs of assent rolled through the small crowd while Hayden scanned their faces. ‘Some of you get started on trying to put out the fire in the tower – hopefully we can save that. We don’t really have enough water to put out the rest of the fires, so just let them burn out but be careful not to let them spread. And everyone stay alert. You never know if they’ll come back.’

With that, he our dismissal, causing people to disperse to their assigned tasks. Turning to me, his burning gaze locked on my own, he said, ‘You should go back to my hut, Grace. This’ll be hard for you since you’re probably going to know some from both sides.’

It wasn’t until that moment that I realised this was true. Not only would I most likely know some of those killed, I had killed someone myself. The man chasing Jett had been the first person from Greystone I’d killed. I hadn’t given it a second thought. I didn’t want to know what that meant.

‘No, I want to help,’ I said, shaking my head. I knew the impact this would surely have on Hayden but I wanted to be there for him. ‘Come on, let’s get started.’

I reached out to briefly squeeze his arm, where some of the black smudges from the smoke had mixed with sweat and rubbed off onto my own skin. He was absolutely covered in sweat and black soot. I knew I didn’t look much better with the blood splattered across me. We had a lot to discuss, but now was not the time.

We didn’t have to move far before we came across the first body – a man of maybe thirty lying face down along the side of the path. Hayden stooped without a word to press his fingers into the man’s wrist, checking for a pulse he would not find. With a sigh, Hayden straightened up and turned him over to reveal his face, which thankfully was not one either of us recognised.

I was reminded of our raid to the city when we’d shot the Brutes after our jeep broke down. Hayden and I secured his limbs to bring his body to the already growing line of those from Greystone. The same blush of cold had started to settle into the flesh, and his face held the blank lifelessness I’d seen countless others times. At least four other bodies had already been laid down by the time we placed his body in the dirt, and I could see other pairs bringing even more to the area.

This was only a taste of the war to come, but already so many lives had been lost.

Hayden let out a deep sigh but didn’t speak as he moved to search for our next body, which once again didn’t take long to find. This grim task seemed to stretch on forever as Hayden

and I hauled body after body to their respective piles. My luck ran out as I recognised the third body – a woman from Greystone only a few years older than me who’d once been close with my brother. I studied her with an odd sense of detachment as we laid her next to the others.

After carrying our tenth body, my arms started to feel slightly shaky. After the fourth person I’d recognised from Greystone, I’d stopped looking at their faces. I didn’t want to know who had gone from my former life. I tried to think of them as merely bags of flour, perhaps, that I was helping to haul to Maisie. It was the only way I could keep myself from having a slight breakdown. The most I did was look to make sure none of the bodies were that of my brother, but I did not see him. It appeared he’d managed to get away.

Hayden moved methodically, as if he, too, had tried to mentally check out of the task, though I knew he was not quite successful. It didn’t matter what pile the body went into – Blackwing or Greystone – every body we lifted darkened his spirit, weighing him down physically and emotionally. He was retreating further and further away from me as he lurked in the depths of his memory.

After nearly an hour of searching the grounds of Blackwing, it seemed we were done. Two unnervingly large lines of bodies had been collected, stretching further than I could measure easily. It seemed as if, for tonight, my friends were safe. I’d caught glimpses of most of them – Dax, Kit, Docc, Malin – as they helped with the carnage. Only one small person remained in the back of my mind to worry about – Jett.

I stood next to Hayden, hands resting on either side of my hips as sweat poured down my back. The fires, thankfully, had started to burn themselves out, and the crew assigned to putting out the tower fire seemed to have been successful, though it remained to be seen if the tower was repairable.

‘So that’s twelve from Blackwing, twenty-three from Greystone,’ Hayden concluded, drawing my attention. Thirty-five people in total had died tonight, seemingly for no gain at all. A shudder ran through me as the weight of this realisation sank in.

‘Jesus,’ I muttered. Hayden seemed deflated as he stood next to me, unable to tear his eyes from the faces of those lined up from Blackwing. Some were older with wrinkles creasing their skin, some relatively young in their thirties and forties, while some, most shockingly, were even younger than me. Too young to be out here, dying for something they did not ask for.

‘Come on, Hayden,’ I said, reaching out to gently tug on his hand in hopes of getting him away from all this. ‘You’ve done enough.’

But he stayed firmly planted to his spot. His hand dropped from mine before falling limply by his side as if he were in a type of trance. He didn’t even react as members of Blackwing moved behind us to start preparing to burn the bodies of those from Greystone, keeping with the tradition I knew Hayden had started. Those from Blackwing would be buried.

‘Hayden,’ I tried again, moving cautiously to stand in front of him and cut off his view. His eyes were slightly glazed and he had to blink several times before he managed to focus on me. ‘Come on. You should see Docc to make sure you’re all right.’

‘No,’ he said instantly, shaking his head. ‘I’m fine.’

‘But—’

‘I said I’m fine, Grace.’ His words sounded harsh but there was no conviction behind them. He just sounded flat, hollow, lifeless. I frowned softly as the reaction I’d been expected started to show. Predicting its arrival didn’t make it any better.

At least he appeared to be relatively okay physically aside from some stiffness and a persistent cough that had kept up throughout the night. He let out a deep sigh as I silently

pleaded with him to call it a night. He needed to rest and escape from the darkness that had settled over everyone tonight.

‘Let’s go, come on. You can have a shower and just . . . relax, okay? You need it,’ I coaxed, reaching to grab his hand tentatively once more. He resisted only slightly this time, before giving in and taking a step away from the gruesome sight before us. Once I got him moving, I dropped his hand as I remembered that our ‘relationship’ was still relatively secret to most members of Blackwing.

I could vaguely hear Dax shouting unnecessarily loudly in the distance. I knew he and Kit would make sure things kept moving in camp in Hayden’s absence. There wasn’t much left to do, anyway, so we wouldn’t be missed.

I felt a sigh of relief as yet another familiar face greeted us as we turned the last corner before arriving at Hayden’s hut, having emerged from where I’d made him hide.

‘Grace! Hayden!’ he said excitedly, a large grin plastered on his face.

‘Jett,’ I replied with relief, managing a soft smile at him. It was hard to smile for real after what we’d just done. ‘You’re all right.’

‘Yeah I am! Rainey and her sister, too. I protected them just like you said even though no one came!’ he said, beaming up at us. Hayden remained stoic next to me. It was only when Jett pulled the gun I’d given him from behind his back that Hayden finally reacted.

‘Where the hell did you get that?’ Hayden demanded, taking it from him immediately. Jett looked slightly surprised as he cast a guilty look at me before refocusing on Hayden.

‘Grace gave it to me,’ he admitted sheepishly.

‘What?’ Hayden snapped, throwing a glare in my direction.

‘He’s fine, Hayden, look at him. We were in the middle of a raid and he needed

something to protect himself.’

‘You let him run around here with a gun during all that?’

‘No, of course not,’ I retorted. ‘I put him in a hut with two very scared little girls. He helped.’

‘Did I do something wrong?’ Jett piped up.

‘No.’

‘Yes.’

Hayden and I both spoke at the same time and turned to glare at each other momentarily. His eyes studied my own before he seemed to give in. He sighed and turned back to Jett as he stowed the gun in his waistband along his back.

‘Just . . . be careful,’ he said gruffly. ‘And go back to Maisie. You don’t need to see what’s going on over there, you hear me?’

Jett’s eyes widened in surprise. It was obvious he’d just emerged from his hiding place and had yet to see any of the devastation.

‘Okay,’ he said quietly, nodding once as he took a step backward. ‘See you guys later!’

‘Bye, Jett,’ I called half-heartedly.

I rolled my eyes before grabbing Hayden’s arm and forcing him to move. His steps were stiff and jerky, as he forced the door open to let us inside. He only made it a few steps inside before he stopped and let out a slow, deep breath. It was as if I could see him mentally fighting off the things that were haunting him, and I wanted nothing more than to take that burden away from him.

Without a word, I went to where he stood. Gingerly, my hands reached out to grip his sides where my thumbs ran lightly across his ribs. I watched as he squeezed his eyes tightly shut

one last time before his head tilted back down to look at me. My heart beat a little harder against my ribs under the intensity of his gaze as tension swelled during the silent moment. He seemed torn between conflicting emotions, none of which seemed particularly positive.

‘Come here,’ he whispered lowly.

Finally, after what felt like forever, his arms reached forward to wrap around my shoulders and haul me into his chest. My arms responded immediately to wind around his torso, locking us into a hug as my face tucked into his chest. He smelled of smoke, sweat, and blood, but I revelled in the comforting warmth of his body pressed into my own. I could feel his lips press lightly to the top of my head as he held me.

‘I’m so happy you’re okay,’ I murmured, my words stifled by his chest as I continued to hug him. His arms tightened even more around me as if terrified I would slip away.

‘That’s because of you,’ he replied softly. ‘You saved me.’

I shook my head. If there was one thing I was certain of, it was that he would have figured it out one way or another. He hadn’t needed me to save him.

‘No, I didn’t.’

The hug lingered for a few more seconds. His face was only a few inches from mine as he hunched his shoulders to bring him to my level. His gaze ripped through my body and shot all the way down to my toes as it connected with mine.

‘Yes, you did. You saved me, Grace. In every way possible.’





CHAPTER THREE: ANGUISH

HAYDEN

Grace stood with her back to me, completely oblivious. My careful gaze slid down her body, bare now accept for the thin material of her underwear. I noticed the way her body curved inward at her waist before widening at her hips, and I noticed that even though she was covered in dirt, soot, and blood, her skin looked devastatingly soft.

My breath hitched in my throat as she turned, smirking softly as she caught me staring at her. She turned once more and removed her final layer, leaving her stark naked as I stood waiting. The cold water from the shower pelted down on me, though the temperature seemed to rise when Grace joined me beneath the spray.

‘It’s cold,’ I said flatly as I stated the obvious.

‘Yeah, a bit,’ she said. She let out a soft laugh as she stepped closer to me, and I felt the warmth of her hands land on my chest. ‘You’re filthy.’

‘So are you,’ I noted.

The streams of water were tainted near black as they lifted the grime from her skin. Most of it remained, however, as the water alone wasn’t enough to clear her body. She began rubbing her skin, but it didn’t have much of an effect.

‘Here, let me . . .’

My voice trailed off as I reached for a rag, wetting it before I poured some soap onto it, and dragged it over her body.

Darkly stained water slid off her wherever my hands covered, and slowly, bit by bit, her beautiful skin was restored. My heart sped up when the rag revealed the jagged scar that had formed over her ribcage. It seemed like so long ago that she’d sustained the injury that had

broken it, but the proof was written there forever.

A soft sigh pushed past my lips as I raised my rag one last time to clear away the dirt from her chest, careful to avoid direct contact with the cut over her heart. My eyes studied it, taking in the tear in the skin and the thin line of blood that refused to stop. Carefully, I ran my thumb beneath the cut to wipe away the last remaining stain.

‘You should get that stitched, Grace,’ I said softly. ‘It’ll scar if you don’t.’

‘I don’t mind,’ she said slowly. ‘I kind of want it to scar.’

‘Why?’

She already had too many scars, and I didn’t like the reminders that she’d once been in pain. This scar would join the faint one on her thigh from when she’d been shot and the long, jagged one covering her ribs, along with countless others from before I knew her.

She didn’t answer me right away as she pursed her lips. Our eye contact broke as she let her gaze fall to my chest, where her hands resumed their soft work of clearing my skin when she took a rag of her own to my body.

‘Why, Grace?’ I repeated gently, ducking my head to force her to look at me.

‘I need it as a reminder.’

‘A reminder of what?’ Confusion washed over me as I tried to understand.

‘A reminder that . . . people can change. No matter what they are to you.’

I did not like the sound of that one bit and couldn’t understand why she’d want such a grim reminder permanently on her beautiful body. She had my skin cleared now, and she set her rag down as she let what little remained of the clean water wash over us both. My hands landed on her hips as I pulled her closer.

‘What happened, Grace?’

She didn’t answer right away as she blew out a deep breath. Finally, her gaze flickered back to mine as I studied her intently.

‘It was Jonah . . . My brother did this to me,’ she explained slowly, watching for my reaction. I felt an instant flash of outrage and fury: her own brother had tried to kill her.

‘Are you kidding me?’ I seethed. ‘He did this to you? What the hell—’

‘Hayden, it’s okay—’

‘No, it’s not!’ I said loudly. Too loudly for the small space we occupied. ‘You’re his sister!’

I could not fathom what type of despicable person would attempt to kill any member of their family, no matter what they’d done.

‘I betrayed them,’ Grace said, shrugging. She appeared far too nonchalant.

‘That’s no reason to try and kill you,’ I retorted quickly.

‘In his mind, it is.’

‘No,’ I muttered, shaking my head angrily. ‘That’s pathetic.’

‘Hayden—’

‘Jesus, Grace, I’m sorry, but your brother is a dickhead.’

‘I know,’ she replied softly. Her hands smoothed up my chest before landing on either side of my jaw suddenly, as if fighting for my attention. ‘But I’m fine, okay? Don’t stress about it.’

‘Are you really? Don’t lie to me, Grace, if you’re not fine, tell me,’ I said urgently, searching her eyes for the truth.

She took a deep breath and brought my face down to hers. She surprised me by pressing her lips into my own, kissing me for the first time since everything had happened. My heart

panged in my chest as my hands on her hips pulled her closer, and warmth seeped through my body. Much too soon, she pulled back to separate our lips as I let my forehead drop to hers.

‘I’m fine, Hayden, I promise.’

I watched her, unsure if I believed her or not, as the water ran out of the shower. She aimed a soft smile at me before pulling away to grab two towels, handing one to me before wrapping one around her body. I accepted it and tucked it around my waist. She turned to leave the small bathroom.

‘Wait,’ I said, reaching to grab her arm lightly and tug her back. I moved to the small shelf I’d put in and pulled out a few white bandages before coming to stand in front of her again.

‘Hold still,’ I instructed quietly.

I unwrapped one and placed it gently over her cut, making sure to close it the best I could before placing another bandage in position. My fingers gently smoothed over the area to make sure it was flat and securely in place. Once I was certain it would stay, I ducked down to press my lips lightly over the newly covered area. I lingered for a few seconds before straightening up. As always, tension sizzled between us as the moment carried on.

‘I know you want it to scar so you can remember that people change but . . . I won’t. This thing between us, how I feel about you . . . that’ll never change. Understand?’

Her jaw quivered slightly with the quick breath she drew, and her eyes widened in surprise. I could practically feel her heart pounding in her chest, as my own was.

‘Do you understand, Grace?’ I repeated softly. My hands rose to hold either side of her face gently between my palms.

‘Completely,’ she finally said. Her voice was slightly breathless as she spoke. ‘I love you so much, Hayden.’

‘And I love you.’

My soft words were followed by a sweet, tender kiss. I didn’t try to deepen it, just revelled in its simplicity. It was as if every time she let me kiss her, some of the crushing weight I felt lifted from my shoulders.

She lingered in my grasp a few moments longer before leading us back into the main room. From the dresser, I quickly pulled out a pair of boxers and slipped them on. I sat on the edge of the bed while Grace got dressed, drying her hair quickly and depositing her towel next to mine. I reached forward to wind my hands around the backs of her legs to tug her closer.

‘Are you okay, Hayden?’ she asked softly. She brushed the hair from my face gently. I nodded slowly as my fingertips trailed lightly over the backs of her thighs a few times. She turned so her legs fell between my own, resting her weight on my thigh while her arm hooked lightly around my neck.

‘I’m just fine,’ I said slowly. It wasn’t the truth – even in those few blissful moments since arriving back at my hut, I felt the heavy darkness that had settled over us. So many lives had been lost earlier, and I’d failed at the one thing I’d promised them: to keep them safe. Grace was the only thing keeping me from practically disintegrating into dust, though the fractures were already starting to cleave me apart.

She studied me doubtfully, and it was clear she didn’t believe me. She parted her lips to speak again before I cut her off.

‘Look, Grace, I appreciate it but I just don’t want to talk about it, okay?’ I tried to keep my tone even and light. I didn’t mean to shut her out, but talking about it would only shatter the fragile sanity I was clinging to. I couldn’t do it. Not tonight.

She pursed her lips as if it pained her to accept this. ‘Okay. But if you change your mind . . .’

‘Shh.’ I leaned forward to press my lips lightly into hers to silence her. ‘I know.’

She tried to hide her disappointment and aimed a soft, almost credible smile at me before she stood from my lap and pulled back the covers of the bed. She crawled in and scooted to the other side before patting the space next to her.

‘Come on, then,’ she said softly. ‘You need to sleep.’

I shifted my weight and crawled to join her under the covers. My arms reached out for her, tugging lightly until her chest was pressed to mine, allowing one of her legs to tangle with my own. Her head rested on my bicep as my arm snaked beneath her, cradling her to my chest, where she fitted as perfectly as a jigsaw piece. I felt her warm hands land against my bare chest as she snuggled into me.

I could have spent eternity like that, beyond content to dwell in the warmth of her presence, her mere existence, for the rest of my life. If only the world would allow it.

‘Goodnight, Hayden,’ she murmured softly. Her lips brushed over my skin before they pushed purposefully against my neck in a gentle kiss.

‘Goodnight, Grace,’ I whispered in response. My fingers brushed lightly along her back as I felt her melt into me even more, settling in to fall asleep.

I, on the other hand, allowed my thoughts to continuously bombard me. My attempts to focus on the slow rhythms of Grace’s breathing were drowned out by the screams of pain and the cries of the dying from earlier. When I tried to feel the comforting warmth of Grace’s body tangled with my own, all I could feel was the burning heat of the flames. Her beautiful face that I tried to picture in my mind was pushed out by those that had been wiped clean in death, their blank stares haunting me, blaming me, torturing me.

Twelve people from my own camp had died tonight.

Twelve people I was supposed to keep safe.

Twelve people I had failed.

I squeezed my eyes shut and held Grace tighter, but my mind was so preoccupied that I could hardly feel her there with me. Beats thumping too quickly sounded in my chest, and an uncomfortably tight knot formed in the pit of my stomach.

I deserved to feel this way.

I hadn’t been aware of it, but at some point my hands curled into fists and my body grew impossibly stiff as if it were resisting the comfort of Grace being right there. The masochist in me wanted to reject it, to move further away from her and dwell in the darkness shrouding me, while the weakness in me wanted nothing more than to cling to her desperately and try to fight off the demons that haunted me now.

Now that she was asleep, there was nothing to distract me from my thoughts. My body felt jittery, and I was surprised when I found myself untangling my limbs from hers, moving slowly and carefully so as not to wake her. I slipped from the bed and pulled the covers up around her to disguise my absence so she would remain asleep. I took one last glance at her and let out a tense breath before I shook my head and moved to my desk.

I cringed as the chair squeaked loudly when I sat down, but a quick glance back at Grace told me she was still sound asleep. A soft light flickered in front of me as I lit a match to light the lone candle on my desk.

I pulled out the bottom drawer to retrieve the item I was looking for. Soft leather passed beneath my touch as I pulled out the journal and opened it, flipping to one of the last pages. My eyes passed over the list and I remembered writing in the last name there; I was not looking

forward to adding more. Twelve more.

It didn’t seem right to add these names along the list with no further clarification; simply writing them down didn’t seem to do them any justice, but I didn’t know what else to do. I pressed the pen to the page and let my hand scrawl below the last name listed to write a single word: war.

Almost automatically, the names started to flow from the pen, each and every one accented by a mental image of their blank, lifeless faces as they lay in the dirt. I would remember every single one of them for the rest of my life, and I knew I would feel this guilt just as long.

After writing the final name, it was done. Twelve names were written on the page, marked forever in the measly excuse for a history.

Jim Rutter.

Bart Gregory.

Annie Jakobs.

Kellan York.

Travis Hendricks.

Jasmine Rossburg.

Fred Smith.

Quentin Brooks.

Julian Redfield.

Savannah Healer.

Ned Townsen.

Robert Underwood.

I scanned over the pages painfully as I read each and every name. The pen bounced

shakily in my hand as I fidgeted with it, tense and on edge after committing my memories to paper. I couldn’t stop the horrible sense of foreboding that this would only get much worse.

I jumped when I felt two gentle hands land on my shoulders, squeezing gently as she tried to work the tension out of my muscles. She’d been silent as she approached and I hadn’t even noticed she was awake, too consumed with my thoughts to notice. I felt her duck down as her chest pressed to my back, and the warm spot of heat along the side of my neck told me she’d pressed her lips lightly into my skin.

‘Oh, Hayden . . .’ she trailed off quietly in resignation. I knew she didn’t like finding me like this.

I remained quiet as her hands moulded gently over my shoulders, kneading into the knots in my muscles. I let out yet another deep sigh as I tried to enjoy the touch, but it was difficult. Her hands pushed down my chest as she wrapped herself around me from behind, hugging me into her chest as her lips landed lightly on my shoulder.

‘Come to bed,’ she requested softly. I knew she could see the journal as it lay open before me but I made no move to cover it. She was smart enough that she already knew exactly what I was doing.

‘I can’t sleep,’ I told her.

Grace’s body was warm as she continued to hug me, and the soft tickle of her breath over my skin was comforting as her lips rested against my shoulder. I allowed one of my hands to reach up and grasp her forearm lightly as it folded over my chest, holding back from giving in even though all I wanted to do was hold her to me and let her relax me.

‘I know what you’re doing,’ she said quietly.

‘What’s that?’ I tried to soften my words by letting my thumb run over the soft skin on

her forearm.

‘You’re blaming yourself.’

I didn’t answer, confirming her guess with silence. She was right.

‘Hayden, this is not your fault,’ she said firmly. I didn’t believe her. I felt her sigh against me before she unwrapped herself from around my shoulders and moved to stand by my side. She grasped my hand in hers and tugged, pulling me from my seat so I stood in front of her.

‘I know you don’t believe me but it’s true. The only thing you did tonight was save lives,’ she said earnestly, peering up at me intently. Her hands held mine firmly and she squeezed them as if to accent her words. I felt slightly hollow despite her insistence that it wasn’t my fault.

‘Even if it’s not my fault, so many people died tonight, Grace. On both sides. For what? What’s the point?’

It didn’t make sense to me. I couldn’t seem to wrap my head around the damage humans could inflict on each other in order to survive. We were left to rely on our most barbaric instincts as our world reverted to that of our ancestors, and we were no better for it.

‘I don’t know,’ she said honestly. ‘It’s more about the end, I think. Eventually . . . someone will lose, and it will all be over. It’s not who can win the fastest, it’s who can last the longest.’

How could there be a winner when the cost of survival was so high? What price would we pay to linger on in this sham of a world?

‘I just . . . I can’t help but think this can’t end well. This is bad, Grace. This is the end of us all.’

‘Hayden, please . . .’ she trailed off. Her face was tight with emotion and it was clear it

pained her to hear me speak in such a way, but I couldn’t help it. Her hands dropped mine as she reached up to hold my face between her hands before allowing her thumbs to trail lightly over my cheeks.

I stood dejectedly in front of her and tried to soak in her warmth, her strength, her love.

‘I know that this hurts right now, and I know you won’t just get over it like that because you can’t. I know you’re too good a person for that, but I need you to try, Hayden. I need you to believe me when I say that this will end. Wars don’t go on forever, and yeah, people get hurt and people die, but it will end. We’ll get through this together. You, me, Dax, Kit, Docc, everyone. We’ll be here now, we’ll fight, and we’ll move on.’

I drew a deep, shuddering breath as I stared at her intently, clinging desperately to her every word that I so badly wanted to believe. My heart yearned to trust her words and willed them to come true, and my body physically ached at just the thought of the relief such an ending would bring. I hardly dared hope for it as I tried to clear my racing thoughts.

‘Do you really believe that?’ My voice was impossibly deep, affected equally by smoke and emotion.

‘I really do,’ she said sincerely, stepping even closer to me and letting her hands fall from my face. She tried silently to convince me, and for the first time I felt a flicker of hope. If Grace truly thought that, surely there was a small possibility of it being true.

‘We’ll get through this,’ I said slowly, testing how it sounded. She nodded and allowed a soft, understanding smile to pull at her lips.

‘We will, and I’ll be with you every step of the way.’

I vowed silently to stop these dark thoughts from taking over again. I would become stronger, more resilient. I would continue to remember those that were lost, but I wouldn’t dwell

on it. I wouldn’t let it destroy me, because so many others still relied on me to be strong; I had to be strong.

‘I really don’t know what I would do without you,’ I said honestly. I shuddered to think of where I’d be if I didn’t have her.

‘You’d be just fine,’ she said, shaking her head with a hint of a smile on her face. ‘And you’d have your whole bed to yourself.’

‘I don’t want the bed to myself,’ I replied. For the first time, I felt a stirring of warmth in my heart that battled the unrelenting cold. The support Grace provided was helping, just as I knew it would.

‘No?’ A full smile pulled at her lips now as she gazed up at me, allowing her fingers to tickle lightly over the skin on my chest. I shook my head slowly, holding her warm gaze as I felt the strange urge to smile.

‘No. I want you in it every single night.’

‘Oh, you do?’ She smiled even wider as she stepped closer, pressing her chest to mine as her head tilted back adorably.

‘Uh-huh.’

I looped my arms around her waist and smiled softly down at her. I had no idea how she’d done it, but she’d lightened my mood and made me feel ten times better simply by talking with me. She was absolutely incredible.

‘Let’s go to bed, yeah?’ I suggested quietly. Her eyes remained fixed on mine as she beamed up at me, pleased my mood had shifted.

‘Good idea.’

With that, she leaned up on her tiptoes to press a soft kiss along my jaw that lingered only

a few moments before she pulled from my grasp and blew out the single candle I’d lit on my desk. My hand was taken by her smaller, warm one as she tugged me silently through the dark towards the bed, where I heard the soft creaking of the mattress as she climbed back in. She never let go of my hand as she pulled me in after her and under the covers.

She let out a contented sigh as we settled into the mattress, resuming our position from before as we became hopefully tangled in one another. Again, I felt the warmth of her body against mine, only this time, I felt myself accept it. The soft pattern of her breathing was just that, and the image of her lying next to me was untainted by any unwelcome images. She was healing me from the inside out simply by being herself.

‘I love you, Bear.’

My voice was a murmur and it was nearly lost between the sounds of our soft breathing, but the tiny squeeze of my torso from her one arm that had roped around told me she’d heard.

‘I love you, too. More than you know.’

The last thought I had was of how lucky I was to have someone like Grace to call my own before sleep finally pulled me under, ending the turmoil that I’d been unable to escape for so long without her.





CHAPTER FOUR: HAUNTED

GRACE

The world was eerily quiet as I moved through the darkness, careful not to disturb the silent blanket that had fallen over everything. It was impossible to view more than a few feet in any direction. All I could hear was the soft panting of my breath and the incessant thudding of my heart.

I was alone, unsure of where the others had gone, as I searched for something I couldn’t seem to find. My feet carried me soundlessly, and I was aware of the dirt growing even softer when I sank a few inches into it with every step. A sudden wave of a familiar stench hit my nose, causing it to wrinkle in distaste, though I couldn’t see a source anywhere. Nausea rolled through me as the foetid scent of rotting human flesh registered, increasing the fear I’d been trying to subdue.

The darkness around me intensified as it suppressed any light; I felt as if I was being shut into a hole in the wall with no way out. Then the toe of my boot caught on something, and my body lurched forward to land in the dirt. I noticed for the first time that the dirt was no longer dirt, but mud.

Mud caked my fingers, though it wasn’t water that had transformed it – it was blood. I began to panic as I tried to push myself to my feet, but my efforts only caused me to sink in deeper and deeper.

The mixture of blood and mud seemed to creep higher up my body as I tried to sit up, and I just felt myself being dragged under. I opened my mouth to shout for help and drew a deep breath only for a mysterious hand to clamp down over it, silencing me. My eyes widened and fear flooded through me as I felt the cold, clammy palm cut off my cries for help.

‘Thieves.’

It was no more than a whisper that floated through the air. I couldn’t see who’d said it, but the voice sent a chill down my spine. Frustrated grunts came from my throat but that was the only sound I could make as the impossibly strong hand restrained me. Every move I made to try and throw it off only made me sink further into the sticky blood, and I felt as if it was seeping into my skin forever.

I thrashed around in panic, desperate to free myself from these horrors. I stopped as I caught sight of something else moving – the bloody dirt that was quickly encasing me. About a foot away from me, the ground heaved once, as if something were moving below it. I watched in horror as other patches of ground started to do the same, pulsating around me.

If I could, I would have let out a terrified scream when I saw what had disturbed the ground break through. All around me, rotted limbs were bursting forth to start reaching for me. Arms, hands, and most horrifyingly, arms with no hands attached, all of them reaching for me.

My skin felt as if it was freezing wherever they grabbed hold of me, securing their grip before dragging me under again.

‘No!’ I managed to shout into the hand that still held onto me. I realised in a flash of terror that the hand was not attached to anything else, and was rotting away before my very eyes.

Tears of fear leaked from my eyes as my entire lower half was dragged beneath the bloody surface. I thrashed and fought in an attempt to throw off the disembodied limbs, scratching and clawing at whatever I could reach, but it was useless. My body was disappearing inch by inch beneath the surface, and there was no way I could stop it.

‘No, help me!’

My voice was muffled and strangled as I fought, but no one came. The blood was up to

my shoulders now, and I could feel the deadly cold grip of two hands around each of my wrists as I sunk deeper. I attempted one last shout before my chin tilted up to avoid choking on the blood.

‘Hayden . . .’

My last word was the weakest yet as I felt the blood pour over my face, suffocated from all sides. There was nothing I could do but wait until it was all over; I prayed it would soon.

The arms shook me, as if trying to drown me. I felt hands prying at my face now, rubbing over my cheeks between shakes of my body. I could hear a muffled voice, though it was indistinguishable as I sunk further and further into the blood.

‘Grace . . .’ I could faintly hear my own name, but was too terrified to respond.

Again, hands pried at my cheeks, so I jerked my head to the side to try and throw them off. My heart hammered harder than ever and I found it impossible to draw a breath.

‘Grace!’

Another shake of my body.

‘Grace!’

My eyes popped open suddenly. I was confused when the sticky blood I’d been dragged under didn’t immediately blind me. I gasped a lungful of air so large it almost hurt, and I was suddenly aware that a cold sweat had settled over my forehead. Blinking furiously, I slowly started to focus on what was in front of me. Rather than a pool of blood and countless rotting bits of human, I was met with a pair of concerned, narrowed green eyes.

‘Hayden,’ I breathed, shocked and relieved all at once. My heart still rammed incessantly as I tried to come down from the panic I’d felt. Hayden’s hands ran over my cheeks again before smoothing back my hair – the same hands I’d felt in my dream, only this time they were warm

and comforting rather than cold and terrifying.

‘Grace, it’s okay,’ he said softly. He peered down at me, hair kinking out oddly on one side because of the way he slept. I noticed I was lying flat on my back while most of his weight rested to my side.

‘It’s just a nightmare,’ he said calmly, his voice low. I blew out a deep, shaky breath as his fingers tickled lightly across my skin when he smoothed my hair again and again.

My chest rattled as I tried to calm down, but I finally managed to lift my arms and rope them around his neck to haul him down to me. I held Hayden impossibly tight as I hugged him, and felt one of his arms snake around my neck to draw me to his chest. I was shaking as I felt the steady firmness of his body against my own.

‘It’s all right, you’re okay,’ he murmured softly into my ear. I still was unable to respond but he continued to murmur softly. ‘You’re here with me, Grace, it’s all right.’
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YOU FIGHT, YOU KILL
YOU STEAL, YOU LIE...
OR YOU DIE.

Megan DeVos
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