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Cross groggily tried to open his eyes, waking from what seemed to be the longest dream of his life. It was the most vivid and confusing visions he had ever seen—like a never-ending, twisted movie. One moment he was being swallowed by Monica and then in the next he was flying through random images of his past mixed into absurd scenarios. The bulk of the dreams were the ones where he was surrounded by all manners of people. He saw Max and Theodore quite a lot, but he also could see friends and family. There had been every possible combination of these relationships. He wanted to figure out the more important question at the moment.

"Where...the...fuck...am I..." he stated, his voice labored and sore. Opening his eyelids was an even harder task than speaking. After a minute of intense concentration, he managed to pry them open, his vision a blurry mess. He could feel himself in a bed, bright lights shining above him. His eyesight returned to him slowly, the outlines and shapes coming into visible form. He looked down to see he was outfitted in a typical hospital gown, a single IV in his left arm. He sat up, the effects of whatever he was on starting to fade rather quickly.

He removed the needle from his arm and swung his feet around the edge of the bed. He felt drowsy, feeling like he was swimming in a strange sea. He eyed his clothes on the countertop—a bad headache cutting him deep.

"Ah!" he yelled out, the pain akin to a migraine. He hasn't had one of those in a long time, probably since his first semester of college. He discerned this was more than that. His entire nervous system was venting like an overheated engine. A hazy memory of him running through the tunnels of the compound came to him, and everything became still for him.

"Monica." he remembered, the small spike of adrenaline sufficient to alleviate all of the various pains. He stood up and took the gown off. He grabbed his pants and felt the need to check his pockets. The six months of being subjugated under a super pregnant woman always made him on edge, and paranoid. It's not like he didn't have his reasons. This was always how it started. He would think he was safe from her, she would unexpectedly pop back into his life, and it would be worse than before. He didn't know where he was and he wasn't going to find out. He had enough surprises for one lifetime.

He found his phone and car keys in his pants pockets, and finished dressing. He tried to power his phone on, but knew that was too much to expect. He went to the window and worried for a moment. He could see peaks of mountains, a lengthy valley extending into the horizon and a wide river running through it. He freaked because it reminded him of the landscape surrounding the compound and thought he might be somewhere close. He blamed it on his current state, his overall being washing between feeling fine and moderately drugged. The window was sealed shut, so he would have to be careful with his movements.

Cross approached the door, grabbed the handle and turned it slowly, trying not to make any kind of sound. He had another flashback of him doing the same when he went snooping around in The Box. The memory ended with the Project Evergreen documents in front of his face. ...Nope. He wasn't going to think about that anymore. His every sense was telling him to get the fuck out of here, and he was going to obey it. It would be a nice change, considering he ignored it enough to end up in a situation like this.

He crept the door open and stuck his head out. He couldn't see a soul in either direction, but could hear chatter. He couldn't tell if it was actual people or some television program. Whatever it was, the exchange sounded heated. He was going to head in the opposite direction of where it was coming from. He headed to his left, creeping down the hallway. He made each step carefully, like he was back at home in Montana, sneaking to get a few cookies while his father slept in the living room. He longed for those simpler times.

Cross reached the end of the hallway and looked down either way to see doors at the end of both. He would keep taking his chances with the left. He walked along, windows to his right showing more of the countryside. It was a very sunny day, contrasting the looming sense of doom. He had to find his car. He wanted to beat the "punch" that would soon crush his reality. He opened the door and entered into what appeared to be a great showroom. There were various pieces of art hanging on the walls, a few sculptures, and a grand bar. He looked to his right and through the largely sized window panes to see a well-kept patio area, a fountain in the center of it.

The determined man went for the nearest patio door, feeling a cool breeze hit him as soon as he opened it. His heart raced, thinking he might be watched by a security system. If this was another one of Monica's hideouts, she would be sure to set cameras up—for fear of her beloved pet trying to flee the grounds. The terror made him sprint out the entryway. He must have got lucky so far and would further take advantage of the lead he had for now.

He ran around the corner and stopped dead in his tracks. Ten feet in front of him was a patio table with Max and Theodore casually lounging in their chairs, each with sunglasses on. Cross choked, trying to talk, but an awkward sound coming out instead. Both of the men turned their heads and reacted equally.

Max rose and said, "Cross...you finally woke up."

Cross approached them like he was a scared cat. This couldn't be right. He had to run "the test". As nice as it seemed, he couldn't help thinking this could be what Monica wanted him to see. If her own vision-altering power could be administered to herself, then a normal person like him should be more susceptible to it. He thought deeply, trying to find something she wouldn't know. It occurred to him that wouldn't be a viable option.

If this was a "dream world" she wanted him to see then she could already know what he knows. He couldn't grasp how long he had been out, and all sorts of information could be gained during that time. She could have captured Max too and extracted his knowledge. He could feel the crisis add to his fragile state, and suddenly, he recalled something that would be a solid solution.

"Theodore, let me use your phone." Cross implored bluntly.

The old man removed his shades and stared at him for a moment. He reached into his pocket, pulled a phone out and retorted, "I suppose no amount of convincing would work, so here you go."

Cross approached him and took it. He saw a charger plugged in and attached the cord to his own smartphone. After he had booted up his phone, he searched his contacts until he found the number Max had given him when they first met. He'd never used it, so it created the perfect loophole just in case this wasn't what he thought it was. Even if Monica was projecting this reality, there was no way she could know the digits. Her brother purposely didn't memorize the number. Cross didn't realize it until now, but he must have done it for a moment like this.

Max knew the extent of Evergreen, having the ability himself. Cross called the number and looked at him silently. A ringtone could be heard—"Shut Up and Let Me Go" by The Ting Tings—faintly from his pocket.

Cross just laughed, almost like he had lost his mind.

Theodore smiled solemnly. "Good job, Max. It looks like your fail-safe was a good idea. ...I told you he would remember."

——————————————————————————————————————————————————-
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Cross couldn't peel his eyes away from the projector screen. Although he expected it, Monica's growing belly continued to baffle him. Her giant body was sitting in the ruins of Kakisa, a formerly small community in the northern Canadian territories. They were forced to evacuate after she had invaded them a week ago. It became her new base in her search for the three men. She had grown bigger than the square area of the village. She also managed to fashion various furs together to form a tunic of sorts.

He didn't want to think about how she used Evergreen to get them, nor what could have happened with the residents. Along with the developing
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