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1 Welcome to hell




T
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he morning was already warm, the kind of Kentucky heat that stuck to the skin and promised to get worse before noon. A line of cicadas buzzed from the trees, carrying on their endless argument, and at the corner of County Road 217, a bright yellow food truck idled in the gravel lot of an abandoned gas station.

Lindsay Whitaker leaned her bicycle against the side panel, brushing blonde hair out of her face as she stretched her legs. She wore a sleeveless blouse that dipped low at the chest and shorts so short her husband had teased her about them before they left the house. She only laughed. At twenty-six, she had the figure to wear them, and she enjoyed the way people noticed — especially when she could rub it in her husband’s face later.

Ethan Whitaker, pale and bookish, with a wiry accountant’s frame and a posture bent from too many hours behind a desk, set his bike neatly beside hers. He squinted at the chalkboard menu scrawled in uneven letters. His glasses kept sliding down the bridge of his nose, and he pushed them up with the same nervous tic Lindsay had come to love.

The air was alive with the scent of fried onions and sizzling beef. Ethan’s stomach growled audibly.

“Alright,” he said, scanning. “Two hot dogs — chili for you, extra mustard for me. Coke. Sound right?”

“You forgot the funnel cake,” Lindsay teased, poking him.

Ethan sighed, smiling despite himself. “That’s not breakfast food.”

“It is when I say it is.” 

She tugged at his shirt collar and kissed his cheek.

The man inside the food truck leaned forward, squinting at them with watery eyes. He was heavyset, with a sweat-stained cap and an apron that had survived a hundred fryers. His name tag — cracked plastic and faded ink — read Harvey.

“You two ridin’ through?” he asked, sliding their hot dogs onto a tray.

“Yeah,” Ethan said, fishing out bills. “Just a few miles, then back. Training for a ride in Louisville next month.”

Harvey grunted. He glanced at Lindsay, then back toward the road that stretched south, two lanes of cracked asphalt disappearing into trees. His expression tightened.

“Best keep it short,” he said, voice low. “You don’t wanna be on 217 too long, ‘specially not dressed like that.”

Lindsay frowned, looking down at her shorts. 

“Excuse me?”

Harvey raised his hands and palms out. 

“Ain’t judgin’. Just...there’s a crew been runnin’ that stretch lately. Bikers. Mean bastards. They see a pretty thing like you; they’ll circle like buzzards. And they don’t care if it’s day or night.”

Ethan laughed nervously, trying to shake it off. 

“It’s broad daylight, Harvey. We’ll be fine.”

The food truck owner didn’t laugh. He leaned closer, his voice dropping to a gravelly whisper. 

“Daylight don’t make a wolf less hungry, son. Y’all be careful.”

The words lingered long after they finished eating.

They sat on the tailgate of a rusted-out pickup, paper trays balanced on their laps, the sound of cicadas buzzing like static in the background. Lindsay twirled a bite of chili dog toward Ethan’s mouth. He hesitated.

“Open up,” she teased.

He obeyed, and she grinned as mustard smeared the corner of his mouth. He dabbed at it, embarrassed, but she leaned in and kissed him anyway.

For a moment, it was easy to believe the world was simple — just hot dogs, funnel cake, and a summer ride together.

But Harvey’s warning was still there, like a shadow behind the sunlight.

They pushed off from the lot, tires humming against the road. Ethan checked his helmet strap, posture stiff, while Lindsay surged ahead, ponytail bouncing. The two-lane blacktop stretched before them, quiet except for the steady rhythm of their pedaling.

They covered three miles before the sound hit.

At first it was distant — a low vibration, like thunder trapped under the earth. Then it grew louder, engines snarling, rattling their handlebars.

Lindsay slowed, glancing back. A half dozen motorcycles crested the hill behind them, chrome glinting, exhaust pipes snarling like wild dogs.

Her stomach clenched. 

“Ethan.”

“I see them,” he said, voice tight.

The pack spread wide, taking both lanes. Their leather vests bore patches — skulls, flames, crude lettering. Sunglasses reflected nothing but sky.

Lindsay’s instincts screamed. 

“We should turn back,” she said.

Ethan shook his head, forcing steadiness he didn’t feel. 

“No. Keep going. They won’t do anything in broad daylight.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I do,” he insisted, jaw tightening. “Just stay steady. Don’t act scared.”

The motorcycles thundered closer, then slowed, boxing them in. The leader, a massive man with arms like tree trunks and a grin full of rotten teeth, pulled alongside Lindsay. His gaze slid over her body with a deliberation that made her skin crawl.

“Well, look what we got here,” he drawled over the roar of engines. “Couple of pedal-pushers out for a date.”

Lindsay’s grip tightened on her handlebars.

The leader laughed, flicking two fingers. Instantly, the rest of the pack fanned out, circling. Engines revved. Tires spat gravel.

Ethan forced his voice firm. 

“We don’t want trouble. Just let us through.”

“Trouble?” The leader leaned close, grinning wider. “Darlin’, trouble’s already here.”

The motorcycles closed in until Lindsay and Ethan could smell the gasoline and burnt rubber on their clothes. The leader — the massive bear of a man — reached out and flicked the bell on Lindsay’s handlebars like a toy. The others howled with laughter.

“Cute little bike,” he said, voice low and full of threat. “But you look like the kinda girl who’d be better off ridin’ something with more horsepower.”

His meaning was clear. The laughter around her turned into a chorus of revving engines, a circle of noise and menace that pressed in tighter with every second.

Ethan’s pulse thundered. 

His mouth went dry, but he managed, “We don’t want trouble. Just let us through.”

The leader smirked. 

“Already told you, son. Trouble’s here.”

Suddenly, the growl of a car engine approached from behind. Headlights cut through the heat haze. For a moment, Lindsay’s heart lifted. A car. Someone else on the road. Relief surged — surely this would make the bikers back off.

The bikers slowed, watching. A beige sedan eased toward the circle, its engine protesting. The driver was an elderly woman, white hair tucked beneath a scarf, her knuckles tight on the steering wheel. She saw the scene, eyes widening behind thick glasses. Her car crept closer, nose inching toward the bikes.

One of the bikers slapped the hood with a greasy palm. The woman jumped, jerking the wheel. The sedan veered sharply, gravel flying as she yanked it into a hasty U-turn. Tires squealed. She floored the gas, the car fishtailing before disappearing back down the road she came from.

The bikers roared with laughter, engines revving in approval of their victory.

Lindsay’s heart sank like a stone. 

“She was going to help...” she whispered.

Ethan forced steadiness he didn’t feel. 

“She’ll call someone. She’ll call the sheriff.”

The bear of a man leaned closer, his grin spreading wide enough to show the gold tooth near the back of his mouth. 

“Sheriff ain’t gonna save you.” 

He looked Lindsay up and down again. 

“But I might.”

Lindsay’s stomach churned. She wanted to vomit, to scream, to run — but Ethan was beside her, shaking, and she knew if she broke, he’d break too.

The first blow came fast. One biker lashed out with a boot, kicking Ethan’s rear tire. The bike buckled, wobbling. Ethan hit the asphalt hard, scraping his arm raw. His glasses flew into the weeds.

“Ethan!” Lindsay shouted, dropping her own bike to run toward him.

A biker cut her off, revving close enough for the heat of the engine to brush her bare legs. She stumbled back.

The leader leaned down from his bike, grabbing her wrist with a hand like an iron clamp. 

“Where you goin’, sweetheart? Party’s just gettin’ started.”

Ethan scrambled to his feet, clutching his scraped arm. 

“Leave her alone!” he shouted, but his voice cracked. 

His legs trembled. Still, he stepped forward, fists balled. The circle closed in tighter.

One biker slammed a fist into Ethan’s gut. He folded with a gasp. Another shoved him to the ground, boots thudding into his ribs.

Ethan coughed blood, whispering, “Oh God...”

One of the bikers sneered, leaning down. 

“God can’t help you now.”

The words hung in the air — ugly, final.

And then a scream split the sky.

It was not a human scream. It was something deeper, rawer — a sound torn from the throat of hell itself. Every head turned toward the ridge above the road.

Two figures appeared against the descending moonlight.

One was massive, a hulking silhouette with shoulders broad as a doorway, a butcher’s cleaver glinting in her fist.

The other was smaller but faster, blonde hair whipping, an axe held high in both hands. She descended first, leaping from the ridge, slamming into the pavement with a force that cracked asphalt.

April Giddens straightened from her crouch, black eyes gleaming. The axe dripped with promise. She smirked coldly at the biker who had mocked Ethan.

“How about the devil?” she said, and she took his head clean off.

The world erupted into chaos.

*_*_*_*

The road exploded in shrieks and revving engines. April swung her axe in a blur, the blade cleaving through leather and flesh as if it were nothing but paper. One biker’s arm flew into the ditch, his scream cut short when she spun, burying the weapon in his chest and kicking him backward. Blood misted the hot air.

Gaberdeen descended slower, heavier, like an avalanche of muscle and fury. She crashed into a pair of men trying to scramble back onto their bikes. Her cleaver hacked down, splitting handlebars, then ribcages, in the same sweeping blow. Bones crunched. Steel shrieked. Men who thought they were predators became prey in an instant.

The circle of engines collapsed into chaos. Some bikers tried to flee, wheels spinning, gravel spraying. Others charged, screaming, knives flashing, chains whipping.

April was faster. Too fast. Bullets sparked against her torso, ripping into her shoulder, her thigh — but each wound sealed itself before the shooters even stopped firing. She grinned through the pain, sprinting at the gunman who’d dropped her. His eyes went wide. She vaulted onto his bike, driving the axe through his helmet in one brutal swing.

Ethan and Lindsay huddled against the ditch, frozen in disbelief. Ethan whimpered. Lindsay’s face was pale, but her eyes never left April.

On the far side of the road, the biggest of the bikers — the bear of a man with the gold tooth — dismounted, pulling a crowbar from his saddlebag. He stood a head shorter than Gaberdeen but carried himself with the confidence of a man who’d broken plenty of bones in his time.

“Come on, big girl,” he bellowed, voice thick with challenge. “Let’s see what you’re really made of.”

Gaberdeen turned toward him, cleaver dripping. Her jaw tightened.

They collided like freight trains. The crowbar cracked against her arm, the impact shuddering through the night. Gaberdeen roared, swinging her cleaver down — he caught it on the steel bar, sparks flying as metal met metal. They grappled, strength against strength, their boots grinding into the asphalt.

April paused, wiping blood from her cheek with the back of her hand. She tilted her head, watching the struggle. 

“You need help over there?”

Gaberdeen’s lips curved into the faintest shadow of a grin. 

“I think I can bear it.”

She dropped the cleaver. Both hands shot forward, seizing his skull like it was nothing more than a melon. The biker screamed, kicking, thrashing, the crowbar clattering to the ground. Gaberdeen’s fingers dug in, her arms bulging with inhuman strength. There was a wet, splitting crack.

Then silence.

The Bear went limp, crumpling at her feet. His ruined skull hit the pavement with a hollow sound that echoed through the sudden lull in the battle.

April chuckled darkly, hefting her axe onto her shoulder again. 

“Guess he couldn’t handle the weight.”

Ethan gagged, turning away, clutching his stomach. Lindsay, though pale, didn’t move. She stared at April with a strange expression — a mix of horror and recognition, as if she saw something in the blackness of April’s eyes that she’d known was there all along.

By the time the dust settled, the road was a graveyard of chrome and leather. Engines sputtered their last gasps. Blood streaked the asphalt. Seven men lay still. One had vanished into the trees, and one remained alive, sobbing at April’s feet.

Gaberdeen towered over him, cleaver slick with gore. April twirled the axe idly; her lips curled in a wicked half-smile.

“Guess you’re sorry you woke up this morning,” April said, her voice low, hungry.

“Yes, please, forgive me, lady.”

“I’m sorry but I’m fresh out,” she said, before embedding the axe in his skull.

Ethan hurled as a fragment of the man’s skull hit him in the face.

Gaberdeen looked at April and said, “Really?”

“What?” she retorted.

*_*_*_*

The patrol car rolled to a slow crawl, headlights cutting through mist and carnage. Sheriff Clint “Buck” Rawlins braked hard when the wreckage came into view — twisted metal, shattered chrome, and bodies scattered across the blacktop like broken dolls.

He climbed out with a grunt, his boots crunching over glass and gravel. 

“Sweet Jesus and biscuits dipped in gravy,” he muttered, eyes sweeping the scene. “Looks like the devil stopped for supper and forgot his manners.”

From the passenger side, Deputy Tina Mae Colburn stepped out, Glock 19 already drawn. She was smaller, faster, all edge and muscle. Her eyes darted between the blood-slick pavement and the overturned bikes. 

“What the fuck does that even mean, Buck?”

“It means,” he said, adjusting his Stetson, “this looks like somethin’ crawled straight outta Revelations.”

A flash of movement drew their attention. Two figures huddled by the ditch — a man and a woman wrapped in sheriff’s blankets, shaking.

Buck approached carefully. 

“You two the cyclists?”

Ethan nodded weakly, lip split and eyes swollen. Lindsay sat beside him, her arms tight across her chest, eyes hard and unflinching.

“Can you tell me what happened?” Buck asked.

“They came out of nowhere,” Ethan said hoarsely. “Bikers. There were...I don’t know, seven? Eight?”

Lindsay cut in sharply. 

“They attacked us. Tried to drag me off the road.”

“And who stopped them?” Buck asked.

Ethan hesitated. Lindsay’s hand shot to his wrist, squeezing hard. 

“They turned on each other,” she said evenly. “Started fighting. I think they were drunk. Or high.”

Buck’s gaze lingered on her face. She was clearly lying, deliberately. He’d seen that look before.

Before he could press her, Tina Mae’s voice sliced the air. 

“Sheriff! Over here!”

Buck turned just in time to see a shape stumble from the tree line. A biker — bloody, limping, barely on his feet. His left arm hung uselessly, his face streaked with mud and terror.

“Don’t move!” Tina barked, her Glock leveled.

The biker ignored her. He pointed a trembling finger toward the couple. 

“She knows,” he rasped. “The blonde — she knows who they are. Who the monsters are.”

Lindsay didn’t flinch. Ethan paled, staring at the ground.

“Who?” Buck demanded, stepping forward. “Who did this?”

The biker’s answer came as a hiss — low and strange, like air escaping a punctured tire. The sound crawled through the trees, coiling around them.

Then came the rattle — that same reptilian hiss again, louder now, followed by the crack of a branch.

“Hold it right there!” Buck shouted, swinging his Glock toward the dark.

The hiss grew.

“Shit,” Tina whispered, her finger tightening on the trigger.

The sound erupted from the trees, fast and sharp — and before either could react, something whirled through the mist.

The axe struck home, burying itself in the biker’s forehead. His body hit the pavement with a wet thud.

Gunfire exploded a heartbeat later. Buck and Tina fired as one — muzzle flashes strobing the trees, echoing down the empty road. Shell casings rained against the asphalt.

“Reload!” Buck barked, fumbling at his belt. 

His hands were shaking, but muscle memory carried him through. Tina slammed a fresh mag into her Glock, racked the slide, and raised it again.

Silence.

No movement. No body.

Buck exhaled, sweat trickling down his neck. 

“No way I missed. Not from this range.”

Tina’s eyes stayed on the trees. Her voice was low, flat, stripped of her usual bite. 

“Shit and fried eggs.”

The deputies searched, flashlights cutting through the underbrush, but the trees yielded nothing. No figure. No movement. No trace of who had thrown the axe. Only silence, thick and watching.

Behind them, Ethan held Lindsay tight, but she wasn’t shaking anymore. She wasn’t crying. She stood straight, her jaw set, her eyes locked on the forest.

Ethan whispered, “We have to tell them. We can’t—”

Lindsay turned slowly, her gaze sharp enough to cut glass. The look she gave him wasn’t just a warning — it was a command, absolute and final.

STFU and do as I say.

Her voice was low, cold, controlled. 

“We didn’t see anything. And if you love me, you’ll remember that.”

Ethan swallowed his words, the last of his defiance shriveling.

The sheriff and his deputy never noticed the way Lindsay stared at the trees, the faint trace of recognition in her eyes. They were too busy kicking at shadows, trying to convince themselves monsters didn’t exist in Rineyville.

But Lindsay knew better.

Behind them, Lindsay gaze stayed fixed on the tree line — not with fear, but with something colder. She knew what was out there.

And who.

The mist swallowed the forest again, silent as a secret.

Buck holstered his weapon, muttering to himself. 

“Sweet Jesus and biscuits dipped in gravy...”

Tina Mae shook her head. 

“I’m telling you, Sheriff, that don’t mean a damn thing.”

But Buck knew better. He’d seen plenty of fights, plenty of bodies. This wasn’t chaos. This was control. Whoever — or whatever — had done this wasn’t finished.

And for the first time in thirty years, Sheriff Buck Rawlins felt it in his gut: his badge wasn’t enough. The Rineyville monster had returned.
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he two-lane stretch of county blacktop was shut down by the time Clint had finished barking orders to the state troopers. Emergency vehicles lined the shoulder, red and blue lights flickering across the trees like a carnival gone wrong. The married couple had been taken to the back of an ambulance for observation. EMTs worked silently, not looking too long at the bodies littering the road.

Buck leaned against his cruiser; one thumb hooked into his belt. Sweat beaded on his forehead despite the cool night air. Thirty years in the badge and he’d seen his fair share of hell: meth labs exploding in double-wides, car wrecks that left kids torn in half, domestic disputes that ended with bodies in shallow graves.

But this? This was different.

He kept hearing the sound of that axe whistling through the dark and the crunch when it buried itself in the man’s skull. He’d emptied his Glock into the tree line, Tina Mae right beside him doing the same, and still came up with nothing. No blood trail. No footprints. Just silence.

“Sweet Jesus and biscuits dipped in gravy,” he muttered again, wiping his forehead with a crumpled handkerchief.

“You’re gonna stroke out if you keep sayin’ that,” Tina Mae said, strolling up with her usual sass. 

Her brown hair was pulled into a bun under her deputy’s cap, and her Glock was still holstered at her hip. She looked him over, smirking. 

“Seriously, Buck. What the fuck does that even mean?”

Buck squinted at her. 

“Means I got a bad feelin’ in my gut, that’s what it means.”

“Your gut says that every time the diner’s chili is on special.”

He ignored her, pulling out his notepad. He flipped it open with a grunt, scanning the scribbled details. 

“Seven dead bikers, two missing. One married couple claimin’ it was a drunken fight. One survivor fingerin’ them as liars before he got himself ventilated with an axe to the forehead.” 

He slapped the pad shut. 

“Tell me that don’t sound like some Revelations shit.”

Tina Mae sighed. 

“Sounds like Rineyville’s about to have itself a circus. Reporters, troopers, feds...everybody sniffin’ around.”

Buck shifted his hat lower, eyes on the couple sitting stiffly in the ambulance. Ethan looked small and pale, his glasses cracked, bandages wrapped around his ribs. He held Lindsay’s hand like a child clinging to a lifeline. Lindsay, on the other hand, sat upright, eyes sharp, chin high. She wasn’t scared. She was angry.

“She’s holdin’ back,” Buck muttered.

Tina Mae raised a brow. 

“How you figure?”

“Look at her. Ain’t cryin’, ain’t hysterical, ain’t shakin’. Just starin’ me down like I’m the one on trial. I seen battered women fold in on themselves. This one? She’s protectin’ somethin’.”

Before Tina could reply, one of the state troopers jogged up. 

“Sheriff? There’s a call for you on the cruiser radio. Says it’s...well, says it’s classified.”

Buck frowned. 

“Classified? Ain’t never had one of those before.” 

He ambled to the car, Tina Mae on his heels. He picked up the receiver, static crackling.

“Rineyville Sheriff’s Office. Sheriff Rawlins speakin’.”

A voice answered, deep and measured. No introduction, no hesitation. 

“Sheriff Rawlins, this is a matter of federal interest. Secure the scene. Secure all evidence. Do not speak to the press. Do not file your standard report. A retrieval team has already been dispatched.”

Buck stiffened. 

“And who the hell am I talkin’ to?”

“You may call me The General.”

Tina Mae blinked, mouthing the words The General?

Buck’s grip on the receiver tightened. 

“Listen here. This is my county, my scene, and my people. You can’t just—”

The voice cut him off, sharp as a scalpel. 

“Sheriff, you’ve already seen enough to know this is bigger than Rineyville. Bigger than you. Keep order. Keep quiet. We’ll handle the rest.”

Then the line went dead.

Buck lowered the receiver slowly, the static hissing in his ear before he hung it back up. His face was pale under the brim of his Stetson.

“Well?” Tina Mae asked.

He swallowed. 

“Told me to keep my mouth shut.”

“About what?”

Buck looked back at the crime scene — the bodies, the shattered bikes, the couple in the ambulance. He rubbed his temple. 

“About monsters, Tina. About monsters walkin’ in my goddamn county.”

*_*_*_*

Miles away from the bloodstained county road, the night was quiet again. The cicadas droned on, the only witnesses to the two women who had vanished from the chaos before the flashing lights arrived.

April Giddens sat on a mossy rock near the edge of a creek, clutching her axe across her knees. The adrenaline still hummed inside her veins, making her fingers twitch with restless energy. She hated how good it felt. She hated how right it felt.

Water rippled around the stones as Gaberdeen Hallstrom crouched down, washing the cleaver clean. Her massive silhouette blocked out the moonlight; broad shoulders hunched like a grizzly at the stream. Blood spiraled downstream in crimson ribbons.

April broke the silence first. 

“It’s not normal,” she said. 

Her voice trembled even though she tried to hide it. 

“Taking a bullet like that. Feeling it rip through me — and then it’s gone. Just... gone.” 

She pressed a palm against her shoulder where the hole had sealed without a trace. 

“And I liked it. That’s the worst part. I liked not being afraid anymore.”

Gaberdeen didn’t look at her. 

“You’re not normal anymore.”

April snapped her head up. 

“That’s supposed to make me feel better?”

Gaberdeen rose, the cleaver dripping in her hand. Her towering frame loomed over April, but her voice was quiet, almost tender. 

“You protected me when nobody else would. You were the only one who saw me as more than a freak. All those years, April — you kept me alive. Now it’s my turn. You’re changing, and it’s ugly. But you don’t have to face it alone.”

April swallowed hard. The words cut deeper than any blade. She remembered those school years, standing in front of Gaberdeen on the playground when boys twice their age had jeered, throwing rocks. She remembered in high school, telling Gaberdeen to keep her chin up when the whispers never stopped. And in college, when Gaberdeen became the protector instead — breaking the nose of a linebacker who thought “the freak” was an easy punchline.

Now here they were. Both altered. Both monsters.

April’s voice cracked. 

“What did they do to us, Gabby?”

Gaberdeen’s jaw tightened. She lifted her cleaver, slung it over her shoulder, and turned her face toward the horizon. 

“They tried to make weapons. They made me instead. And I used the serum in my blood to bring you back.”

For a moment, neither spoke. The sound of the creek filled the space between them.

April broke it with a bitter laugh. 

“You know, when I swung that axe, I didn’t feel human anymore. I felt... free. Like I’ve been waiting my whole life to cut loose. That terrifies me.”

Gaberdeen’s black eyes glinted in the moonlight. 

“Then don’t be terrified. Be ready. Because this is just the start.”

April lifted her head sharply. 

“What do you mean?”

Gaberdeen hesitated, her expression hardening. 

“They won’t stop. The facility. The men behind it. They’ll come for us. And when they do, they won’t come with six drunk bikers. They’ll come with soldiers. Scientists. Maybe worse. We’ve got a choice, April. We run...or we burn it down.”

April’s breath caught. She looked down at her pale hands, still stained faintly red despite the creek water. They shook with exhaustion — and something else. Anticipation.

She whispered, almost to herself, “Then we burn it down.”

Gaberdeen nodded once, satisfied. 

“Good.”

The night fell quiet again. But above them, beyond the tree line, lights glowed faintly in the distance. Searchlights. Helicopter beams cutting the horizon. The world was already moving to contain them.

And somewhere in a locked government compound, a woman who had once been the architect of the serum stirred in her drugged sleep. Her lips formed words only Gaberdeen could hear in the echo of her mind:

Kill me, before they make me tell them everything.

Gaberdeen froze mid-step, the telepathic whisper chilling her to the marrow. She didn’t answer, not yet. But she knew April would have to hear those words soon enough.

*_*_*_*

The Samson Bionuclear Genetics Research Institute was built to save lives — or so the pamphlet said. In truth, it was a graveyard for ethics and a cathedral for ambition.

The surveillance footage flickered across Dr. Erik Von Shultz’s screen: rows of stainless steel tables, surgical trays, and the faint hum of refrigerated cabinets labeled Biohazard – AF239.

He stood in front of the display like a man admiring artwork. Behind him, the new team of contractors shifted uncomfortably in their seats. They’d been told this was a containment briefing. Instead, they were watching history’s first resurrection.

Von Shultz pressed play.

The video showed a much younger Gaberdeen Hallstrom strapped to an examination table, her massive frame dwarfing the restraints. Her eyes were calm, trusting — the look of a volunteer who believed she was helping science.

A female voice, soft and precise, narrated off-camera. 

“Subject H-239-A: injection of AF239 complete. Cellular regeneration immediate. Temperature and vitals stable. Subject reports mild cranial pressure.”

That voice belonged to Dr. Anna Pavlov. Next to her stood her husband, Dr. Dmitry Pavlov, taking notes. 

“Stabilization successful. If this holds, we’ll present to the Defense Committee by month’s end.”

Von Shultz paused the tape. 

“What you’re seeing here is the first step of human re-engineering. Hallstrom wasn’t a victim. She was a collaborator.”

No one in the room spoke.

He clicked again.

The footage jumped ahead — chaos, sirens, gunfire. The Samson Institute on lockdown. Gaberdeen bursting through containment glass like it was paper. Then the cabin footage — the infamous shootout.

“Sheriff Gregory Brown and his entire department opened fire,” Von Shultz narrated coldly. “Hallstrom shielded a civilian, April Giddens — and both were killed. Tragic, poetic, and extremely useful to my research.”

He advanced the timeline again. Now the morgue cameras.

Gaberdeen’s body was wheeled in under a sheet. Hours later, the lights flickered. Security systems looped. At 2:19 A.M., the sheet moved. A large figure sat up — Gaberdeen, eyes black, wounds knitting shut. She climbed off the table, moving toward another gurney under a separate sheet.

The second body was April’s.

Gaberdeen placed her palm against April’s chest and whispered something the microphones couldn’t catch. Then she drew a syringe, filled it with her own blood, and injected it directly into April’s heart.

The monitors exploded with activity.

“Impossible,” one of the contractors murmured.

Von Shultz smiled. 

“Miraculous, actually.”

On screen, April’s body jolted upright, gasping, black eyes snapping open.

Von Shultz let the image linger. 

“AF239 — a failed experiment, until it met a compatible host. Hallstrom’s DNA stabilized the formula. But it was the blood transfer that created the next evolution. April Giddens was not born again — she was converted.”

The room was silent, save for the flicker of the video.

Von Shultz turned to the observation window, where Dr. Anna Pavlov sat restrained, her face pale under the harsh lights.

“Tell me, Doctor,” he said, his tone almost playful. “Why does the serum react differently with her?”

Anna’s voice was thin, weary. 

“Because April wasn’t meant to survive it. She wasn’t built for war. She was built for love.”

Von Shultz tilted his head, curious. 

“Love?”

“Gaberdeen loved her,” Anna said softly. “That kind of bond rewrites more than cells. It rewires will. AF239 didn’t just revive her body — it inherited Gaberdeen’s loyalty.”

Von Shultz considered that, eyes narrowing. 

“So you’re saying sentiment altered the chemical structure?”

Anna met his gaze. 

“I’m saying you’ll never understand it until you bleed for someone the way Gaberdeen bled for her.”

Von Shultz’s smile faded. He lifted a syringe, filled with an amber liquid. 

“Then perhaps we’ll explore that hypothesis together.”

He stepped forward, letting the fluorescent light glint off the needle.

“So, Doctor Anna Pavlov, senior geneticist and comrade... shall we begin?”

Anna’s reflection in the glass didn’t flinch — but her telepathic whisper rippled across the building like static.

Gabby...he’s coming for me.
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pril lay on her back, staring into the black canopy of trees above her. She hadn’t meant to fall asleep, but the body betrayed itself sometimes. The serum gave her strength, speed, and the kind of endurance no human should carry — but it couldn’t erase the simple truth: exhaustion still crept in. And when it did, dreams came.

And these dreams, for April, had teeth.

The Playground – 1999

The first sound was laughter. Not the good kind. The cruel kind.

April was ten, standing at the edge of the elementary school playground in a sky-blue jumper her mother had pressed that morning. She clutched her backpack straps and squinted against the autumn sun. Around the monkey bars, a circle of kids had gathered, chanting.

“Freak! Freak! Freak!”

Inside the circle was Gaberdeen. Already taller than most of the teachers, her body awkward, her face carrying the mongoloid heaviness that made other kids recoil. She was crying, fists balled at her sides, as a boy with spiky hair and a smirk danced around her, throwing pebbles at her shins.

April remembered the fury, hot and sudden. She pushed through the crowd, her little fists clenched. 

“Leave her alone!” she shouted.

The boy turned, sneering. 

“What are you gonna do, princess?”

April didn’t answer. She ran straight at him, shoving him with all her ten-year-old weight. He stumbled back, shocked, falling into the dirt. Gasps went up.

Gaberdeen looked at her through tears, stunned. April turned, planting herself in front of her like a tiny soldier guarding a giant.

“You want to mess with her,” April shouted, her voice trembling but loud, “you’ll have to go through me.”

The circle broke. Kids muttered. The boy scrambled up, brushing off his knees. He spat in the dirt. 

“You’re both freaks.” 

But he didn’t throw another rock. He walked away, his pride dented worse than his knees.

That was the day April and Gaberdeen became friends. That was the day the bond began.

High School – 2007

The dream shifted, as dreams do, with no warning. Now April was fifteen, her blonde hair long, her body no longer that of a child. She stood in the hallway of Rineyville High, books pressed to her chest. A boy leaned against the locker door, leering.

“You’re wasted on her,” he said, nodding toward Gaberdeen lumbering down the hall. “You could have anyone. Why hang with the troll?”

April’s cheeks burned, but not with shame. With rage. 

“She’s worth ten of you.”

The boy smirked, reaching for her wrist. Before he touched her, Gaberdeen’s shadow fell across them both. She was enormous, taller than the basketball players, her eyes burning with a fury April had only seen once before.

“Don’t,” Gaberdeen said simply.

The boy pulled back, sneering, but didn’t push it.

Gaberdeen looked at April then, and April saw it for the first time: the shift. April had always been Gaberdeen’s protector, but the balance was changing.

And April realized she wasn’t afraid of that.

The Death – 2019

The dream darkened. The smell of antiseptic burned her nose. Cold metal pressed against her bare skin. She was strapped down, screaming, but no sound came out.

The facility. The place that created Frankenstina in the name of medical research. Research for a cure for pituitary gigantism that went wrong.

April saw the syringe glinting in the overhead light, felt the burn of the serum as it pushed fire into her veins. She saw Gaberdeen’s face through the glass, banging on it, helpless to stop what was happening. But April is Gaberdeen in the nightmare.

And then the pain — the tearing, the breaking, the searing.

She remembered Gaberdeen’s heart stopping. Her vision tunneling. The cold. Being buried in the Rineyville cemetery. The dirt being tossed on top of her.

April jerked awake with a gasp, clutching her chest. Her axe lay beside her, the blade catching a shard of moonlight. Sweat soaked her turtleneck, plastering it to her pale skin. Her breath came ragged, uneven.

“April.”

Gaberdeen’s voice was soft, but it made her flinch anyway. The hulking woman sat a few feet away, sharpening her cleaver on a flat stone. Her black eyes glinted. 

“You dreamed again.”

April wiped her face with trembling hands. Her voice cracked when she answered. 

“I saw it. I saw everything. The kids on the playground. High school. And then—” 

Her words broke. 

“I saw them kill me, Gabby. I felt it. I felt every bullet rip into my flesh. I felt the hate they had for you. Then I died. I saw nothing but darkness until...”

Gaberdeen set down the cleaver. Her massive hand reached out, resting gently on April’s shoulder. 

“You came back.”

“That’s not the point!” April snapped, jerking away. Her eyes burned with fury. 

“I wasn’t supposed to come back like this. Look at me! My eyes—” 

She pressed her palms against them. 

“The way I don’t bleed anymore. The way I like killing now. That’s not me, Gabby. That’s not who I was.”

Gaberdeen’s face was unreadable, stone and shadow. 

“It is now.”

April shot to her feet, pacing the creek side. Her voice rose, shaking with anger. 

“They stole me! They killed me and then gave me back as this — this thing. I can’t even look at Ethan and Lindsay without wanting to tear their throats out just for seeing me. I don’t want to be this.”

Gaberdeen stood, towering over her. 

“Then don’t let them own it. They made us monsters, but they don’t control what we do. We do.”

April’s chest heaved. She stared up at her old friend, her savior, the freak who had become a fortress. Slowly, her trembling stilled.

“You really believe that?” April whispered.

Gaberdeen’s jaw tightened. 

“I have to.”

April collapsed back onto the rock, burying her face in her hands. 

“Then God help them when I stop pretending I don’t like it.”

Gaberdeen didn’t argue. She only lifted her cleaver again, the stone whispering across the blade as sparks flickered in the night.

The war wasn’t waiting for them anymore. It had already begun.

*_*_*_*

April couldn’t stay still. The dream still clung to her, cloying like cobwebs, every detail burned into her nerves: Gaberdeen crying on the playground, the sneering faces in high school, the cold metal of the facility slab, her own heart seizing as the serum ate her alive.

She rose from the creek side rock and began pacing, boots crunching on gravel. Each breath came like fire. 

“I saw it all again, Gabby. The straps. The needle. My skin burning from the inside out. And then—” 

She slapped her chest hard enough to echo. 

“Nothing. Blackness. Do you know what that’s like? To remember your own heart giving up?”

Gaberdeen’s silence was her answer.

April’s voice cracked into a scream. 

“I died! They stole me from myself, and now every time I close my eyes, it’s like I’m watching them laugh while they twist me into this.” 

She dug her nails into her arms. 

“And the worst part is, every time I swing that axe, I feel like I finally know who I was supposed to be.”

The words rang out across the creek, bouncing against trees, sinking into darkness.

Gaberdeen stood, setting her cleaver down on the moss. Her massive hand rested on April’s shoulder, though April tried to shake her off.

“You think you’re alone in this,” Gaberdeen said, her voice a rumble. “But you’re not. Every day I wake up in a body that was built to be hated. Now they’ve turned me into something even worse. You remember what it was like — to watch people stare, whisper, call me a freak.”

April’s eyes softened for a moment. She did remember. She remembered standing on that playground, holding Gaberdeen’s hand, telling her to ignore the words. She remembered telling her she was strong. She remembered believing it.

Now here they were, freaks together.

“I just...” April whispered. “I just want it to stop.”

Silence.

Then the voice came again.

Not Gaberdeen’s. Not her own thoughts.

“April...”

April stiffened, eyes darting. “Did you hear that?”

Gaberdeen froze, then gave the faintest nod. 

“She’s reaching again.”

“April... listen to me... they won’t stop until they have us all. You must end me. Kill me. Before they make me tell them everything.”

The words weren’t sound. They were a coldness in her blood, a whisper at the edge of her skull. April staggered, clutching her temples. 

“Who the hell—”

“Dr. Pavlov,” Gaberdeen said flatly. “The one who made me and saved you.”

April’s black eyes narrowed. 

“Then let’s go kill her right now.”

Gaberdeen’s voice sharpened. 

“No. She’s not the enemy. She’s a prisoner.”

April
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