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  Chapter One

  
  




“I have no idea what to do,” I whispered. I did not bother to look around. I was out here alone, with only the trees and the birds above to hear me, and neither cared of my turmoil.

I seated myself on a stump. I stared at a smoldering pile of ash that had once been part of The Resistance’s food supply.

I spoke to him, like Ryan suggested right after the loss. It comforted me to feel like he was sitting next to me, listening to my words. I refused to think his name, or say his name out loud. To do so would bring an endless onslaught of pain, and an endless loop of the last seconds of his life. “You would never have let something like this happen. I let you down. I’m so sorry.” I buried my face in my hands.

The crops and the animals, which had all been butchered, were our sole source of food. Not only that, but just yesterday, we had struck a bargain with The Silo, in which they would stop the butchering of citizens in exchange for part of The Resistance’s food. By all accounts, it should have been a happy day today. We had finally achieved something that The Resistance had been working towards for years. Yesterday marked a new beginning for a hopeful future.

But now, we had nothing. We had preserved the murdered bodies of the animals the best that we could, but it would not be enough to sustain us. It was too late in the season to do much for the crops. Even though I had made the order to replant, it was simply for show. I needed people to feel like they were doing something. It was already too late in the season, too late to plant more crops. There was already a crispness in the air, a crunchiness as I walked over the fallen leaves in the forest.

“Why is this happening?” I yelled at the sky. The birds stirred in the trees above, some of them flying away in a panic. “I didn’t ask for this. I didn’t want this!” I buried my face in my hands again and began to sob. “It’s all my fault. We are going to starve, and it’s because of me.”

I held my stomach and rocked back and forth on the stump. It was so obvious now that I should not have killed The Magistrate when I did. We weren’t prepared to make a bargain with The Silo. We weren’t prepared for approaching the other silos and the slaughterhouses. All of this could have been avoided if we had taken some time to plan, and if I hadn’t been so thirsty to avenge his death.

I sobbed harder.

“You didn’t fail.”

I jumped at the sound of the voice in my ear. It was so close, but there was no one around. I would have heard them sneak up on me. Unless they were an assassin…

I jumped to my feet and looked around. Nothing.

Perhaps it was a bug that flew past my ear.

I shivered and sat back down. It wasn’t just anyone’s voice that I had heard. It was him.

I inhaled the acrid scent of the smoke. The stench brought me back to the present, at least for the moment. I looked down at the forest floor, now blackened by chalky soot. Who could have done this?

I didn’t know, but every fiber of my being burned to find out. It was someone who knew our plans to unite with The Nation. It was someone who betrayed us, knowing that our alliance would fail if we were unable to provide the food we promised. And, not only had they jeopardized our treaty with The Silo, but we now faced starvation.

I clenched my fists. “I’m going to find out who did this,” I whispered.

I did not want to think that it could be Marie, but it was possible. She was not only the newest addition to The Resistance, but the only creature who did not eat people. She could have been sent by The Nation to gather information on us. But, that seemed illogical. One creature could wipe us all out by attacking when we least expected it. The Nation would certainly not waste the chance to kill us all.

Could it be someone else, someone closer?

The smoke scratched my throat, making it harder to breathe. The dewy morning air almost made it seem denser, like it was weighing down on my skin, a part of every bit of air that I breathed in.

I stood up and kicked the ash. Now, more than ever, The Resistance needed a leader. He would have been able to feed The Silo and The Resistance both. He would have found out who was responsible for this atrocity.

“You will find a way,” the voice whispered in my ear once again.

Shivers ran up and down my spine. It was his voice again. I wanted to cry when I heard it, but I didn’t want it to stop.

“And, I will,” I said. I hugged my arms tight against my stomach, and stared into the vast expanse of the forest.

A little while later, I trudged through the forest, back to The Resistance’s stronghold. As I entered, I noticed more people than normal standing around, talking. Some of them were sitting on the ground, looking at the dirt below their feet, like I had been doing only a short time ago.

A few days ago, a scene like this would never have seemed possible. The fort was always buzzing with activity, with people rushing about with purpose. It was always stirring with movement and energy, talking and sometimes laugher. But, never idleness.

I greeted them as I walked past, towards the center of the fort. Some nodded back, others ignored me.

The idleness could have been due to hunger. Since last night, we had all been on a mandatory, indefinite ration, with only one small meal per day. But, that was a lie, and I knew it. The Resistance was no stranger to hunger or thirst.

It was their eyes that betrayed them as I passed through the crowd. Their eyes were not the eyes of the hungry. They were the eyes of those who had given up hope.

“I have something I would like to say,” I said. I stood in the middle of the fort, and looked at the people sitting around. Some of them came closer, but others stayed where they were, hardly paying attention.

“I know that what happened to our crops is a blow. It is a devastating blow and it is scary. But, we are The Resistance. We are fighters. We have survived for years, attack after attack by The Nation and by natural forces. We are forces to be reckoned with, not The Nation, and definitely not the traitor who committed this act of cowardice. We do not give up! We fight and we find ways to survive. I had better not see you out here again, looking like you do now. We have a war to fight, and you better believe that we are going to find who did this and make them pay for what they did.”

Fire returned to some of the people’s eyes. A few of them got up off the ground.

“Your words are eloquent, but they mean nothing on an empty stomach,” one of the men said.

A few more people shouted in agreement.

“You let me deal with that. Do you trust me? Have I let you down before?”

“We hardly know you!”

More assents from the crowd.

I looked at them. I did not know what to say. How could I respond when their words were true?

“Do you not trust me? Did you not trust Jax?” Ryan asked, standing next to me, addressing the crowd. He waited for them to respond, and their fiery shouts died down into mumbles.

I ignored the electric pang of grief that ricocheted through me. Every time I heard his name, it was like being stabbed, over and over again. It sounded so foreign hearing Ryan say it, since I had spent so much time trying to forget the way it sounded.

“Then show your leader some respect. Trust her when she says she will deal with our food supply. Jax would never have named her leader if he thought that she could not take care of us. Now, get back to work. Clean your weapons, practice your skills. Warriors are not idle.”

People began to scramble, getting off the ground and onto their feet. I watched as some of them made their way to the large building at the edge of the fort, presumably to attend to their daily chores. A few of the younger men began to practice disarmament techniques

“Thank you,” I said to Ryan, after the others had scurried back to work.

“I hope you don’t mind me ordering your people around,” Ryan said with a grin.

“If it wasn’t for you, we probably would have had a riot on our hands. You saved the day,” I said. I stared down at the ground, thinking of what to say. “Can I speak with you privately?”

“Sure,” he said.

I led him to my cabin and snapped the door shut behind us. We both took a seat at the small table.

“I have no idea what to do,” I said.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, I don’t know how we are going to survive this. How are we going to find food? How are we going to find out who did this, so they can’t hurt us again?”

“Your speech made it seem certain that you will come up with a solution, if you hadn’t already.”

“And, we will. But for now, they have hope and purpose, and we have time to figure things out.” I sighed. “Do you have any ideas? I am open to pretty much everything.”

“Other than foraging and hunting the few animals the creatures have not gotten to, and The Nation has not hunted, no.”

I shook my head. I stared out of the cabin’s solitary window, watching the people as they practiced with their weapons. I could not let them down.

My eyes fell on The Doctor as he walked past the cabin’s window, wandering past a few of the others who were sharpening their weapons.

“The Doctor,” I said to myself.

“What about him?” Ryan asked.

I didn’t respond to his question. I jumped up from my chair and raced out of the cabin. “Doctor?” I said, calling across the yard.

Everyone stopped and looked at me. I flushed, but my eyes did not leave The Doctor.

“Yes, my dear?” he called back to me.

“Can I have a word with you?” I asked.

He nodded, and began trudging back towards the cabin. I felt like I was going to burst if I had to wait a moment longer.

“Are you able to clone food?” I asked, as soon as I shut the door behind him.

The Doctor tilted his head to the side. “You mean, like The Nation does?”

“Yes,” I said, nodding my head. “Can you do it?”

“I know the process. I helped to develop it during my time there,” he said. “But, we don’t have any of the supplies to do it.”

“Can you do it if we go to the Capitol? We could use their lab, their supplies.”

“Yes,” he said. I sensed hesitation in his voice.

“Good. You and me will leave for the Capitol at dawn.” I was disappointed that it was too late in the day to leave now, or else we would have. “Thank you,” I said.

“Don’t thank me yet,” he said. He nodded and walked out of the cabin.

Ryan waited until The Doctor was gone to speak.

“Please take Marie with you tomorrow.”

“Why?” His words sent the well of hope within me crashing down.

“Just to be safe. We don’t know if some of the survivors came back to the City.”

It was true. The attack that Ryan, I and him did on the City did not kill all The Founders, I was certain of it. Some had to have come back to the City. Who knew how many were there.

I sensed there was something more that Ryan was trying to say. I leaned towards him and invited him to speak.

“I’m not saying that we should not trust him. He has never given us reason to doubt his loyalty. But, just be cautious of The Doctor. We know his background.”

I nodded. Even though The Doctor had once been a part of The Nation, he had served The Resistance well. He had even saved his life when I accidentally stabbed him.

That memory was bitter. Any memory of him was. I tried to shake it away.

“I will keep my eyes out,” I said. “But, I don’t think he’s involved.”

“I don’t think so either,” Ryan said. “But, I’d rather you be safe. Besides, it gives Marie a chance to get out, too.”

“Do you think that we can trust her?”

“I think so,” Ryan said. “She could kill us all at any moment. If she was working with The Nation, she probably would have done it already.”

“Agreed. I will go talk to her,” I said.

Ryan opened the door and let me outside, and he followed me out into the crisp air. We went our separate ways, him towards the group of people cleaning their weapons, me to the other side of the gray building. Marie stayed on the far side of the building, in the corner where the building and the fence met. I knew it was because she didn’t want to be seen.

“Hi,” I said, as I approached her.

“Hi,” she said in her croaking voice. She sat up when she saw me. I sat down, across from her.

“You know, you are welcome to stay in the gray building. If people are not making you feel welcome, I will have a talk with them.” I knew some of the people were still hesitant to welcome a creature inside their quarters, even though she had never showed any violent tendencies.

“It is not that. I am cozy out here,” she said.

“You don’t have to lie to me. I can see what goes on here. You can always stay in my cabin. There is room for us both,” I said.

“Thank you.”

“How do you feel about a trip tomorrow? We are going to the Capitol City, hopefully to get food.”

Her red eyes brightened, and she sat up a little taller. “I would like that.”

“Then I will expect you at dawn. It will be me, you, and The Doctor.”

“I look forward to it.”

I nodded to her and left. I spent the rest of the day among the members of The Resistance, working on combat and disarmament techniques. By the time the evening fell, my heart was filled with dread. The moments of the day I dreaded most were upon me.

I said goodnight to everyone and watched as they gathered their things. When everyone was inside their quarters, I slowly walked towards my cabin.








  
  
  Chapter Two

  
  




I hated coming in here. I hated being alone. I hated how the sheets smelled like him.

More than anything, I hated sleeping. My dreams had become an endless loop of horrifying images, real and imagined, stuck on repeat. My exhaustion was becoming unbearable. But, it was better than facing the disturbing landscape of my dreams night after night, watching those I cared about die, one after another. The worst part of it all was not only watching them die – Ryan, Marie, Aya, him, but realizing that I was the last one left, alone in a world that didn’t want me.

I paced across the cabin’s humble length. I sat at the desk for what seemed like hours, and I wished that it was already morning. I didn’t want to crawl into the sheets. Every time I caught the scent of him, it felt like my insides were being ripped out of my chest.

At least tonight, it helped that I had something to look forward to. I itched to get started on the mission, if only to get away from this cabin, but to also head off the threat of starvation.

I looked at the bed. My body begged me for sleep, but I knew that none would come. Not with everything starting tomorrow, not with the memories that lingered.

I got up and walked out of the cabin.

I walked over to the corner where Marie slept. I would not have been able to see her in the shadows, but her bright, red eyes gave her away.

“Hello,” I said, whispering.

“Hello,” she responded, in her typical croak. “You’re still awake.”

“I can’t sleep. I’m sorry to bother you.”

“I wasn’t sleeping.”

“You need your sleep before tomorrow,” I said.

“You do too,” she said.

“I don’t sleep much these days. Not like I ever have. Do you mind if I keep you company for a while?”

“Please,” she said.

I sensed a bit of excitement in her voice. My heart sank at the thought that even though she was surrounded by people, she was probably still lonely. Hardly anyone, save Ryan, Aya, and I, talked to her.

I wanted to say something to her, but I wasn’t sure about what. I thought about her request, right after we first met, to find out more about her family. “We should have time to talk to The Doctor about your family tomorrow. Maybe he can tell us more.”

“That would be good,” she said, her voice faraway.

We sat in silence for a while longer. I searched my mind for things to say, but nothing else came to me.

I tensed as I heard the door to the gray building open and close again.

“It’s Ryan,” Marie said.

“How can you tell?”

“Footsteps,” she said. “They are unique.”

“Oh,” I said. I felt so inept compared to her hyperaware senses.

“Lysa? Is that you?”

“It is. I hope I didn’t disturb you?” I said. I swallowed hard.

“Not at all. I heard your voice and wanted to make sure you were ok.”

“Just keeping Marie company for a while. But, I should probably get to bed. I will see you in the morning,” I said to Marie.

“Goodnight,” she said. She blinked her red eyes and laid her head down.

I got up and Ryan started walking with me to my cabin. We walked slowly, Ryan matching my reluctant pace back to the building.

We stopped outside the door to the cabin, my heart sinking more with every passing moment.

“Goodnight,” Ryan said.

“Please, don’t go,” I said without thinking.

He turned around, his face illuminated in the dull candlelight glow. “What?”

“I mean, please come inside for a while. I could use the company,” I said. My throat began to close up, and my cheeks burned.

He nodded, and closed the door after him. I sat down at the table, and he joined me.

“What’s wrong, Lysa?”

“Nothing. Why do you think something is wrong?”

“Because you seem like you don’t want me to leave.”

“Oh,” I said. I stared down at the ground.

“You know that you can tell me anything, right?” he said.

“I know,” I said. I didn’t want to speak the words out loud. They would be far too painful to hear myself say. “Will you stay with me tonight?”

“Sure,” he said. “I will grab my blankets and pillow.”

“I mean, you can sleep in the bed. Not like that,” I said, in response to his confused stare. “It’s just, I can’t sleep alone any more.”

“Sure,” he said. He stood up and waited for me to crawl into the bed.

I kicked off my shoes, trying to avoid making eye contact with him.

He fidgeted with the edges of his coat as he waited for me. I hurried and settled into bed. He got in after me, leaving a small space between us.

“Night,” he said.

“Night,” I replied.

He put the candle out and the room was, at once, enveloped in darkness.

Neither of us fell asleep quickly, but I allowed myself to be distracted by his rhythmic breathing. The sound of it lulled me to sleep, and I drifted off to the land of my familiar nightmares.

The morning came too quickly. Ryan shook me awake, and I pulled my eyes open, at once questioning why he was in my cabin. I relaxed as I remembered last night, that I had asked him here so I did not have to sleep alone.

I sat up, remembering that today was the day that The Doctor, Marie, and I were to set out for the City. I rubbed my eyes and rolled out of bed, energized by the mixture of promise and nerves.

Ryan waited as I got ready, and I felt his eyes follow me around the room. My cheeks burned and I avoided his gaze. “Why are you watching me?” I asked as I sat down on the bed and pulled on my shoes.

“Sorry,” he said. He turned away and looked out of the cabin’s window. “Marie and The Doctor are out there,” he said.

I hurried up and grabbed my pack. I did not bother to brush my hair. I walked out of the cabin, Ryan following me. I said nothing in response to the questioning gazes of both Marie and The Doctor.

“Good morning,” I said.

“Morning,” they both replied.

I turned back to Ryan, still hesitant to meet his gaze.

“Be careful out there,” he said to me.

“We will,” I said, finally bringing my eyes to his.

He pulled me in for a hug, and wrapped his arms around me. I let him pull me closer towards him.

“Watch your back,” he said, letting go of me. “And, I want you to hold onto this for me.” He handed me his map.

“Thank you,” I said. “But, I think you need the map more than I do.”

He chuckled. Ryan had a tendency for getting lost, not a helpful trait in a forest full of creatures that hunt humans.

“I will take good care of it. Thank you,” I said. I put the map in my pocket.

“Keep her safe for me, Marie,” he said.

“I will keep her safe,” she said.

“I don’t have to say that I am leaving you in charge,” I said. “Stay safe, keep everyone busy and feeling good.”

“I will.”

I nodded. “See you soon,” I said.

“I’ll be waiting,” he said.

I led Marie and The Doctor from the gates of the fort, and into the forest. Ryan stood outside of the fence, watching us until we were no longer within sight

I set the pace fast. We had a lot of ground to cover, but I could already see that we were going to go slower than I would have liked. The Doctor was not a fast walker, especially not with a pack on.

“I’m sorry, dear. I can’t keep up quite like I used to. Old bones,” he said. He must have sensed my frustration.

I assured him that it was ok, even though the inside of my skin was crawling more with each passing minute that went by. At this rate, we were going to risk spending the night in the forest with the creatures.

In the early afternoon, after some nudging looks from Marie, we took a short break. We stopped in a small clearing. I grabbed some water out of my pack and began to sip it. The Doctor found an old log and sat down. Marie sat down on her haunches, a little across from The Doctor.

I sat next to him. “Do you mind if I ask you a few questions?”

He looked at me and then looked straight ahead. “Of course, dear.”

“I know you probably do not like talking about the old times, but we are trying to find out more about Marie. She said that she was kidnapped from The Resistance. She had a family, and I was hoping you would know more about them.”

He glanced over at me. I waited for him to collect himself. “I do not know much about her family,” he said. “But, I remember that she was pregnant when she was captured.”

“Pregnant? Do you know what happened to the child?’

“I have no idea. Probably sent to one of the silos,” he said. He looked down at the ground.

I looked at Marie. Her ears perked up and she watched The Doctor.

“There is something that you are not telling me.”

The Doctor swallowed. “It was a girl who Marie delivered. I was there when she had the baby.”

“You mean, that you were working with The Nation at that time.”

“Yes.”

“Is there any way that we can find her daughter?”

“Short of doing a DNA test on every young woman, unfortunately no.”

I nodded. “Thank you.” We were silent for a few moments, until I spoke again. “Doctor?”

“Yes, dear?”

“Is there a way to change her back? Since she was changed from being human to a creature, I assume there is a way to reverse the process.”

“There is a way. It is dangerous and risky, but it is possible. You have a lot of trust in my abilities.”

“I do,” I said. “Without you, there is no Resistance,” I said. “You have saved lives, and hopefully, by this time tomorrow, you will help me to save even more,” I said.

The Doctor smiled, and turned his eyes off to the distance.

After a few more minutes of rest, we continued towards the Capitol. I snuck a glance at Marie as we trudged forward. Her eyes were glazed, and she stared ahead without seeming to see a thing. She was probably thinking about the family she had lost so many years ago, so close but so far gone.

If it was me in her position, I would never be able to rest until I found my family.

I tried to stay alert. My eyes scanned the forest, back and forth, as we moved. I kept my ears tuned to the sounds of the forest. Who knew what was out here? The surviving Founders, an assassin, wild animals, The Nation guards on patrol, none of which we were equipped to deal with.

By the time mid-afternoon came around, my insides were crawling. We had a ways to go before we got to the treehouse, and we had to pick up the pace. I tried not to think about how we were going to get The Doctor up the tree.

“Marie, would you mind if The Doctor rode on you for a little while?”

“No,” she said, even though she looked like she minded considerably.

“Thank you.” I helped to guide The Doctor onto Marie’s back.

Marie began at a brisk jog, and I had to run to keep up with her. Only a minute in, I was breathing heavy, struggling not to pant. A cramp threatened to pierce my right side.

I would have to power through it. We could not afford to lose any more time.

“One more step. Just one more step,” I said to myself, over and over again. I fought to not think about the burn in my legs with each strike against the forest floor.

By the time the evening began to loom over the forest, my eyes were watering and my legs were shaking. But, we were within sight of the treehouse. I breathed a deep sigh of relief as we approached it. We all stared up at the top of the tree. It always struck me as amazing how difficult it was to make out the shape of the treehouse, even staring at it directly.

The Doctor dismounted Marie, and she shook her glossy, black coat. Her hair was ruffled up.

“You expect me to climb that?” The Doctor asked.

“It’s either that, or spend the night with the creatures,” I answered. “Sorry, the other creatures,” I said, nodding to Marie.

The Doctor looked at me and then up at the tree. “I’ll almost take my chances with the other creatures,” he said. He braced his foot against the trunk and began to pull himself up.

Once he had made some progress upwards, I looked at Marie
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