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“The greatest blessings of mankind are within us
and within our reach.”

 


-Lucius Annaeus Seneca


Chapter 1


 Marienne

 


Too late.

Two seconds too late.

We were both just two fucking seconds too
late.

Lux killed the Hellion he was fighting, but
not quickly enough to dodge the Crazy that ran up behind him. And I
didn’t get up from my trip to the ground quickly enough to stop the
extraordinarily influenced guy from attacking my friend.

Now he’s dead.

Lux is dead.

He died instantly just feet from me when the
Crazy violently bashed his head in with that jagged chunk of
concrete.

The crude, bloodied weapon is now lying
between him and his killer, who I stabbed to death just those two
seconds after my friend went down. There’s some copper hair stuck
to the blood on the chunk of concrete—and what I think might be
brains.

That gory rock is all I see in my mind as I
help kill the other Crazies and Hellions attacking our group.

I still see it minutes later when we finally
win, as my knees hit the ground and my eyesight darkens with the
sickness welling up my throat. I see it and can’t help trying to
describe it to Gabe through my horrified sobs.

He picks me up and holds me in his arms like
a child. “Oh, fuck. Oh, my girl. I’ve got you, Mari. Damn
it—Lux—shit. Fuck!”

I can hear him chattering close to my ear,
can feel him clutching me tightly to him as he walks as quickly as
he can over the uneven ground. But even though I’m staring at his
scruffy, dirty, gorgeous face, all I can see is Lux.

Dead Lux.

All I can see is his body awkwardly crumpled
on the ground with one cheek pressed against a tire half-buried in
the dirt, mouth sagging, eyes open and terrifyingly blank, crimson
blood flooding out of the gaping—

“Wake up, Marienne,” I hear a voice say
softly. It’s deep and familiar. “You’re having a bad dream. Wake up
to me, baby.” I feel strong yet gentle hands swipe across my
cheeks, which I realize are wet. I’ve been crying.

A hoarse sob unexpectedly worms its way out
of me, and fresh tears swell hotly out of my closed eyes; I’m
still crying.

I swallow hard and fumble for the body beside
mine, the one attached to those hands. I open my eyes, but all I
see is darkness. I can’t even see blurry surroundings.

“Here I am. You were dreaming. You’re awake
now.” The hands brush over my hair, then down my back. They pull me
in close, and now I’m encircled by arms that immediately make me
feel safe. I slump into them and listen to the real Gabe tell me,
“I’ve got you.”

I sniffle and breathe erratically as I try to
calm down.

After several moments, I’m able to whisper
thickly, “I’m—I’m sorry.”

“No need to be. It’s all right.” He kisses
the top of my head. “Just relax.”

I do what he says, though it takes me a few
minutes to quiet down all the way. My mind clears enough that I
remember where we are: a half-destroyed building a few miles
outside what used to be Dodge City, Kansas, if the bent metal sign
we found on the ground can be believed. We and the others stopped
to settle down in this one frigid room and sleep for the night.

My tears had slowed, but all-new ones burn my
eyes now as I remember that Lux is not among our sleeping comrades.
The dream I had was a memory, not a gruesome fabrication of my
mind.

It’s been three days since he died. It still
shocks me every time I think about it.

“Talk to me,” Gabe whispers.

I tell him, “I was dreaming about Lux.”

He flexes his arms around me and whispers
more earnestly, “I’m sorry.”

I burrow into his chest, trying to edge that
much farther away from the guilt I feel. Most of me knows I didn’t
stall on purpose that day—I’d just gotten kicked in the shin by a
Hellion and I fell right as I killed him, which is why I was
struggling to get off the ground. But the human mind is a cruel
bitch. It likes to go back and replay painful memories like this,
scrutinize every frame in a search for the one tiny thing a person
could’ve done or not done and consequently changed everything.

I’ve already talked to Gabe about this. He
knows all about bad memory-dreams. I’ve woken him from his own more
than a few times since we left Fayetteville; I’ve offered him
calming words and embraces like he’s doing with me.

It’s so comforting to have each other in this
way, in this kind of situation. I always empathized with him about
Trenton dying back at the university, but now…now I know what it’s
like to feel like you should’ve been able to stop one of your
friends from being murdered right before your eyes.

For the bazillionth time since…well, ever,
but especially since shit in our lives started getting ugly, I feel
immense, indescribable gratitude that I know Gabe. That we’re in
this together.

And the only thing I can think of to say at
this point is, “I love you.”

“I love you,” he echoes, matching my
hushed tone. “Do you need to talk about it some more? What
happened, I mean?”

He owns my heart. I know he doesn’t want to
think about Lux’s death any more than I do.

Back when I was constantly having nightmares
about the Dark world (which still happens sometimes, too), I
thought Gabe listened to me talk purely because he’s the best guy
ever. Now that I’ve been in his shoes and consoled him while he
talked about things that upset me, too, I’ve realized it’s just
love. I don’t take care of him like that because I’m the best girl
ever—I take care of him because I want him to know peace, because
he’s mine to take care of at any cost. And the same is true
for him. That’s why he’s asking me if I want to talk now: he wants
to support me even though my bullshit discomfits him.

I tell him, “No, it’s okay,” because talking
it over isn’t necessary this time. And then I say again that I love
him so much.

This time when he says it back to me, he
punctuates it by tilting my face up and clumsily searching my mouth
out with his. The kiss warms me through and further eases my
soul.

And it reminds me that I wish we were
alone.

I want to be alone with him so. Fucking.
Badly.

I wish I had just ten little minutes of
private time with this man—we could get a lot accomplished in ten
minutes. We haven’t seen a proper shower since we left
Fayetteville, what, two or so weeks ago? But you can bet your ass
I’d still take advantage of some space from the others in our
group.

However, we don’t have that luxury right now.
Right now, we have one focus: getting to Colorado, where we last
heard Cain was. We have to stop him from doing whatever the hell
he’s planning. No, we still don’t know for sure what he’s up to;
all we know is it’s nothing good.

And in order to get to our destination and
take Cain down, we have to have our heads on straight. Especially
since Wes’s Jeep and Grayhem’s Expedition only got us to Wichita,
which means we’ve been on foot in the elements, carrying all of our
belongings and encountering enemies even more frequently than
before, for days.

And in order to keep our heads on straight,
we have to put our romantic relationship just below our
responsibilities as Light people on our list of priorities.

And that means we haven’t been able to
let our hands wander each other’s bodies or even share many
open-mouthed kisses, let alone have sex.

Gabe knows what I’m thinking. His mouth
slides off mine and he gets it close to my ear to mumble, “I wish
it was just you and me in here.” He hasn’t shaved since we left his
house, so his facial hair tickles me. It’s not a sensation I’m used
to yet and it makes me want to smile in spite of everything.

I land a kiss on his jaw and whisper, “I wish
that, too. I miss you. We didn’t get to be together enough times
before all this.”

He sighs, and his warm breath dances into my
hair, down my neck. “No, we didn’t. I miss you, too. Like
crazy.”

One of his hands slides down my side. My
jacket is beneath it, but under that, my three shirts have gotten
tugged up some and I can feel the pressure of his fingertips on my
flesh. It’s almost like the clothes aren’t there and he’s touching
my skin for real.

Torturous.

I remember very well the handful of times he
had his skin all over mine with no clothes in the way. And I
remember us making love half-dressed on his couch, which was just
as perfect as the times we didn’t have anything on.

Gah.

“We’ll get to someplace better eventually,” I
breathe. My fingers ripple against the front of his hoodie. Then I
work my arms around him so I can hug him between the hoodie and his
jacket. “This living-in-a-group situation isn’t permanent…I don’t
think.”

He sighs again. “I hope it’s not. But if it
turns out that it is, we’re going to have to start sneaking around
like a couple of teenagers. I’m not okay with keeping my hands off
of you for the rest of our lives.”

I have to smile at that. “Deal.”

We go quiet and listen to the snoring of some
of the others. Besides that and the sound of people breathing, the
cold air is silent.

“Thank you for helping me,” I whisper after a
minute. “I’m really sorry if I woke you up.”

“It’s fine,” he whispers back. “It’s always
fine.”

I remind him, “It’s always fine for you,
too.”

He shifts a hand to stroke the hair at the
back of my head. “I know.”

He continues that caress for a little bit,
and I enjoy every second of it. I do what I can to reciprocate by
drawing random swirls on his back.

I don’t think five minutes have passed before
my mind starts drifting and my body starts slowing back down; we’re
all tired more often than not these days, so sleep comes quickly
when it has the chance. I feel him winding down, too, and our hands
seem to still at the same time. Then I slip back into sleep, my
mind full of more warm adoration than rough-edged pain.

But before I know it, daylight has arrived,
and it’s time to get up and get moving again.

When dawn broke the morning after the attacks
back in Fayetteville, Grayhem showed up at Gabe’s house with Dr.
Roterra, Janssen, Bradley, and O’Connell. Now that Lux is gone,
there are only twelve of us—about half of the number we had back in
Fayetteville, I think. We don’t know where the others are or even
if they’re alive.

Our cell phones haven’t worked since then.
There’s still no internet or radio or TV. The expensive GPSs in the
Jeep and Expedition were somewhat helpful, but we don’t have them
anymore; we’ve got a few maps for navigation and that’s it. Since
the last thing any of us heard about Cain was that he’s somewhere
in the middle of Colorado, we’re doing our best to follow Highway
50 to Denver. It’s pretty damn difficult because most of everything
is a wreck, even rural areas. Our enemies took the liberty of
bombing all over, not just cities and towns.

But while nearly everything is ugly now, not
everything has been utterly destroyed. There are lucky breaks here
and there, like with this building we slept in this time. We’ve
done a lot of sleeping out in the rubble, doing what we can to hide
in plain sight, taking advantage of shadowy places in hopes of
going unnoticed by Hellions and Crazies and the occasional Tatt. It
has worked out for us (except for a few mornings ago when that
ambush resulted in Lux’s death), but we definitely appreciate
having an actual structure to hide in. At the very least, it gets
us out of any wind and precipitation.

Of course, no matter where we sleep, it’s
always only for one night. So after we routinely do restroom
things, put on sunblock, and eat a little of the food we still have
from the Sanctum, the dozen of us gather our belongings and say
goodbye to our temporary home.

As we walk out into the dim gray morning, we
all look up at the sky. It’s habit now because whatever’s up there
has a direct effect on how efficiently we can travel. Before all
this, I never let the weather dictate what kind of day I’d have,
but times have changed.

Let me tell you something: if you imagine it
would suck having to pick your tired way through churned-up streets
and skeletons of cars and giant pieces of concrete and corpses in
various stages of decay, all while carrying stuff and nursing any
injuries you might have and trying to be prepared for an
attack by your enemies…well, doing all that when there’s ice all
over everything is fucking bullshit.

Luckily, although it’s cold as balls, there’s
no ice on the ground at the present time. And the sky is gray, but
it’s not Snow Is Coming gray, so that’s good.

Indeed, Anton remarks, “Not bad.”

“Not bad at all,” Beatrix agrees.

“I have a feelin’ it won’t stay this way,
though,” Janssen speaks up. “Air’s got a certain feel to it.”

O’Connell: “You read my mind. In a day or
two, we’ll have precipitation of some kind.”

Grayhem: “Let’s try hard to cover some decent
ground today, gang.”

We all agree we should take advantage of the
clear ground and dry air. Not like we’re intentionally slow on
other days, but yeah, sometimes you gotta push extra-hard.

Or in our case, extra-extra-hard
because nothing about this is easy, but unlike most people who are
living in the USA right now, we’ve got some really important
shit to do.

You know what they say: ‘With great power
comes great responsibility.’ And our responsibility these days
is more than great. It’s enormous.

 


*

 


I wouldn’t say living on the streets is
boring, but it definitely gets old.

Having to watch every single step we take is
annoying. Smelling and seeing rotting bodies is disgusting. Being
unfamiliar with our surroundings, even when they’re somewhat
intact, is overwhelming. We’re all constantly walking this weird
line between being exhausted and hyperaware, feeling like napping
but knowing we could find ourselves in a fight at any second.

Since we left home, we’ve been outnumbered in
several fights, which always resulted in at least a few injuries.
Even sometimes when we weren’t outnumbered, we got injured
because the ground was so torn-up. In this environment, even a
simple careless step to the side can cause a mess—like the other
day when Ullman took such a step and his foot went through a
half-buried decaying corpse, which caused him to stumble backward,
fall, and badly cut himself up on a pile of bricks and metal. I
guess there was a silver lining to that one, since the Hellion he
was fighting turned and fled because of all the blood. But
still.

Crazy things happen to us every day. We see a
lot of heartbreaking things, too. Most of it gets lost in my
memories after it happens because the inventory just keeps
growing.

There are some things I hope to remember
someday, like my last few days with Lux, but most of it…well, I
don’t think I’ll ever miss most of it.

I won’t miss the cries we hear from people
who are dying and can’t be saved.

I won’t miss happening upon Dark beings that
are in the middle of slaughtering people.

I won’t miss the way it smells nearly
everywhere we go.

I won’t miss the way I feel when I see dead
children lying around.

Not one bit.

We all try to keep ourselves in good moods
despite what we see every day. We talk to one another a lot,
discuss fears and concerns, and work on remaining optimistic.
Sometimes we sing a song. Sometimes we tell funny stories or
jokes.

We also keep a daily count of how many
enemies we’ve killed. We tried to make a competition out of it in
the beginning, but all that did was make things harder—the last
thing any of us need to worry about is trying to hurry over all the
rubble just to steal someone else’s kill. We have enough shit to
deal with already. So now we all take guesses about what our total
kill number will be at the end of the day, and whoever ends up
getting the closest wins a piece of gum from the stash Beatrix
discovered in her purse the day we had to leave the vehicles
behind.

Gabe won yesterday. A little while after we
hit the road this morning, he halved his gum so he could share it
with me. It was spearmint flavored and delicious, and it made me
feel so nice that I had to pause to kiss him.

And he was delicious, too. I know this
because—since we were bringing up the back of our group and we’d
just won a fight—we decided to take a second to kiss deeply for the
first time in I don’t know how long.

And that yielded an annoyed scoff from Rafe,
who was apparently paying us too much attention.

He’s been behaving well since I beat the hell
out of him (to the best of my weak-ass ability) back at the
Sanctum, but he still doesn’t like for me and Gabe to flirt with
each other around him. It’s not like we do it to bother him,
though; we just like each other.

The others agree he’s being a bit of a
pouty-pants. Who has time to mope over shit like that when the
country looks like it does?

As usual, Gabe and I are just waiting for him
to get over it.

Currently, we’re taking a short break on the
side of the road in an open, surprisingly unscathed pastoral area.
We only realized about fifteen minutes ago that Beatrix got wounded
during one of today’s fights. Dr. Roterra and Wes have just cleaned
the nasty scrape going down her back and, since we don’t see
anything threatening around us, our group has decided to rest for
another minute.

After Dr. Roterra hands the Neosporin off to
me, I wave it in the air and call around, “Anyone else hurt?”

We all inspect ourselves. Bradley finds a
shallow cut on his leg that needs a dab of ointment. I put some on
a blister on O’Connell’s foot, too, as well as a Band-Aid. Everyone
else’s complaints are that they’re sore and tired, but we don’t
have much to help with those things.

After another few minutes of resting, we
resume our walk.

“Man, this hurts,” Beatrix sighs from ahead
of me. “Every time I move.”

“I’m sorry,” I tell her sadly.

I remember how bad her scrape looks, all
jagged and gory. Gabe and I talked to her as a distraction during
the cleaning—she didn’t exactly cry, but her eyes were full of
unshed tears.

I don’t blame her. I hated witnessing them
peeling her shirt off of where it had stuck to the bloody injury.
Dr. Roterra using the alcohol wipes on her wasn’t fun to watch,
either. Hopefully the scrape will heal all right, but yeah, I know
it hurts right now.

“Not your fault, honey,” she has just said to
me. She doesn’t turn around to smile reassuringly like she normally
would, but she wiggles her fingers back at me.

“I know, but still.”

“At least we fixed it up before it got
worse,” Wes says. He runs his hand affectionately down the back of
her head. “Infection would’ve been so much worse.”

She looks at him for a moment before she
nods. “You’re right,” she replies more brightly. “You’re right,
babe. Optimism! Thanks for saying that.” A smile comes onto her
face.

“You’re welcome.” He smiles at her, too, and
gently pulls her in for a short kiss. “Number one goal in my life
is to make my woman smile.”

“Aw. What would I do without you, Weston
Anthony?”

“I don’t even want to think about it, Beatrix
Lee.”

I know the feeling.

I look at Gabe. He’s looking straight ahead,
seemingly thinking hard about something, so I take the opportunity
to scan over him real quick. His hair is a dark mess as usual, and
it’s getting longer than he likes it to be. He looks ruggedly
handsome with that facial hair, and I miss being able to touch his
skin—like the rest of us, he’s got layers and layers of clothes on.
Underneath everything, I know he’s probably a bit thinner than he
was at home; traveling on foot plus the food shortage has certainly
taken a little off of me.

Speaking of me: I feel pretty gross. I need
to put a razor to good use. I miss being able to thoroughly clean
my teeth. I’d really like to wash my clothes. I’ve never been a
lover of manicures, but I’ve always liked for my nails to be
decent, and they’re awful right now. And I don’t like that my hair
is so dirty.

We all feel this way, though. The
funny thing is that I don’t think Gabe is gross even though he’s in
the same boat as me. I know Wes and Beatrix aren’t disgusted by
each other right now, either.

True love, I guess. For better or for worse,
in grime and in cleanliness….

That makes me chuckle.

After a moment, I wonder how much more
awesome life feels when you’re sharing a last name with the person
you love.

I open my mouth to ask Beatrix how it makes
her feel, but then I close it again. I don’t want everyone
else hearing me talk about marriage, plus I don’t want Gabe
thinking I’m dropping some kind of hint.

I mean, yeah, while we were on his couch that
time, he alluded to wanting to marry me, and I definitely haven’t
changed my mind about what I said back. I don’t think this is a
good time to bring it up, though. For one thing, we’re not alone.
Secondly, it just seems kind of selfish to try to plan something
that significant when other people need us to think about them.

Like I said before, job stuff is more
important than romantic stuff right now.

Yes, just do your job, I remind
myself. Get to Colorado and see what’s up with Cain. At least
you have Gabe with you—at least you know he loves you. It doesn’t
really matter if you’re married or not. What matters is that you
have each other at all. It will not destroy you to be boyfriend and
girlfriend; it will destroy you if you lose him out here
because you’re in La-La Land.

I’m so right.

I smile and reach for my still-pensive
boyfriend before I look away from him.

Yeah, you know you love a person when both of
you are homeless, hungry, and looking more or less like hobos, but
you still want to hold their hand.


Gabe

 


I’ve seen Marienne look a lot of different
ways.

I’ve seen her sweaty and tired after Defender
training in the Sanctum. I’ve seen her prettily put together in
regular clothes and awesomely dressed up on Halloween. I’ve seen
her sleeping (drooling), and puffy-eyed and crying, and even
bleeding and bruised and unconscious from being attacked by Dark
magic. I’ve seen her naked and seen her in my clothes, too. I’ve
now seen her go days without showering, changing clothes, or
reapplying the little bit of eye makeup I used to see her put
on.

But—wait for it, because you know it’s
coming—I still look at her and think she’s the best thing I’ve ever
laid my eyes on.

And that only further supports my belief that
what we have is real. I love her no matter what she looks like. I
love her even when I’m exhausted and cold and hungry. I love her
even when she’s exhausted and cold and hungry. I love her
even though our lives are messes now.

You know that hypothetical question about who
you’d want to be stuck on a deserted island with? Or the one about
what you’d do if you knew today was the last day of your life? For
me, those answers are all about her. There’s no one whose company I
enjoy more than hers, and I’d go anywhere and do anything alongside
her. And if I knew I’d be dead tomorrow, I’d be satisfied knowing
I’ve got her with me today.

Of course, if I were seriously
planning what I’d do with her in my last hours on Earth, I wouldn’t
include walking our asses off or being attacked by Dark beings more
often than we take bathroom breaks.

But that’s not what I’m doing, anyway. I’m
just saying that whatever happens, however we’re living, wherever
we are, I love her. She’s my solace and my sanity. I don’t want to
even imagine what my life would be like if she wasn’t in it—exactly
what Wes just said to Beatrix.

And when this bullshit with Cain gets righted
and we can have our lives back, I’m going to ask her to marry
me.

Right before Fayetteville got blown up, I’d
wanted to ask her as soon as I got my hands on a ring. But when
that came to pass, I kept it to myself, not feeling like blurting
out a proposal anymore because no moment seemed as perfect as the
one we had in that hidden corner of The Room. Then the attack came,
we all got uprooted, and everything got messy and difficult, and it
occurred to me that I can’t try to marry her amidst all of it. It
doesn’t seem very responsible, and responsibility is a big thing
with the Lightforce.

Besides, I don’t want to propose with us all
dirty and tired, having no way to be alone together and no way of
knowing if a big, nasty fight might be around the corner. I want it
to be perfect.

Out of habit, I surreptitiously pat at my
jacket to make sure her ring box is still safely tucked away. It
is; I can just barely feel the thing dig into my side through my
layers of clothing.

“So, Gabe,” someone says, “what do you think?
If the Tatts can do anything and everything with their magic, do
you think they’ll restore the media outlets?”

I blink out of my thoughts and glance around
the group. I’m not sure who addressed me. I’m not even sure how
long this conversation has been going on.

Was it Ullman, maybe? He’s looking at me, in
any case.

I replay the question in my head and then
tsk. “You know, you’d think so, but I’m not sure. Can they
do anything and everything?”

“Yeah, I mean, they can’t fly,” Wes agrees.
“So far, they’ve just seemed to do tricks to gain attention. People
just think their power knows no bounds.”

“Wonder if Cain could pull it off, though,”
O’Connell muses.

“Now that,” Beatrix says, “is a
maybe.”

“I bet he can do it,” Rafe comments.

“And I bet he will,” Marienne adds.

Ullman nods. “He is, after all, much more
gifted than the others—or so we’ve heard. We haven’t seen much from
him directly, have we?”

“Nope,” I say on a sigh, “and I think one of
these days, he’ll change that.”

Marienne squeezes my hand. “He will for
sure.”

I look at her. Even though she’s looking
forward at first, it’s like she can sense my gaze, so she meets
it.

I smile and brush my free fingertips down the
side of her face, from her temple to her jaw, and it makes her eyes
light up. She smiles at me, too, and regards me with such affection
that one would think I look my best and not close to my worst.

God, I can’t wait to really make you
mine.

All in due time.

We get back into the conversation with the
others.

“I’m just wondering when he’s going to start
acting like a good guy again, you know?” Anton muses.

Marienne interjects, “Acting like a
hero, you mean.”

Everyone voices their agreement as I say,
“Exactly.”

“Yes, right, exactly!” Ullman exclaims with a
gesture to Marienne. “That’s it. When is he going to start in with
that horseshit? Because you know he is. When is he going to show up
to save us all from the problems he created?”

Grayhem says, “Soon, I’m sure. Has to
be soon.”

“I’m thinkin’ that, too,” Janssen speaks up.
“You know everyone’s waitin’ on him to waltz on in.”

“Yep,” I say. “And if this most recent strike
was the next step in his plan to take us over—or whatever he’s
trying to do—how does he expect to remain in contact with everyone
with the lines of communication destroyed? The news stations were a
giant part of his operation.”

Beatrix says, “Yeah, either his face was on
the screen and he was promoting himself or the Tatts’ faces were on
the screen and they were promoting him.”

Marienne asks, “Yeah, so now that there’s no
way to watch the news or hear it on the radio or read it on a
phone, how is he supposed to expand his web of bullshit?”

“Well, I think he’ll find a way,” Wes answers
with a chuckle. “And, honestly, I’m looking forward to seeing how
he pulls it off. What’s he going to do, snap his fingers and then
suddenly we’re all connected again?”

O’Connell extends an arm and swipes his hand
through the air. “My vote is on him writing messages in the sky.” A
couple of people laugh.

“Yeah, or he’ll just say stuff right in our
goddamn ears like that Tatt did in Dallas.” Wes points at me.
“Remember that shit, Gabe? When we were trying to get to the Jeep
and leave?”

I point back at him. “Yes. It was fucking
awful and I bet Cain can do it even scarier than the regular
Tatts.”

“He’d say some real uplifting shit, though!
Nothing scary, right?” He affects a rough, gravelly voice.
“‘Have no fear in these days of darkness and isolation. You are
not alone. Seek me out in Colorado, my brothers and sisters, and I
will take care of you.’”

Marienne busts out laughing. “Okay,
Batman!”

The rest of us explode into laughter,
too.

“Batman!” I repeat. “Holy shit!”

“Fantastic!” O’Connell howls.

“Hold on!” Ullman holds his hands open at
Wes. “Are you secretly Christian Bale or what, man? Does Beatrix
know?”

“Oh, fuck,” Beatrix complains through her
laughter. Her hands are on her lower back. “Oh, God, the laughing
hurts. But so funny—Wes, say something else!”

“‘I am the Tattman,’” is all he gets
out before we’re all laughing so much we have to stop walking and
double over.

It’s by some extreme stroke of luck that we
don’t get ambushed while we’re distracted and making so much noise.
After we’ve taken a minute to compose ourselves, we continue
walking, and the conversation picks back up. No matter what our
guesses about Cain’s plans are, we do know one thing for certain:
we’ve yet to see everything he’s capable of.

Jesus, I hope that bastard is still in
Colorado. We’re not making very good time. What if we get there and
find out he’s somewhere else? We can’t walk across the whole
country trying to catch up to him.

Fuck, man. I took my car for granted, one
hundred percent. Never stopped to think about how convenient the
interstate was, either. Or how getting from Point A to Point B
could be made difficult by things other than just regular traffic
or long hours of sitting on my ass.

I’d accept even a go-kart at this point.

And I love being Light and I love my job, but
this fighting we’ve had to do lately…it has just been outrageous.
Since we left Fayetteville, we’ve come across more monsters than
normal people, and we didn’t leave any of them to continue walking
the earth. We couldn’t. Still can’t. We’ve always been responsible
for killing Hellions (now Tatts, too, and the
human-turned-outright-evil Crazies they’ve helped create, which are
running around looking like Claire). That means that no matter how
badly we ache, how fatigued we are, or what the weather is doing,
we have to take care of business when it comes calling. And it has
come calling an ungodly number of times—I don’t even know a number
to guess with, it’s happened so many times.

It helps with the chaos to be able to still
laugh amongst ourselves and keep some degree of positivity about
us.

I’m also quite sure our group is doing better
than any group of non-Light people, given that we’ve got good
numbers and we can fight and we have emergency bags and
everything.

Still, though.

The scenery was pretty plain there for a
while, but it starts changing after another hour or two. The ground
is churned up here and there. Trees are cracked in half or lying on
their sides, having been violently uprooted. In one place, the road
is cracked where an F350 got dumped heavily onto it. We round the
destroyed vehicle warily, knowing anything could be hiding in
it—but all we see through the busted glass and crumpled metal is a
mangled human man and some kind of dog, both covered in dried blood
and emitting a foul smell, very dead.

Sad.

Buildings pop up occasionally, all useless to
us. A flattened barn. A lopsided farmhouse that’s had most of
itself blown across the property. A gas station that clearly
exploded and is surrounded by blackened cars and bits of
indiscernible debris. A trailer home that was picked up and dropped
into a cluster of trees. A church that’s been demolished entirely
except for the sign.

So even though we’ve got some stuff to look
at now, things are still pretty unexciting.

Well, they’re unexciting until we stop to
take turns using the restroom around what we thought was an
abandoned farmer’s market. Then, of course, we get company.

It’s only four Hellions and a Crazy—easily
manageable—but I still have a small heart attack because they jump
out at us while Marienne’s out of my sight, doing her business
behind the building.

I don’t even bother helping mow down the ones
near me and instead run to where she is.

I round the corner of the building just in
time to see her yanking her panties up. A dead Crazy is on the
ground in front of her, chest and throat bleeding from her
dagger.

I’m torn between distress and amusement.

On one hand, I’m horribly reminded of how I
found her in the Dark world, so the idea of something similar
happening to her now fills me with a stomach-turning mix of rage
and fear.

But on the other hand, I can only imagine
what she looked like kicking that Crazy’s ass in her current state
of undress, and…well, it’s funny.

I lift my gaze from her striped panties,
which I like very much and have apparently been staring at, and I
look at her face. “Please tell me that dude just interrupted your
bathroom break and that he wasn’t the one who pulled your underwear
down.” I glance at the dead Crazy and feel the wrench of fury
again. If she says she was really being bothered just now, I’m
finding a way to bring that dick-ass back to life so I can murder
him all over again.

“Nah, babe, he interrupted me,” she assures
me. “He saw more than I liked before I killed him, but that’s
it.”

Relieved, I sigh. When I look at her again, I
match the smile that’s on her face. She, too, seems amused.

My eyes go back to her panties. Can’t help
it.

I also can’t help considering hustling her up
against the back of this building, kissing the smile off that face,
sliding my hand between those stripes and her skin so I can feel
her just for a second.

I want to touch her so badly it’s painful
sometimes.

And to think I always felt like we didn’t
have much privacy at the Sanctum. Psh. Living this way out here is
the hugest obstruction of our privacy. Which is why, in
fact, I can’t shove her up against the building and get my tongue
in her mouth and my hand in her underwear.

I rub at my face. All right, come on,
Gabe. This isn’t the time or place for all that. Clear your
mind.

Once I’ve managed it, I offer, “So do you
need to finish up? I can stand guard. This guy’s friends got taken
care of pretty quickly.”

She gives me a look of understanding and
shared longing before she sighs. “Yes, please stand guard.”

I turn away to make sure no one’s coming.
“Will do.” Then I add, “By the way, you’ve managed to pull off
looking mouthwatering even in this situation, so
congratulations.”

She replies teasingly, “Well, thank you so
much! I tried pretty hard to achieve this look. I’m glad you’re
impressed.”

“No, I sincerely thank
you.”

That makes her laugh, which makes me
grin.

Once she’s done, we go back around the
building to the others. We tell them about her tussle and they have
a good laugh about it. Although I can tell it’s kind of
embarrassing for her, she laughs along with them, seeming glad to
offer up some entertainment.

God knows we have to find bright spots
wherever we can in this new life we’ve got.

We waste no time getting back on our route
since the sun will be setting before we know it. The days since we
left the cars behind have managed to seem both never-ending and
fleeting; the time both drags and disappears on us.

It feels like we walk for miles and miles and
miles. And maybe we do. But maybe we don’t. There’s no real way to
know unless we pass something that we can determine is on the map.
It doesn’t happen often, though. For the most part, we’re just
wandering, picking through messes both huge and small, waiting for
the next fight.

We walk and walk and walk.

Look ahead and around and behind.

Chatter and sigh and fight.

Think and wonder and hope.

Dusk descends on us, and another day in the
lives of the Fayetteville Light people begins wrapping up. All we
have to do now is find somewhere to sleep.

It takes longer than usual. We hope to come
across some sort of building like we did last night, but the
darkening sky forces us to settle for a pasture. We walk away from
the road for a minute and set up camp in some dead grass that is,
at least, more than a couple of inches tall. Maybe it’ll hide us a
little.

We eat a bit of dinner and take turns walking
off a short way for bathroom business. Weapon sharpening starts up.
Dr. Roterra takes another look at Beatrix’s back. People stretch
their muscles and rub at sore places; Marienne surprises me with a
neck-and-shoulder massage that feels motherfucking amazing.

Conversation starts up, too, about whether or
not Grayhem knows where the Kansas Sanctums are. He says he knows
there are some in the state, but he can’t ascertain their exact
locations given these circumstances. Makes sense. So then we get to
wondering, not for the first time, if any other branches of the
Lightforce are headed toward Cain.

 “I think they
have to be,” Bradley says. “I know Light people are on the rare
side, but surely we aren’t the only ones who’ve gotten this
idea.”

“Surely not,” Wes agrees. “Those guys in
Dallas were all about defending their home, but things are
different now. Defense isn’t just about keeping inside city limits
anymore.”

Rafe says, “Nope, it’s not. It’s way bigger
than that.”

“Yeah, we gotta band together on a giant
scale.”

The mental image of masses of Light people
standing together to fight Cain and his followers makes me
shiver.

From behind me, Marienne states with quiet
confidence, “We’re not the only ones going after him.”

“My belief, too, Mari,” Grayhem tells
her.

“And mine,” O’Connell speaks up. “I haven’t
been in the Lightforce anywhere near as long as a lot of you, but
it’s all already so strong for me—feeling like I’m doing what I’m
supposed to be doing with my life, taking the responsibility
seriously, wanting to put this gift to good use. I know it’s gotta
be stronger than hell for you guys, and the same’s gotta be true
for other Light people.”

Agreement ripples among us. He’s very
right.

Beatrix says, “Yep, it’s our calling. It’s
literally in our blood.”

Now Marienne is the one who shivers. Her
hands are on my shoulders, still rubbing out the tension, so I
cover them with both of mine and pat them. She briefly stops the
massage to squeeze my fingers.

“I can’t wait to blow that bastard up,” Anton
says on a yawn.

We all say, “Me, either,” in unison. Then we
laugh.

Soon, I hope.

After we discuss who won the kill count
guessing game for today (Janssen), we’re ready for bed. We all get
situated in a circle with our heads in the middle, our bodies as
close as we can get them without it being awkward. Except for us
couples, that is—we take the opportunity to huddle up under our
travel blankets.

I lie on my back with Marienne tucked against
my side, her head on my shoulder. Our arms enclose each other, and
we both sigh deeply like we always do when yet another long day is
winding down.

I hear other people making similar sounds.
Even though we’re out in the open and we could find ourselves
surprised with anything from enemies to rain to fire ants, it feels
good to lie down and close our eyes.

It takes no time at all for me to feel myself
drifting.

Before I can go completely, I whisper to
Marienne that I love her. We make it a point to say it every night
before we fall asleep.

She whispers it back, sounding just this side
of asleep.

And I can fully relax.

No matter how shitty our days are or what
might happen between bedtime and getting up again, these
moments—these times of rest with her in my arms, telling me she
loves me—are perfect.

Her tired body jerks a little as she falls
asleep, and her hand gently twitches over to lay across my heart.
And I can sense that these moments are perfect to her, too.


Chapter 2


 Marienne

 


I’ve been thinking about how life is just the
strangest thing.

It’s wild how you’ve got your well-worn
routines, and standards for what’s normal and acceptable, and
limits to what you can handle before you start feeling sick or
getting pissed or going crazy or breaking down into tears…and then
you find each of those things being tested. Sometimes they’re not
just tested—sometimes those walls are met, cracked, breached,
totally obliterated, and left to rot. Then all you’ve got are the
memories. Times and things you look back on with thoughts like,
Ha, man, remember those fucking days? Where’d those
days go?

My life has changed drastically,
drastically, from what it was just months ago.

One day I was hoping not to have too huge a
mess to clean up after the party I was hosting, and the next day
all that mattered was how I’d become a murderer, having gotten my
parents killed over a stupid boy.

One day I was empty, withdrawn from the world
around me, confused about the scary monster-men I’d been seeing.
The next day, I met a gorgeous man who’d turn out not only to truly
understand what happened to me, but also offer me a new, very
important life I never saw coming.

One day the biggest thing on my mind was
whether or not that gorgeous man liked me as much as I liked him.
The next day was the day Light people discovered that creatures
much more dangerous than Hellions exist.

One day our country was going about its usual
business, and the next day Dallas and its suburbs were being
swallowed by a Dark-magic-wrought inferno…and then other places
started getting hit, too.

One day we were a secret operation of
fighters, and the next day we were boldly walking the streets of
our scarred hometown, mowing down more Hellions than ever.

One day I realized I was in love with Gabe,
and the next day a stubborn wrench of an ex-boyfriend was thrown
into our lives, bringing with him a tide of pain and anger that
would almost wreck everything.

One day I could say I’d never been abducted
or harassed by monsters or attacked with Dark magic, and the next
day I couldn’t…if I’d been awake enough to not-say any of it.

I had a sister, and then I didn’t.

Our friend and colleague Trenton had a life,
and then he didn’t.

We all had a home and a somewhat stable
existence, and then we didn’t.

Everything is different now.

The big things and the small things. Things
in our lives and things in the whole country.

Everything.

We’ve gone from living in our homes to living
in the Sanctum to living in our cars to living on the road. We lost
Lux.

I wonder how long we have until the ragged
pattern of this life is interrupted and we’re faced with
another difficult, ugly change.

There’s no way to know.

We just have to keep moving forward with the
hope that when the change does come, we’ve got some semblance of
preparedness about us.

We’ve been on the road for a few hours now.
The sky is even grayer than it was yesterday; we all have a feeling
it’s going to open up on us today. We’ve got ponchos for traveling
in rain, but we hope we’ll find some sort of shelter for tonight.
Trying to sleep in cold rain sucks.

Luckily, nothing weird happened while we
slept in the pasture last night. Nothing really disturbed us, so we
woke up feeling rather rested; it’s hard to get decent sleep these
days, even though our sleep stops are several hours long because we
settle down once it’s dark and get up again with the sun. Between
people having nightmares, waking up at every little noise, and
never being truly comfortable, we usually get just enough sleep to
get us through the next day.

But of course, now that we’re rested up
enough to kick some good ass, business hasn’t been booming so
far.

Leave it to whoever is in charge to staunch
the monster flow on a day when our group isn’t dog-tired.

So for the past little while, we’ve been
singing songs as we walk. We all did “Bohemian Rhapsody,” which was
especially fun for Gabe and me because we remember blasting it in
his car while I was in training. Then Grayhem, Dr. Roterra, and
Janssen sang some old country song, and it wasn’t nearly as painful
as the original must be (I’m not familiar with it, but it’s easy to
appreciate the absence of all that twangy music). And Beatrix and
Wes have just finished serenading us with “Leather and Lace.” It
was really good. I had no idea they could sing as well as they
can.

We’re trying to decide what to sing next when
a troubled yell hits the air from somewhere up ahead.

It startles all of us and we jerk to a halt,
but only for a moment. Then we dash forward.

“Where’d it come from?” Gabe asks. He and I
are at the front of the group. He points to a cluster of structures
way up on the right. “There?”

Bradley comes up even with him and says,
“That’s what I thought.”

“What is that?” Rafe asks from behind us. “A
trailer park?”

“Looks like it,” I answer as we run
closer.

“You sure it didn’t come from over there on
the left?” Beatrix checks. I look to where she means, and I see
some trees.

“It could’ve,” Bradley allows.

“Yeah, maybe so,” I agree.

“Let’s get ready to split up and check out
both,” Grayhem orders. “But listen for—”

On cue, there’s another yell. Then a scream.
A man and a woman.

“Trailer park,” several of us announce in
unison.

We pick up the pace, and in no time, we’ve
arrived at the dingy trailer park.

By now, the shrieks rising from within it are
only coming from the woman—our first normal human in a while,
evidently, since her voice isn’t the double-toned voice of a Crazy.
Judging by the dreadful-sounding laughs and taunts that join her
hysterical pleas to be left alone, there are Hellions with her.

We hurry down a road that’s more dirt and
grass than anything, passing run-down homes and unkempt lawns full
of car parts and random kids’ toys. Weapons drawn, we’re ready to
fight.

The commotion leads us around a corner. A
pale blue trailer comes into sight. There’s a dilapidated picnic
table near the end closest to us, and the middle-aged woman is
being dragged over to it.

She cries and struggles, alternating between
begging the Hellions not to hurt her and sobbing out, “Tim! Oh my
God, Tim! Tim!” She looks at the mauled, motionless body of
a man on the ground near the front steps. I’m guessing he’s the man
who was yelling before we got here; he’s very much out of the
picture now.

We run forward to protect the woman for
him.

She sees us just as the Hellions jostle her
into the table, and her eyes widen. She scrambles to come our way,
letting out a shrill, desperate, “Oh my God! Help me! Please help
me! They killed—”

One of the Hellions forcefully yanks her back
up against his chest, then makes eye contact with me. His teeth are
abnormally long and terrifyingly sharp, and he rips her throat out
with them before she can finish talking.

We stop running as gasps and cuss words burst
out of us.

I don’t even know what leaves my own mouth
because—oh my—Jesus, did that really just happen? We’re right
here! We were so close to saving her!

Another Hellion has several black claws for
fingers—many more than just five. He kneels in front of the woman
and digs into her stomach through her shirt. Laughing like the evil
bastard he is, he tears away the fabric in strips and her flesh in
chunks while the scary-teeth Hellion cheers him on.

There’s a third Hellion, and he has a tail.
It’s barbed and fast as a whip. It makes an awful whistling sound
as it slices through the air toward our group.

His voice is awful, too, as he says
mockingly, “Oh, well, look at that: you showed up to save the
damsel in distress and she still got her guts dragged out
everywhere.” He smiles, his tail swaying behind him. “Some heroes
you fellows are. Must be upsetting to have failed to keep one lady
alive…. Oh, how unpleasant it’ll be to watch your pretty
girls die, too.”

The lifeless woman gets dumped messily onto
the picnic table. The Hellion with the sharp teeth lays his eyes on
Beatrix. While he stares at her, he licks at his bloodstained mouth
with a long, gross tongue. The flesh-ripper glares at me from
maybe fifteen yards away. He slowly drags his gory claws
downward through the air, like he’s imagining scraping them down my
body. Some lumpy, bloody piece of the other woman falls from one of
his claws and hits the dirt with a faint thump.

I don’t appreciate the image at all—not the
real one in front of me or the mental one of him digging
into me like he dug into her.

But I’m not afraid. Those claws won’t be
getting within twelve inches of me. He and both of his friends are
going to die.

No one else is afraid, either. Grayhem almost
sounds bored when he tells the Hellion that spoke, “That’s not
going to happen.”

“We’ll give you a second to kiss them
goodbye,” the flesh-ripper rumbles, teeth gritted. “Then they’re
all ours. We’re going to tie you boys to those trees right there
and make you helplessly watch while we take turns bending your
girls over this table. They’re going to beg for you and scream so
loud and—”

“Shut the fuck up!” Gabe snaps.
There’s swift movement from where he stands at my side. Then
there’s a dagger burrowed deep into the flesh of the Hellion’s
throat, cutting his nauseating words off—a second later, he’s being
impaled by a second blade, straight through the heart.

He dies right before our eyes.

Damn!

Noises and murmurs of appreciation for Gabe’s
rapid attack ripple through our group.

He steps closer to me, and the chill I’d
gotten from the monster’s words goes away.

As his hand snakes around to grip my hip, I
think I hear him mumble to himself, “Nobody but me bends my goddamn
girl over anything.”

Whew, he’s cool…as well as some other things
I don’t have time to think about right now. I simply cover his hand
with mine and squeeze, unable to do anything more.

Wes addresses the remaining two Hellions in a
hard tone. “Say goodbye to your own asses, you fuckboy
motherfuckers.”

It’s obvious they truly expected us to be as
defenseless as the dead man and woman lying nearby. They didn’t
think we’d be able to even put up a fight, much less win; our
enemies rarely comprehend the threat we are before it’s too late
for them.

These have comprehended it now, thanks to the
sudden death of their cohort. Aaaand now they’re running.

I’ll give them this, though: they don’t just
outright flee. They stop after a second and try to delay us a
little.

The one with the sharp teeth picks up Gabe’s
daggers and lobs them back at us, hoping to land a hit. But we all
step out of the way of one and Janssen claps his palms together on
the second, skillfully stilling the blade before it can hit him.
And when the other Hellion lashes his tail around again and again,
trying to scare or wound us with the barbs, Gabe strides forward
with one arm raised to intentionally catch a blow from the
whip-like thing. It wraps around his arm, and Bradley is instantly
there, too, severing the tail from the Hellion with a powerful
swipe of his dagger.

 Then it’s just
cake. The monsters try to hurl the dead human bodies at us as a
last resort, but we dodge them and then rush forward to deliver
executions.

It’s over in no time.

Once they’re dead, I hurry to Gabe and
carefully lift my hands to his arm. “Are you okay?” The barbed tail
has fallen away, but the fabric of his jacket is torn from it.

He nods. “I’m fine. Might have gotten nicked,
but all these damn layers of clothes caught most of the sharp
stuff.”

I’m relieved. It’d have undoubtedly been
painful for him to have those barbs snagged in his arm. “Great.
Good thing we’re so bundled up.”

“Really good thing. You’re okay, right?”

I manage a smile just for him. “Yep. Thank
you, Hero Gabe.”

He tips a smile at me, too, and brushes my
cheek with his knuckles. “Anytime.”

We join the others in making sure the coast
is clear of other monsters.

“Those sons of bitches,” Anton says as he
steps around the dead woman’s body. “This poor woman….”

“I know,” Rafe agrees with a sigh. He glances
at her and shakes his head. “We were so damn close. I can’t believe
it.”

My moment with Gabe dissolves as my stomach
cramps over how this woman’s life ended. First she had to watch Tim
get murdered—whoever he was, I could tell by her reaction to his
death that she cared about him. Then she saw us coming to rescue
her and probably felt so much relief at having been found...and
then she died, too. Then that Hellion picked up her corpse
and threw it like it was nothing.

I realize I’m staring at the blood-soaked
picnic table. I feel sick enough over the memories and sicker yet
looking at the mere crimson stains. Then I see pieces of her flesh
here and there, and I feel vomit welling up for real.

I cover my mouth and start to turn away—and
then I see it.

Movement in the window at the end of the
trailer, right above the table.

The curtains are being pulled back on one
side to reveal a feminine face.

And…that isn’t all I see.

I also see light.

Bright white light.

Bright white new Radiance light.

I gasp loudly as
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