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PROLOGUE
The Waking
Definition brought to you by the Watch. Keeping you safe since 02 A.W.
The Waking was a global event that began when humans who died began coming back to life.
“At first we didn’t know what to call them. Most called them zombies, but it didn’t seem right, because unlike their fictional counterparts, they didn’t hunger for flesh. Others called them demons, sent back from the underworld to the world of the living after a lifetime of sin. Ghosts, spirits, the possessed, one thing was certain: the dead were dead no longer.” — A.J. Hill
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The Woken
There are two types of undead. The first is called the Woken. The Woken make up over ninety-nine percent of those who die. They lose all sense of self and are solely driven by an insatiable lust for killing, helped by significantly enhanced strength and near immortality.
While removing body parts is the most effective way of disarming a Woken, the flesh does not die and must be burned to ashes.
The source of power was named the Lifeblood, believed to invade and spread through the blood immediately after death. During waking, the Lifeblood can be seen travelling as a bright red substance from the heart to every vein throughout the body. The Woken are easily identified by the presence of the red veins, as well as brightly glowing red irises.
The only way to prevent rebirth is to completely sever the link between the brain and the heart at the time of death, with beheading the most efficient method. However, that would also prevent the rise of the Chosen.
“The Woken rise with inhuman strength and speed, with no fear, no humanity, and one purpose: to kill. They do not distinguish between the living and the Woken, animal or human. It seems as if they’re jealous of life itself.” — J.R. Ellis



The Chosen
The second type of undead is called the Chosen. The Chosen are very rare, fewer than one in a thousand deaths. After waking, they still retain their humanity while also possessing the physical abilities of the Woken.
The main visual distinctions are the Lifeblood lines fading and the irises retaining the original colour of the eyes of the person, instead of turning red, though still brightly glowing as the only visual remnant of the source keeping them alive.
The Chosen are humanity’s best weapon against the Woken. Being Chosen is a dream of many, but one must die first to have any hope of achieving the state, and without any guarantee.
Some religious groups believe the Chosen are just that, chosen by their God in a time of need. Others believe the Chosen are demons and want nothing to do with them.



The Watch
After the initial panic and threat of extinction, a group formed called the Watch, swearing to protect the living. Under their directive, several cities of the world built impenetrable steel walls that prevent the Woken from getting in.
Each person within the city was implanted with a device that tracked pulse and location. The Watch designated teams of one Chosen and two human soldiers to watch over assigned areas to prevent anyone Woken from further killing. The Watch also took the initiative to make sure each person had acceptable living quarters, food, and medical care to prevent needless death.



Aftermath
Fighting the Woken was initially difficult, but perseverance and heavy monitoring of the living and the dying proved to be a workable system.
After the Waking, the human population took an estimated loss of eighty-four percent. Countries with no way to stop the incoming massacre fell, though the swarming masses of Woken ripped each other apart in the process.
By 18 A.W. (After Waking), the Watch controlled a total of twenty-seven cities across what used to be North America. While there is communication with surviving groups in Europe and Asia, travel is far too dangerous to attempt.



Opposition
The institution of the Watch has all but eradicated violent crime, needless loss of life, and deaths caused by Woken. However, the tracker system was not accepted by some, who cited privacy and liberty violations. The Watch does not allow any untracked people inside city walls, leaving those opposed to them without aid or support.
The largest organized group that does not belong to the cities of the Watch is the Freedom Association. The second largest group is the Human Alliance. The Human Alliance is not only opposed to trackers but also the acceptance of the Chosen into human society, deeming them soulless and dangerous.
While the groups live in self-sustaining communities, they are plagued by disease and crime. Entire settlements are wiped out by a loose Woken. Those seeking the protection of the Watch are always granted asylum under the condition of tracker installation.
“We have always seen the apocalypse as the end of the world, when the dead walk the Earth or nuclear wars have left all land barren. But humanity is so much stronger than that. We stood, and we spat in the face of death. Our story is just beginning.” — S.T. Mandle
Copyright by the Watch. This page was last modified on May 18 A.W.



PART ONE: RISE OF
 THE CHOSEN



1
THE WOMAN twisted a little white pill between her fingers. She sat alone on the floor of an apartment hallway, her back resting on a door.
I can do this. I can do this.
Her body was restless with anxiety. She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and counted to five.
The pill burned on her tongue, releasing a bitter, acidic taste. She tried to swallow it, but her mouth was already too numb.
She focused on the faces within her memories.
I am strong.
Her breaths became shallow and strained, until it was finally over.

SAMANTHA’S BODY jerked as the siren pierced the comfort of her sleep. She groaned and pulled a pillow over her head, long brown hair tickling her face.
It had no intention of stopping.
Her hand slowly appeared out of the blanket, reaching for the mobile on the nightstand. It was still secure in the black leather wrist strap, and she silently scolded herself for forgetting to plug it in last night. The bright light from the screen made her squint to see the time: 5 a.m.
One more hour, and she would have to get up anyway, but that hour could have gone a long way. Coulda-shoulda-woulda. No way was she falling back asleep now. Despite the blackout curtains, the first rays of August sunlight crept into her small room, which could fit nothing more than a bed, dresser, and nightstand.
Watch uniforms, jeans, and t-shirts everywhere but the laundry basket decorated the floor, and framed posters of rock bands covered the discoloured walls. The closet door was shut, but if opened it would reveal absolutely nothing except a couple of empty hangers.
The alarm’s long, wailing cries echoed across the neighbourhood. They were installed every half mile, with over a mile audible radius, and went off when a tracker signalled a nearby death. Judging by how loud it was, Sam guessed whoever had died was close. Very close.
Her garden-style apartment building was part of a complex that housed several hundred people, so it wasn’t anything new. It could have been Mrs. Jenkins, the old lady from downstairs who would always feed the stray cats on her patio. Once, Sam saw an entire chicken carcass in the grass. The woman was as crazy as they come.
The team assigned to her area should already be there. Sam had seen them on patrol, their swords conveniently sheathed on their backs. They moved quickly, quietly, deadly. They had to. The two humans cleared the area of any bystanders and secured the perimeter while the Chosen went for the dead.
Sam closed her eyes and smiled. Being on a team meant everything, and she wanted it more than anyone. Four years at the Watch Academy had given her what she needed, and she gave them what they needed: a fighter. Her scores were the top of her graduating class. There was no doubt she would make the perfect soldier, just like her father.
Sam glanced at the photo of herself and her father on the nightstand. She had been only five, and he was young and handsome, holding her in his arms, goofy smiles on both of their faces. He joined the Watch because he felt it was his duty, and he was the best. Even pushing fifty, Major Brand Shields was the most feared and respected man in the city. He was part of an elite level-one team, designated for dire emergencies. Mass murder, mass suicide, you name it. He was a hero and everything Sam ever wanted to be.
Except for the dying part, of course. Sometimes, when you work so hard to prevent the deaths of others, you fall into its trap without ever seeing it coming.
His was an honourable death, a story Sam must have heard a million times. The Chosen of his team, a man who never showed so much as a sign of emotion to his teammates, had—unbeknownst to the Watch—fallen in love. The site they were sent to was a fire, with four people presumed dead. One of them was the Chosen’s lover, and he wouldn’t let anyone come near her until she woke. Unfortunately, she wasn’t chosen, and instead of dealing with her, he went completely nuts. He just held her as she screamed like a banshee and tried to claw her way through him.
Through the chaos, the other dead emerged. Brand took two of the Woken. His teammate got the third, but when finally turning for the struggling woman, the Chosen sliced his head clean off. Death by beheading meant no rebirth. There weren’t many options, and Sam’s father knew that he wasn’t going to live taking on a Chosen anyway. So he did the only thing he could and blew the three of them to hell with a hand grenade.
The memories still stung. It had been almost a year, but it felt like an eternity and just yesterday at the same time. Sam found solace in training, her grief felt thoroughly by the punching bag.
Mrs. Shields, however, had gone into a living coma-like state. She was proud of him, of course, but he was her rock, and now she was being swept out to sea. There were days when Sam would come into the kitchen and see her mother just standing there, staring at the knives.
She wouldn’t do it, though. Suicide was illegal and considered an attempt at mass murder. The punishment was, ironically, execution, to prevent people from killing themselves within the city walls to find out if they would be Chosen and causing panic, not to mention a huge mess. Though her mother wouldn’t have cared about being Chosen, she wouldn’t have the heart to mar her husband’s name by becoming a murderer.
Or would she?
A chill went down Samantha’s spine. The alarm still blared, now muffled as her ears got used to it. It was supposed to disorient the Woken, make it harder for them to find a living person. It gave time for the team to get to its location and deal with the threat.
The Watch had let Sam keep her father’s sword, which was hidden under her bed, waiting. It was a gorgeous, long, single-edged blade, light and sharp, with a hilt wrapped in blood-red braided silk. Sam didn’t know how much of the colour was fabric and how much was real blood. She sometimes took it out just to marvel at its beauty. Other times she practiced with it, carefully avoiding actually hitting anything so as not to dull the blade. It was the weapon she would choose to carry once she got her team.
A sudden silence filled the air. Whoever it was, whatever happened, the situation was over and life went on.
Sam buried her face in the soft, fluffy pillow as she savoured the last few minutes of comfort before having to get up.
BANG.
An ear-splitting crash caused Samantha to whirl off her bed in shock. Not bothering to put anything over her grey pajama shorts and tank top, she ran out to see what had happened.
She couldn’t contain the scream.
Her mother, dressed in a white nightgown, was held up against a wall in the living room. A woman had her by the throat with one hand, slowly lifting her up as she choked. The scream echoed through the air, gaining the woman’s full attention as she turned her head to stare at Sam. Terror struck her as she realized what the woman was.
Casually dressed in jeans and a navy blue tank top, the woman didn’t look much older than thirty. Her dark, curly hair fell past her shoulders, making her complexion almost white. But the red streaks covering her bare skin and glowing red eyes were the giveaway. Like orbs of fire, they burned into Sam’s deep blue eyes with hate and bloodlust.
The Woken snarled and used her free hand to break through the flesh of her victim’s chest and rip out a rib with a sickening crunch. Blood gushed out, quickly painting the white nightgown bright red. Mrs. Shields made a choking sound, and blood trickled out of the corners of her mouth as her eyes rolled to the back of her head and her body began to convulse. Sam struggled to stay on her feet, lost between nausea and shock. The Woken shoved the now-limp body aside and turned to face Sam. The predator and the prey.
The sword.
Samantha snapped out of her shock and lunged for her room, slamming the door. It wouldn’t hold against the Woken, but it might give her that extra moment she needed. The siren blasted anew with all its glory. Sam knew what it meant, but there was no time for tears. Tears wouldn’t keep her alive. Can anything?
The alarm must have distracted the Woken just long enough, because by the time the bedroom door flew open, Sam was ready. She swung her father’s sword with swiftness and strength. The Woken’s head slid off its body and hit the floor with a thud. The body jerked as blood spray coloured the room, but it didn’t fall. Sam prepared to strike again. As long as it had limbs, it was dangerous.
A pained male scream came from the living room, and she hesitated in confusion. The Woken’s headless body swiped blindly but with power, and Sam stumbled back, slipping on a shirt. Pain seared up her backside as her butt hit the floor. The Woken grabbed and got a fistful of hair, yanking hard along with Sam’s head, ramming it into the nightstand. The world went black, and Sam knew she was going to die.
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THERE WAS so much blood. Streaking down the walls. Dripping from the ceiling. Pooling. Drowning. Impossible.
Slumped against the nightstand, Sam stared in the burning eyes of the Woken. It was somehow whole again, crouched over her, its face only inches away, watching, waiting, its red veins pulsing with the Lifeblood. What is it waiting for? She tried to feel for the sword, but it was gone.
The Woken’s lips parted, revealing long, sharp fangs. It slowly began tilting its head and inching closer and closer. It was a monster. A demon. A… Thoughts blurred as its teeth sank into Sam’s neck and she tried to scream.

HER EYES snapped open. The light from the window stung for a few seconds, giving Sam time to register where she was. Cold white walls were decorated with just one small painting of an ocean. The checked linoleum floor shined as if it had just been washed, and the strong smell of some kind of disinfectant tickled her nostrils. The bed was uncomfortably bent in the middle, and the sheets and blanket were coarse and rigid. A small sink on the other edge of the room and an IV by her bed leading into her arm confirmed that it was, indeed, a hospital room.
There was only one main hospital in the city, with many small clinics spread throughout. Heavily guarded, it was the most important and yet the most dangerous place. Death roamed the hallways, but so did hope. Hope that the end was just the beginning.
Sam breathed a sigh of relief, but as soon as she closed her eyes, the images came flooding back. She jerked her hand up to her neck, but there was nothing there.
Just a dream. It was just a dream. Of course it was a dream—they’re not vampires. She looked around again. Not all of it. Or I wouldn’t be here.
Fear crept into her but was dissipated by voices outside the door. Sam tried to focus, to listen, but quickly decided it was a bad idea. Pain radiated through her head like she was being hit by a hammer. Soon the voices stopped and the door opened.
First came a woman in a white coat, followed by two men, one of whom stayed facing away in the doorway while the other sat on a stool in front of her. The woman was pretty and tall, early thirties, light brown hair in a ponytail. She walked right over to the bed and smiled.
“Good morning, Miss Shields, my name is Dr. Morrison. I’m glad to see you’re awake. You’ve sustained quite a concussion. How’s your head?”
A concussion? Could have been worse. Should have been.
“It hurts,” Sam answered, feeling the place where her head had met the nightstand. “How did I get here?”
The doctor glanced over to the man behind her, as if to ask for permission.
“The Watch Guard is here to explain everything. Let’s check you over, and I’ll leave you alone to talk.”
After checking vitals, reflexes, and some other general post-concussion tests, the doctor commented on how lucky Samantha had been not to sustain any major damage and pointed to a big red button on the side of the bed.
“If you need me, press this.” She leaned a little closer. “Don’t hesitate.”
Sam nodded, and the doctor cautiously left, not making eye contact with the others.
“Miss Shields,” the man sitting on the stool began, “my name is Watch Guard Ramos, but you can call me Julian. I need to ask you some questions about what happened.”
Even sitting, she could tell he was almost six feet tall. His short, dark-brown hair complemented his hazel eyes over slightly tanned skin of Latino descent. His complexion was tough but oddly familiar, and while he couldn’t be more than five years older than Sam, there was something that made him look much more mature.
He wore a slim black two-piece tactical suit that covered him from the top of his neck to his tall black boots, along with strategically placed pieces of light armour on the knees and arms. A back sheath was sewn into the top half, which was separated from the bottom by a belt with several pouches. Tac suits didn’t have nameplates. Instead, a grey W was sewn on their chest. He wore a black mobile wrist strap, but the screen was hidden by a Velcro cover.
While not exactly the best for hot weather, the suits were perfect for going against Woken, because the material was light and flexible but durable, and damn, they looked cool.
Julian’s expression was genuinely serious, and while he didn’t put off dangerous vibes, the sword on his back spoke volumes.
“It’s Sam. And I thought you were here to explain to me what the hell happened back there.”
It came out angry and rude, surprising even herself. He sighed and shifted uncomfortably.
“I can only tell you what we know from our side. We need you to fill in the blanks.”
“Alright.” Thinking back, she began. “I woke up to the 5 a.m. siren, stayed in bed until it turned off, then I heard a loud crash, got up, came out to see what it was, saw my mom…” The next word seemed to just hang there, unreachable.
Moments came and went until Samantha remembered she had to breathe.
“I saw my mom killed by a Woken, a woman I don’t know. I ran back to my room and got my father’s sword, waited for it to come for me, and when it did, I took its head off. I was going to finish it, but I heard someone else and got distracted. I fell, and it smashed my head into the nightstand. I don’t remember anything after that.”
The Watch Guard’s face transformed from serious to… impressed? With good reason, really. Beheading anyone, human or Woken, took serious skill and power. You had to get the blade right in between the vertebrae for a clean cut, or it would just get stuck in the bone. It took years of training to be able to do that.
The man standing in the doorway moved for the first time since letting out the doctor. He wore the same suit as the Watch Guard, but his hair was much shorter, almost a buzz cut, with a bit of brown showing at the tips on the top.
He turned to face her, and she sucked in a breath.
Sam had been around Chosen before, at the Watch with her father and during training, but she didn’t remember him. His eyes burned into hers, and it felt like she was staring into a galaxy of blues and violets surrounding a bright golden sun.
He had the Chosen patch sewn onto the right breast of his uniform, a blue orb with a black eye-shaped trace around it. Chosen could pick the colour that matched their eyes, but they all had to display one.
“You beheaded the Woken?”
It took a moment to register that he had spoken. He had the face of a soldier. Strong. Fearless. Unwavering.
“I am my father’s daughter.”
He studied her. Somehow, even wearing a gown and under a sheet and blanket, she felt naked. He finally nodded at her and turned to the Watch Guard, his gaze urging him to talk.
“That’s Team Sergeant David Grant. He’s the Chosen and leader of our team. He’s the one who finished off the Woken and got you out.”
He saved my life.
“That’s great and all, but what the hell was it doing there in the first place? The alarm was turned off. It should have been taken care of.”
There we go. Anger. Much better.
“The alarm wasn’t for the Woken,” the Watch Guard answered, his words calm but cautious.
“What?” Confusion filled Samantha’s already aching head.
“It was a false alarm. One of the trackers downstairs had a glitch and got set off. When we got there, we went in and…” His face flushed for a moment, but he quickly grinned it off. “You should have seen the guy’s face. He woulda popped that blow-up doll right then and there if he could.”
Realizing the hilarity of the situation, Sam dropped her eyes and tried not to lose her composure. This was not the time.
“Anyway, we got the alarm turned off, and then we heard the crash. Jim said he’d go check it out while Sarge was on the line with Control, and I was waiting for the tenant to get some pants on so we could take him up to the Watch for a new tracker. When we heard the alarm go off again, we realized we should have come with him.”
Guilt. There was failure and sorrow and guilt written all over his face. Sam glanced at the Chosen, but his expression didn’t change. Does it ever?
“We got there just in time to see your… the Woken rip off Jim’s head.” His expression darkened. “I’ve seen a lot of Woken on this job, but I’ve never seen one do that. Between the alarm and Jim showing up, she shouldn’t have woken yet. Must have been seconds. Jim didn’t even have time to draw his sword. There was no way we could have known…”
He paused and took a deep breath. “We had to act fast. I took on the Woken, and Sarge went for you. He came out carrying you. I thought you were dead at first because of all the blood. After looking in your room, though, I realized it probably wasn’t yours. And now here we are.” Another pause. “I’m sorry. For your loss.”
Sam looked into his eyes with more pity than sadness. “My mom’s been dead for a long time. The change was fast because she never wanted to fight. She just gave in, letting it take over. When I watched the Woken kill her, she didn’t even scream. At least now she’s not in pain anymore. Sometimes living is harder than dying, you know.”
Somehow she knew he understood. Becoming Chosen wasn’t just luck. It was a fight, a fight to keep your humanity and not give in to the madness. It was strength, both physical and mental, your body and soul joined together as one to fight off the bloodthirsty monster that came with the power. The longer the fight, the longer the time between death and waking.
Chosen had said it felt like their blood was set on fire during the change, making its way throughout the body like a burning fuse, taking control of it. And yet, even some of the strongest people Samantha knew, ones who had deserved to be Chosen, weren’t. How is that fair?
“I’m sorry your teammate died.”
“Yeah, well, comes with the job description.”
“Right. So what about the other Woken. Who was she? Did her tracker malfunction too?”
“The Watch is trying to figure that out right now. Hopefully we’ll have some answers soon.”
“When can I go?” Where can I go?
“The doc told us any time you feel up to it, if you pass the tests, which it looked like you did. You haven’t sustained any lasting injuries, so you can check out whenever you like.”
The thought of going home made her nauseous. There was no way she could stay there. She would never sleep again.
“I can’t go home,” she said, looking away. Julian shook his head in agreement.
“The Watch has designated a room in the barracks for you. Since you don’t have family, and you get your team assignment Monday, it seemed like the most sensible thing to do. You’ll be living among other Watch team members that choose to stay on base instead of in the civilian sector. The information will be given upon your release. The cleaners have already been to your place, so you can collect the things you want to bring over. If you like, I can take you there when you’re ready. We’re off for the rest of the day.”
“Thanks. Let me get dressed, and I’ll take you up on that.”
He nodded. “There’s some clothes in a bag hanging behind the door. I’ll wait downstairs at the checkout.”
He got up with a genuine smile and followed the Chosen out, softly closing the door behind them. And Sam was alone again.
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THE APOCALYPSE was usually portrayed by streets riddled with garbage and death, houses falling apart with every window broken, dirty people doing anything for an old can of beans, and even more for a can opener. Those who loved to kill survived, and good people died protecting those they loved.
Looking out the passenger window of Julian’s Jeep, Sam saw a different picture. Zombies, aliens, and nukes were some of the favourite theories, possibly a virus that wiped out humanity, so when it finally came, they were ready.
Everyone had a place to live, food to eat, a job to do. Neat and tidy streets, sturdy buildings, not a dark corner she wouldn’t feel safe walking around in the middle of the night.
It wasn’t perfect, of course. People were people, after all, and no trackers could prevent anger over a cheating girlfriend or an exchange of fists after a spilled beer. But it was as good as you could get, and that was ok with her.
When the world was dying, technology should have died with it, but it didn’t. Some, but not all of it. It grew and evolved and exploded into the unknown. When faced with annihilation, humans adapted.
The Jeep hit a bump in the road, snapping Sam out of her trance. It had been almost a year since she was in a vehicle. People living in the city had to have a special permit to own one, and while she knew how to drive, she had no real need. Most people lived within walking distance of their jobs, and those who didn’t could count on public transportation to take them. The clearer the roads, the fewer accidents there were.
Her father had driven a Jeep much like the one she was in, issued by the Watch. Usually, teams kept their vehicles at the Watch, but Major Shields was an exception. His was one of very few teams in which a Chosen was not the leader, and he needed a car more often than not.
“Sorry,” Julian mumbled.
“It’s ok,” Sam replied, glad to break the silence. “Where’s the sergeant?”
The absence of the Chosen was both odd and a relief.
“He had to report to the general. Got some questions about what’s going on, and to be honest, so do I. This tracker shit needs fixed. We can’t protect our people without knowing who needs us.”
Julian’s voice vibrated with frustration. Checking himself, he relaxed. “Sorry, didn’t mean to go off like that. I just hate feeling so useless.”
“You’re not useless.” Sam turned to face him. “Your team saved my life. That’s more than anyone has ever done for me. Thank you.”
He nodded in response.
“So, how long have you worked for the Watch?” she asked, not wanting to go back to the silence.
“Five years in September. Did my year in each level until finally getting to L2.”
Team levels were how the Watch divided the guard duties. Level 5 was border patrol, teams that guarded the wall and made sure no one came in and out that wasn’t supposed to. Level 4 was police duty, called in to investigate alleged criminal activities. Level 3 was protective duty for important personnel leaving the city walls and for essential extractions. Level 2 responded to sirens. Level 1 was labelled Elite and was used for emergencies and crisis control, like her father was.
Newbies usually started on L5 and worked their way up, but those with a knack for certain jobs were sent where they were best suited.
“Were you born here?”
He laughed. “Nah, I was transferred from Colorado Springs, but I did my five here. Savannah is not too bad of a city, but it’s freaking hot. I’m not a fan of hot, humid weather. Can’t breathe worth a damn. Then again, no snow makes up for it. People went crazy when it snowed there. It was hard to get places quickly, so sometimes people died and woke and killed and died and, well, you get my point.”
A twinge of sadness shot through Sam. She loved her city, but the prospect of seeing outside the wall also filled her with anticipation.
The only people who regularly left the city were farmers who worked the surrounding fields. They checked out their high-powered rifles and shotguns from the armoury (the kind that took a head off with a well-aimed shot), and while the Watch didn’t guarantee safety to anyone outside the walls, they gave each farmer a radio to contact HQ, and, if needed, to dispatch a team.
The Watch network within the city was strong, but since most satellite systems were down, the trackers didn’t work very far outside the walls, so good old-fashioned radios were the best option.
For farmers, humans were usually the bigger problem, since they needed to eat. Shooting one Woken was easy compared with being ambushed by a gang of hungry people. Farmers were widely respected because it was a necessary but dangerous job, no less than the one Samantha was about to start.
“Oh yeah, you get your team assignment Monday, right?” Julian asked. “Excited? I know I was. New city, new life, new job. My first day some idiot from HA tried to sneak in with a bomb. Had to stop him before he could detonate. Never looked back.”
The nearest Human Alliance base was in what used to be Atlanta, only about a three-hour drive. When the Watch began to build their walls, they stayed away from cities with high rises, because it would take too long for a team to get to the dead. Savannah was perfect because of its lack of high towers, plus it already included plenty of barracks for Watch personnel from the attached army base.
For HA, however, building size wasn’t an issue. Their hatred was for the Woken and Chosen alike; all people who lived within their walls had a mechanized collar around their necks, powered by arterial blood flow. When the person died, the collar released a tightly wound wire, taking off the head.
No head, no rebirth.
Simple, safe, effective, and yet slightly unnerving for most. If trackers could malfunction, so could collars.
Still, HA had a large population filled with religious nuts, so suicide bombing wasn’t uncommon.
“I can’t wait.” She smiled. “I’ve been dreaming about this since I can remember. I didn’t quite expect what happened to take place, but maybe it’s for the best. My mom couldn’t have handled losing me anyway.”
A pained expression appeared on Julian’s face, making Sam immediately regret her choice of words.
“I didn’t mean…”
“It’s ok, I know what you meant. Jim was a good man. I only knew him for two years, but him and Sarge have worked together for five. Left behind a wife and daughter, four, I think. Sad. You know what it’s like to lose your dad. It changes your whole world.”
She nodded. “Did you know him?”
“Major Shields? Nah. I saw him around, and I went to his briefings, but we never spoke. It’s not that he was antisocial or anything, just a lot higher on the totem pole, if you know what I mean.”
She contemplated what he’d said. Her dad was important, but he was always friendly. Julian would have liked him.
“How is it, working with a Chosen?” she asked curiously.
Julian smirked. “Like pulling teeth.”
Samantha grimaced. He laughed.
“I’m just kidding. Some are alright, and some are real sticklers. The thing about Chosen is that they’re all about punctuality, rules, results. It’s all about duty, and that’s just boring. They don’t need to sleep or eat, so work keeps them focused.”
His expression became serious. “But what bothers me the most is that they rarely show empathy or remorse. Sometimes I wonder if they actually have real feelings, or if the Lifeblood takes them all. Sarge isn’t that bad, but he has his moments.” He paused for a moment. “It’s amazing to see the Chosen with a sword, though. So quick and precise, like a dance. I’m pretty good, and I can’t begin to compare. Maybe one day.”
His voice trailed off. Sam knew what he meant. Being human was coveted, but being Chosen was dreamed.
The rest of the drive was silent. They parked in front of her apartment building and walked inside.
Sam had to admit it—the cleaners had done an impressive job. It looked like nothing ever happened. The strong smell of bleach was the only giveaway. She walked into her room and had to stifle a laugh. It had never been so clean. Her freshly laundered clothes were neatly folded on her bed, along with several big plastic carry bags.
Her black leather wrist strap was there, too, the mobile unclipped and sitting next to it, the screen surprisingly intact after being thrown off the nightstand. It was adjusted perfectly to her wrist size, and seeing it there now made her realize just how empty her wrist felt without it. Some people still called them smartphones, but after becoming so much more than that, they simply turned into mobiles.
She noticed that the photo frame on her nightstand had been replaced after the glass broke when her head was slammed into it. But the photo now had a big bloody smear across it. It was the one thing the cleaners could not remove. She sighed and began to pack.
It was time to let go and begin a new life. After getting her things, she said goodbye to the place she grew up in, to the pain and the memories, and left for the barracks.
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SERGEANT DAVID Grant walked down the hallway at Watch Headquarters to see General Mays.
People, human and Chosen, passed by him, paying no heed. Some looked busy, like they had somewhere to be, and some took their time strolling down the corridors. He stopped short of the right door and pulled his thoughts together before knocking.
“Come in, Sergeant.”
The calm but sharp female voice belonged to a middle-aged woman sitting behind a nice oak desk across the room. She wore a formal green military uniform with four stars decorating her shoulders. The walls around her displayed military antiques from before The Waking, a big American flag covering most of the wall behind her.
Next to the general stood a Chosen in his mid thirties, his wavy blonde hair barely touching the collar of his tac suit. David knew him as Commander Hart, the general’s personal bodyguard and right-hand man. Where she went, he followed.
“General,” David said as he stood at attention in front of the desk.
“At ease, Sergeant,” the general said, and he relaxed as she closed her laptop and looked up at him.
“How is Ms. Shields doing? You’ve just come back from seeing her, correct?” Her eyes confronted his.
“She’s fine. A slight concussion but no permanent or lasting damage. Watch Guard Ramos is escorting her to gather her things before going to the barracks.”
The general nodded her approval. “Good. It would be a shame to lose the last of the Shields family. What did she say?”
“She said she has never seen the Woken before, that it killed her mother and then went after her. She beheaded it with her father’s sword, and then we came in.”
“Really now?” The general’s eyebrows raised in surprise. “Interesting. Like father, like daughter, huh?”
“Right.” He remembered Sam’s exact implication.
“According to my files,” she continued, “your teammate Jim Harper died. Would you please explain to me why that happened?”
David shifted uncomfortably. “I was calling in the tracker malfunction from downstairs when we heard the crash, and he volunteered to go see…”
“No,” the general cut him off, “not how, why. You are the Chosen of the team, correct?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Your team is your responsibility, correct?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“So why would you let a human member of your team go into a possibly dangerous situation when you’re perfectly capable of doing it yourself?”
“I was on…”
“I don’t care if you were on the phone with your dead grandmother!” the general retorted heatedly.
“I had no way of knowing it was a Woken. There was no alarm,” David tried to explain, though he knew it was useless.
“Irrelevant. You’re the leader, and leaders go first.” She was right, of course, and he knew it. He screwed up, and his teammate paid for it. And Sam’s mother.
“Yes, ma’am, it won’t happen again.”
“You’re damn right it won’t, or you’ll be sitting on the wall twiddling your thumbs for the next ten years.” It sounded more like a promise.
“There is another problem,” David said, confidence returning to his voice. “According to Julian, the unidentified Woken had no tracker. The siren went off for the mother, but he never found a tracker for the Woken. If that’s true, there needs to be a check on the wall. Untracked Woken means there’s a breach somewhere. We can’t let this happen again.”
The general contemplated his words. “Yes, I know,” she finally answered. “It’s actually the sixth this month.”
The revelation shocked David, even though the change on his face was barely noticeable.
“Why were we not notified of this?” he asked, trying to keep his voice steady.
“Because it’s not your department, Sergeant,” the general responded bluntly. “We have people working on it. You do your job, and they will do theirs.”
“If I knew…” David began, but the general cut him off again.
“You what—would have gone instead of Jim? Is that what you’re trying to say? Because that’s bullshit, and you know it.”
He didn’t respond. There was nothing else to say.
The general sat there for a moment, staring through David into nothing, the fingertips of her left hand tapping on the table in a wave.
“I’m going to assign Miss Shields to your team for the time being,” she finally said, looking at David.
“What? Why?” He was baffled.
“She’s supposed to get her team assignment Monday, and what better way to reward someone for taking on a Woken than an instant promotion?” she said, half-serious.
“She’s a rookie, fresh out the academy. She’s not ready for this kind of responsibility,” David reasoned. “Not only is this her home, but she has several team levels to get through before getting to ours. It takes years of field training, understanding, and learning the rules before she can do calls. There are plenty of people who are more qualified and more experienced that you can assign to us.”
“And how many of those people have gone one-on-one against a Woken and come out alive? She is top of her class with scores that exceed even some of our L2 members. Her family is dead, so there are no strong emotional ties,” the general countered. “I feel that she is as ready as anyone.”
“This is insane!” David argued. “I am not a babysitter!”
The general was instantly up on her feet, her eyes burning into his. “You better watch yourself, Sergeant. We don’t need you losing control again, do we?” Her face showed satisfaction at seeing him tense up. “I didn’t think so. I will take your assessment under consideration. You’re dismissed.”
Without another word, David saluted and walked out.

“YOU’RE NOT
seriously going to do it, right?” the Chosen behind the general asked.
“That’s none of your business, Commander,” the general snapped as she plopped back into her chair.
“We’re going to get backlash putting a rookie in an L2.” He shook his head with disapproval.
“I don’t give a damn about backlash,” she retorted. “You know what I care about? These untracked Woken. I can only keep it down for so long, but sooner or later, if this isn’t stopped, we’re going to have a riot on our hands. She’s the first survivor, and like hell if I’m letting her get away.”
“Then put a detail on her,” he offered.
“Because that’s not suspicious at all, right?” she said sarcastically. “We’re trying to keep this on the down-low, remember?”
“So why not just put her on the wall with the rest of the newbies?”
“That’s exactly why. Something is going on here, and I want her with someone who can actually protect her if the situation calls for it. For now, Grant is just going to have to deal with it while we deal with this.”
She rested her head against the palm of her hand.
“We’ll figure something out.” He put his hand on her shoulder. “You need coffee.”
She sighed and nodded. It had been a long day.
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SAMANTHA WOKE up to the beeping of her alarm. She reached over to the nightstand from under the blankets, but her hand hit a wall instead.
It took her a moment to realize she wasn’t home anymore. At least not the home she grew up in. She pulled off the blanket and grabbed her mobile from a nightstand on the other side of the bed to turn off the alarm. It showed a missed call and text.
Hey, I’m in town. Coffee before you go in?
Ugh. Kyle was the last person she wanted to see. He must have just gotten back, because that was the only explanation why he would message someone at 6 a.m.
Kyle was on L3 and loving it. He would go outside the city walls and extract whatever was needed, from people to medication to information. Sometimes he would escort important personnel from one city to another.
What he did was dangerous, and he was gone for long periods of time, making their relationship anything but one. Sam had met him during one of those long, boring “what’s next” assemblies by the Watch that her father dragged her to. She was supposed to learn about expansion and future plans, but all she got from it was that everyone seemed to have a stick up their asses.
And then there was Kyle, standing alone in a dark corner, no doubt a part of the security detail overseeing the event. Not much older than Sam, he was handsome and slim but fit, with light blue eyes and dirty blonde hair styled into a neat high-and-tight.
He looked almost comical with his light complexion against the black uniform, complete with a trench coat that concealed his blades. All he needed were some fake fangs, and he was ready for a vampire-Goth convention. He caught her amusement and vanished.
When it was over, and Sam was waiting to leave while her father lingered in passing conversation, Kyle appeared again. He was charming and hot. Nothing could go wrong, right?
Well, after a couple dates, it became apparent that he was bat-shit crazy, possessive, and damn near suicidal, considering his job, and while he didn’t lack skills in the bedroom, there was no possibility of a real relationship. They had gotten together when he was in town, which wasn’t very often, but that was the extent of it.
However, the last time, they hadn’t exactly parted on good terms. He had just gotten back from a random mission he couldn’t talk about, and they both needed to blow off some steam, so Sam ended up at his place, a small one-bedroom at the barracks he was issued by the Watch. But even afterward, she could tell he was excited about something.
“I want to show you something,” he finally said with a huge grin. Sam raised her eyebrows and gave a questioning look. He riffled around the blankets for his boxers, and after getting them on jumped off the bed and disappeared in the closet, emerging a few moments later with a small silver case. He plopped down on the bed next to Sam and opened it. Inside was a shiny black 9mm Smith & Wesson.
“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” Kyle brushed his fingers over the barrel.
Sam could only gape. Words finally found their escape, though it felt more like vomit.
“What the HELL is wrong with you? Where did you get it? How did you… if the Watch finds out, they will execute you! Permanently! Owning a firearm inside city walls is—”
“Yeah, yeah, I know, I know,” he interrupted, waving her off. “Intent to mass murder, danger to the public, et cetera, et cetera, I know. Don’t matter how I got it, and no one’s going to find out. Unless you tell them, but you wouldn’t. I trust you.”
Sam was already out of bed and getting dressed. “I’m gonna go. I won’t tell anyone, but you have to get rid of it. Seriously, wherever you got it, you have to take it back.”
“Jesus Christ, girl, calm down. I thought you of all people would appreciate a fine weapon!”
It was a fine weapon. And he was completely insane. Samantha was not in the mood to see him any time soon. She typed a response, trying to sound genuine.
Thanks but no thanks. Plus I’m with someone now.
It wasn’t a complete lie. She did have someone; she just wasn’t “with someone now”. The screen lit up again.
That little thing from Boots?
Sam’s face grimaced in confusion.
How does he know? Is the crazy bastard spying on me?
The “little thing” was Lena, a bartender from the local bar, Boots. A year older than Sam but a little shorter, she was the kind of bartender on whom you would spend more in tips than beer just to get her number.
She was cute, perky, and ever-smiling, and her green eyes matched her blue-streaked shoulder-length blonde hair. The bar uniform of black pants and baby doll t-shirt left much to be desired, but she wore it so well, it was hard to look away.
The past couple of months, she and Sam’d had quite a few after-hours rendezvous. However, Samantha knew there was a good chance that the team assignment next week could take her to any of the twenty-seven cities, and she’d tried to keep a safe distance so Lena wouldn’t get hurt when she left.
Chosen were required to transfer from their home city to break the emotional ties of family and friends and to prevent deaths such as that of Sam’s father. Human options were more flexible, but chances of staying were slim.
Are you stalking me?
There was probably a better way to say it, but it was too early to think of one.
No, but I got friends who’ve been trying to get in Lena’s pants for years.
She smirked. Too bad they won’t. Unlike Sam, Lena wasn’t very interested in the male population. That was what made her such a great bartender—no risk of getting attached to the customers. Until now.
Look, I just want to talk. It won’t take long.
Was she really going to do this? Six in the morning was so not the time to figure it out.
I’ll let you know.
The mobile made a heavy thump as she tossed it back on the nightstand. It was time to get up.
The barracks room was small but cozy. It had two twin beds with wooden nightstands in a corner, several closets, a couple counters with a microwave and fridge, but surprisingly no oven, a tiny bathroom, and a couch with a chair in the middle of the room facing a small TV on an old stand. It was crazy to think that two people were supposed to cohabitate in such a small space, but luckily she had no roommate at the moment.
Beside the essentials, Sam didn’t bother unpacking her things, and the bags sat in a closet untouched. The two days of the weekend were filled with phone calls, interrogations, and condolences, but it was finally Monday, the day she’d been waiting for, yearning for, dreaming about most of her life.
Smiling with anticipation, she got up and went to take a shower. Somehow, not all the blood from Friday’s encounter had been washed out last time, and she watched the water turn pink as it slid down her hair and slightly tanned skin. She didn’t enjoy being in the sun, but in Georgia it was inevitable.
Her dark brown hair fell halfway down her back, but it was so thin that styling it proved useless, and a ponytail made the most sense, even though strands somehow always found their way out. She brushed it and put it up before slipping on a solid black top and jeans, happy she didn’t have to wear the cadet uniform today or ever again.
Looking at herself in the mirror, she knew she would be coming back a different person. A person that mattered. And with that thought, she grabbed a granola bar she found in a cupboard and headed out.

THE BRICK buildings with red roofs of the barracks burned in the Georgia sunlight. Healthy green grass and perfectly shaped walkways made what used to be Hunter Army Airfield look untouched by the destruction of the apocalypse.
Savannah might have had the best potential for a base, but it had its drawbacks. It was famous for its antiquity and for being known as one of the most haunted cities in America, so old buildings and run-down historical sites were a problem. Safety concerns won over ghost tours, resulting in most of the city’s history being torn down and rebuilt into garden-style apartments or townhomes.  Sam’s father had a choice to live in one of single-family houses on the west side instead of midtown, but he wanted to stay in the place that had the quickest access to any area of Savannah. Along with the old buildings, all high rises and towers were gone, except for one.
It was the only tall building in the city, ten floors, smack-dab in the middle of the base, with a team dedicated to keeping it under control. The Watch Headquarters was built specifically to be a grand spectacle, something to be proud of, to look up to (literally). Security patrolled the perimeter, and no one went in without authorization. Even if someone got through, they wouldn’t get far.
Coming up to the main doors, she showed her mobile to the guard, who scanned it with his handheld and allowed her inside. The mobile served many purposes in the city. It connected to a networked individual account, which held all kinds of information, from currency to security clearance.
Money in itself was trouble, but taking choice away from the people was worse. This way, Billy could work a few hours at the grocery store to buy his girlfriend a necklace, and Mary could get some eggs without having to lug a pound of potatoes to the market for trade.
It was the little things that kept people sane, making things seem as they used to be.
Sam met up with the rest of her graduating class of twenty on the fifth floor. She wasn’t disliked, at least not to her face, but she knew some of the others whispered about her and her so-called “privileged life”.
Those in the Watch Academy knew that their friendships were short-lived, and while classmates bonded to complete missions, relationships weren’t forged in steel. It wasn’t a big deal; she didn’t need close friends, not when they were about to say goodbye to each other anyway.
A couple of the classmates separated from the group and walked up to her—Lara and Dan, “the dynamic duo” as others called them. Dan was tall and lean, his dark brown skin a stark contrast to Lara’s pale completion and curly auburn hair. They had made a connection that was most certainly going to break their hearts today. The chances of them going together were slim to none, but they didn’t seem worried. Dan was the first to speak.
“Hey, we heard about what happened. Sorry about your mom.”
She thanked him, and Lara gave her a hug, but before a conversation could take place, their guide came to begin the process.
First stop was registration. She sat in a small waiting room, filling out a mound of paperwork while her information was being processed. Emergency contacts, medical release forms, death benefits. It made her head hurt, but not as much as her heart at leaving most of the information blank. She had no one left. Maybe it was a good thing she was leaving.
Second was a fitting for her tac suit. Much like the one worn by Julian, hers was black material with fitting grey armour pieces on her chest, back, knees, and arms. It was surprisingly breathable, which was a must in Georgia weather. It was comfortable, like she was born to wear it.
And yet something was missing. She couldn’t quite put her finger on it until reaching the armoury. A tall, skinny woman behind the wall of steel bars that separated the weapons from everyone else came up to the small window and asked for Samantha’s ID. After scanning it, she disappeared for a moment and emerged with a sword.
Sam gasped. Thinking it was evidence, she’d doubted she would ever see it again, but there it was. It called out to her, glimmering in the dim light of the yellow bulb. She held it for a minute, savouring the familiar feel before sheathing it on her back.
Feeling complete, she was finally ready. It was time to get her assignment.

“HERE IS your information packet. You are due in conference room 084B.” The lady behind the registration desk didn’t even look up from her computer as she handed Sam a yellow folder.
“Are you sure? I’m supposed to be getting orders for a team assignment.”
Sam looked around as the others excitedly compared their destinations. There were tears on Lara’s face, and Dan was nowhere to be seen.
The lady looked up and squinted.
“Excuse me? Yes, I’m sure! It’s my job. Don’t like it? Take it up with the general.”
Stunned, Sam quickly apologized and turned around to walk to the elevator. Going up, she stared at the sticky note on the folder with “084B” written on it, wondering what it meant.
The elevator dinged on the eighth floor, and she came out to a long hallway. Upon reaching 084B, she saw that the door was partially open, and two men were sitting inside, facing away from the door at a long oval table. She knocked anyway, and they both turned at the sound.
“Oh shit, it’s Sam! What are you doing here?”
Julian’s unmistakably tactful language froze Samantha in her tracks.
“I was sent here by registration,” she answered.
His expression changed from smiling to confused. “Are you sure?”
She shrugged and walked in, handing him the folder. He skimmed through it and leaned his chair back to hand the papers to David.
“You gotta be kidding me! They told us we’d be getting a newbie, but I thought they meant to the level, not to the freaking Watch!”
The sergeant put up a hand, prompting Julian to shut up. He handed her back the folder, his face unreadable, and put one of the papers in front of her.
“I’m going to make this quick. To be on this team, you need to learn several things. First, here is a list of rules. Memorize them. Live them. Breathe them.”
He put another paper on top of it. “Second, this is a map of the city, with each Watch team area clearly outlined. We can be assigned to any sector during any shift, and we have to know our boundaries. Learn it.”
Sam nodded, not completely understanding or believing what was going on. Had she seriously just landed in the L2 spot of the man killed by her mother? Her head spun.
“Third, I am the leader of this team. You answer to me, and you do what I say, unquestioningly. I say jump, you don’t say how high, you jump. Time is always of the essence. Moments could be the difference between life and death. You got that?”
Realizing he actually required an answer, Sam managed a shaky “yes.”
“Good. You know Julian, but you can call me Sergeant, Sergeant Grant, David, or any variation of such. He seems to be stuck on Sarge, if you want to follow suit.”
“Sergeant is fine with me,” she said.
He nodded. “Any questions?”
She shook her head.
“Alright. We have twenty minutes until the start of our shift, and we’re due on River Street. Let’s get a move on.”
He got up, and they all walked out together. Before reaching the elevator, Julian turned to Sam with a genuine smile.
“Well, I don’t know what kind of strings you’re pulling, but they’re sure as hell the right ones.” He extended his hand. “Welcome to the team.”

RIVER STREET was known as Savannah’s nightlife hot spot because of the bars that lined it. The Watch tried to keep it a happy place by leaving several bars active, but with heavy security. Sam had spent many nights there for the past few months since turning eighteen, watching the river, listening to local bands, and drinking with the people who enjoyed her company.
The Watch had decided that blocking the Savannah River was probably a bad idea in case of a lockdown, so the wall was built around it but with steel beams shaped like prison bars to let the water through. They weren’t worried about the Woken, who couldn’t get in because of the cognitive functions required to swim, but humans were a different story.
The only way across the river was a bridge, or to people of the city, the South Gate. Once one of the largest seaports on the Eastern Seaboard, the Savannah River was now a simple place of fishing and leisure.
The Jeep parked in front of a Watch outpost where shift changes took place. It consisted of a small, one-storey office facing the river. There was a desk with a computer, three armchairs, a small TV on the wall, and a coffee pot. The other team’s Chosen gave David the access code for the sector, and they left.
Julian plopped down on a chair and put his feet on the desk, unhooking his mobile from the wristband and turning on what sounded like a game.
“Make yourself comfortable. We have to do a sweep of the area in twenty, but for now, you got some time to chill,” he told Sam.
She hesitantly sat down in another chair and pulled out her papers. The first one was the rules.
1. Each Level 2 team must consist of one Chosen and two humans. The leader of the team, Chosen or human, gives orders and directions that the rest of the team is required to follow unless under special circumstances such as treason or mental instability. Failure to do so will result in immediate dismissal.
Her heart stabbed at mental instability. Was that what love was considered? But her thoughts were immediately interrupted by the unmistakable howl of the Death Alarm, followed by a loud beep from David’s wristband. He quickly scanned it.
“One at 314 Williamson. Now.”
He disappeared out of the door, followed by Julian and Samantha. Running after them, she realized she knew the address. Her heart pounded as she ran faster, thinking just one word.
Boots.
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BOOTS USED to be a piano bar before the Waking. With the lack of surviving piano players, it became just a bar where people came to forget about the world. They drank, sang karaoke, and rocked out to music, sometimes even live. Dark red wallpaper covered in posters, flags, and other random items made it feel homey. Small, round tables with tall, black chairs on a wooden floor surrounded the stage that led from the side of the entrance.
Since it was morning, it should have been empty, besides the few employees who were getting ready to open that afternoon. No security was on site until working hours, and the team entered the establishment without issue.
No one was prepared for the scene inside.
A tall man with short dirty blonde hair wearing a tac suit was sitting on the edge of the centre stage. His left arm, covered in blood, was tightly wrapped around a terrified girl with blue-streaked hair in a black employee’s uniform. His right arm was holding a gun to her head.
What the hell?
Sam wanted to scream, but she was too shocked to do anything.
“Hey, Sammy, glad you could make it! Sorry I didn’t bring any coffee.” Kyle sounded cheery. Terrifying, bloody, and cheery.
“Where is the body?” asked David, his voice low and threatening.
“There’s no body,” Kyle answered half-heartedly. “I ripped out my tracker to set the alarm off. Made a bit of a mess.” He looked down at his hostage. “Sorry about that.”
Lena whimpered. Her eyes shined with tears, occasionally allowing one to run down her cheek. Julian saw the tracker on the floor and grabbed it, using his mobile to scan it and turn off the alarm.
“Let her go,” David said as he slowly pulled out his sword. It was a long, beautiful broadsword with an ornate silver-coloured hilt.
“I don’t think so,” Kyle responded. “Not until I get to talk to Sam.” Samantha looked at David pleadingly.
“Who is he, and what does he want with you?” David demanded.
“He’s… an ex,” she replied shakily. “And I have no idea. But please let me try to find out.” He lowered his weapon and nodded at her. She turned back to Kyle.
“What’s going on, Kyle? What are you doing?”
He shifted his gaze to her. “I didn’t want it to be like this, but I stopped by your place, and it was cleared out, and by the time I found out where you were, it was too late. So here we are. I don’t have much time left, but I want you to know that I’m doing this for you.”
“Doing what?” She threw her hands up in desperation.
“War is coming.” Kyle voice lost its perkiness and turned grim. “And if you want to survive, you have to be strong. Stronger than human. You have to trust me. You have to believe that I’m doing this for your own good. It’s too late for me, but I know you’re strong enough.”
He pointed the gun at her and pulled the trigger.
The gunshot echoed through the bar.
In a blur of movement, David was there, next to Kyle, the gun sliding across the floor and Kyle’s arm making a loud crunching sound.
Sam looked down to see if she was shot and was in too much shock to feel it but found no wounds. She looked up at David to see a hole in his chest plate, but no blood.
That’s twice.
David lifted his sword.
“No!” Sam yelled, but it was too late.
With a flash of steel, blood sprayed across the room as Kyle’s head rolled off the stage onto the floor in front of her, his body falling limp. Finally free, Lena ran outside and stopped just past the doorway to throw up. Julian followed to make sure she was ok.
David stood over the beheaded body of Sam’s ex-lover and called it in as Samantha stared into Kyle’s dead eyes, still so blue but now glossed over, never to blink again. She looked back up at David.
“Why… why did you do that?” Sam asked the Chosen, her voice shaking.
“Do what?” David responded absurdly. “Save your life? Again?” But she wasn’t listening.
“Why did you behead him?”
David’s expression turned dark. “According to Watch regulations, possession of a gun within the city walls is grounds for permanent death. Not only that, but he shot the gun. I took the liberty of carrying out the appropriate punishment.”
“But you didn’t have to! He was already disarmed! Now we’ll never know what he meant. War with who? Don’t you think the safety of the city is more important than some rules?” she countered, the intensity of her voice echoing across the room.
In a moment, he was next to her. His eyes burned into hers with a raging fire. She felt the heat radiating from his body and could have sworn she saw a red streak appear across his left cheek that quickly faded.
“War is always coming. You do not get to question my actions. Your job here is to follow my orders, not mouth off. I don’t care who is dead. Our job comes first. We do not pick and choose our battles. They come to us. Now step up and start acting like a Watch Guard.”
He watched tears swell up in Samantha’s eyes.
“I’m… I’m sorry…” she managed.
Don’t cry. Don’t cry. Don’t cry.
He swirled around and flipped over a table, shattering it into pieces as it hit the wall.
“GODDAMN IT,” he roared. “I TOLD her you weren’t ready!”
What? Sam felt her face flush with confusion and turn to fear. No no no no no please no.
He faced her again and took a deep breath. “You’re done for the day.”
This is not happening oh God this is not happening…
He looked over to Julian and Lena sitting on the sidewalk outside.
“Escort the girl home and then take the rest of the time to pull yourself together. I want to see a brand new you tomorrow morning at HQ. If it’s not up to standard, you’re done.”
Sam frantically nodded.
“Now get out of here.”
He turned away and began dialling. Using all her willpower, Sam got her legs to move toward the door. She overheard him say “replacement” and felt sick to her stomach. Her dreams were crumbling down in front of her. This could be it.
Lena looked up from the sidewalk and tried to smile. Sam relayed David’s message, and Julian got up to go inside. Before leaving, he put his hand on her shoulder and squeezed.
“It’s gonna be alright. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
She half-smiled in response as he walked away, and she turned her attention to Lena.
“I guess I’m to walk to you home. Good thing I’ve done this before, or I might fail at it too.”
Lena stood up and wrapped Samantha in a warm embrace. Fresh tears burst from Lena’s eyes as she whispered, “I thought we were going to die.”
“I know. I’m so sorry.”
Sam stood there and held her, and for a moment everything was going to be ok.
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THE TEN-MINUTE walk felt like an hour. Sam felt lost. This was supposed to be the most important day of her life, and she’d blown it. What the hell was she thinking, talking back to her superior like that? How could she possibly face him tomorrow?
She kicked a small rock on the sidewalk, and it went flying past Lena and into the grass. Startled, Lena abruptly stopped and almost tripped, wobbling around for a moment. Reflexively, Samantha grabbed her arm to keep her from falling. Lena’s face turned red with embarrassment.
“Sorry, I’m dumb…” she mumbled.
“No, I’m sorry, I wasn’t paying attention,” Sam reassured her.
Words were finally spoken, but the tension between them just got thicker. They began to walk again.
“So I guess you’re staying, then?” Lena began at last.
“If I didn’t just royally screw this up, I guess so,” Sam said bitterly.
“Did you know? That you were going to stay?”
“No.”
There was a moment of silence.
“You never said goodbye. You left, and I didn’t know if I would ever see you or talk to you again. And then I heard what happened to your mom, and you never even called.”
Guilt gnawed at Samantha. The last time they were together should have been the last time.
“I know, I’m sorry. I’m not good with goodbyes.” It was a terrible excuse, and she knew it.
Lena turned to face her. “No one is good with goodbyes. That doesn’t mean we just ignore them.”
“I know.” If Sam could look deeper into the concrete, she would be able to see the dirt under it. In less than a week, she’d lost or screwed up the only things that mattered. Her mother, her job, and the only two people in the world who actually cared about her. How much worse could this get?
“I would have come with you, you know,” Lena added quietly.
Sam tried to decipher the words through the fog of self-hatred. “What?” was all she could muster, lost in confusion.
“Where they sent you,” Lena explained. “I would have come with you. Got a transfer. If you wanted me to, of course. I have nothing holding me here. I thought maybe…” She trailed off.
Sam mulled over the words. How could she have been so stupid? All this time she had tried to keep her distance because she didn’t want to hurt Lena, but she was the blind one.
“I could have never asked you to do that,” she finally said.
“I know,” Lena replied. “That’s why I wanted to wait until you got your assignment to talk about it. About… us.”
Us. There’s an “us”? The word stirred something inside of Sam, a butterfly flutter in the pit of her stomach that quickly turned upside down. Is there still an “us” after all this?
“I’m sorry I didn’t say goodbye. I should have.”
“Good,” Lena said. “So don’t do it again.”
Samantha looked up at her. “Again?”
“Yeah, again,” Lena said matter-of-factly. “You think I’m letting you off this easily?”
“You do realize you were just held hostage with a gun to your head because of me?” Sam asked seriously.
Lena laughed. It was such a carefree sound, like Christmas bells. “Ooooh, sexy and dangerous! How can I possibly stay away?”
Samantha rolled her eyes. “Screw you.”
Lena wrapped a hand around Sam’s waist as she playfully pulled her close and winked. “Don’t mind if I do.”
Flushed, Sam was glad to finally reach the doorstep of their destination. Lena’s building was nothing special, two storeys high with four garden-style apartments on each floor, much like Sam’s, except Lena’s backed onto a wooded area that bordered the wall instead of more buildings.
She lived in a one-bedroom, which consisted of a living room with a couch, coffee table, an old TV, a small desk with a laptop, a kitchen corner with a dinette and two chairs, and a bedroom with a bathroom to the opposite side.
Photos in frames decorated the walls, mostly of distant family from Russia, though she had never been there herself. “Photographs are memories,” she would always say, “and memories will always remind you of who you are.”
While not much bigger than Sam’s barracks room, it was more than enough. Lena’s mother had died in an attack many years ago, and her younger brother had been stationed at the Watch in California the year before. Every once in a while she would get a letter from him when a convoy from that side of the country came by, and it was always a day when she would look like she was flying.
The Watch were the only ones who had direct satellite connection between cities, so for citizens, letters were the only way to communicate. Chosen weren’t allowed to, of course, as all personal ties had to be broken.
Opening the door to her apartment, Lena motioned Sam to come in.
“Tea?”
“Sure.”
Sam took off the armoured top of the tac suit, along with her sword, leaving a black undershirt, and sat on the light brown couch watching Lena pour water into the kettle and set it on the stove.
Tea was Lena’s go-to for anything, undoubtedly a product of her European roots. Happy, sad, anxious, tired, whatever it was, tea made it better. She had an entire drawer full of bags of ground tea leaves mixed with all kinds of stuff for flavouring. Lemon, blueberries, orange peel, you name it. Today it was wild berry, the flavour and aroma of which could tame a lion.
While waiting for the water to boil, Lena disappeared into her bedroom to change. She came out in a light blue tank top and jean shorts, perfectly contoured to her body. Sam tried not to stare. She failed horribly.
The kettle began to make a quiet whistling. Lena filled two small white teacups with water, dropped the metal tea infusers in, and carried them over to the coffee table.
Ten seconds later, Sam took out her steeper and laid it on a napkin. She never liked hers strong. They sat and sipped in silence, enjoying the peace.
“So, you wanna talk about what happened with your mom?” Lena began. “I heard it was a Woken. Did the team not get there in time?”
Sam shook her head. “I don’t really know. The Woken that attacked us didn’t set off the alarm, so it was either a faulty tracker or…” She paused.
“Or what?”
“I don’t know. I don’t understand why she was there. I’ve never seen her before, so she wasn’t a resident of the building. She went for us first, and we’re not on the ground, so she must have died on our floor. It just doesn’t add up.”
Lena pondered the words. “Do you think it was intentional?”
“Wish I knew,” Sam answered, glad that Lena had come to the same conclusion. “I didn’t think much of anything until Kyle. He said war was coming. To me, that seems like an attack on the city, probably from HA. I don’t know how it relates to the Woken, though, or to me. I just feel like it does. Two things like this don’t just happen out of thin air.”
Lena nodded. “I know you probably heard it a lot the past few days, but I’m sorry about your mom. And Kyle. Even if he gave me nightmares for the rest of my life, it wasn’t your fault, and I know you cared about him.”
Kyle’s smiling face appeared in Samantha’s memories, and reality was suddenly back, crashing down with full force. Sam felt tears sting her eyes. She tried her best to hold them back, but one escaped and ran down her cheek. Lena put down her cup and wrapped her arms around Sam’s shaking body. She kissed the spot where the tear stopped and laid her head on Samantha’s shoulder.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to…”
She was shushed by Sam pulling her close and melting in the warmth of the embrace.
Lena kissed her, not a gentle kiss like before, but a real, passionate kiss. The kind that makes your heart beat so fast, you feel like it’s going to explode.
Sam returned it, allowing herself to close her eyes and relax. She savoured the hint of berries on Lena’s lips. Still sitting up, Lena slid onto Samantha’s lap. Their fingers met and intertwined. Lena broke off to take a breath and began to softly kiss Sam’s neck. As much as Sam wanted to go on, she pulled her hands free and used them to bring Lena’s face to hers.
“Hey… you’ve just been through a traumatic experience. Maybe this isn’t the best time…”
She was interrupted by another kiss, followed by a wistful look.
“Then make me forget.”
Lena leaned over and brushed her lips over Sam’s.
Unable to refuse, Sam’s hands slipped under Lena’s shirt and glided over her bare skin. In turn, Lena pulled up Samantha’s shirt, taking it off and revealing nothing underneath except a generously filled black sports bra. Lena leaned over to kiss the now naked chest, and Sam closed her eyes, lost in the feeling.
There was no more stopping, and that afternoon, they both forgot about the world.
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WALKING INTO the Watch the next morning, Sam’s anxiety was getting the best of her. What if she was reassigned? What if she was fired? What would she do? She must have looked really messed up, because the guard at the entrance gave her a funny look as he scanned her in.
Past the main lobby was a corridor that led to a locker room where team members kept their gear, weapons, and attire. It was busy with those getting ready for the shift change. The Watch had three main shifts: morning, evening, and night. The morning shift was set to begin in less than an hour.
She didn’t see or hear David come up behind her, so becoming aware of his sudden presence made her jump. His face was hard, like a statue.
“Are you good to go today?”
Trying to calm the pounding in her chest, Sam nodded. She watched his features slowly relax as he leaned on the locker door next to hers.
“Good,” he said, his voice unwavering. “The general wants to see you in her office first, but don’t be late. We’re still on for our shift.”
What Samantha thought was anxiety turned into sheer terror. Oh God, why. As if reading her reaction, David added, “It’s not disciplinary. She just wants to ask a few questions about what happened.”
Sam let out the breath she didn’t realize she was holding. David stood up as if to walk away but lingered.
“I also wanted to say that I might have been rash in my decision to execute yesterday. After giving it some thought, questioning him might have been the best course of action, and I should have considered that before making the call.” He paused for a moment. “I also realize I was… inconsiderate. You watched two people you care about die in front of you in a matter of days. Your reaction wasn’t unwarranted.”
And without waiting for a response, he turned around and left, leaving a stunned Sam to ponder his words.

GENERAL MAYS smiled as she told the nervous girl in the doorway to relax and welcomed her inside. The office smelled of strong coffee and old books. Sam had never been there before, but it felt homey, reminding her so much of her father. The general stood up from her desk and came over with arms open for an embrace.
“Samantha! It’s been too long!” she said warmly. “Gosh, I remember when you were just a little girl hanging on the major’s arm.”
Sam’s face flushed as she searched for a response.
“And I see you got it,” the general added as she brushed her hand over the sword on Sam’s back, eliciting a confused look.
“It was supposed to be kept in evidence,” she explained, “but I figured it would serve us all better out there. Plus, it was the least I could do after what happened.” Her features melted into sympathy as she squeezed Samantha’s hands. “I’m truly sorry about your mother. She was a strong woman.”
A bit shocked by the warm welcome, Sam could do nothing but say thank you. The general sat back down at her desk and motioned Sam to sit as well.
“Do you like your team? Grant and Ramos are among our best.”
“I’m honoured to work with them, but I don’t understand how I got the spot,” Sam answered honestly.
The general smiled. “It was actually my personal recommendation. I looked at your files and saw you have great potential, just like Brand.”
Sam blushed.
“How was your first day in the field?” the general asked, clearly not looking for a detailed description, because she obviously knew about what happened—more wondering how Sam was feeling about it.
“Well, besides getting shot at, watching my ex beheaded, and then being removed from duty, I would say it went pretty well.”
The dripping sarcasm aroused a snort from the Chosen leaning against the wall behind the desk. Both Sam and the general glanced up at him.
“Commander, please contain yourself,” the general snapped and turned back to Sam. “Now, I’ve read the report and spoken to Sergeant Grant, who says you knew both the attacker and victim. Paired up with the incident at your home, it seems to me like your safety is in jeopardy. Can you tell me anything that might help us figure out why?”
Feeling a growing unease in her stomach, Sam remembered her conversation with Lena.
“No, I don’t think so,” she answered. “I don’t understand why this is happening or if the two incidents are related in any way. Kyle said war is coming, but I don’t know what he was talking about. I wish I did.”
A fleeting look of disappointment crossed the general’s face.
“That’s alright.” She sighed. “If you think of anything, please let Sergeant Grant know. And for now, keep an eye out. The last thing we need is another loss.” She glanced at the clock. “You should get to your team. Don’t want to be late for shift change. And don’t worry, we’ll figure this out.”
Sam thanked her and hurried out.

WALKING THROUGH the motor pool outside, Sam saw Julian already there waiting, leaning on the Jeep with a bottle of water in his hand. He greeted her with a grin, peeling off the side to stand.
“Heeey, good to see ya back. I was hoping you didn’t quit and get reassigned.” He leaned in toward her. “This wouldn’t be the first time, you know.”
Samantha laughed. “Nope, I’m here. Not going anywhere if I can help it.”
“Good! And sorry about Sarge. He’s not exactly the warmest dude out there. Once you get to know him, he ain’t so bad, but like I said before, he got his moments. Duty’s number one, you know.”
He took a sip of his water.
“That’s alright,” she said. “He already apologized.”
Sam wasn’t ready for the shower of spit and water that was Julian’s reaction.
“He WHAT?”
“Well, he didn’t say sorry, exactly,” she explained, “but it was probably as close to it as he could get.”
Julian looked at her like she was crazy. “You don’t understand, Sam. Sergeant David Grant does not apologize. He once hacked off a guy’s arm to get to a Woken, and he didn’t apologize. This is… I don’t even know.”
His voice trailed off in disbelief. Sam shifted uncomfortably. Noticing the stalemate, Julian changed the subject.
“Hey, you know the Blind Saints?”
Now it was Samantha’s turn to look at him like he was the crazy one. Of course she knew the Blind Saints. If you were living in Savannah and into rock, they were the band to see.
“Yeah, they’re only the best thing in this city. My dad was old, and even he liked them.”
Julian snickered. “Well, there’s a show tonight at Boots. Thought it was gonna be cancelled after yesterday, but I guess not. I’m gonna be there with a few friends if you wanna meet up.” He paused for a moment. “But I understand if you don’t, after what happened and all.”
She contemplated the offer. Lena would probably be there too. It would be nice to get out.
“Sure, I’ll be there.”
Julian’s face lit up. “Cool, it’s at nine, but I probably won’t see you until a little later.”
“Oh, ok, cool,” Sam replied awkwardly.
Hearing someone coming, they both turned and saw David walking briskly their way. He looked as ready as ever. They got into the Jeep and headed for the day’s assigned area.

“THE RIVER again? Really?” Julian sounded disappointed.
“They’ve doubled patrols there with the untracked Woken getting in the city. It’s the only place where someone can slip by, however unlikely.”
Sam’s head jerked toward David. “What? How many have there been?”
David winced, looking like he’d told her something he shouldn’t. “Besides the one you killed, five. I was just briefed on it, though I think it’s only because of encountering one and asking questions. They’re trying to keep it quiet to avoid panic.”
Julian gawked over at David. “Shit… no kidding.”
Sam contemplated the new information. “If they’re coming in through the river, they have to be human. Are they searching the waters? What about the sewers?”
David shook his head. “All the bars are intact in the river and at the sewer entrances. Nothing can get through.”
“Well, it’s not like they’re dropping out of the sky,” Julian chimed in, getting a look from David.
“They might as well be,” David muttered to himself as they pulled up to their destination.
The shift change came and went uneventfully, as did the first twenty minutes before their perimeter check. As they walked briskly down the abnormally empty River Street, Julian gave Sam tips on what to look for and how to react to different situations, and she gratefully took it all in. She knew this was all stuff she should be learning on L5, but there was no time for that now.
It was surprising just how little the Watch Academy had prepared her for the field. She had the physical attributes required, the instructions and lessons, but using them was a different story.
Julian was in the middle of explaining the standard procedure for what to do in case the door to the set-off tracker was locked and no one was answering when they heard the terrified scream of a woman, followed by cries for help.
The three rushed to the source of the sound, coming up to the entrance of the bridge, where they saw a frazzled Asian woman a few hundred feet away, leaning over the railing, crying. She noticed them and quickly got up, pointing at the river, yelling, “MY SON! MY SON, HELP, MY SON! HE FELL IN THE RIVER, HELP HIM, PLEASE, HE CAN’T SWIM!”
Without skipping a beat, David jumped off the bridge into the water. Sam watched him disappear under the dark blue waves and held her breath as she waited. Julian tried to calm the woman, asking her about her son, what her name was, what were they doing there, but she was barely coherent through her sobs. Something about trying to look at the fish.
And then the siren went off.
The woman, knowing what it meant, screamed anew and lunged forward toward the water. She would have jumped in if Julian didn’t catch her in time. She fought him, clawing at his face, but he was much stronger and easily subdued her. She collapsed, crying. Sam’s heart broke for the woman, and she kept watching the waves, hoping that maybe…
David finally surfaced with a small, limp body over his left shoulder. He swam over to the dock and laid the boy on the wooden planks. Sam ran over to them, followed by Julian and the woman. The boy didn’t look much older than ten, and it didn’t look like he was breathing. Samantha kneeled and began performing CPR, but it was useless. He was gone.
The woman held her son’s hand and pleaded for him to wake up, even as the red streaks began to appear on his skin, slowly travelling down his arms and up his neck. Julian scanned the boy’s tracker and looked at the information that popped up on his mobile. He sighed, shaking his head at David, and began urging the grieving mother to get up.
“I’m sorry, there’s nothing we can do for him, ma’am.”
She looked at her son and then at David. “What about my husband, did you see my husband down there?”
David and Julian exchanged looks.
“Your husband?” Julian asked carefully.
“Yes, my husband, he jumped in after! Where is he?” She was beginning to become hysterical again, and Julian had to restrain her, leading her away from the body.
David turned to Sam. “Watch the water,” he told her. “The alarm is off, which means her husband is still alive. He might show up on the docks.”
She nodded, searching for any sign of life in the water but getting sidetracked when David unzipped a side pocket on his tac suit and pulled out what looked like a large metal ring. He unhooked it open and put the ring around the boy’s neck. Shocked, Samantha realized what it was.
“What… what are you doing?” she asked, horrified. “Is that what I think it is?”
Ignoring her, he took out what looked like a wide roll of duct tape and wrapped it around the bottom of the collar. David pushed the small button on the centre, and it turned green, and then red.
The boy’s body jerked as the wire sliced the flesh of his neck, followed by the crunch of the vertebrae. Blood began to pool over the fresh cut, and David quickly covered it with the tape. He slightly pulled on the head, making sure it was secure but not touching its severed body.
Satisfied, David got up and called it in, turning away from Samantha and the boy.
Sam couldn’t speak. She couldn’t breathe. What the hell…
And the siren blared again, indicating that the woman’s husband had succumbed to the same fate as her son. If he was still in the deep water, they were safe, but if he was closer to the docks, close enough to walk or climb out after waking…
They had minutes to find him. David motioned for Julian to come over. The woman was now unconscious from shock, lying on a nearby bench.
“The GPS on the tracker isn’t giving me a location,” Julian said, fiddling with his mobile. “The river must have damaged it. We’ll have to find him ourselves.”
“We split up,” David said. “Julian go left, I’ll go right, Samantha watch the bridge. The moment you see something, hear something, anything, you let me know.” He pointed at his mobile. “Keep the channel open. Backup is coming, but it’s better we find him and take care of this ASAP.”
And like that, they were gone, leaving Sam to go up the bridge. She drew her sword and began to walk, slowly, trying to listen for any disturbance through the wail of the siren. The wind and the waves of the river hitting the pylons gave her an uneasy feeling, like the bridge was wobbling.
She came up to the edge and looked down into the water, scanning the darkness.
Something wrapped around her ankle, and before she could even look down, tugged hard enough for her to lose footing and fall backward. It pulled, seemingly trying to throw her off the bridge.
Sam dropped her sword and grabbed on to the railing as the rest of her body passed under it, letting herself hang off, and used her free foot to kick whatever was holding on to her in attempts to peel it off.
It wasn’t hard to figure out what it was, but Sam had to keep her cool if she was going to survive.
“I got him!” she strained to yell up at her mobile, hoping that the rest of her team would be able to hear it over the siren.
The kicking wasn’t working, and when another pull on her foot came, a much stronger pull, she took a deep breath and let go.
She expected to hit the water but instead felt her body jerk as she hung upside down, the Woken still holding her ankle. Shit.
What used to be a skinny Asian man, now a soaking red-eyed monster, was holding on to the pylon with one hand and Sam with the other. He slid down to the flat square on base on the pylon, dunking Samantha’s head in the process, and then pulled her out and onto the concrete with him.
She had no time to lose, no weapon to defend herself with, and no Chosen to save her this time. She had to think quickly.
The Woken finally let go of her ankle and lunged for her. Still on the ground, she avoided it by swiftly rolling away. The Woken stopped short of the water, roaring in rage, turned, and grabbed at her again.
The water. I have to get him into the water.
Sam knew how to swim, but she didn’t like not knowing what was lurking in the darkness. Pool? No problem. Savannah River? Not so much. But this was no time for fear or doubt, and instead of avoiding the next attack, she crouched down and then slammed into the Woken with all she had, sending them both into the river.
The Woken flailed for a few moments, trying to reach the pylon, but Sam kicked his hands away and then pushed down on his shoulders to get him under. He couldn’t die, of course, but that also meant he didn’t know how to stay alive.
Still trying to grab whatever was nearest, the Woken snarled and bellowed, which was exactly what Sam needed it to do. Air was escaping from its body, giant bubbles making their way up to the surface. Water began to fill it instead, creating a Woken anchor.
Unfortunately, Samantha was too close, and in a final desperate attempt, the Woken got her ankle again, the same ankle that ached and throbbed from keeping her hanging off the bridge. She went under, gulping in as much air she could before the water covered her face.
This has not been my week…
She wondered how long she could keep holding her breath. Two minutes? Three? Where was her team? The thought of using the knife in her pocket to cut off the Woken’s hand or even her foot crossed her mind, but she knew it would take too long. If only she had her sword. She reached down to try to pry the fingers off her foot, but it was useless.
Her lungs began to burn, and she saw a black spot expanding in front of her eyes. She closed them and got ready to take a deep breath of not-so-fresh water. But the black spot wasn’t a spot at all, and she felt an arm wrap around her body and pull her up.
Air never felt so good. She gasped and coughed, but she was never so happy to be able to do so. Julian helped her out on the dock as she regained her breath.
“You ok?” he asked. “Need me to call in for an ambulance?”
“I’m good, thanks,” she spluttered.
“I saw what you did back there on the pillar. Genius!”
Sam couldn’t help but smile.
“Sarge is still down there taking care of the Woken,” he said, tilting his head toward the river, and then added, “Glad we got to you when we did.”
“Yeah, me too.”
The ambulance came anyway, along with several other vehicles to collect the bodies. Sam assured them that she was fine and could continue the day, and that ten minutes in the Georgia sun would dry her tac suit, so she didn’t need to go back to the Watch to change. When all was said and done, the team retreated back to the outpost for the time being.
“So,” Sam began as she sat down in one of the chairs, “is someone going to explain to me what we’re doing with HA collars and why we’re murdering children?”
Julian gave David an “it’s all yours” gesture, and David glared back at him before turning to Samantha.
“First of all, the collars were originally our invention,” he started. “HA stole it and mass-produced it for their own purposes.”
“And what is our purpose for them?” Sam interrupted.
“It’s been over ten years since the Waking,” he continued. “As sad as a child’s death is, children are weak. To be Chosen, you have to be strong of both body and mind. You know that. The Watch has no records of a child being Chosen since its institution, and they decided to do the humane thing and put a stop to the change before it starts. Sure, we don’t advertise this to the public, but what do you think is worse, seeing your child die or seeing him become a monster?”
Sam wasn’t sure if this was a rhetorical question or if he actually expected an answer.
“What if they’re wrong?” she asked. “What if they’re wrong, and you murdered an innocent child?”
“And what is a Chosen child going to do?” he retorted, his voice becoming heated at the accusation of murder. “They don’t grow up, don’t become anyone. Can you imagine a five-year-old Chosen in a tantrum? Mommy says no, he can’t have some candy, and he snaps her neck? Is that something you want to allow?”
Sam looked away. She hadn’t thought about that. These were the kinds of decisions she wished no one ever had to make.
“What’s the age cutoff, then?” she asked bitterly. “There is one, right? You can’t just guess.”
“Fifteen and under,” David answered, seeing the look of disgust on her face turn to shock.
“Fifteen? Are you serious? That’s me three years ago! You would have…” She stopped herself and took a deep breath.
“Puberty is not the best time to become a super soldier,” Julian chimed in, trying to lighten the mood.
For the first time, Sam wished she had gone through the other levels first. Maybe with time she could have been prepared for this. Maybe she could have understood. But for now, it just felt… wrong.

THE REST of the day was quiet, and when shift change came, Sam was ready to punch someone out of boredom. Instead of changing and going home after being dropped off at the Watch, she went to the gym. Beating the shit out of the punching bag felt good, melting her frustrations away with each swing. When she was done, she reserved a simulation room where she could practice with her sword.
The room was finally ready, and she turned on the simulation. The lights went off, and a single projection of a Woken appeared behind her. She whirled around and sliced its head off, then kneeled while taking another swing and cut off a leg. Another Woken appeared on her left, and she swung again, taking off its entire arm, with a second blow taking off its head.
“You’re doing it wrong.” A voice emerged from the darkness. Sam stopped and squinted in the direction of the sound, trying to see who it was. The simulation gave off a loud buzz, and Sam realized she missed a Woken and was now “dead”. She groaned and shielded her eyes as the lights flickered back on.
David stood at the entrance, his arms crossed, watching her.
“I’m what?” she asked, not sure if she should be angry or embarrassed.
“You’re leaving yourself wide open when you swing,” he answered, walking up to her. “These simulations are crap. They teach you how to fight humans, not Woken.”
Embarrassed. Definitely embarrassed.
“What’s the difference?” Sam asked, shrugging. David’s eyes locked on to hers.
“When a person wakes, all sounds are amplified by a thousand. Imagine the difference between someone whispering and then suddenly yelling in your ear. That’s how it feels. Why do we have the siren? To muffle the noise, because anyone can stop walking, talking, even breathing, but what is one noise you can’t stop, no matter how hard you try?”
Sam had to think for a second. “Your heartbeat,” she finally answered.
“That’s right,” he continued. “When the Woken is near enough, your heartbeat sounds like a drum pounding in its brain.” He pointed at her chest. “It will almost always try to go for your heart first. Don’t let it. Always cover with your shoulder.”
Sam nodded.
“The Watch Academy prepares you for the wall, where you will mostly encounter human adversaries, but we need to expedite your training if you’re going to stick with us.” David took a step back. “Swing.”
Samantha just stood there. This was crazy—she wasn’t going to swing at her superior. No way, no how.
“Swing,” he told her again, more firmly. “Don’t worry, you won’t hurt me. You need much much more training to even come close.”
Ok, now he was getting on her nerves. She stepped back and then swiftly swung at his shoulder.
He grabbed the blade and ripped it out of her hands, sending it flying across the room, then charged her, and in a moment she was on the floor, his hand pressing down on her chest over her heart.
“If I was a Woken, you would be dead right now.” He let the words hang there, let her understand just how lucky she had been in her previous encounters. “This is why you have us. Don’t think you’re invincible because you got lucky a couple times. One wrong move and you’re done.” She nodded at him, and he stood up and extended a hand to help her up, which she accepted.
“Again?” he asked.
“No thanks, I don’t feel like getting my ass kicked all night.”
He gave her a half smile and began to walk out.
“See ya tomorrow,” she added before he was gone, but he didn’t respond. She went back for her sword and checked the time: 7:30 p.m.
Aw, shit. She still had to go home, shower, change, and get to Boots before the show. At least something had to go right today.
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WALKING INTO Boots, Sam immediately spotted Lena at the bar and took a seat on one of the barstools. The strong smell of French fries reminded her that she forgot to eat dinner, making her stomach clench up for a moment. Lena saw her and pointed a finger upward, indicating she would be over in a minute.
Sam looked around the place. It was crowded, but not to the point of being so full that people had nowhere to sit. She knew that would change soon, closer to show time. Several bulky guys wearing ripped jeans and black t-shirts were up on the stage, setting up. An occasional “testing, testing, 1, 2, 3,” was heard from the guy on the microphone.
“Aaand, what would you like to drink tonight, pretty lady?” A playful voice snapped Sam back toward the bar. Lena leaned over the counter and gave Sam a kiss on the cheek.
“You look nice today,” she added, eyeing the low cut on Samantha’s black tank top, under which were the white letters “B.S.”, standing for Blind Saints. For a change, Sam had left her hair down, and it fell over her shoulders and down her back.
“Thanks.” Sam blushed at the compliment, happy that she had decided to put on the eyeliner tonight. Makeup was usually a waste of time unless she had someone to impress.
Lena, of course, looked as stunning as ever. She had put on a glossy, purple-tinted lipstick that complimented the blue streaks in her hair and sparkly dark-blue eye shadow. There were four piercings on her left ear, two small black hoops on the top, and pink and white jewel studs on the bottom. Her right ear only had two pink and blue studs. She had a tattoo on her right wrist, a red rose with the barbed stem wrapping several times up around her arm.
Sam knew she had another one, but not too many people got to see it. It was a small heart just below her left shoulder blade with the Cyrillic letters “Г.В.”, the initials of her mother, Galina Victorovna, who came to the Watch from Russia just a few years after its institution.
“So about that drink?” Lena asked again.
“I’m good with water for now, but I’ll take some fries and a burger. Didn’t really get a chance to eat dinner.”
“Coming right up,” Lena promised, handing Sam a glass of ice water and then disappearing into the kitchen.
Sipping on the water, Sam looked around the room again. Julian was nowhere to be seen, but she did catch a familiar face. Lara sat at a distant table with two other girls Sam didn’t recognize. Dan wasn’t there. Lara saw Samantha and smiled at her, said something to her friends and got up, heading toward the bar.
“Hey!” she said to Sam, extending her arms in a hug. “Here for the show?”
“Yeah,” Sam replied, returning the hug.
“Oh my gosh, I heard you got on an L2! I’m sooo jealous!” Lara gushed. “How is it?”
“Pretty awesome,” Sam admitted. “What about you?”
Lara hesitated. “I’m actually not sure right now. We’re working on it.”
“What do you mean? What about Dan?”
A pained expression crossed Lara’s face. “Well, that’s the reason why,” she explained. “We put in for a joint assignment, but I guess the paperwork got lost or it was too late or something… we’re trying to get it fixed.”
Sam looked at Lara, puzzled. “A joint assignment? Isn’t that just for—?”
“Married couples, I know,” Lara finished. “We haven’t told anyone yet.”
Samantha’s eyes widened as she realized what Lara was telling her.
“You got married? When?”
“Two weeks ago,” Lara answered. “We had to wait until I turned eighteen.”
Sam couldn’t believe it. “And you really think it’s a good idea?” she asked, not thinking. The question ignited a hurt look.
“You know, this is why we haven’t told anyone,” Lara retorted. “You really think we would have gone through with it if we didn’t think it was a good idea? I love him, and he loves me. He’s at the Watch right now, been there for the past two days. He told them he wouldn’t leave until our orders were changed.”
Tears began to build over her eyes, and she tried to blink them away. “They were going to escort him out, but he wasn’t bothering anyone, so they left him alone. I was going to wait with him, but I couldn’t just sit there, I couldn’t just…”
She trailed off, sniffling and turning away to hide her face. Embarrassed at her own stupidity, Sam apologized profusely and offered Lara her wholehearted support, complete with a hug.
Now that’s love.
They exchanged a few more words, and Lara went back to her friends, leaving Sam to lament the conversation, at least until Lena came back with the food.
As much as Sam didn’t care for the taste of greasy bar food, the burger and fries smelled so good that she basically inhaled them. Feeling much better, she ordered a beer and sipped on it, savouring the dark, bitter taste. The law was one drink at a time, with a max of two per hour to prevent drunken violence; it wasn’t nearly enough.
The bar slowly filled with more and more people until the air became noticeably warmer, and the front doors were propped open, not just for the fresh breeze but for the people standing in the doorway hoping to at least hear the band.
The lights finally dimmed, and a single bright beam hit the stage, where a rugged middle-aged man stood at the microphone. He wore washed-out jeans and an old t-shirt with a big white M, the sides of the letter turned into lightning bolts. He grabbed the mic with his right hand and put his left hand up, palm open. The bar quieted.
“Good turnout tonight!” he said with a slight southern accent. The crowd roared in agreement.
“Y’all ready to listen to some goddamn rock and roll?” he asked, his voice booming louder. The crowd hollered.
“That’s what I thought.” He smiled wickedly. “Then get your hands up for the Blind Saints!” He emphasized the band’s name, saying each word like it had an exclamation mark after it, and handed the mic off to the man who came up behind him. Sam heard a beat from the drums and a familiar melody begin to play.
The Blind Saints consisted of four members: drums, guitar, bass, and lead singer. They all wore black, their t-shirts sporting the ironic initials.
The most prominent feature of their dress was, of course, the blindfolds. Every band member wore a blindfold while performing, which covered half their face from right below the nose bridge to almost the top of the forehead. No eyeholes, either.
Sam guessed the material was see-through enough for at least the lead singer not to fall off stage, but from looking at them, it was impossible to tell who they were. All she knew was that the drummer was a girl, her long brown curls falling down over her mask and past her shoulders. They did a pretty good job of keeping their identities on the down-low, and those who knew them did too. She could have found out if she really wanted to, but why ruin the mystery?
And yet, as the lead singer began the opening verse of their first song, Samantha felt something familiar, like a memory buried deep inside was trying to surface. She tried to shake it off and immerse herself in the music. She knew all their songs by heart, often listening during her workouts. This one was called “Away.”
You wanted all the reasons
You wanted all the lies
You thought that once it’s over
You’d enter paradise
You’d wake into an angel
A demon in disguise
You got just what you wanted
I SEE IT IN YOUR EYES.
The light, it’s taking me away.
Away into the nothing.
It’s taking me away.
LET ME GO.
Sam stood with the crowd, bobbing her head, singing and screaming along. And yet there was something different from the times she had seen them before. Did they get a new singer?
No, he was definitely the same, same build and same hair and same voice. So what was it? She tried to push the thoughts away again and almost succeeded as her favourite song came next. It was their most popular single, “Blind.”
Why do we wake up
In the dirt and in the dust
What’s the point of listening
If we just
TURN AWAY
What if it’s made up
The world that turns around us
What’s the point of waking up
If we just…
Get up and fight
Get up and scream
We need to break
We need to breathe
We need to live
We need to fight
But no one, no one cares…
We are. You are. BLIND.
And then it hit her. It was the “BLIND” that did it, and she stopped singing, just standing there and staring in amazement.
The man on the stage with the microphone was none other than Watch Guard Julian Ramos.
Sam remembered the strange familiarity she felt at the hospital room, like she had met him before but not really. And there he was. He had to have known she would recognize him, which meant he must have trusted her when he invited her to the show.
Her thoughts were interrupted by arms wrapping around her in a bear hug. She flinched for a moment but relaxed, recognizing the rose tattoo. Lena had decided no one was going to get drinks in the middle of the show and figured she might as well enjoy it with Sam.
And they did.
An hour or so and two encores later, the lights came on and the bar began to clear out. People wanted to breathe some fresh air and walk off the excitement. Lena went back behind the bar, and Sam sat down on a stool, waiting, searching for a sign of Julian coming from behind the stage.
The clock was pushing 11 p.m. when Julian finally emerged, though he walked through the front door instead of sneaking in from the back. He saw Samantha immediately, since there weren’t many people left, and made a beeline for the bar.
“Sorry it took so long, I had to… well, you know.” He gave her a charming smile. God, he’s gorgeous, Sam thought as she nodded at him.
“So that’s what you do in your free time, huh?” she asked jokingly.
“Why, you don’t like it? I can show you what else I do on my time off.” He sat down on the stool beside hers, and Sam rolled her eyes at him.
“Would you like a drink?” They both turned to Lena, who was facing them from behind the bar, her eyes fixed on Julian.
“Hey, I remember you!” he said. “You ok after what happened?”
“I’m fine. Not the first time I’ve been held hostage with a gun to my head over a girl,” she answered matter-of-factly.
Julian stared at her for a moment, not sure if she was serious, and his expression made it that much harder for her to keep a straight face. She burst out laughing, joined quickly by both Julian and Samantha.
“Good one,” he admitted. “You got me.”
Lena made a small curtsy.
“How about some proper introductions, huh?” Sam interjected. “Julian, Lena, Lena, Julian.” She pointed at the people she was naming. “Julian is the other human in my team, Lena is my…” She hesitated. Friend? Girlfriend? They didn’t exactly get that straightened out the last time.
Luckily, she didn’t have to answer, because a Latino girl about Sam’s age with a ponytail of curly brown hair dashed into the bar and went straight for Julian.
“Why didn’t you tell me you were going back?” she scolded him, pushing him in the shoulder. It wasn’t a playful push, and he almost fell off his stool.
“I did!” he defended. “You probably just didn’t hear me cuz you were too busy trying to get in Bryan’s pants.” Fury arose in her eyes, but her cheeks flushed.
“You’re an ass!” It was the only thing she could come up with in response.
“This,” Julian pointed at the girl, “is my little sister Teresa. Teresa, this is Sam and Lena.” Teresa gave the two a quick fake smile. “Sam is my new teammate,” he added.
“Oh…” she said, relaxing a little and turning to Sam. “I’m sorry. You couldn’t pay me to be stuck with him all day.”
The group broke out in grins.
“Your sister?” Sam asked Julian. “I thought you were from Colorado?”
He gave Teresa a resentful glare. “Yeah, and when I left, this dimwit decided she was gonna take a trip too and hitchhiked a ride from God knows who, because she didn’t wanna wait for a transfer. I would have killed her when I saw her here if I wasn’t so shocked she actually made it here alive. Would have been a little counterproductive at that moment.”
Teresa snickered, and he shook his head at her.
“I’m a lot more resourceful than he thinks,” she bragged, and Julian rolled his eyes.
“You’re the drummer, right?” Sam asked Teresa, not able to contain the question.
“Yup.” Teresa perked up. “I designed the shirts too, and the album cover. Plus I book the shows. He writes the songs, but I like to think I’m the brains behind the operation.”
Julian rolled his eyes again.
“You’re the singer!” Lena exclaimed, finally making the connection. “No way, that’s awesome!”
Sam brought a finger to her mouth, signalling Lena to be quiet.
“Sorry,” Lena whispered, looking around the room for anyone who might have overheard her and locking eyes with the bar owner, an older man with a balding head and scrawny body, who made a “shoo” face at the remaining customers. She looked at the clock above him and realized what time it was.
“Crap, sorry, apparently we closed five minutes ago. My boss is making me kick you guys out,” she said disappointedly. Sam got up and leaned over the counter, giving Lena a kiss on the cheek. Julian and Teresa said goodbye and followed Sam out.
The night sky was littered with stars that were only dimmed by the streetlights’ yellow glow. The thick, warm late August air was occasionally interrupted by the river breeze. It was quiet and peaceful, but Sam only took a few steps past the door before a familiar voice called out to her from the street. She turned to the left and cringed.
“Well, if it isn’t my best friend Sam!” a male voice proclaimed as its owner came up to her. Joe Stein, a classmate from the academy, and his posse.
He was a big dude for eighteen, not big enough to get kicked out for being overweight, but big enough to make up with brawn what he couldn’t accomplish with brains. He wore baggy camo pants and a large white t-shirt with a picture of a beer bottle that matched the one in his hand. His two friends didn’t have drinks.
“You gotta tell me who you’re doing to get that L2 spot cuz I want in on it,” Joe continued. “Come on, spill it!”
“You should go home,” Sam said instead of answering, and he frowned. Julian and Teresa stood near her, waiting to see what came next.
“I bet it’s the general herself. Everyone knows you don’t discriminate,” Joe concluded, and his friends chuckled, nodding in agreement. “Maybe we could all have a threesome or a foursome with that boy-toy commander of hers!”
He put his hand around Sam’s shoulders, his beer breath too close for comfort. She did her best to remove herself from the grip without hurting him, but he was strong. Julian saw the panicked look in her eyes and stepped up.
“Hey, let her go,” he said in a warning tone.
“Yeah? What ya gonna do about it, esé?” Joe taunted as he pulled Sam closer. “Come on, pretty boy!”
Teresa’s “oh shit” facial expression told Sam that that was the wrong thing to say, and Julian got ready to take Joe down. But Samantha was tired of being saved. She was tired of being the damsel in distress. Not tonight. If a fight was going to happen, it was going to be on her terms.
She whirled around, and Joe’s arm was suddenly in an awkward angle behind his back. She kicked him in his left shin, and he went down on his knees with a cry.
“You try anything, I’ll break your arm,” she said through gritted teeth, trying to keep the massive hand in her control.
“Alright, alright, let me go!” She let off. But Joe had no intention of running away and used his arm to shove her with all his strength. Surprised, she didn’t have time to react and fell to the ground, scraping her hands on the concrete to prevent her face from suffering the same fate. She saw Julian ready to jump him but then suddenly stop.
“You little—” Joe said, standing over her, unaware of anything else going on. She was ready to kick him away, but instead of coming down at her, his face twisted in pain and shock, and he began to convulse, falling to the ground.
Sam looked over him to see three figures, a tall woman and two men, all in tac suits. The woman’s eyes glowed bright with a golden chocolate mix that complemented her dark brown skin, and she extended a hand to Sam, who hesitantly took it.
“You two with him?” The Chosen pointed at Joe’s buddies, who had a fleeting thought of saying no but decided against it and slowly nodded at her. “He’ll be fine in a couple minutes, then it’s your job to take him home. Tell him to cool it, or he’s coming with me next time. Got it?”
They nodded again, much more enthusiastically this time, and went to get their friend.
“Good,” she said and turned to Julian. “Been a while, Ramos. Ever think of coming back to L4?”
“I’m good where I’m at,” he answered, grinning. “Do miss kicking the shit out of assholes like him, though. Or stun-gunning, in your case.”
She gave him a smile and motioned the rest of her team to go, the three of them disappearing into the night.
Sam took a seat on the one concrete stair in front of the bar and studied her hands. They ached, and the skin was torn, but luckily there wasn’t much blood, so she just wiped the specks of dirt off on her jeans.
“Coming?” Julian asked her, motioning to the bus stop up the street that would take them to the barracks.
“I’m good,” she answered. “I’m going to wait for Lena and walk her home.”
He contemplated that for a moment and then sat down beside her. Teresa made a questioning gesture with her hands, and when he waved her off, she rolled her eyes and walked away.
“What, you can read each other’s minds, too?” Samantha joked.
“If only. Sometimes I wonder what goes on in that girl’s head.”
“It’s nice to have someone who cares so much about you that they would risk crossing the country like that.”
“It’s stupid, she…” he began, but then decided against continuing the thought. “Lena’s real cute, you know,” he said instead.
Sam eyed him for the comment’s intention. “And mine,” she finally said, prompting a chuckle from him.
“Oh, I got that much. I was just sayin’, you’re lucky.”
“And you?” Sam asked. “Got anyone special?”
“Nah. I got my team, my band, and my sister. I don’t have time for relationships.”
“Yeah, right, don’t tell me girls backstage aren’t lining up to go home with you after your shows!”
“Hey, I didn’t say I wasn’t taking anyone home, I just said relationships.”
“Oooooh, so you’re a player, huh?”
“Damn straight!”
Sam laughed, and so did Julian. It felt so nice to just sit there and joke around with a friend.
“Does the sergeant know about the band?”
“I don’t think so,” Julian said. “Plus it’s not like he can come see a show or anything. You know their schedules: work, training, sleep, repeat.”
Sam nodded.
“I always wondered why the Watch requires them to sleep, even if it’s just for a few hours a day. It’s not like they need it.”
“Just because your body doesn’t need sleep doesn’t mean your mind isn’t caving in.” He paused and added, “Days like today are why.”
She remembered the little boy and shuddered. She somehow knew she would be seeing him in her dreams tonight.
Lena came out smiling, but on seeing Julian, her smile lingered a little. He got up and waved his hand.
“Well, have a good night, ladies. Sam, I’ll see ya tomorrow.”
“Yup, have a good one.” Sam gave him a wave, and she and Lena began to go in the opposite direction.
Lena’s right arm was wrapped around Sam’s as they walked. At first they didn’t say anything, and while there were still a good number of people out, they also seemed to enjoy the quiet night. Coming closer to her apartment, though, Lena finally couldn’t keep it in anymore.
“Julian’s pretty hot,” she said, her voice low. Sam didn’t respond. She wasn’t sure where this was going.
“And he’s on your team. And the lead singer of your favourite band,” Lena continued.
“Okaay?” Sam asked.
“I’m just saying,” Lena responded uncomfortably. “I would understand if you wanted to… you know…”
So that was where this was going. Sam stopped in her tracks, causing Lena to skip a step from the pull and turn to face her. Except she couldn’t; she just looked down.
“Lena, look at me. Please. Just… look at me.” Sam’s voice was shaky but her tone firm. Lena’s eyes met hers, the deep green now glossed over by a thin film of moisture. Sam took both of her hands and squeezed them.
“I don’t want him,” she continued. “I don’t care how hot he is, or what he does, I don’t want him. I want you, ok? I just want you.” She leaned over kissed Lena’s lips. “I want this. I want us.”
Lena gave her a shy smile and pressed herself against Sam. They stood like that for a minute, savouring the closeness, but someone walking by yelled out, “Get a room!” and they let go of each other, their faces turning red.
Waking up several hours later, Sam ran her hand down Lena’s bare back as she lay asleep next to her. She traced the rose tattoo on her arm, softly kissing her shoulder and snuggling close again, closing her eyes. That night, she thought, that night was the best night of her life.
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“WE GOT sector twelve, the Southwest gate today.” David’s voice cut through the sound of the gravel under the Jeep.
The gate was one of eight that led in and out of the city. The main gates: N, E, S, and W, were for regular activities, people, farmers, supplies, and were heavily guarded. The other four: NE, SE, NW, and SW, were small roads designated for Watch personnel and closed operations. A Level 5 team was always there to make sure no one unauthorized went through.
Driving to the location, Sam felt intoxicated by the events of the night before, and it wasn’t because of the alcohol. Life was finally falling into place. She realized she was staring at Julian with a smile and quickly looked away, hoping neither of her teammates noticed.
After switching shifts, they did their patrol and came back in for lunch. Sam and Julian ate burritos they’d picked up from the local Mexican place while David sat at the table and waited.
“Do you eat? I mean, I know you don’t need to, but do you?” Sam asked curiously. He gave her a blank stare.
“Eating is inconvenient,” he finally answered, eliciting a confused look from Sam.
“Because it takes time? Or effort?”
“Because it produces unneeded side effects from the body that could cause an interruption in our duties.”
She mulled over the answer for a moment. Finally understanding what he was talking about, she turned red as a beet and continued to eat in silence.
Julian laughed at her reaction.
“That’s our Sarge, always worrying someone’s gonna have to take a piss in the middle of a call.”
David turned to him. “With you and Mexican food, that’s not the one I’m worried about.”
Sam almost choked on her burrito.
“Holy shit, did Sarge just make a joke? Well, well, maybe there’s hope for you after all!”
The death glare from David was interrupted by a loud warning ring from the computer, followed by the distant wail of a siren. He whirled around to get the location and was immediately out the door, yelling back at his scrambling teammates.
“Two at the gate.”

THE STEEL wall stood tall and proud, glimmering in the sunlight. It was so smooth that no Woken could possibly scale it. Good thing they didn’t know how to fly. On the other side of this wall there was a clearing with a lone road disappearing into the tree line.
The gate consisted of a two-lane gap over what used to be a four-lane road, sealed by wrought iron doors with spikes on the tips for anyone trying to climb over. David ran up to them, snagging the thick chain that was supposed to hold them together but was instead discarded on the ground. It was snapped in half. No human could have done that.
Right outside the gate, a headless body was lying in the middle of the road. Upon a quick survey, the head was found a few feet away in the grass, along with the headless body of the second guard. His head was a bit farther up near the trees. With the two trackers accounted for and the alarm turned off, the next step was to find the Chosen of the team.
There could have been many explanations for what happened. Maybe he went crazy, killed his teammates, and ran. Maybe they were secretly HA and tried to kill him but failed. Maybe the Chosen went FA. Finding him was the only way to find out.
“Julian, call it in to HQ. Explain what we found. Sam and I will take a quick look around and see if we can find anything else.”
David began to walk into the tree line behind the second head, followed by Sam, but suddenly stopped. Movement in the nearby bushes caught his eye. He signalled for Samantha to wait and slipped toward it, unsheathing his sword.
An arm emerged from the bush. No body, just an arm with a hand. It twisted and twitched, like it was attached to a person having a seizure. Sam felt sick to her stomach. David lowered his sword and delved into the bushes.
“Sam!” he called out, motioning her to come.
She ran up and gasped. At David’s feet were wriggling body parts of what used to be a Chosen. Two severed legs, a torso, and an arm, all living, all trying to find a way to connect unsuccessfully, because they had already healed their wounds closed.
“No head,” she said, looking around.
“Smart.”
With a bit of messy effort, the Watch could reattach a head, as long as it was with that Chosen’s body. It only rejected parts from others. Without a head, however, the rest of the body was useless.
Julian walked up to them and crouched over the dismembered Chosen.
“Jesus. Someone really wanted this guy down.” He looked up at David, and his mouth opened to say something, but no sound came out. Instead, he jolted up and sprinted past them, stopping in front of a big oak tree.
It took a moment, but Sam saw it. Hanging up on a branch was a plastic bag with a head inside. The head enthusiastically kept mouthing words, but no sound came out. The vocal cords must have been left with the body. Julian grabbed the bag and turned around to walk back.
A shadow suddenly came up behind him.
He stumbled.
Like in a slow motion movie, he dropped to his knees, the bag falling out of his hand. Blood began to pool in a ring around his neck. He fell forward, his head sliding off and hitting the ground a moment before his body.
Sam screamed.
Before she could move, she felt a presence behind her and the cold steel of a blade at her neck. She saw David’s blade was up and ready to strike, but there was no way he could save her this time.
“Uh-uh-uh,” said a man’s voice from behind her, presumably to David. “You move, she’ll end up like your teammate there.”
David hesitated. From his reaction, Sam quickly deduced that the man couldn’t be human. David never hesitated.
“What do you want?” She could hear the danger in David’s voice. Death and destruction at the brink.
Two more shadows with glowing eyes appeared from the forest and stood on the opposite sides of David. Men in black clothes. Chosen.
“We want your full cooperation. You and Ms. Shields here need to come with us, no questions, no heroics. Any attempts to escape in transit will mean death for the both of you. You have seen what we’re capable of. I advise you not to take any chances.”
They waited while David assessed the situation. Depending on their skills and training, his chances of surviving weren’t good, and Sam’s were even worse. He lowered his sword and let them take it. One of the Chosen said something into a radio, and soon a large military vehicle with a green tarp pulled up to the gate. Sam and David were told to get inside and get comfortable.
The tarp closed behind them, and they were alone.
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JULIAN IS
dead.
Samantha sat on the bench inside the truck, staring into nothing. David sat on the opposite side, his expression empty.
No. He can’t be. He can’t…
Tears threatened to spring up again, and she took deep breaths to calm herself.
He’s dead. No rebirth. Nothing.
She looked over at David. He noticed, but his face betrayed nothing.
“Why are you just sitting there?” she asked, her voice a shaky mix of despair and anger. “Why aren’t we doing anything?”
He met her eyes. “You heard what they said. Our chances are better if we see this through.”
The matter-of-fact tone made Sam even more furious.
“They killed Julian! I don’t care where they’re taking us or what their intentions are, they murdered him, and we have to do something!”
“And you are still under my command. My orders are to stand down.” There was something in his face now, something dangerous, and Sam backed off.
“Don’t you feel anything?” she finally asked after a few minutes of silence. David didn’t respond.
“Is that how Chosen are?” she kept pressing. “You don’t have feelings, so it makes it easier to kill? Is that how it works?”
She slumped over the bench and stared down at the floor, not expecting an answer.
“When you wake,” David said out of nowhere, “it’s like… every part of you, every fibre of your being is burning alive, and you either give in to the pain and let it take you, or you stay until it’s done coursing through your body and becomes one with you. And then you become something more.”
And something less.
She looked at him curiously, surprised that he actually responded.
“To control the Lifeblood,” he continued, “the mind creates a… barrier. Like an invisible wall that stands between reason and feeling. Chosen are good soldiers because they aren’t ruled by emotions.” He paused and took a deep breath as if contemplating whether he should say the next part. “Except mine was broken.”
She furrowed her eyebrows in confusion.
“For some reason, I couldn’t control myself like the others. When I first came to the Watch, I was completely unstable, the Lifeblood still burning through my veins, but instead of killing me, they helped me, gave me the tools to control it, calm it. They gave me a purpose. I owe them everything.”
Sam didn’t expect that. Not at all. So she just sat there, replaying the words over and over in her mind. It wasn’t that he didn’t care; he couldn’t let himself. The silence quickly grew uncomfortable, so she tried to fill it.
“So, how old are you?”
“Twenty-four human, six Chosen.”
“How did you, you know, die?”
He hesitated for a moment.
“My family lived in Augusta with the Freedom Association. They didn’t believe in trackers, thought it was only to control the people, not protect them. We had several Chosen who helped out taking watch, but not nearly enough and not very organized either. My dad had a bad heart, and we knew it was just a matter of time, but he refused to stay at the hospital, figured if something happened we could take him in. Except he was asleep when he had a heart attack, and so were we.” He stopped, unsure of what to say next.
“Did you have to kill them? Your parents?”
“And then some. It took me longer to wake than the others. By the time I did, we had… seven dead? I think? A couple of the Chosen were there already, after hearing screams, but I still had to help. I left that night. Not just because my parents were dead, but because I couldn’t trust myself not to hurt anyone.”
“I’m sorry. Not that you came here, but about what happened. I can’t imagine what it must have been like.”
“Don’t be. I wanted to be somewhere I could prevent it from happening to others, somewhere where no one ever had to kill someone they loved. I was grateful for the Watch.”
Sam understood. An experience like his could mentally break a human. Maybe a part of being Chosen was making the hard decisions without the emotional consequences. And yet emotions were an important part of humanity, so what did that make him? She didn’t know.

BUT DAVID didn’t tell her that with the wall, Chosen didn’t throw tables. They didn’t talk back to their superiors. They didn’t apologize.
He didn’t tell her that for some strange, some unknown, some terrifying reason, when he was around her, when he thought about her, the wall he had worked so hard to build would begin to crack, and things would seep through. Things that made his Lifeblood burn, made him want to run away, made him hurt.
He didn’t tell her that he thought he was losing it again. At first he thought he could stay in control, but not anymore. Not after this.
He didn’t tell her that if she kept pushing, he would break. And then they would both die.
He had to keep it together, at least a little longer. At least until they were somewhere safe. Then he would leave and never come back. But not yet. He owed her, for her mother, for Kyle, for everything.

AFTER WHAT felt like hours, the truck finally came to a stop. The tarp was opened, and a dark-haired Chosen motioned for them to get out. Sam wanted to look around, but before she could get a good look as her eyes adjusted to the sunlight, she was gently pushed through the open doors of the building that the truck was practically backed into. David followed close behind, throwing a deadly look to the Chosen who pushed her.
They passed through a white-walled corridor with laminated floors and straight down two flights of stairs. The air went from hot and stale to much cooler, if not a little musty.
Another corridor, the walls of which were now white-painted brick instead of drywall. Their feet echoed on the concrete floor. Finally, the Chosen at the head of the procession stopped and opened what looked like a thick, heavy door and motioned for David and Sam to come in.
The room wasn’t big, probably just about the size of a small office. But there were no windows. File cabinets lined the side walls, completed by a metal desk in the middle with two empty chairs in front of it. Behind the desk sat a Chosen who smiled as they entered.
“Sit, please,” he said in a friendly tone. He wore a tight black short-sleeved shirt that showed off the intricate tattoos on his arms. Sam noticed one that said “Army Strong” and took note. His hair was in a neat high-and-tight, his eyes glowing a bright blue in the yellow light of the lamp above them.
Behind him stood another Chosen, a complete contrast to the man in the chair. Sam deduced that his ancestors were from somewhere in Africa; his long dreadlocked hair was decorated with white beads falling over the almost blue-tinted black skin. He wore a trench coat over a black shirt and pants, and while he had no weapons, he radiated danger.
Sam and David sat in the empty chairs, and the door closed behind them with a thud.
“Why are we here? What do you want with us?” David asked without missing a beat.
“How about some introductions first,” the sitting man said, ignoring David’s question. “I’m Adam. I’m the leader here. This,” he glanced at the man behind him, “is Doc. He is my right-hand man. It’s nice to finally meet you, Ms. Shields, as well as you, Sergeant Grant.”
Sam wasn’t sure what to think. On the one hand, Adam seemed genuine and friendly, but he had just kidnapped them and killed Julian. Julian…
“You killed… your men killed Julian. He didn’t deserve that. You’re all murderers. Whatever this is, it means nothing after what you did.”
“Yes,” Adam said, “I’m sorry about your friend. However, we needed to bring you in, and Sergeant here could probably take out ten of us before we get him, so we needed to make sure he understood that we mean business. Tell me, David, if we left your teammate alive, would you have come with us without a fight? Or would you have tried to free Samantha and kill everyone?”
David was silent. This man was smart. Smart and dangerous. Adam gave them a satisfied look.
“That’s what I thought. I traded the life of one for the lives of several. It was a sacrifice that had to be made in order to get you here.”
“No,” Sam interjected. “You didn’t have to sacrifice anyone. Oh, and did you forget about the gate guards, or do those lives not count? Because guess what, every life matters. And you are clearly a murderer with a God complex. What is wrong with you? What was so important about this that you had to kill people?”
She could tell her words were irritating him, though he tried his best to hide it.
“If you want to talk murder, let’s talk murder,” he said, bending down and picking up a tall stack of light-brown folders from the floor, dropping them on the desk in front of Sam and David. “This is murder.”
Without waiting for prompting, they each picked a folder and opened it, skimming the contents. Samantha’s was a report on one Derek Bates, his photo on the top left-hand corner. She read the information sheet. He was twenty-eight, married, address in Savannah, working in construction, died from a machine accident, Chosen, reassigned to Texas.
But then she saw it.
The black stamp under the assignment that read NONCOMPLIANT, with another stamp below it, this time in red: DECOMMISSIONED. She looked over at David and noticed the same stamps on his report, that of a woman named Alina Dole.
A sick feeling began to form in the pit of her stomach. She looked through some of the other files, confirming what she already knew but hoped wasn’t true.
“Where did you get these?” David asked. “And what does it mean?”
“I got these from the Watch. And it means exactly what it says. If you’re not willing to be a slave to the Watch, you get disposed of. You know what they do with Chosen who refuse assignments? Ones who want to take their family and leave instead? Ones who just want to be left alone?” He leaned over the desk, his voice low and dark. “They get incinerated. Alive.”
Goosebumps crawled on Samantha’s skin.
“You’re lying,” David argued. “Everyone is free to leave whenever they want.”
“Everyone human, yes,” Adam corrected. “But Chosen don’t get that luxury. Even if you just show signs of discontent after their ‘initiation’, you get burned. You know their motto? Better a monster in control than a monster on the loose, and a smart monster is more dangerous than a mindless one.
“This is how they see us, behind the praise and the honours. To the Watch we are nothing but monsters to be used. They’re scared of us, so they want complete control. Don’t you see that, David?”
David didn’t respond, trying to grasp the mound of information presented to him.
“How did you get the files? HQ is practically impenetrable. They would have noticed these were gone.”
Adam gave David a snide smirk. “We have people on the inside. You don’t think we just accidentally happened upon your patrol area today?”
So they were after us, Sam thought.
“Did you send the Woken to kill me and my mom?” she asked, staring Adam in the eyes, hoping to see truth there.
“Yes,” he answered. “But that will be explained later.”
“And Kyle?”
“Who?”
“The guy who shot at me!” Sam yelled, but Adam’s face was blank.
“So what’s the end game here?” David demanded.
“We stop the killings, of course.”
“How?”
“For starters, we take the city.”
David and Sam exchanged glances.
“What?”
“Infiltrate the Watch HQ and take control of the city. We’ve been preparing for a while now, and we’re almost good to go.”
“Why do you want the city? Why not just expose the Watch for what they’re doing and let the people and the Chosen rebel?” To Sam, it seemed ridiculous to think that a city full of people would just accept that.
“We will,” Adam assured her. “But we need the city. How many Chosen are there in Savannah? Two hundred at most? Well, we have twice that. Imagine what would happen when the Watch finds out there’s an entire town here full of Chosen. Imagine what the Human Alliance with their crazies and bombs would do when they find out we’ve made our own society. They’ll be out for blood.
“One, we need a safe and reliable place to live, and the city with the walls is just that. Two, once the other Watch cities hear about this, the Chosen who decide to leave the corruption and betrayal will need a safe place to go. Three, we need to show everyone, the Watch, HA, even FA, that we are not to be messed with. If we can take a Watch city, we can do anything. They need to understand that.”
“What about the people? Everyone who lives there right now?” Sam asked.
“They will be given a choice. Take a chance at becoming Chosen or leave.”
“What? You’re going to make thousands of people leave their homes and probably die during travel just so you can have a bunch of empty buildings and hide behind a wall? Where would they go?”
“There’s a city almost ready for civilian settlement in Jacksonville.”
“The wall’s not finished there yet.”
“Then they’ll stand watch until it is.”
“It’s their home!”
“It’s MY home.” Adam’s fists hit the desk, and the power of his voice bounced off the walls. “It was my home, and the home of many here. And we’re taking it back.”
“What do you want from us?” David interjected.
“We want to open your eyes to who you really work for. To see that change is needed.”
“So you want us to join your cause on what, your word? Some papers?”
“Of course not. I have transport ready to take you back to the city. You are welcome to ask the general herself about what we showed you. I have no doubt you will get to the truth.”
“And you’re not worried I’m going to tell anyone about your little plan?”
“Something tells me you won’t.” Adam walked over to the door and knocked three times. The door opened, and David and Sam got up to leave.
“No,” Adam said, looking at Sam. “Samantha stays here. Let’s call it collateral, even though I don’t think we’ll need it.” David shot him a threatening glance, and Adam raised his hands as if surrendering. “I promise we will keep her safe and sound. No one will touch a hair on her head until you get back, ok?”
Having no choice, David nodded in response.
“I’ll be back for you,” he said, looking at Samantha, and without waiting for a response he walked out of the room. Adam turned to Sam and clasped his hands in excitement.
“Well now, let’s take a walk, shall we? There’s someone who’s been waiting a long time to see you.”
Confused but intrigued, Sam followed him out.
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IT TOOK a minute for Sam’s eyes to adjust to the sun, but what she saw confirmed her initial suspicions. It was an old military base, abandoned for the safety of the city’s walls and the protection of the Watch. The buildings were decorated with the division crest, a square with blue and white horizontal lines.
But what really shocked her was the amount of people she saw. With horror, she stared back into the hundreds of glowing eyes. Men, women, and… children?
“They’re all Chosen,” she whispered to herself.
“Yes, all of us here are,” Adam replied.
“There’s so many. Were they all going to be killed? Burned alive?”
“If left up to the Watch? Yes. Most came here as stragglers and other small groups that were slaughtered by a Woken. Others we rescued from the Watch.”
Silence. She tried to collect her thoughts.
“But… the children. The children can’t grow.”
“And that’s reason for murder? Do you murder your mentally ill? Your disabled?”
Silence again.
Hot tears swelled in Samantha’s eyes. She couldn’t look at them anymore. She’d watched David kill a child and accepted it. Accepted murder. Her thoughts raced like a tornado through her mind, leaving nothing but pain.
Adam stopped in front of a one-storey brick building numbered B2 and knocked on the door. Another Chosen opened the door, and they walked into a nicely kept building.
Sam was instructed to sit outside an office door and wait, watched by the Chosen Adam called Doc. Moments later, Adam walked out, giving her a strange smile. She had so many questions, but he turned away and just kept walking, motioning for Doc to go with him.
“Sammy?”
The voice was like a lightning bolt striking Sam through the heart. She felt herself whirl around from watching Adam’s back to the owner of the voice inside the room.
“Dad?”

HER FATHER looked exactly like he had the last time she saw him. His short, dark hair, the perpetual five o’clock shadow, the hard face devoid of wrinkles, even for his age. His eyes, though, were different, of course.
He stood tall in front of a messy desk, inviting Sam in with a warm smile. She ran to him and wrapped her arms around his waist, burying her face in his chest. His arms closed in around her, returning the hug.
“You’re alive! You’re here!” Sam let go and looked up at him in astonishment.
“I’m here.”
“You were Chosen! Why didn’t they tell us? What happened?”
“Adam didn’t tell you how we end up here?”
“He said the Watch executes those who don’t agree to work for them. But Dad, you loved the Watch. Why wouldn’t you agree?”
“Because the general had something else in mind for me. She… misjudged my character. I was offered leadership of the executing division in Jacksonville. To the general’s disappointment, I refused to murder my own. The word was out that I didn’t wake after the blast anyway, so she decided to keep it that way. Luckily, Adam already had people there who helped me get out and burned a Woken in my place. I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you. We couldn’t risk it.”
Sam felt her anger flare up. How dare the general execute her father? And for what, not wanting to murder others? Her hands formed fists, and she controlled the urge to throw something.
“I joined the Watch, you know. My whole life, I wanted to be just like you.”
He nodded sympathetically. “I know. We monitor the city closely. Despite the crimes of the Watch, I’m proud of you, of who you became.”
Sam couldn’t believe what was happening. Her father, the only person in the world she looked up to, was back from the grave, right in front of her, telling her what she yearned to hear but thought she never would.
“So this is why I’m here, then? You sent for me?”
“I was always hoping to see you back by my side, Samantha,” the major lamented. “However, Adam is right, there is no place for humans among us here. It’s why we sent the Woken before the takeover.”
A chill went down Sam’s back.
“Wait… you sent Woken to kill your family?”
“Not just mine. The families of those Adam rescued who were still in the Watch.”
“I still don’t understand. Why? How?”
“I don’t want to fight you, Sam. We needed trained reinforcements. Sure, we’re double the Chosen of the Watch, but someone like David can take out a dozen of ours before we can even get close. We wanted to see if we could fill out our ranks some more, with Chosen who would be devoted after finding out about the Watch and having family here.
“You are a real prize here. You and David now. The Woken we sent was just the first phase. We get more Chosen, and the untracked Woken cause panic, which helps us too, makes people less trusting of the Watch.”
“The Woken can’t be controlled! Or are you just killing people?”
“The people are all willing. Stragglers who find our camp and want to stay. They want to die, hoping they will be Chosen, so they can join us. We smuggle them in, and they kill themselves. Those who are Chosen know where to go. Those who are Woken kill.
“Yes, it’s true they can’t be controlled, but they can be… directed. We set them as close to the targets as possible, so the first heartbeats they hear are theirs.” He shook his head. “I knew your mother was lost to us, but I knew you would make it. It was… unfortunate that the team was already there when we sent for you. A few more minutes and—”
“You’re sick.”
Samantha’s voice was quiet but firm.
“I can understand how you feel, but it had to be done.”
She carefully chose her words. “It looks like the general didn’t misjudge your character after all.”
Her eyes burned into his. Those words should have hurt, but he didn’t even flinch.
“Is that what becoming Chosen does to you? Cuts you off from your humanity? Because if that’s the case, when you kill me, make sure you do it right and cut off my head first. I don’t want to ever become like you. I would rather die.”
“Sammy—”
“And unless you want to do it right here, right now, I’m leaving. I don’t ever want to see you again.”
She walked out of the room. He didn’t follow.

MENTALLY EXHAUSTED, Sam collapsed on a random bench. The conversation with her father replayed over and over in her head, the sting of betrayal still fresh and bleeding. Her entire life felt like a big fat lie. Purposeless. Empty. She closed her eyes and drifted off into the welcoming darkness.
She didn’t know how long she slept before Adam shook her awake.
“How was the talk with Dad?”
She looked for something in his voice. Concern? Curiosity? Humour?
“Why did you bring me here? To finish the job?” She didn’t care anymore. She just wanted it over with.
“I see he told you.” For a moment, she thought the light in his eyes flickered. “We couldn’t leave you there. You were being, well, watched too closely, if you know what I mean. And then you had to go and get on an L2 team. It would have been easy to get you in transit to another location or swipe you off the wall, but no, we had to resort to actual kidnapping.”
He paused for a second, lost in his own thoughts. Quickly recovered, he cocked his head, eyeing her up and down.
“Do you know how much trouble we went through to get you here?”
“I just don’t understand why. Why not kill me right now? You’re obviously going to do it anyway. My own father pretty much confirmed it. Why am I still here breathing?”
Was she pleading? Maybe. But not for her life. He straightened and looked up at the sky.
“Time and place for everything, dear. Plus, we promised David we would keep you safe until his return. No reason to break it. He’s different, you know. From the rest of us, I mean. Emotions, they make him dangerous, but they fuel his strength. You of all people know what a Chosen overcome by feelings can do.” Now she saw it, the curiosity in his face. But there was something else there.
“If that’s true, then they make him weak.” Her angry tone surprised her.
“Perhaps, in a way. We got lucky, bringing him. He could be a great leader. He could win the war.” Adam’s smile made her sick to her stomach. “He cares, you know, about your life.” Sam felt her heart skip a beat. Was he right? Could he be? No matter.
“Even if he does, he will never fight for you. If he has any feelings at all, he will refuse. And I will die before I let you use me as a pawn in your little game.”
“No need for that kind of talk just yet. Let’s see what he has to say once he’s back.” Adam stood up and motioned for her to follow. “Now come on, you look hungry. Let’s get you something to eat.”
Defeated, Sam followed.
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DAVID WAS dropped off on an empty road and told to walk the rest of the way. It wasn’t a big deal; it wasn’t like he could get tired. A good half hour later, he finally saw the wall and was met by a team who took him straight to the Watch. He didn’t even have to ask.
However, instead of going up to the general’s office, he was sent down, accompanied by two human officers. The basement floors of the Watch were mostly for personnel in custody and for Woken disposal. It consisted of temporary holding cells, medical facilities, including the morgue, and of course the furnace. The Watch liked to keep its affairs separate from the general public and left the hospital and jail to them.
David wasn’t surprised when he was led inside an interrogation room. Every wall was thick solid steel, including the door. The room wasn’t meant for humans. He was relieved of all his weapons and left alone to sit on one of the two lone chairs separated by an empty metal desk.
This was going to be interesting.
It wasn’t long before the door opened again and the general walked in, followed by Commander Hart. The commander had a grin on his face, the grin of someone who was about to enjoy what happened next.
General Mays’s expression was the opposite of her right-hand man. David couldn’t tell if she was just serious or genuinely upset. She sat down on the opposite chair and interlocked her hands, resting them on the desk.
“Sergeant Grant, you have some explaining to do.” Her voice was calm and low. David knew his answers here would mean the difference between life and death.
“We have three dead Watch humans, one of whom was your teammate Ramos, a dismembered body of a Chosen with his head nowhere to be found, a missing team member, and now you just show up out of nowhere. The security cameras at the gate were shattered, so we can’t even begin to guess what happened.” She paused and looked at David expectantly.
“Are you killing Chosen who don’t want to work for the Watch?”
The question took her by surprise, and the moment she realized that the shock had translated to her face, it was obvious that lying would be out of the question.
“Are you saying we should just let them go? Just let them live among regular people? Fall in love, get married, and then kill everyone upon finding a lover in bed with someone else? You of all people should know how dangerous emotions are.” She leaned in a little. “I remember how hard it was, how much work you put in to get them under control before you were able to go out in the field. Or did you forget already?”
David didn’t say anything. He knew that in part she was right. The part about him, anyway. He was the kind of Chosen that the general should have killed, but he knew that his commitment to the Watch was too good to pass up. He thought he owed the Watch everything, but now he felt more like a dog on a leash.
The general gave him a satisfied smile and continued. “Or should we just kick them out of the city and have them band together, create super-human armies? Super-humans who can’t die are a danger to everything humanity is. They have to be kept in check, or they will realize how strong they are compared with us, and they will eliminate us. Darwinism, the very thing that kept us surviving this long, is now against us. Yes, we’re killing uncooperative Chosen, but what we do is for the good of humanity.”
Now it was David’s turn to smile. She had no idea how right she was. He could tell his smile unnerved her, and she shifted uncomfortably in her seat.
“So, how about we put the ethical concerns aside and talk about what happened at the gate,” she tried to ask again.
“No.” He didn’t think twice about the answer. It was the only logical conclusion. She narrowed her eyes.
“I’m only going to ask one more time. Think carefully before you say anything, because it might be the last thing you ever get to say. Who killed the guards? Where did you go? Where is Samantha Shields? Who told you about the Chosen?”
David thought carefully and gave the best answer he could think of. “Screw. You.”
Contempt spread over her face, transforming it like taking off a mask. She wasn’t the same general he’d reported to before. This was an evil, hateful person.
“Fine.” She gritted her teeth and motioned the commander to let the two guards who had brought David down come inside. “No matter. I have people out there searching. They will find whatever it is you’re trying to protect, and I will personally enjoy killing it. Too bad you won’t be here to see it.”
Commander Hart drew his sword, and David stiffened.
“No,” the general said. “Take him as is. I want him to feel everything.”
She gave David a pleasant smile and walked out.
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DAVID STUDIED his executioners as they walked down the narrow hallway toward the incinerator. He knew he could take care of the humans, but the Chosen had a sword, and he didn’t. Unless he somehow got it. So that was the plan, go for the sword and hope they would be taken by surprise long enough for him to…
Except they looked ready for anything, their swords drawn, expressions alert and cautious. This wasn’t their first rodeo. They expected him to go down fighting.
How many others had there been? How many didn’t even know what was happening until they faced the heat of the fire? How many did they cut up prior to burning, and how many were sent like he was?
Adam was right. This wasn’t just murder. This was war.
He took a deep breath. Red lines began to appear on his hands, and he flexed them, calming himself. If he was going to use this anger, this pain that had haunted him since he woke, he couldn’t lose control of it now.
The hallway was getting hotter. Time was running out. The giant oven, now just in front of them, had only one door, and he was about to be shoved through it. For a moment, David wondered what it would be like to finally die.
The Chosen opened the door and looked David dead in the eyes. The heat from inside the incinerator made the air thick, though the flames couldn’t be seen unless you put your head in and looked down. Down into the molten pool of dead flesh.
“It’s time to go,” he said, and David got ready to lunge for the blade.
Except he didn’t have a chance to, because in a matter of seconds, Commander Hart dropped his sword and rushed at the confused humans, grabbing their Tasers from their belts and thrusting them into their chests.
They didn’t even have a chance to yell before he pushed the buttons, sending 50,000 volts through their bodies and only stopping when they fell unconscious to the ground.
Satisfied they were out, he slung a guard over his shoulder and gave David a friendly smile.
“Let’s get out of here before we get more company.”
David didn’t need to be told twice and followed the commander back up the hallway, carrying the second guard.
They made several turns, weaving through the empty underground corridors until they reached the morgue. There was a man there, middle-aged with a short white beard that matched his white lab coat, who nodded at the Chosen as they passed by him and into the back room.
The commander dropped off the unconscious guard on an empty gurney, and David followed suit. Turning around, he saw a familiar face on a table to his left and had to turn away. Julian.
“Hey, Mitch, keep these guys on ice for a little while. Don’t need them ringing any bells.”
The mortician gave him a patronizing look.
“Why not just kill them? I can deactivate the tracker first—” David stiffened, but the commander waved it off.
“Nah, no one’s gonna look for ’em until shift change, and that’s not for a few hours. We’ll be back by then.”
“Fine, fine,” sighed Mitch, throwing up his hands dramatically at them. “Just offering.”
David relaxed and followed the commander to what looked like a utility closet door, behind which was revealed exactly what it should contain, including brooms, towels, bleach, and other miscellaneous cleaning products.
He crouched down and gave the floor three knocks. David raised his eyebrow, but his expression immediately changed when a part of the floor began to rise until he could see a burly Chosen holding the thick block of concrete above his head in an opening just big enough for him to fit through.
The piece of floor was carefully set aside, and the commander motioned for David to get in the hole. It wasn’t just a hole, of course, but a tunnel that David couldn’t see the end of. There were no lights, but Chosen didn’t need them anyway, since the Lifeblood provided just enough glow to see short distances in the dark.
“Commander…” David began but was immediately interrupted.
“Just Chris. We don’t bother with titles here.”
“You’ve been coming in from inside the Watch?” David said with amazement, and Chris gave him a proud smile.
“Well now, we couldn’t trust it being somewhere we couldn’t keep an eye on it, could we? Plus, when it comes to putting it right under your nose, this pretty much takes the cake. It’s pretty easy, actually. No one cares about humans leaving the Watch, only coming in.”
“And you…” David continued, “you’ve been assigned to her for… how long have you been in on this?”
“What, working with Adam? Since I found the files, so… a few years now?”
“You must be one hell of a good liar.”
Chris chuckled and gave a small bow. “I do my best.”
The tunnel kept going, weaving throughout the underground passage like a maze.
“Why humans? Why not just send Chosen to do the dirty work?”
“Because humans can be seen alone and not thought of twice. At night, we can’t exactly be inconspicuous, what with the eye flashlights, so this was the logical choice.”
“The logical choice is not killing anyone.”
Chris shrugged at the implication. “Yeah, well, war requires sacrifice. You felt what it was like walking down to the furnace. We only sent for those who already worked for the Watch and had family with us. That way we had the highest chances of them joining us, and we didn’t have to kill them during the takeover. Would you want to face your family on the other side of the fight? I sure as hell wouldn’t.”
David thought about it silently. Somehow it seemed reasonable, but it felt wrong. He tried to shoo away the feeling. Was Samantha rubbing off on him so much that he couldn’t even see the logic behind tactical manoeuvres? It was war, after all.
They finally reached the end of the tunnel, a giant slab of concrete above them. Chris again knocked on it three times, and it was lifted up, exposing the bright sun beaming directly down into the hole, practically blinding David after being in the dark for so long.
He climbed out and waited for his eyes to adjust. He didn’t know where they were, but it definitely wasn’t the city. The wall shined far away, at least a few miles judging by his estimate. They were surrounded by the old overgrown ruins of a suburban neighbourhood, the kind you would see on a pre-apocalypse post-apocalyptic movie or TV show.
Two Chosen were putting the concrete slab back over the tunnel entrance, and David could tell that before they came, the Chosen were playing cards on a long-forgotten patio set of the nearest house.
A Jeep stood parked in the driveway, like nothing was wrong, and it was supposed to be there waiting for the homeowner to drive it to work in the morning. Chris thanked the Chosen and motioned David toward the Jeep.
They got in, and Chris drove until the familiar buildings with the blue-and-white-striped squares that decorated the walls came into view, where Sam and Adam waited anxiously for their arrival.



15
SAM SAT alone at a picnic table. It was a beautiful shady afternoon, and the light breeze tickled her neck. She just wanted to close her eyes and forget everything. The stale crackers and water Adam had provided were enough to stop her stomach from growling, but they didn’t exactly provide much energy.
She couldn’t really blame him, since Chosen didn’t need to eat and all, but oh, how she wished for a nice greasy burger from Boots. And Lena. She wished she could see Lena again. She’d promised she would say goodbye, and now she might not even get a chance. Not before they…
Shuffling footsteps snapped her out of her reverie, and she turned around to face a little girl. No more than ten, the girl was small, but she radiated strength. She wore a plain blue dress that went down past her knees. She smiled at Sam, and her eyes burned a bright green. She looked so… alive. Then she extended her hand and put a big red apple on the bench of the picnic table. Sam looked at the apple and then back at the girl.
“For me?”
The little girl nodded enthusiastically.
“Thank you.” Sam smiled, and the girl broke out in a huge grin of her own.
“I’m Samantha. What’s your name?”
For a moment the girl looked unsure if speaking would somehow break some sort of code, but she decided quickly. “My name is Annie, and I’m eight years old.”
“Well, hi, Annie, it’s nice to meet you.” Another smile. This child was anything but dangerous. How could she ever think…
“I like apples,” Annie said, completely unaware of the turmoil in Sam’s head. “And I like flowers too. Want to help me pick some?”
She couldn’t say no, of course, so she took a bite of the apple and got up to help a little girl pick some flowers.

DAVID WAS led back into the room where he was first shown the truth about the Watch, but this time it was just him, Adam, and Doc. Chris said he was going to get Sam, but David had a feeling she wasn’t going to be a part of this conversation. He was right.
“So,” Adam began once they were comfortable, “can I assume that it went exactly as I predicted, since you’re here and the Watch isn’t?”
David hated that he was right. He hated the smug look on the Chosen’s face, and it took all his willpower not to say something he would regret.
“What’s the plan here?” he asked, redirecting his anger.
“We go in through the tunnel, all of us who can fight, take over Watch HQ, defend it against all field personnel that will undoubtedly pour in from all around, and broadcast a message to the people of the city explaining why we’re there and what we want.” Adam made it sound so simple.
David shook his head. “And how many innocent people are you willing to kill?” Adam looked him straight in the eyes and calmly answered.
“All of them.”
The staring contest continued until David sighed and leaned back on his chair.
“There has to be another way. The people won’t just surrender. They won’t just let you kill them to see if they would wake Chosen, even if they go against the Watch.”
“Why do you think the Watch exists? If you want absolute safety from the Woken, go to the Human Alliance. If you want freedom to die, go to the FA hippies. The reason people live in the Watch is because somewhere deep down they want a chance at the eternal afterlife without the stigma of forgoing humanity or the fear of hurting others for it. And we will give them and everyone else who wants it that chance.”
“A bit high and mighty, don’t you think?”
Adam scoffed at the remark, but then his face turned serious, and he gave David a sincere look. “We need you, David. Your skills can help us immensely. Chris is our best asset in tactics and knowledge of the Watch HQ, but you, you have what none of us do.” He paused to let David understand what he was talking about.
“And what’s that?”
“Oh, come on, don’t be modest. You know how when you get angry the Lifeblood shows in your veins? Somehow, your emotions amplify its power by such a large margin that I think you can probably break through a stone wall if you tried. The raw, unrestricted power of a Woken controlled inside you…” He trailed off, but David quickly picked up.
“No, it’s not. If I let it out, I lose control. I’m not the Hulk.”
“But you are exactly that! You have unimaginable potential that ties in to your power. Why do you think the Watch didn’t just kill you? Sure, you won’t turn big, green, and stupid, but with time, you will be able to use it. For good.”
“Says the man about to kill thousands of people.”
Adam rolled his eyes in frustration. “Not kill, David. Free! Reawaken! Reclaim! I’m about to create the only city in the world where it is truly safe. A city where you can have a life and actually find happiness, not be a slave to humans. A city where you don’t have to be afraid of your power hurting anyone. Isn’t that what you want?”
David was silent. How could Adam, a man he’d barely just met, know more about him than he did about himself? Adam exchanged a look with Doc, who had been quietly watching in the corner of the room.
“There is something in it for you,” he said in a manner that made David listen carefully. “Join us. Help us bring the Chosen to their new lives, and I will make sure that, when the time comes, Samantha is Chosen.”
David raised an eyebrow. “You can’t control who gets Chosen. No one can.”
“Actually, that’s not exactly true,” Adam responded and leaned back in his chair. “Let me tell you a story. When the Waking happened, I was on a humanitarian aid mission deep in West Africa with the National Guard, and, well, everyone died, of course. We tried to help at first. I hid some local children in a bomb shelter, but it all went to hell real quick.
“I remember bleeding out on the floor of our tent after our sergeant woke and ripped my chest open. There was a lot of friendly fire that day, people just shooting everyone they could. Then the Woken would kill those who lived, and then each other.
“My wound must have looked so bad no one cared enough to finish me off, but I remember when it was finally quiet. No more screaming, no more shooting, just quiet. I don’t know how long it took, maybe minutes, maybe hours. I wanted to live long enough to open the doors to the shelter, but by the time I thought it was safe, I had lost too much blood, and I couldn’t move anymore.”
He stopped for a moment before continuing. “Do you remember what it was like when you died?”
David shook his head. “I was asleep. I don’t remember dying, only the pain that came with waking.”
“Well, I do,” Adam said, his voice distant, lost in the memory. “My body felt heavy, like it was made of stone. I remember thinking it was strange. Shouldn’t I feel lighter without all that blood weighing me down? When I realized I would die right there on that floor, I closed my eyes and waited for it. I prayed, said sorry for all the shit I’d done in my life, you know, the usual. I felt myself drift away, thoughts becoming jumbled.
“Then I was shaken awake again. My eyes jerked open, and I saw Doc. Well, I saw his eyes, and I thought great, one survived and it’s here to finish the job. But he just stared at me. I had no idea about Woken or Chosen, so I just closed my eyes and waited. And then I died.”
David was holding his breath now.
“You said you remember the pain. The Lifeblood burning in every vein, like a fuse burning down. I was lost in it. And then I heard live. It was the voice of a man with a very thick African accent, but I could tell it said live. I focused on it, tried to listen for where it was coming from, but the pain, it was… overwhelming me. Just when I was ready to give up, I heard it again. Live, he said. So I held on to it like an anchor, fighting the Lifeblood’s pull, and when I opened my eyes there I was on that blood-covered floor, alive again. Except there was no pain, and I looked down and saw my chest was healed. Doc stood over me and offered his hand.
“I hesitated at first. He looked like a regular tribesman, leather pelt, red cloak, white-beaded dreads, but his eyes… well, you know. He didn’t speak much English, but we could communicate enough for him to tell me he saw me hide the kids. I took that as a sign he probably wasn’t there to kill anyone and accepted his help. We got the kids out of the bomb shelter and took them to what was left of his people.
“You see, my friend Doc here is special too. Not like you; he doesn’t suffer from an excess of power or Lifeblood or whatever it is that makes you what you are. Doc’s real name is Ekene, and he is a descendant of an ancient West African tribe. In his village they call him a shaman, but you wouldn’t be wrong with witch doctor, voodoo priest, or any other version of the name.
“I don’t know how familiar you are with shamans, but in short, his ability before the Waking was speaking with the dead. After he was Chosen, that ability had become something more. He can speak to those in the process of waking and give them an anchor to the living world. Of course, it won’t work for those who won’t want it or can’t hang on, but for those who are just shy of that final moment, it can mean the difference between being Woken and Chosen.
“I seriously doubt Samantha will need his help, but why leave it to chance? So, what do you say?”
David considered the entire story. It seemed absurd. Then again, he was technically dead, so who was he to judge?
“First off, how do I know you’re telling the truth? Doc here hasn’t spoken a word since we’ve met.” He turned to Doc. “Are you really telling me you can communicate with spirits? And was it before or after smoking some special herbs or licking a frog?”
But instead of the shaman, Adam replied.
“First off, all this doubt coming from a dead man?” He gave David a moment to let him think about it. “Second off, Doc can’t exactly ‘speak’. When he was sixteen, as part of the shamanistic initiation ritual, his tribe removed his tongue. Something about being closer to the spirits.”
David immediately lost his smirk and frowned in confusion. “Then how did you… hear him?”
“One does not need a tongue to speak to de dead.”
David almost fell out of his chair. The heavily accented voice came from inside his mind. Adam chuckled at his reaction, and even Doc’s lips curved up in a half-smile.
“I told you,” said Adam. “He speaks to spirits. We’re dead, so we can hear him, just not with our physical bodies. Pretty cool, eh?”
Pretty cool indeed.
“Can he… read our minds?”
“No, but I can only speak to one physical spirit at a time. You are de only one who can hear me when I am talking to you.”
David was more prepared for the voice this time, but it still seemed surreal.
“This is…” Amazing? Insane? He didn’t know which word to pick. “Is that why you’re so confident that people will stay in the city?”
Adam hesitated for a moment before answering. “I know it seems like Doc is my bodyguard, but in reality I’m actually his. He is much more valuable than me. If everyone knew about what he could do, it would put him in serious danger, especially from those crazies in the Human Alliance. I am trusting you with this, because I know you understand how important it is that this stays between us.” He paused. “And how important you are to us.”
David was silent.
“It’s not like we won’t use his power,” Adam tried to explain. “We just have to careful as to how. Anyway, we have other tricks up our sleeve to get people to trust us. Major Shields is here, you know.”
Now that got him back. “Sam’s dad?”
“Yes. She’s already had a little reunion and everything while you were gone.”
“I thought he was blown up. His story is a legend!”
Adam nodded knowingly. “He was. The grenade tore his body up so badly that the team pronounced him dead without rebirth after seeing his neck almost sliced off by a piece of metal from the car. He showed no signs of healing, so they loaded his body into the ambulance and took it to the Watch morgue. You know how important dead bodies are to the medical community, since they don’t get many anymore.
“Well, you can imagine the mortician’s surprise when the stitched-up body on his table came to life. It must have been hours after his death, but there he was. The Lifeblood didn’t abandon him like it does with others. It waited until he was whole again.
“Sam, she’s special, too. Even though she’s still alive, I can feel the Lifeblood inside her already, waiting, pulling at mine like it’s calling me. I know you feel it, too. That’s why you have trouble controlling yourself around her. Must be painful for you.
“Chris told me about your falling out with the general. Don’t tell me you just lost it out of nowhere after working so hard to be a good little boy. If she’s that way now, can you imagine what she’ll be once she’s Chosen? Joined with her father and her people, we will be unstoppable.”
The final words of the speech echoed in the small room, and he smiled triumphantly down at David, who knew deep down what he said was true. David shifted in his seat and took a deep breath.
“No.”
His words hit Adam like a hammer, and his face transformed into a scowl. David didn’t care.
“I’m not going to let you use Sam’s life as part of some bargain. If she agrees to help you, of her own free will, then so be it, but if she doesn’t, I won’t fight her on it.”
They glared at each other until Adam finally closed his eyes and composed himself.
“I don’t think you understand what’s happening here. What I’m offering isn’t any ‘bargain’, it’s conviction that you’re doing the right thing.” His tone became calm. “The war is coming, regardless of what you or Sam decide. We are giving the two of you a chance to join the winning side. The righteous side. Your participation or lack thereof will not change the outcome.
“The takeover happens tonight. You have one hour to decide whether you’re coming with us or not. Take everything I’ve told you into consideration.”
He stood up and motioned with his head for Doc to leave.
“I have to go get everyone ready. Sam is waiting right outside. I’ll see you in an hour.”
David watched them walk out the door and wondered what the hell he was going to do.
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“I CAN’T believe the commander is a part of this,” a baffled Sam told David as Chris followed Adam and Doc away, leaving them alone outside the building.
“You and me both,” he agreed. “I’m glad to see they kept their promise. You’re ok?”
She nodded, flushing a little. Focused on the mess of thoughts in his head, David didn’t notice.
“They told me your dad is here. Is that really true?”
She winced. “Yes and no. His body is, but I don’t think I know the person inside it. He’s the one who sanctioned the hits against me and Mom. What kind of monster tries to murder his own wife and daughter?”
Now it was David’s turn to wince. The word “monster” had been used to describe Woken and Chosen alike—him more than most.
“Chris told me it was because he didn’t want to face you at the Watch during the takeover.”
She stiffened. She hadn’t thought about that. How would she have reacted, seeing her father charging into the city? Would she have fought him? Boy would that have been a nice reunion.
“Chris, huh? What happened back there anyway? Is everything they’re saying true?”
David nodded sadly. “The moment I walked in, I was put in a room under HQ, and the general tried to question me about what happened and where you were.”
Sam’s breath caught. “What did you say?”
“I confronted her about the killings.”
Her eyes went wide. “And?”
“And she admitted to them. Said it was for the good of the human race and that I needed to tell her who gave me the information. I told her to shove it, and she sent me to the furnace.”
Sam’s blood went cold, and David looked straight into her eyes.
“She was going to have them throw me into it, alive and whole, until I melted into nothing. If Chris wasn’t there, I don’t know if I would have come back. And I wasn’t the first, Sam. Just thinking about anyone having to make that walk…”
He turned away, and Samantha remembered to breathe.
“Holy shit…” was the only thing that escaped her mouth.
“We need to stop it, Sam. We have to do something.”
Yes, they did. But what? Sam thought about what he said, and a realization hit her.
“Wait, are you saying you want to be a part of whatever Adam has cooked up?” she asked, her voice filling with heat at his betrayal.
Her raw emotions pulled at his Lifeblood, like a sinkhole swallowing him, filling his lungs with burning tar.
“No,” he answered carefully, trying not to show the torture he was going through, “I’m saying we need to cook something up ourselves. Make a plan, one that satisfies both parties, and present it to Adam and his crew. Make them believe it’s the best way. They need us, Sam, not just as fighters, but to be a voice for the people of the city. No matter what we decide, to stay or to fight them, they will still go to war against the Watch, and without us, so many more will die. Let’s try to prevent that.”
He was pleading, Samantha realized. He knew that if they went against Adam, he would have them killed on the spot. Plus, as much as she hated to admit it, he was right. If Adam wanted them in so badly, he would surely entertain the idea of not killing everyone.
“Alright,” she conceded, “let’s make a plan.”

SAM AND David sat across from Adam and Chris in a nice roomy office with a giant window in which the sunset was beautifully displayed like a painting, illuminating the room in a thick yellow glow. Sam spoke first, keeping to a casual but purposeful tone.
“Since I’m the only human here, and you’re waging war on us, I’m going to be the negotiator. David and I have a proposition for you guys. If you hear us out, I think we can come to an arrangement that would benefit everyone.”
Adam and Chris exchanged looks. They hadn’t known what to expect when they sat down, but they clearly sure hadn’t expected that. Adam motioned for her to continue.
“In exchange for our help with the takeover, we have some rules. Rule number one: nobody dies.”
Adam couldn’t control a chuckle. “You do know what a war is?”
She glared at him. “Yes. I also know that we don’t actually have to kill anyone. You said you had weapons, so I’m assuming you stole them from the Watch. Do you have Tasers?”
He nodded as she continued. “So use them. If you’re planning to start within HQ by sneaking in through the tunnel and making your way up to the control room for broadcasting, wouldn’t it be better to leave unconscious and not dead bodies behind? The first death will raise an alarm. Don’t let it.”
It took him a moment to respond. “And the Chosen?”
“Have your people take them to the steel holding cells under HQ. Yes, it would take time and be at least five of yours for one of theirs, but it would be worth an ally in the end. It’s not like you’re lacking manpower to get it done. Take the tower quietly instead of guns blazing, and people will trust you. Create a panic, and people will run.”
Adam nodded. “Ok. I will have to speak with my people, but I think we can make that happen, at least for the initial takeover. I can’t promise anything after we’re being actively hunted, though. Next?”
Sam breathed a sigh a relief. That was easy. “Second, everyone gets time to make the choice. You can’t just stroll the streets and kill people. What about those in the hospital? People who can’t be moved? Obviously, most of them will probably choose to die here, but you have to offer a way out if they don’t. Every Chosen who wants to leave gets to leave.”
Adam gave her a shrug of agreement.
“And then there’s the kids. Are you going to let the parents choose? How old? Wouldn’t you rather them grow up first and the join your little army? You realize you’ll be alienating an entire part of the population because no parent will want to kill their kid?”
“We’re not killing kids.” Adam’s voice was sharp.
“But you said you want a city of Chosen. No humans. Kids are humans.”
“And Chosen kids will be welcome. We will provide a substantial detail to accompany those who want to leave to Jacksonville. Vehicles, Chosen, provisions. I don’t expect any children to stay. If some do, we will make sure they find their way to a convoy.”
Sam didn’t want to be impressed, but she couldn’t help it. He really had thought this through.
“I still don’t understand why you can’t go to Jacksonville. Why force people out of their homes? Make them leave their entire lives behind? You can save yourself so much headache—”
“Exactly,” interrupted Adam. “We will be going into an empty city full of empty buildings. Even if we got communications up with the rest of the Watch towers, how will we let people know what’s going on?
“Let’s say we get some Chosen to go around and spread the word. The Watch will just squash it and come bomb the hell out of us, if the HA doesn’t get to us first. If we take Savannah, we strike at the heart of the Watch. Everyone in the city will know about what they’ve been doing. Everyone who decides to leave is someone who will tell another. Everyone who doesn’t is an ally. The Watch won’t bomb its own people, not at first, anyway. They will try extractions, negotiations, threats. We will be seen as the winning side.”
Samantha thought about it. She hated that he made sense. Except for one thing. “You seem pretty confident that those who stay will be Chosen. You know the chances. There could be one in the entire city! What then? Thousands dead for one Chosen?”
Adam smiled. “Don’t worry about that. With all these Chosen here, you’d think we’ve learned a few tricks.”
She waited for him to elaborate, but he didn’t. “Like?” she finally asked.
“Time and place for everything, dear.”
She didn’t like that answer and was ready to argue, but he started to speak first.
“We have a condition too.”
That threw her off.
“We want you to stay. Not just through the invasion, but work with us to help through the transition and beyond. You’ll be able to help the people and the Chosen. We will give you all the power and freedom you need to do what needs to be done. Just talking with you right now, I can see how much you care about the people, and I want you to continue that train of thought. We need someone who will challenge our direction but work with us, not against us. As equals.”
Sam wasn’t sure if he was complimenting her or sugar-coating the real meaning of his terms. A chill went down her spine when she realized what he was really saying. David, who had been quietly listening to the conversation up to this point, also must have understood, because he jerked up off his seat and glared at Adam.
“No, that’s not happe—”
“Stop.” Sam cut him off. “It’s my life, David. If I want to see this through the right way, I have to—”
“NO. You are not going to let him—”
“You don’t own me!” she yelled. “No matter what you think, I can make my own decisions. Not you, not my father, not anyone can force me to do something I don’t want to. I don’t need your protection, and you sure as hell don’t get a say in this.”
She turned to Adam and composed herself before giving him her answer.
“It’s a deal.”
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THE PROCESSION of undead advanced silently through the underground tunnel. Sam could only see hundreds of glowing eyes in the darkness behind her. She could barely breathe, and the thickness of the air made her dizzy from lack of oxygen. She tried to walk at first, but ten minutes in, David put his arm around her as she began to slow, and she all but collapsed onto him. He didn’t say anything, just picked her up and carried her the rest of the way.
Sam wondered why Adam hadn’t killed her before the invasion. She would have been more useful as a Chosen, if fate would have it. And what did he mean by “tricks”? She didn’t want to think about it. Death would come when it came. She was ready.
They went farther and farther toward the unsuspecting city, into the city, pouring out of the hole in the ground like an army of ants. As soon as Samantha was out of the tunnel and walking again, she realized where they were.
She had never seen so many Chosen in one place before. She had never seen so many Chosen ever.
There were some women, but mostly men, waiting for commands. Most wore old camo army uniforms, no doubt found abandoned on the base. No one spoke; they just filled out every crack of the morgue, spilling out into the hallway, leaving just enough room for more to make their way out.
Once everyone was out, Adam and Chris quietly called out the prearranged teams. One to clear the hallway toward the interrogation rooms, one to stay in the morgue, one for the north stairwell, and one for the south. The rest were to follow up the main stairs. No one was to kill, only disarm and contain. They could not afford for an alarm to sound. Sam didn’t see any weapons drawn, but she knew everyone was armed, and not just with Tasers.
Sam’s father was there, too. He was leading the first team, and she tried her best not to stare at him. It still felt surreal that he was alive. A part of her wanted to just go over to him and hug him and apologize, while the other part wanted to slap him. It made her feel better that he didn’t seem to notice she was even there. Or did it make her feel worse? She wasn’t sure.
A tall, lanky Chosen who was fiddling around with the wires in the wall raised his hand and gave the ok sign.
“Alright,” said Adam. “Cameras are taken care of. Let’s do this.”
He motioned for the first team to go, and they disappeared into the hallway, followed by the others. Sam and Chris were at the front of the main assault, and that was when she realized why her humanity was important.
Sure, the general knew something was up, but she wouldn’t have alerted everyone in the building. She probably would have sent out a team to investigate. She probably thought David was dead, and Chris was taking care of other matters. It had only been a few hours since David’s “execution”. She probably didn’t suspect an attack tonight.
Sam and Chris would be practically invisible. It was genius. She wanted to look back at Adam, but she didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of seeing her face. So she climbed the main stairwell, up and up and up, Chris on her back left looking like he was escorting her somewhere. Adam and David trailed one corner of a stairwell behind, the rest following them closely.
First stop was General Mays’s floor. They needed her to open communications with the city and the Watch. At least Sam knew they weren’t just going to kill the general. Not yet, anyway.
Even though it was almost time for evening shift change, luck had it that not many people were in the stairwells. Sam and Chris passed by a few humans, distracting them by saying, “Hey, can I ask you a question real quick?” before they saw the horde of Chosen below. Quickly grabbed and taken down to the basement, they didn’t even get a chance to scream.
This is how you sneak in an army.
Five floors up, five to go. Four. Three.
Shit.
A Chosen and two humans entered the stairwell. Big guys with shaved heads and perfectly stoic features. Probably a patrol. Possibly a team. There was no way to tell. Sam sucked in a breath and put on a smile. They didn’t smile back as she reached them. The Chosen glanced over her quickly, then turned to Chris and nodded at him.
“Commander.” The first greeted him without stopping, at least until he reached the end of the bannister and saw the sea of Chosen covering every flight of visible stairs below him. He turned around to face Chris again with a questioning look. Sam was frozen, unsure of what the next step should be. It seemed so easy in theory to grab and overpower him, but now that he was right in front of her, she didn’t know if that was even possible.
The two humans looked afraid. They couldn’t tear their eyes away from all the Chosen. Their weapons remained undrawn, but one reached over to his mobile. Chris moved quickly and put his hand on it first, breaking it off the strap and crushing it with his fingers.
“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” he said calmly. “We’re not here to hurt anyone, but we will if need be. Don’t make us start with you.”
The two humans put up their hands and allowed themselves to be led down. Sam didn’t blame them.
Their Chosen didn’t move.
“What’s going on, Commander?” he asked, his voice low and menacing.
“We’re having a sort of a… coup. The Watch has been disposing of Chosen who don’t want to work for it, and we—”
He suddenly stopped, studying the Chosen’s unwavering face. “Ah, but you already knew that.”
The Chosen lunged at him with a cry, drawing his sword. Chris didn’t move out of the way but crouched instead. He let the man take him to the ground, but not before ripping the blade out of his hands and tossing it away. It slid across the concrete and hit the wall.
A moment later, four Chosen grabbed the man by his limbs, and a fifth forced a balled-up piece of cloth into his mouth, keeping a hand over it so he didn’t spit it out. He struggled, and for a moment, Sam thought they wouldn’t be able to hold him.
But then she heard the cracking of bone, and the Chosen collapsed, fury in his eyes. They had broken his arms and legs, she realized. Chris looked at her as they carried the man away and shrugged.
“He’ll heal. At least we didn’t take his head off, though I would have preferred to. Let’s hold off on advancing.”
Sam held her breath, waiting for more soldiers to appear out of the same door, but minutes passed and no one came. Maybe no one had heard the yell. These doors were thick metal. Chris must have thought the same thing, because he motioned for her to follow and began to climb the stairs again.
Three. Two. One.
They were in front of the hallway that led to the general’s office. A woman walked out of one of the side doors, but much to Sam’s relief, she turned away from the stairwell and down toward the elevator. David, Adam, and Doc caught up to Chris, David standing next to Sam. Adam turned to the Chosen and spoke, his voice carrying across the stairwell in the echo.
“We have to do this quickly and quietly. Check each office. Don’t leave until everyone in there is taken away or subdued. Got it?”
He received nods and turned to Sam and David.
“Once we get the general, there’s no more hiding. There will be sacrifices. Don’t let them cloud your judgment. This is war. It’s us or them.”
Without waiting for a response, he put his hand on the door handle and began a countdown with his fingers.
Three… two… one…
And then the alarm went off.
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IT COULD have been anyone. Adam’s radio was silent, and Sam hoped that it meant it wasn’t part of the invasion. But then her father’s voice came through, and she knew what he was going to say before the words reached her.
“This is Brand. We lost one.”
She looked at David, but his face was reassuring. We will get through this.
“How? What happened?” Adam asked, peering out of the small window in the door leading to the hallway.
“A team came down while we were locking up a room with some workers you sent down. We got one of the humans, but the Chosen saw what we were doing and killed the other. Smart son-of-a, I didn’t expect it.”
No one expected that.
“Got it. Stand your ground, we’re going in. Teams Two and Three, get to Brand for backup. We’ll help with the surge as much as we can.” He paused. “See you when this is all over.”
“Copy that.”
The radio went dead, and Adam turned to Sam.
“The basement is about to get flooded with guards. We need to divide it and set off our own alarm up here.”
He drew a small knife from his pocket and pushed a button that sprang up the blade. Sam’s body went still. This was it. Was he going to slit her throat? She felt David tense beside her, ready to lunge if she even hesitated.
“We need to take out your tracker.”
Right. The tracker.
“Do you want me to do it?”
She shook her head and reached for the knife. One cut down her upper wrist, and the tracker was in her fingers. A trickle of blood ran down from the cut, small droplets colouring the bare concrete floor.
And then David’s hand was on top of it, wrapping her wrist with the same black tape that she saw him use on a little boy what felt like days ago. He was swift and neat, his fingers warm and soft on her skin.
For a moment she forgot they were in the middle of a war. He looked at her as if asking whether she was ok, and she nodded. She wanted to thank him, but it wasn’t something she wanted to yell over the siren.
“Let’s go,” Adam urged. “Cat’s out of the bag. We don’t need to clear the rooms now. Just get to the general and take her up to commo.”
He pushed the door open and stepped out into the hallway. Chris, David, and Sam came next, followed by the rest of the Chosen. They passed the open doors of the offices on both sides, people sitting behind desks who at first curiously glanced at them but quickly realized something was wrong, and as Chris shut each door, whimpers and scattered conversation could be faintly heard through the alarm. Two Chosen stood on the sides of each door just in case, but no one dared to come out.
The first team appeared from the other end of the hallway. They were noticeably shocked by the view, and the humans turned to their Chosen with a questioning look, mouthing “Holy shit” and “What do we do?”
The sergeant glanced at the advancing army, then to the general’s door that was now about the same distance from him as it was from the invaders, and mouthed back, “General, go.” They nodded, and the three dashed forward, initiating the same reaction from the opposite side.
The team got there first. It was the only office door that wasn’t open, but it didn’t slow them down. The Chosen swung the door open, and the humans disappeared inside, shutting it behind them. Sam thought she heard a female yell, but the alarm was still blaring, numbing her senses. Adam was feet away from the sergeant, who was blocking the door, but then suddenly stopped, pausing the rest with his open palm.
“Step aside and no one gets hurt,” he said, loudly but cautiously.
Only then did Samantha recognize the small metal box in the sergeant’s hand. The same one that she thought she lost her father to. Only elite teams got them, so he must have been L1. The Chosen didn’t waver.
“Oh come on,” Chris interjected. “If you set it off, the whole building goes down. Are you really going to kill everyone here just to get some of us? Can you imagine all the Woken who’ll be running around the city if you do? And believe me, you won’t be there to help them. You’re supposed to protect the people, right?”
Sam saw the bluff in the Chosen’s eyes, and so did David, because he lunged at the sergeant. The impact sent them to the ground as the door broke off its hinges and fell inward. The box went flying, and David rolled off after it while several other Chosen jumped on the sergeant and kept him down. Sam looked around the familiar office in confusion.
The room was empty.
At first, it seemed that maybe their intel was wrong and the general wasn’t in her office when they came, but then Sam remembered that the other two human team members went in here too, so that couldn’t have been it.
Did the general have a hidden panic room? If she did, Chris would know about it, right?
She turned to Chris, but he looked just as surprised.
“Where did they go?” David yelled over the unwavering siren.
“I don’t know,” Sam responded. “It’s not like they flew away. This office doesn’t even have any windows!”
Now that she thought about it, every other office on that floor, including adjacent ones, had a window facing the opposite side of the door. In this room, it would have been behind the desk, where a big flag was covering most of the wall. She walked up to it and pulled the fabric aside. A smile spread on her face as she unveiled a steel door.
Eyeing the room, she realized she should have caught just how small it was compared with the rest of the offices. Of course, it would make sense for the leader of the people to have some sort of safe place. The fact that Chris didn’t know about it showed just how much she distrusted the Chosen, even ones closest to her. And for good reason.
The flag went down, revealing a number pad with a little red light. Adam called for Eric, and the tall, skinny, dark-haired Chosen that had messed around with the cameras showed up and began to inspect the keypad. He turned to Adam and showed him three fingers, which Sam inferred meant he needed three minutes to crack the code.
“We got company!” someone yelled from outside the office. Sam and David both ran for the door, just in time to see blood spray across the wall. With relief, Sam saw the blood was from a Chosen’s chest, the wound from a Watch Guard’s sword already healed. David grabbed at the blade and pulled it out of the guard’s grip the way he had with Sam in the training room, and then kneed the man in the stomach, finishing him off with a blow to the head with his elbow. He crumpled to the ground, and David quickly found a new target. Adam was right, Sam thought, he was amazing.
The hallway was wide enough for five men across, but not five men with swords fighting for their lives. Following David’s commands, the Chosen formed a line, taking the assault of defenders straight on at first, but then began to circle around, cutting off manoeuvrability and separating the soldiers from their leaders.
Humans fell easily. All the Chosen had to do was break an arm or a leg, and then the Taser finished the job. Sometimes a human was able to get in a good hit or even slice off a limb, but there was no competition. The limbs were picked up as they cauterized themselves and attached back before the healing was complete.
Compared to the amount of Chosen invaders, the Watch Sergeants were vastly outnumbered. Sam counted seventeen before no more came out of the side stairwells. They were disarmed and removed. The battle went by so quickly and effortlessly that she almost didn’t pay attention to the pools of blood on the floor or the unmoving bodies of her people scattered around like rag dolls.
And then there was silence.
Finally, the alarm was shut off, and it was quiet. How long did they have before more guards came? Were there more guards?
“Got it!” A voice came from the general’s room. Sam looked back and realized it must have been Eric’s, because he wore a wide grin, and the light on the keypad of the giant steel door was green. Adam pushed a button, and she heard the hiss of moving steel as the latch released and the door was opened. Adam gave his best smile and extended a hand in greeting.
“Well, hello there, General, how nice to finally see you.”

THEY HAD no trouble getting to the commo room. The two guards who were locked away with the general after warning her of the attack were left behind in her office without objection.
The general didn’t speak; she just allowed herself to be led by her captors. She seemed surprised to see David and Samantha alive, but Commander Hart’s betrayal hit her hard.
He almost felt sorry for her. Almost.
Communications took up the entire top floor of the Watch tower. The south side was offices, and the north was one giant auditorium where most of the transmissions between the city and other Watch locations took place. Countless desks with computers and other equipment filled the place. A big projector screen surrounded by several smaller screens took up part of the wall. There weren’t glass walls or motion-sensored displays, but it was impressive nonetheless. This was where teams called in to turn off alarms or get backup. This was the heart of the operation.
When the army entered, the buzz of the room went dead. People with headsets turned and stared at the sea of Chosen spilling out into the floor. Adam and Chris led the general up to the main computer frame and stopped. A terrified older man sat there, darting his eyes from the general to the Chosen, unsure of what to do or say. Adam’s eyes didn’t leave the general as he spoke.
“Tell him to open communications with every device across the city. Declare emergency status so everyone turns theirs on. I want every mobile, every TV, every radio in Savannah to broadcast what I have to say.”
“Why not just tell him yourself?” The general spat. Adam wasn’t fazed.
“Because for emergency status, they need your code. So give him the code, and I’ll be nice and let you watch.”
“And if I don’t?”
Adam shrugged. “We’ll figure it out eventually, or you’ll be missing a few fingers.” Her eyes opened wide in shock, but she quickly shook it off.
“I’d rather die—”
“Oh, that’s coming, don’t you worry about that.”
“Sir! S-sir!” the man behind the desk squeaked. “There’s an override, I can override it, th-the code. You don’t have to hurt anyone!”
A smile spread across Adam’s face. “Now that’s helpful. Thank you. How long?”
The warm tone threw the man off, but he scrambled around and began typing on his computer.
“Just… just a few minutes. You’ll have everyone’s attention in just a few—”
The general lunged at him. She would have made it, too, were it not for Chris’s quick grab of her arm. It spun her around, and she punched him instead, not doing any damage.
“TRAITOR!” she screamed at him, hitting him with her hands more for emphasis than actual hurt. “How could you? How could you? I trusted you!” Chris grabbed her arms, locking them in place, and looked her dead in the eyes.
“You never trusted me.” And then she went down as his Taser hit her straight in the chest.
“Jeez,” said Adam, looking down at the barely conscious woman. “If I knew we didn’t need her, I would have just come here first. We wasted way too much time on her.”
“No,” Chris argued. “She needs to be here. To watch.”
“It’s ready, sir!” the man behind the desk said. “Just give the word.”
Adam pushed the button on his radio. “Brand? We’re good to go. How are things down there?”
Hearing her father’s name, Sam remembered that he was in a battle too. How many Chosen were sent down? What if he…
“We’re good. On my way, give me three.”
Relief washed over her. No matter what, he was her dad, and she wanted him to be ok. Maybe after this was over, they could reconcile. Be a family again. Maybe.
“You don’t have to do this, Sam.” David’s voice snapped her out of her fantasy. “We can run. I’ll protect you.”
“And what about everyone else? What about my dad? What about Lena?”
“They’ll get a choice, Sam. You don’t get a choice. I’m just trying to give you one.”
She shook her head. “I did have a choice. I just already made it. Plus, it doesn’t look like they’re in any hurry to seal the deal anyway.”
David winced, and she leaned over to him, so close that he could almost feel the warmth of her breath on his face.
“You don’t owe me anything, David. Stop acting like it.”
She saw by the look on his face that her words made no difference and turned away. What she didn’t see was his Lifeblood twisting, the pain of it crippling David like a stone on the verge of crumbling. To her, his stoic expression meant disregard, when in reality it was all he could do to keep control.
Brand Shields briskly walked in through the main doors, followed by three other Chosen. He paused for a second while passing the general, and she looked shaken by his presence.
Satisfied, he kept walking until he reached Adam and gripped his shoulder in greeting. Sam didn’t know whether she should wait or go over to them and ask about the next step. While in deliberation, she saw them get a few guys to pull around a rolling camera and set it up. In front of it were Adam and Chris.
For the first time since she had met either, they looked nervous. She chuckled to herself. War? No problem. Public speaking? Now that’s scary!
The old man gave a five-second timer, and once it hit zero, suddenly every human’s mobile began to beep. Sam could hear the intercoms outside saying, “Please tune in to your nearest video receiver for an emergency broadcast. Please tune in to your nearest video receiver for an emergency broadcast.”
Once they were quiet and the mobiles inside turned off, the camera man gave an ok sign, and Adam began to speak.
“Citizens of Savannah.” He paused, listening to his voice echoing outside. Satisfied, he continued. “My name is Adam Williams, and I am here to tell you that you have been wronged by the ones you trust to keep you safe. Your general has been murdering all Chosen who decided they wanted to leave the Watch with their families, instead of being its slave for eternity. Your husbands and wives, brothers and sisters, sons and daughters who you thought were transferred to another city could have been burned alive in the incinerator just for wanting freedom. The Watch does not believe in free Chosen. Well, we are here to change that.
“Behind me are your people. Chosen who have been saved by the efforts of those like Commander Hart who stood up against the Watch. You might remember your hero, the man responsible for saving countless lives, the legend that keeps people and Chosen in line: Major Brand Shields.”
He waved Brand over, and he took his position on the opposite side of Adam. Sam could almost see the gasps and looks of shock on people’s faces when he came on their screens.
“Most of you know him for making the highest sacrifice for the greater good. But the Lifeblood did not let him go, unlike the general, who saw him as a threat and decided he had to stay dead. How many of you have mourned your family and friends? Can you be sure they are not among us today? How would you like to have a reunion with your loved ones the same way the major’s daughter, Samantha Shields, did?”
Surprised at her name, Sam gave Adam a questioning look. He waved her over, and she reluctantly joined her father’s side. Brand put his arm around her shoulders, and she tensed at first, but as Adam continued, she relaxed.
“Who am I? I am a Chosen who believes in righteousness. You don’t have to trust me, but trust these people. For years the Watch has been telling you that being Chosen is a gift, an honour bestowed on only the most worthy of people, strong of body and mind. But they are wrong. Each and every one of you has that potential. And I don’t mean figuratively. I mean that given the opportunity, you can be Chosen, and I am here to give you that opportunity.”
He let his words sink in before continuing.
“We have a serum that will ensure the highest chances at waking as a Chosen.” He raised a small syringe with a clear liquid. Sam stared at it in awe. When he said “tricks”, that was not at all what she was expecting.
“With this, anyone and everyone who decides to live life free from the Watch and from humanity can come here and take their chances. But don’t take our word for it. I am here to show it to you in action. One family’s great sacrifice births yet another.”
Sam furrowed her eyebrows in confusion, but she didn’t have time to wonder what he meant, because the next moment he was beside her, and the needle pierced the skin on her neck. She wanted to run, but her father kept her perfectly in place as the serum was injected into her blood. Suddenly she felt dizzy and disoriented, her arms and legs turning to mush.
She saw David dart over as Brand released her, and she fell to the ground.

DAVID FRANTICALLY looked for Doc and saw him emerge from behind the camera.
“Do not worry.” Doc’s voice echoed in his head. “She will be fine.”
David swallowed nervously and looked down at Samantha’s dying form in his arms. Doc had better be right, he thought, because if she didn’t come back Chosen, he was going to kill everyone.



PART TWO: CITY OF CHOSEN
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THE HORSE suddenly stopped and let out a loud neigh, kicking its front hooves up in the air and almost dismounting the rider.
“Hey there! Easy, girl!” the hooded man said, trying to calm it. He turned around to his companions and saw their horses had stopped as well.
“You two felt that?” They nodded at him. The horses turned uneasily in the direction of the setting sun and began to trot. The man chuckled.
“I guess we’re going west.”

Pain.
She wasn’t sure when the pain was supposed to start, but like the waking, it was most certainly coming.
Sam was dead.
She knew that because she felt the moment of disconnect between her body and her being.
And the immediate connection back, like an invisible hand reaching out and grabbing her fleeing soul, dragging it back, cackling, “Now where are you going, little girl?”
Trapped in the lifeless corpse that used to be Samantha Shields, she waited for the waking. For the pain.
But moments passed and passed, and nothing.
It was supposed to hurt, right?
Fear crept up within her. What if she was broken? What if…
Warmth.
She felt warmth within her. Awakening, blooming, spreading.
It was… relaxing. Like easing into a hot bath, the water covering naked skin inch by inch.
It was… intoxicating. She felt so alive. She yearned to breathe. To run. To fly. But she had no body to do anything. Not yet.
She forgot about pain.
She forgot about everything.
This place, whatever it was, was perfect, and she would stay here forever.
But then she felt it. A presence that didn’t belong. Someone watching her behind a curtain.
Suddenly she felt naked. Exposed.
It wasn’t safe here.
She didn’t belong here.
And with that thought, she opened her eyes.

SAM TOOK a deep breath, filling her lungs with air. Air she didn’t need.
What happened?
Her eyes, now flickering with an icy blue flame, burned into David’s.
Adam really did it. I’m Chosen.
She imagined a collective gasp coming from every person in the city who had just witnessed the impossible.
“As promised,” a distant voice said, and she felt a hand grasping hers, pulling her up, her body instinctively following.
Like coming out of a dream, she tried to look around and see what was happening. It was all so hazy.
“This is the future!” the same voice said, now closer and sharper. He didn’t yell, but the sound echoed inside Samantha’s head as though it went through a megaphone.
She needed to get out of there.
“Now that you see what lies ahead, here are our terms. Each and every person in the city has one week to make the choice—stay here and be Chosen, or leave. We will provide all necessary supplies, vehicles, and personnel for safe travel to the new city in Jacksonville.
“If you fail to make a choice, one will be made for you.
“If you fight us, you will die.
“If you join us, you will be part of the first city that is truly free and truly safe.
“Come to us for the serum or start packing and meet convoys at the main gates. The choice is yours. The clock starts now. The age of the Watch is over. This city is now the City of Chosen.”
The transmission ended, and Adam turned to his people, smiling.
“We did well. Let’s see how it turns out, eh?”
Positive murmurs filled the room. Handshakes. High fives. Embraces.
Sam closed her eyes and tried to block out the sound. It was too much. David grabbed her hand and pulled her toward the stairs. She let him lead her, eyes still shut.
One stairway up, the sound of a door opening, a strong gust of air, and Sam stopped in her tracks. David’s grasp slipped, and he let her go. She collapsed to her knees, palms to the ground, staring at the grey stone.
The wind felt amazing. Powerful. She breathed it in, hoping that if she inhaled enough, it would lift her off the ground, and she would blow away.
Discarding the absurdity of the thought, she looked up. The evening sky was a deep purple, the first stars already peeking through where the clouds scattered. It was so beautiful, she couldn’t look away. Somehow, even though she’d seen that sky so many times in her life, this was the first time she’d really seen it for what it was, the expansive everything that stayed the same while people lived and died under it.
While she lived and died.
And lived.
Minutes passed, and with alarm turned to dread, she realized she hadn’t been breathing. How long? Did it matter? Minutes in an eternity. Air was now nonessential. So what was?
The feeling of weightlessness wasn’t fading, so she tried to focus on her body. It was still her body, but it wasn’t. It looked like her, but it wasn’t just her. She was in control, but she wasn’t. The Lifeblood would heal her if she were hurt. It would fix her despite her choices. At least she still felt. From what she knew about Chosen, feeling was often lacking.
In the array of distant sounds from the city pounding in her head, one kept persisting. A constant throbbing ba-bump ba-bump. She looked around for its source and stopped as she reached David.
He stood several feet away to her left, trying to look like he was watching the door, but the moment she saw him, their eyes locked and she could have sworn he flushed. Or maybe it was just how his face was illuminated by his eyes in the twilight.
Now she flushed. Once again she felt so vulnerable, so naked in front of him.
She suddenly felt so silly, down on the floor on all fours. Surely he was embarrassed for her. She looked away, but the sound of his heartbeat got louder and faster, until his presence was right next to her, kneeling.
“Hey, just focus on your heart. It’ll help.” His voice was barely a whisper, and she silently thanked him for it. Her heart? She tried to listen for it, find it inside her, and the rest of the sounds somehow died down. She looked at him in amazement, and he grinned.
“Biofeedback. Not just for humans anymore.”
She wanted to smile, but something caught her, and instead she winced. She couldn’t see through his tac suit, but somehow she felt the wrongness of his Lifeblood. Like a venom oozing out of his heart, it coursed through his veins as it tried and tried to consume what was his. But it wasn’t fast enough. His Lifeblood fought it, burning through the invading force in an endless struggle.
For the first time, she saw just how much agony he had been in, and it clenched her stomach, unable to find release. Her hand reached up, and she touched the Chosen symbol over his heart with her fingertips.
“How do you stand it?” she whispered, horror and pity in her voice. He recoiled at her touch, standing up and backing away. Startled at his reaction, Sam jerked her hand back and looked away, ashamed.
“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to… I don’t know what I’m doing…”
David didn’t say anything. He just stood there, trying to calm his Lifeblood, trying to regain control.
“We should go back in there, right?” she asked, trying to fill the silence. “He said ‘as promised’, so I need to…”
“That wasn’t to you.” David’s voice was low, but she could hear it clear as day.
“What do you mean? To who then? The people?” He shifted uncomfortably, looking like he shouldn’t have said what he did. But it was too late. He had to come clean.
“To me,” he confessed. “As promised to me.”
She looked at him, confused, waiting for an explanation.
“When I got back, Adam and Doc got me into a room and told me that if I convinced you to join them, they would make sure that when you died, you would be Chosen.”
Sam’s eye widened, the pain of betrayal growing in her features. His heartbeat quickened again, the poisoned Lifeblood gushing anew.
“He didn’t say they would be the ones who would do it, Sam, I swear, he just said ‘when the time comes’. I didn’t… I didn’t agree to it, I told them you would make your own decision, that I wouldn’t force you to do anything. I told them it was your choice, you have to believe me.”
“Except you didn’t tell me that, did you?” she retorted, anger spilling out. “You just said it would be better to join them. You know what he said when I asked why he hasn’t killed me yet? ‘Time and place for everything’. Sound familiar?”
“We had no choice, Sam…”
“There is always a choice. Didn’t you learn that after you killed Kyle? We could have avoided all of this!”
He had nothing to say to that. It was his fatal flaw, not thinking things through before speaking or doing. Act first, not apologize later. He averted his eyes.
“God, I can’t believe I was so stupid.” Her voice faltered, but she composed herself quickly. “You’re all assholes. I’m going.” She got up and sprinted to the edge of the roof, David on her footsteps. Ten floors wasn’t high enough to seriously hurt a Chosen, let alone kill one, but the view still took her breath away.
I was breathing.
The thought gave her comfort. Out of habit or out of need, she didn’t know. Not for air, but for living.
She crouched, ready to jump, but David grabbed her arm.
“Wait, please…”
She tried to pull it away, and her strength surprised him enough to slip his grip down to her naked wrist.
“Let. Me. GO.”
She pulled harder, putting all the new power inside her to use, her anger and pain, all combined together into a force beyond anything she’d ever experienced.
David flew across the floor and landed several feet away. Finally free, Sam didn’t hesitate.
She jumped.

ADAM NOTICED Sam and David slip out but decided not to try to stop them. Why would he? They’d be back. There was work to do. The battle was won, but the war had just begun. He spied Doc and gave him a small smile. To his surprise, the man smiled back.
“You were right to ally with da girl.” His voice echoed in Adam’s head. Adam cocked it to the side in a questioning response. “She is even stronger dan we expected.”
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DAVID SLOWLY stood up, watching Sam disappear over the edge. He knew she would be ok. But what was he? No one had ever understood what he felt. No one had touched him like Sam did since he woke, and when she did it sent a violent jolt through him, like being hit by lightning.
He looked at his hands, trying to find… something. Something to explain how he was feeling.
Because he felt nothing.
No pain. No poison. No fight.
He felt good.
He felt healed.
He felt alive.
What did she do to me?

THE PAIN was immediate. It resonated through Samantha’s body as her feet hit the grass below, sending her to her knees.
Pain?
She felt her bones crack with the force of the landing, and she gasped with shock.
And then it was gone. As quickly as it came, the pain dissolved as the Lifeblood healed the broken pieces of her bones back together like nothing ever happened.
Like she hadn’t just jumped off a ten-storey building.
She looked up, searching the edge for another shadow, waiting, but David didn’t follow.
Good.
Around her, the world was alive, despite the incoming darkness. The sun was now a series of orange and pink lines in the sky, illuminating just enough to prevent the street lamps from turning on.
She noticed a group of Watch personnel, soldiers, standing across the street, seemingly arguing. She focused on the sounds coming from their direction.
“We have to do something. We’re supposed to protect them, for Christ’s sake!” A familiar voice came from what seemed like a towering guard.
“Did you see how many Chosen there were in that room? And I’m betting there’s more, too. It would be suicide to go in now,” a second voice said.
“So what do we do? Twiddle our thumbs as people line up to get that bullshit ‘cure’?”
“You saw what we all did, Joe. Are you really saying you’re not even a little interested?” a third voice added objectively. Joe? So that was where Sam knew him from. The image of his face after being Tased brought a smile to hers.
“Are you serious? What about duty? What about—”
“What about the major?” the mature voice interrupted. “If what they say is true—”
“So what? Chosen who don’t do their duty don’t deserve to live.”
“Calm down, man, think about what you say before—”
“Before what? You know what, I’m done here. I’m going to find someone who actually cares about this city.”
Joe flipped off the others and began to walk away.
Sam didn’t want to stick around. The Watch was about to harbour a lot of death, willing or not. She needed to leave. She needed to run.
So she ran to the only place she hoped would accept her newfound identity. Where she would be safe.
It was a good six miles, but no matter how hard she pushed herself, no matter how much time or distance she left behind, she didn’t feel worse for wear. She wasn’t out of breath or thirsty. Her limbs didn’t ache or cramp. It was exhilarating and terrifying at the same time.
She was unstoppable.

THE DOOR opened, and Lena gasped as she saw the visitor behind it. She was wearing a white sundress with a pattern of blue flowers that complemented her eyes and hair. Sam hesitated, not sure how to proceed, her confidence of Lena’s acceptance wavering.
“Oh my God,” Lena whispered. “It’s really you!”
Sensing the subtle excitement in her voice, Sam gave a forced smile and stepped inside.
“Ta-dah! Saviour of the universe, at your service.” She bowed absurdly low, accompanied by a grandiose twirl of her arm to complete the picture.
Lena laughed and rolled her eyes. “How about we save the universe for another time. There are more pressing matters at hand.” She grabbed Samantha’s hand and pulled her into an embrace. Sam’s body went rigid, not because she didn’t want it, but the impossibility of a human and Chosen being so close made her instantly uncomfortable, even if she was the Chosen.
As if reading her mind, Lena suddenly pulled away, a flicker of fear passing through her face. She didn’t know what newly woken Chosen were like. All she knew was what they were capable of.
“Are you… ok?” she asked cautiously, as if trying to weigh the situation. Sam couldn’t blame her.
“I think so,” she answered honestly, avoiding Lena’s wary gaze. “I’m still… me,” she added faintly.
Moments passed in silence, and Lena finally relaxed.
“Come on, I just made tea. You look like you need some.” She raised her eyebrow in speculation. “You can still drink tea, right?”
Sam nodded, returning a weak smile, and followed Lena to the kitchen. She sat on one of the stools at the dinette and began to trace the wooden pattern with her finger on the barely two-foot-wide table.
Lena took a tea cup out of a cupboard to accompany the one already on the counter and poured hot water from the nearby kettle into it. She then dipped the already filled steeper into each cup, letting it sit a little longer in hers. The aromas of citrus and vanilla filled the air as the tea brewed, and Sam couldn’t help but lose herself to it.
Lena put a steaming cup in front of Sam and sat across, blowing gently at the surface of hers.
“I was at Boots when the… announcement came.” She hesitated before saying “announcement”, because it wasn’t exactly the right word, but another wasn’t available at the moment, so she used it anyway. A water main break was an announcement. A tornado watch was an announcement. A “leave or die” pronouncement was… something else.
Sam kept her eyes on the steam rising out of her cup. Lena had seen her die. She shuddered.
“At first,” Lena continued, “no one said anything, but then the whole place erupted, and I was told to go home. The whole city was in shock. I mean, I was in shock, and I had more riding on their little demonstration than most.” She smiled. “You have no idea how relieved I was to see your eyes when you came back. They zoomed in and everything. You have to tell me how it was. Actually, you have to tell me everything. How did you even get mixed up in all of this? For how long? And is that really your dad? I have so many questions!”
So Sam told her everything, from getting kidnapped to jumping off the Watch. Lena sat, sipping her tea with bated breath, hungrily taking in every word. When the story was over, she leaned back in her chair, visibly astounded.
“That’s crazy,” she exclaimed. “I can’t believe how many Chosen there really are. And soon a whole lot more! Did they tell you how the serum works?”
Samantha shook her head. “I didn’t even know about it until it was being injected into my neck. Surprise!” She made a sarcastic waving gesture with her hands to accompany the word.
“Wow. But it works, right? I mean it worked on you, unless you were meant to be Chosen in the first place, in which case you wouldn’t really know…” Lena trailed off in her own tangled thoughts.
“I think so,” Sam confessed. “From what I’ve heard, waking is supposed to be painful, like your blood is boiling, even if you’re Chosen. But for me, it was so peaceful. Maybe it was the serum? I don’t know.”
Lena considered the possibility. “That sounds… nice,” she finally added, an indescribable tone in her voice, and Sam got the feeling that she meant more than she let on.
“What are you thinking, Lena?” she asked, a sliver of fear beginning to grow in the pit of her stomach. Lena shifted uncomfortably in the chair.
“I want to stay.” It sounded so simple. Except it wasn’t. Stay and die. Leave and live. The fear now crept all the way to Sam’s throat, and she looked straight into Lena’s eyes, trying to convey just how she felt about that choice.
“Don’t do it for me, Lena, please. I don’t want you to—”
“I’m not,” Lena interrupted. “I want to stay. Not because I love this apartment, or this city, or you, but because…” She paused, realizing what she’d just said but choosing to ignore it for the moment in lieu of the secret she was about to share, the secret that she tried so hard to keep hidden. “Because I have a hole in my heart.”
Shocked by more than one revelation, though only admitting to the latter, Sam sat rigidly upright and almost spilled her tea.
“I was born with it. They didn’t think I’d make it past infancy, but I guess I was stronger than they expected. I’m mostly fine, now. I take medicine to keep it in check, but it’s not like there’s a cure. So you see,” Lena continued, not letting Sam speak, “even if I stabbed myself right here, right now, there is a zero percent chance of me becoming Chosen. Strong of body and mind, right? That means no defects. I’m broken. A dud. A Woken waiting to happen. Maybe tomorrow, maybe twenty years from now, but a monster without a chance at redemption. I want that chance, Sam, I want it more than anything, and I would give up my humanity in a heartbeat for it.”
Sam parted her lips, ready to protest, but the words lingered inside, unable to free themselves. There was no right response. She couldn’t tell Lena not to do it. It was her choice, a choice that Samantha had fought to provide. She just didn’t expect the only person she cared about to take them up on it.
“It’s not that simple,” she began, trying to formulate the emotions running through her into coherent sentences. “You can still live, be happy. You’re already human, you know who you are. Becoming Chosen can change all that. My dad… I don’t know who he is anymore. He looks the same, but he’s not. What if—”
“Are you?” Lena asked, her eyes unwavering. Stunned, Sam had to take a moment and think about the answer. Was she the same? Did the Lifeblood change who she was? No, she decided, it didn’t. She still had all the same feelings. The same needs and wants as before. If it wasn’t for the knowledge that she recently jumped off a building and ran six miles non-stop, she wouldn’t have believed anything had changed about her.
“I guess,” she conceded. “But I’m still new at this. I don’t know how I’m supposed to feel right now.”
Lena leaned over the table and brushed her lips against Sam’s. A spark shot down Sam’s spine at the gentle touch, and her body reacted in tandem.
“Did you feel that?” Lena asked teasingly. Sam only flushed in response.
Their lips met again, but this time they lingered, and Sam could taste the aroma of the tea on Lena’s breath.
“Does it feel right?” Lena’s voice was barely a whisper. Going against the inherent instinct that was bored into her since her father’s death, Sam pulled Lena’s mouth to hers with a hand around her neck and answered that question once and for all.
Time seemed lost, and they were lost with it until a loud crash outside brought them back to reality. Loud, angry yelling followed, and Sam glanced toward the window, wondering what was going on, but it subsided. How the city wasn’t in complete chaos she couldn’t imagine, but she was thankful for it. Life mattered more than anarchy, she guessed.
“I should go. They’re probably wondering where I am.”
She got up with intent to leave, but Lena blocked the way, pressing against her, arms wrapped tightly around her waist.
“You’ll come back?”
Sam’s hands guided Lena’s face up so their eyes met again.
“I promise,” she said in such a manner that Lena knew nothing in the world could cause her to break that. “But,” she added, “don’t do anything before that, ok? We’ll go together.”
Lena nodded. “I want you to be there.”
“I will be. Just stay here, don’t go anywhere. It’s not safe. Call me if there’s something wrong.”
“Ok.”
“Good.” Sam smiled at her, a true, reassuring smile. “Everything will be ok.”
Lena smiled back. “Hey! That’s my line!”
Sam leaned over and kissed Lena’s nose before unravelling from her embrace and walking to the door. She turned around one last time to look at the beautiful girl in front of her before getting back to reality.
“Get some sleep. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
And with Lena’s face still fresh on her mind, she shut the door.
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“YOU LIED to me.” The confrontation was inevitable from the moment David entered the commo room and made a beeline for its leader. Adam raised an eyebrow.
“Lied? I’ve never lied to you. Manipulated, maybe a little, but never lied.”
The flippant dismissal made David even angrier, though he noticed the feeling was pure, not fuelled by the invading Lifeblood. It felt good to be in control. He could do anything.
“A lie by omission then. You never said anything about a serum! Don’t you think it was a little important to let her know when and how she would die?”
Adam shrugged. “No. I needed her to be a clean slate, to see if she’s anything like her father. And you know what we found out? She’s even more special than we could ever have imagined.”
David knew that was true. The current state of his Lifeblood was proof of it. “So she’s what, an experiment? What the hell is wrong with you?”
Seeing that David wouldn’t back down, Adam sighed, and his expression turned serious.
“Do you know how we have so many Chosen? And no, it’s not just because over the years the numbers have added up since we don’t die. At first, no one knew why some were Woken and some weren’t, and thus we were unable to do anything about it.
“But now that we learned so much, people are ready. They fight. They stay fit and healthy. More viable candidates means more results. The percentage has changed, and it’s only rising. The Watch has been trying to keep this little piece of information from the people for a long time now. Doc is not a miracle worker, and even though his help makes a difference, the world is already changing toward the same goal: a new humanity.
“But Sam, Sam is yet another anomaly, one that can change how we live forever. She just needed a little push.”
David mulled over the words. “What about the serum? What is it?”
“Just a cocktail to stop the heart, nothing more, nothing less. It works quickly and effectively, with a minimal amount of pain. As for why the charade, I’m sure you understand how important Doc’s safety is. They could steal a ‘serum’, but with Doc gone, our entire plan fails.”
It was smart, and David knew it. His thoughts went back to Sam.
“She thinks I betrayed her. For not telling her before.”
Adam shook his head. “Well now, whose fault is that?”
David shot him a look. “You knew I wouldn’t.”
“Maybe. But you always had that choice. You just made the one I expected instead of the one she did. Don’t worry, there’s plenty of time for making up. Right now, we have a city to raise.”

THERE WAS a mob outside the Watch now. People demanding everything from being let in to death for all traitors. Chosen were trying to keep violence down, but it was only a matter of time before someone got seriously injured.
Or killed.
Samantha surveyed the outskirts of the crowd, looking for familiar faces, and unwittingly bumped into someone she wasn’t expecting to see.
“Sam!” the dishevelled girl cried out, her face red and terrified, as if she’d been screaming and crying for the past hour.
“Teresa, what are you doing here?”
Sam went rigid, because even though she asked, she didn’t have to. She doubted the Watch had released any information yet about Julian’s death that morning.
It was just this morning.
She couldn’t believe how long ago it felt. So many things had changed since then.
“It’s Julian. He hasn’t come home or called me or anything. You’re his teammate, and I saw you on the screen, but not Julian. Where is he, can you help me find him?”
Her words came out rushed, desperate. Sam’s heart broke from what she was about to say.
“I’m sorry, but he’s gone. We were taken this morning by the Chosen, and he was caught in the crossfire. I—” She broke off, not knowing how to finish the thought.
Teresa’s face transformed from hopeful to crushed to angry. “The Chosen who are taking over the city killed him? And you’re working with them? The ones who killed my brother?”
Her voice got louder and louder with each question until she sounded almost hysterical.
Sam didn’t know what to say. Teresa was right, of course. She was right, and there was no way to make her feel better or convince her that the Chosen weren’t the evil monsters she now saw them as.
Because maybe they were.
“I’m sorry.” It was all Sam could muster.
Teresa scowled at her. “Sorry doesn’t mean shit.”
She turned and ran, covering her face with her palms, her shoulders shaking.
Watching her go, Samantha sighed and turned back to the Watch. She would try to make it right one day.
Somehow.
Accepting that she wouldn’t be going inside through any real entrances, Sam decided on a more unique approach. Testing her new abilities was both exciting and scary, especially after realizing that pain was still very much a part of her, short-lived as it was.
There were three doors: front, side, and emergency. The back door had only giant window panels starting on the second floor. The mob was concentrated on the front, so Sam was practically alone, but the dark helped.
She stretched as high as she could, grabbed the ledge, and pulled herself up, her fingers burying into the red brick like it was a sponge.
The first window had iron bars all the way across, but they meant nothing for a Chosen. However, she knew that if she broke in, others could follow. She kept climbing, two storeys, three, until she felt comfortable enough that no human was going to risk falling, and looked inside.
It was a regular office. Cubicles, computers, paperwork piled up on desks. No people or Chosen. She tried the latch, but it was locked. How much force would it take to break the Plexiglas?
She was about to find out.
She propped her left hand on the top of the frame and planted her feet firmly on the bottom, hoping it would be enough to keep her from falling backward. Her fingers balled into a fist, and she swung her right hand into the window.
The effect was immediate, though not exactly what she expected. She knew it wouldn’t shatter but possibly crack down the middle, enough for her to squeeze through. Instead, the entire sheet of Plexiglas caved in, taking Samantha with it.
She crashed onto the floor, her face plastered on the still whole window. She vaguely remembered pain shooting up her arm, but it was gone now, and she got up glad no one was around to see that.
So much for trying to be quiet. Muffled voices with accompanied shuffling came from behind the walls, and the door swung open, two Chosen bursting in, weapons drawn and ready. They saw Sam and the now empty window and stopped, unsure of how to proceed.
“I was just… uh… trying to find a way in,” Sam explained, hoping they were part of Adam’s group and not still loyal to the Watch. That might cause some problems.
“I need to go see Adam. There are things we need to discuss about our deal.”
The Chosen nodded and let her through. She blew out a sigh of relief and headed toward the stairs.
Crisis averted.
Except she didn’t get far, because between her and the stairs was a waiting room, and two people were still sitting there, waiting.
“Oh my God, Sam!”
Boy, was she popular today.
Lara ran up and gave Sam a big hug. Dan stood up behind her, looking nervous and wary, but Lara seemed excited.
“We were here during the takeover, but no one came for us. I saw the message. I can’t believe it works!” She gaped, looking her over until stopping at her eyes. “How does it feel?”
Sam shifted uncomfortably. “I don’t know yet,” she answered as honestly as she could. “But you guys need to leave. This place is going to get ugly, and soon. There’s a broken window in an office down the hall. If you’re careful you can get down. The Chosen shouldn’t stop you, and if they do, tell them I told you to go.”
Lara looked away sheepishly. “I don’t want to leave,” she said, her voice quiet but certain. “I want to stay and become Chosen.”
Once again, Sam felt a twinge of dread inside her. Her friends, people she cared about, were choosing to die. Just like that. She gave up her life so they could keep theirs, and yet they didn’t. Maybe Adam was right. Maybe those who picked the Watch did just want to be Chosen.
“No.”
The statement held no sway. Dan’s body looked rigid, his hands balled into fists. Lara looked over at him, pleading.
“Dan, don’t you see? We could stay and be together. Neither of us will have to worry about dying on the job or being sent away. We could be happy. Forever.”
Dan winced. “Our jobs give us something to die for. Isn’t that what being human is all about? We went into the Watch to protect people. No one here needs our protection like they do. I won’t abandon everyone just to sit here on my ass and live without purpose.”
Tears filled Lara’s eyes, and her shoulders tensed. “But you would abandon me?”
The hard mask on Dan’s face melted, and he walked over to her, taking her hands in his.
“I want to be with you. I want to spend the rest of my life with you. I want us to have kids and watch them grow up. Be a family. We can’t do that if we die here today.” He kissed her. “Come with me. Please.”
Lara nodded, and they embraced. Sam exhaled in relief, glad to see that at least someone had given their humanity a chance. Not just their humanity either, but humanity in general. Chosen couldn’t have children, because each Lifeblood rejected any other. Without humans, procreation would end.
They said their goodbyes and parted ways. Maybe they would see each other again, in twenty years or a hundred. In this day and age, it didn’t matter anymore.
Minutes later, Sam reached the commo room, where Adam sat in a circle with others like Knights of the Round Table, no doubt planning for the next phase. He saw her come in and smiled, waving her over.
His circle consisted of Chris, Brand, David, Eric the tech guy, the mortician who was now also Chosen, and three other team leaders she recognized but didn’t remember their names.
Her eyes briefly met David’s, but he looked away.
Doc was standing behind Adam, listening but not engaging. Actually, now that she thought about it, she had never heard him speak at all. She tucked it away for later and sat down on an empty chair straight across from Adam.
“Welcome back,” he said with a smirk, and she instantly remembered just how much she hated his smugness. Everything had gone just how he wanted, and the glee showed on his face.
“Thanks,” she replied, sarcasm dripping from her voice. He didn’t even flinch.
“We were just discussing where to begin the wakings. Mitch says the morgue is well equipped, but I think with the amount of people interested, it will be too cramped. I don’t want a line going out the door like we’re offering free doughnuts.”
Samantha thought about it for a moment. “How about the hospital? You’ll probably have to start with the sick anyway. They’ll die without the doctors’ and nurses’ help, so if we want to minimize Woken, I would go there and begin immediately. There are lots of waiting rooms, too.”
Adam nodded, seemingly impressed. “I agree. Gene,” he turned to one of the leaders, a Chosen with olive skin and short curls of black hair, as well as a neat moustache that turned into a goatee, “take a team to the hospital and get me a status report back ASAP. I have to stay here and wait on a response from Texas, but as soon as I do, we’ll be there.”
“Done.” Gene stood up and walked over to a group of Chosen on the far side of the room.
“Texas?” Sam inquired.
“Fort Hood is the main Watch base. All the cities report to it, and they just received a very unpleasant message from Savannah. Right now they’re probably arguing about whether to negotiate or just start bombing. It could go either way.”
Sam shuddered at the thought. They wouldn’t bomb the city, not right away. They would wait until the time limit was over and the innocent civilians were out.
Right?
Or maybe they would decide that waiting just gave the Chosen more time to grow their army and try to contain the information from fleeing people just by killing them all first.
Shit.
Chris saw the look on her face and tried to ease the tension. “Don’t worry, we’ll see them coming a mile away. This tower can detect any air breaches, and there’s enough firepower to take out an army. You forget, Atlanta is only a few hours away. If we weren’t ready for the HA, Savannah wouldn’t have lasted a year down here.”
He was right, of course, and Sam relaxed a little. They had time to figure it out. At least figure something out.
“What about this serum?” Sam asked. “Is there enough for everyone? What’s in it?”
David opened his mouth, but Adam spoke first.
“That I will explain later, but right now we have to focus on the city. You don’t need to worry about the serum.”
She didn’t like the answer, but lives were at stake. She left it alone. David looked angry, but he didn’t speak up.
“You were out there,” Chris said. “How does the city look?”
“Angry,” she answered. “But managing. I don’t think anyone wants a bloodbath or loose Woken, so they’re trying. Tonight is going to be the hardest.”
“Good,” Adam interjected. “We need the time. In the morning we can start wakings at the hospital. Logan, I need you and a team at the main gate letting people out. Axe, get a team together and start filling trucks with food and other supplies. We’re going to make good on our promise.”
Logan stood up, a burly man who looked like a Viking with dirty heaps of hair slung over his wide shoulders. Unlike most, he chose to wear a leather vest and black pants instead of army garb, which made him seem even more menacing.
“You got it, boss,” he bellowed, his voice echoing throughout the room.
Then Axe stood up, a much smaller figure with dark brown skin but no less dangerous-looking. His sleek form and soft face might fool some, but across his chest was a double strap marking an X that ended with two long swords on his back.
Learning to master one was hard enough. Anyone who knew how to wield two was not someone to screw with. He only nodded and walked away beside Logan.
And then there were six.
“What about the armoury?” David suddenly asked, and for a moment Sam didn’t recognize his voice. She looked over at him, trying to discern what was different, and realized that the poison she saw in his Lifeblood when she first woke was gone.
How?
“We have our people down there. It’s safe,” Adam assured him.
“No, the other armoury,” David pressed. “The farmer’s one at the gates.”
Now that gave Adam pause. “That I did not take into consideration,” he confessed and looked over at Brand, who was already getting up.
“I’ll take care of it,” he said, and Adam nodded at him.
But then Sam’s mobile vibrated against her wrist, and everyone froze. Afraid of what the call could mean, she ripped the Velcro open and slid the phone up into her hand, pressing the answer button.
“Hello?”
“Sam…” Lena’s voice was so quiet and shaky, Sam could barely hear it.
“Lena, what’s wrong? Are you ok?” Sam’s heart began to beat loudly against her chest.
“They’re barricading the entire block. They won’t let anyone leave.”
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EVERYONE WAS now listening intently.
“What do you mean? Who?”
“People with guns. Big guns. Probably farmers who’ve come back to… to all this… and… and… they’re recruiting. Going door to door. There’s a lot of them now. They’re using trucks to block the streets for anyone to leave. I can see them out of my window.”
Adam immediately turned to Brand and Chris, whispering vigorously. Sam ignored them.
“Just stay there. I’ll come get you as soon as I can. Don’t open the door for anyone, ok?”
“They’re killing people, Sam,” Lena whispered, her voice breaking. “Shooting those who run and then going over and… and chopping off their heads. And some of them don’t even need it. It’s horrible.”
Samantha threw an angry glare at Adam, but he wasn’t paying attention. This was his oversight. His fault.
“Lena, I’m going to get you out. I promise. Just sit tight. I’ll be there soon, ok?”
She heard a “mhm” and hung up, turning to Adam.
“I need you to get your people together and go get this shit sorted out.”
Adam looked at her, his expression unreadable. “We will get it taken care of.” He paused. “At first light.”
Sam gaped at him. “What? That’s hours away. We can’t risk people’s lives like that!”
“We can’t risk our people’s lives, either,” Chris countered. “We’re at a disadvantage. Contrary to popular belief, we don’t have night vision, but they’ll see us coming. The powered rifles they have are enough to take us down, and in the dark they’ll know exactly where to aim.” He pointed between his eyes. “At dawn we’ll send troops over there and dismantle the barricade. They’ll have no chance.”
“At dawn,” Sam retorted, “Lena might be dead.” She turned to Adam again. “This is your mess, you fix it.”
He only shook his head. Realizing no one was going to help, she snapped her mobile back in and headed for the exit.
“Well then, I’m going alone.”
“Wait.” It was David who spoke up as he stood. “I’ll come with.”
Lost in rage and worry, Sam just nodded at him, and they disappeared into the stairwell.
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ADAM WALKED into the cell where the general lay limply on the floor against the back wall. He motioned for the two guards to leave and close the door behind them.
The general looked up at him, her face twisted, whether in pain or rage, he didn’t know. He didn’t care.
“So, here we are again.”
She narrowed her eyes, trying to understand what he meant. Did she know him?
“You probably don’t remember me. It’s been what, sixteen years? Not that I look any different, but I’m sure your memory isn’t what it used to be. I remember you, though. You were already on your way to the top, just one promotion off from general.”
She searched her memory. Sixteen years was a long time ago. The Watch at Savannah had just begun to operate independently, and people finally started to move in and get settled. But there were several thousand. Was he one of them? Was he one of the Chosen she condemned to death?
“You’re probably wondering if I’m here for revenge. It’s true, but not for what you’re thinking. You see, I had a family here. My wife and daughter. I came to find them after I was Chosen. It took me a long time to finally get here from Africa, different continents and all, but I never lost hope.
“So you can imagine my happiness when I saw that Savannah survived the apocalypse. I was let in by your gracious hospitality and got to hold my little girl again.” He smiled to himself at the memory. “And then I was told I could never see them again. ‘For their own safety’. Do you know what that does to a man?”
The general didn’t say anything.
“No, do you know what that does to a Chosen?”
Adam practically spat out the words, but then took a deep breath and calmed himself.
“I chose to leave instead of being your slave, so you let me go and I lived happily ever after, just like that, right?”
Silence.
“RIGHT?” he screamed, and she winced at the rage that fuelled his voice.
“No.” It was barely a whisper, but he heard it and his face twitched.
“No,” he agreed. “No you didn’t. You condemned me, and you condemned my family so they wouldn’t ask questions. They knew I wouldn’t leave them, so you killed them too.”
“I didn’t—”
“You did,” Adam accused. “I saw the paperwork. The red decommissioned stamp on my file. Your signature.”
She remembered now. If he truly was the same Chosen, the first decommission to get away before the steel cells, the one she spent countless nights fearing before finally purging him out of her mind, she wasn’t going to leave her cell alive.
“Your family died in a fire. I had nothing—”
“That’s BULLSHIT. And even if you didn’t, if I was there I could have saved them. Their deaths are on you.”
She wanted to just give up. Let him have his moment. But that was not who she was. Everything she did was for the good of humanity, and she would stand by it to her last breath.
She lifted her head up and looked him straight in the eyes.
“Think what you want. I’ve done some things I’m not proud of, but I’ve never betrayed my duty to the human race.”
Adam walked up to her and crouched down, his hot breath against her left ear. “The human race is dying out, and you are the beginning of the end.”
And with those words, he drove his hand through her chest, ripping out her still-beating heart before crushing it in a bloody fist as she watched.

“WE SHOULD take a Jeep,” David advised. “She said they had trucks. We might need a quick getaway.”
Samantha nodded, and they briskly walked toward the motor pool. There was nobody in the booth, so David grabbed a set of keys and went over to the corresponding vehicle number. It was a four-door dark green Jeep with extra headlights on the top of the hood. The gas tank was full, and David looked over to Sam for directions.
The sky was black, but street lamps provided enough light to see their surroundings as they drove. People littered the streets, trying to figure out what was going on. There was arguing and crying everywhere. Sam ducked down, hoping no one would see her. She was, after all, partially to blame.
“Do you have a plan?” David asked, keeping his eyes on the road.
“Yes. Kind of,” she admitted but didn’t continue.
“Care to share?”
“Her apartment faces the street, but it backs into the wall. There’s about an acre of semi-wooded park grounds in between, but it stretches along the wall for a good mile. The Watch tried to leave as much of it as possible for running and walking dogs.”
“So we go in through the park?” David deduced.
“Yup. We leave the Jeep on the other side and walk the rest of the way. I’ll go in through the balcony and get her out. Then we run back. Easy-peasy.”
“And if there are patrols? They wouldn’t leave an area so big without guard.”
“Then we’ll just have to be careful, won’t we?”
They fell silent, trying to imagine all the ways this could go wrong. There were many ways.
“Thank you,” Sam said after a few minutes, “for coming along.”
David didn’t respond. He didn’t have to. She pressed.
“I mean it. She’s the only person left who cares about me. I can’t let her down.”
Something stirred inside him. A burning trickle of Lifeblood began to make its way out of some black hole and into his heart. He tensed at the familiar pain, trying not to show it.
It was back.
Gone for hours, and now it was coming back.
He ground his teeth, but Sam was too lost in her own mind to notice.
“So who is she? It’s the same girl from our first call, right?” he asked, trying to get his mind away from the Lifeblood.
“Yes. She’s… we’ve been together for a while. I didn’t realize how much she cared until I got my assignment. Hell, I didn’t realize how much I cared.”
He didn’t say anything.
“She told me she loved me. I think. It was an accident, but I think she really meant it.”
The poison was now a stream instead of a trickle. It roiled inside him, like breaking through a dam.
What the hell.
“Do you?” he asked, trying to focus on the conversation.
“I didn’t really think about it before. Love is kind of a distant concept to me. I don’t know if it’s one of those ‘you just know’ things, and if it is, I haven’t had that revelation moment yet. I know I care about her. I get jealous and possessive. I don’t want to be without her. She makes me feel loved.”
She trailed off, lost in thought. David drove quietly, using every ounce of his control to stop the flood. It seemed to be working, but he didn’t want to ease off. Just in case.
He wanted to ask her what she had done to him. Before and now. He wanted her to touch his skin again and make the pain go away. If that was what it was. He had no idea, and he knew she didn’t either. A conversation for another day.
They were coming up on the park, and he turned off the headlights. This far back, neither of them could see the barricade, but better safe than sorry. He drove off the road and into the park grounds as far as the glow from the light posts behind them could reach before stopping. Trees were sparse, but the car was well hidden, not that anyone would care much at the moment. More pressing matters occupied the minds of the people that night.
They got out and followed closer to the road for light instead of the wall. Sam had thought about bringing a flashlight, but their eyes were enough of a beacon for attention, so she decided against it.
Five minutes in, the lights ahead disappeared.
David motioned Samantha to stay put and pulled himself up into a tree. He climbed the sturdy branches, quickly and methodically, until he could see the road.
Every light post from then on was off. He could see shattered glass below the one closest to them. Far ahead, he saw silhouettes of large vehicles and bright lights behind them. Any Chosen coming at them would be easily seen in the blackness. Any Chosen trying to sneak in would be easily caught in the light.
Smart.
He landed back down, startling Sam, and told her the situation. She now regretted not bringing that flashlight, but they were close. Only a few more acres, and they would be there, assuming they could stay unnoticed.
They decided on side-stepping. That way, their eyes would be toward the wall, and it was better than walking backward in the dark. Slowly and carefully, they made their way through the park. It felt like forever, but eventually Samantha stopped and covered her eyes, leaving only a small slit.
She turned around and saw the dark shape of a building behind her. Some of the large balcony door windows were lit up, some black. She searched quickly for the only window that mattered. It was also black, and she turned away again.
She didn’t know if that was good or bad. Was Lena still hiding, or had they gotten her? She pushed the fear aside and contemplated what to do next.
David stood next to her, waiting. The less noise they made, the better. She leaned over to him and whispered. “Right behind us.”
He nodded.
“Split up. Check for patrols from each corner, you go left, I go right. Meet under window. I’ll give you a boost.”
Now she nodded. “No killing. We get noticed, we run.”
He shook his head disapprovingly. This wasn’t the time for morals. But it was her rescue mission, and if she wanted to abandon it for a few lives that would probably be taken in the morning anyway, so be it.
“Keep your head down.”
She gave him a small grin and headed toward the left corner of the building, hiding behind large trunks. Once the trees ended, the only thing separating Sam from the building was a three-foot-high fence made from wooden beams. It wasn’t supposed to keep anything out, really; it was just there for decoration.
Sam’s eyes adjusted to the low lights that merged together from the windows and saw there was no one around. She hopped the fence and stealthily approached the corner. This would be the hard part. If she were a spy from the movies, she would have brought a mirror to look over corners. But she wasn’t. She would have to be fast.
She took a deep breath and faced the wall. It seemed to focus her. Three. Two. One.
Her head jerked sideways, and she glanced over the side, quickly moving back.
Empty.
She almost laughed. These guys weren’t very good at their barricading to leave the park open like that. Or maybe they were just overconfident. They didn’t see the amount of Chosen in the Watch. They only saw a dozen, maybe two. They couldn’t have predicted hundreds.
She slid along the wall until coming under Lena’s second-floor balcony. She reached for the bars and pulled herself up and over it. Boost my ass.
Crouching down, she knocked gently on the glass. Nothing. She carefully undid the Velcro on her mobile, and trying to cover the lighted screen as much as possible, she typed in on the balcony. A few moments passed and the door latch clicked, the glass sliding over to the side.
Sam dived in, almost knocking Lena over. Something shattered on the floor. A teacup?
“Shit. Shit. Sorry.”
Lena didn’t care. She threw her arms over Sam and squeezed. If Sam was still human, it might have hurt.
“You’re here,” she managed to choke out as Samantha accepted the death grip.
“I promised you, didn’t I?” she said, running her fingers through Lena’s hair. Lena released and leaned forward, their lips meeting again and again.
“We need to go,” Sam urged, though she wanted nothing more than to stay. “David and I have a Jeep on the other side of the park.”
Lena pulled back as if stunned. “Oh. Where is he?”
Sam looked around. Where was he? She was so lost in finally getting to Lena that she completely forgot about him. She walked over to the balcony and looked out.
He was crouched behind the railing, looking out to the right. Upon hearing her footsteps, he turned, motioning for her join him, but made a low sign with his palm. Sam got down and sat beside him questioningly.
He pointed over to her corner. There was nothing there.
“Patrol. Two. They were just leaving when I got there, so they didn’t see me looking, but I think they’re circling around. They’ll be coming from that side. We can wait until they pass or try to go now, but I can’t tell how long they’d be gone or if they’re patrolling any other buildings along with this one.”
Sam thought about it. Waiting was preferable, but for how long? What if they didn’t come back? They needed to leave ASAP.
“We go now.”
David nodded, and Sam went back inside.
“Are you ready to go?” she asked Lena, who nodded as she was slipping on a pair of white sandals. Sam cringed a little. Sure, they weren’t flip-flops, but dark wooded areas and sandals really didn’t mix either. Then again, the sundress wasn’t a good idea either, no matter how sexy it made Lena look. Oh well, they didn’t have time to change.
Sam looked over at David, and he gave her a thumbs-up. She took Lena’s hand and—
Voices.
A few of them. Male. Coming from the other side.
Sam hesitated. Maybe they should wait it out.
A knock came on the door. Everyone held their breath.
“Hello? Open up,” a gruff voice asked from behind it. “Someone heard ya, so if you don’t open the door right now, we’re gonna break it down. You got three seconds. Three. Two. One.”
David jumped off the balcony. Sam picked up Lena and dropped her into his arms, quickly jumping herself.
The door shuddered and creaked as the man kicked it, but it held for the first blow.
The second time wasn’t so lucky, and he broke through, followed by two others.
Seeing the balcony door wide open, he yelled at them to get backup and jumped down himself, looking out into the park for a sign of the runners.
A truck pulled up to him, along with several more, and he yelled “Yeeehaaaw” as they mowed down the wooden fence and dove into the park, bright headlights leading the way.
For a moment, Sam thought they were safe. Too far away for their pursuers to catch up.
She was wrong.
If the light that illuminated her back wasn’t a clear enough indication, the loud crack and bullet that bit into her shoulder definitely was.
Man, getting shot hurt.
And then it didn’t.
Terrified at the sound of the gunshot, Lena screamed. It was a short cry, more like a yelp, but she kept running. At least they could see where they going now.
Too bad the men chasing them could see too. And now they knew there were Chosen.
Sam tried to stay right behind Lena, protecting her from any incoming fire. They just had to make it to the Jeep. If they made it first, they could get away. One mile. No problem.
Another shot rang out. The tree next to her practically exploded. She ducked her head as low as she could. If that round hit it, she would go down. Forever.
The ground began to slope up, and a shot landed in front of Lena, erupting a cloud of dirt into the air. She tried to shield her eyes and tripped, falling into the debris.
The two Chosen slid to a halt, and Sam helped Lena back up. Lena took a step and cried out in pain. She couldn’t run. David and Sam exchanged glances.
“Go get the Jeep,” Sam quickly decided, scooping Lena up into her arms. “We’ll be right behind you.” David nodded and disappeared into the trees.
Samantha ran.
Lena’s weight felt like nothing to her, but she couldn’t fit into places the same way as she did alone, and she had to make sure not to trip. Lena held on to her, hands over neck, chest to chest, making small gasping sounds whenever Sam had to make a sharp turn or drop down.
More shots echoed in the night. Some hit close, some not so much. One clipped her arm. Another whizzed right by her ear. The ones that were close must have been from people who stopped and aimed. The others might have been from those inside the truck. It might have been faster than chasing on foot, but it couldn’t mow down a tree, so they kept zigzagging around, trying to catch up, trying to slow Sam down.
And then it came, the shot that entered Sam’s back, right below the ribs, and exploded into a million pieces like glass. She wavered and fell down to her knees, pain blinding her. She didn’t let go of Lena, who cried out and dug her fingers into Sam’s flesh.
Her lungs burned; the Lifeblood was working quickly to repair the damage. The pain subsided, and Sam willed her legs to stand. They obeyed. The night air hit her back, and she felt it all the way from her neck to her waist, which meant the material there was completely destroyed. A half a foot higher, and she wouldn’t have been standing ever again.
She kept running, and Lena relaxed in her arms. The pursuers gained some ground from the fall, but not much. David was nowhere to be seen, but Sam knew they had to be close. She could run a mile in under five minutes as a human. It’s definitely been five minutes, right?
Lights flashed in front of her, and she renewed her pace. The Jeep was rapidly approaching, David swerving out of the way of trees much easier than the truck behind them. He turned the Jeep sideways and stopped, climbing over and opening the back side door.
Five hundred feet.
The men behind Sam saw they wouldn’t have another chance and unloaded everything they had. It was like walking through a minefield as it exploded around her. David lay low in the Jeep as the rounds pummelled it.
Two hundred feet.
One hundred.
She lunged into the opening of the Jeep, landing sprawled on the back seat but wholly inside, and David peeled away, leaving their pursuers farther and farther behind by the second.
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“WE MADE it. Oh my God, I can’t believe we made it.”
Sam pulled herself up on the back seat, letting Lena detach from her, and quickly moved to shut the gaping door that was swinging wildly as the Jeep made its getaway. She heard the lock click as she tugged on it, the wind that was beating at her face gone, and turned back to Lena, smiling in triumph.
Except Lena was still lying in the same position Sam had left her. Blue streaks of hair lay across her motionless face, eyes closed.
Heart pumping faster again, Sam leaned over her in panic, trying to figure out what was wrong.
And then she saw it.
The illumination from Sam’s eyes showed Lena’s chest and abdomen covered with a dark wet substance. She immediately knew what it was, and her breath caught, unable to find release. She ripped open the shredded dress and moaned in horror. Dozens of cuts—no, holes—bled freely from Lena’s body.
How?
It wasn’t possible.
Lena had never turned around.
She was never shot.
Unless…
Realizing the possibility, Sam looked down at herself, and her shoulders began to shake uncontrollably. Like Lena’s dress, the front of her tac suit was torn to pieces.
“It must have gone right through…” she said, not realizing she spoke out loud.
“What?” David asked from the driver’s seat, not looking back. Sam jerked at his voice, surprised he heard her.
“They shot me, and it went right through,” she said again, still disbelieving, still unable to accept what happened.
“Right through where?” David seemed confused, but then he turned around for a second, and she saw his eyes widen in shock and understanding.
“Shit.”
It was the first time she’d ever heard him swear. Tears welled up in her eyes, and she struggled not to break down.
“Is she still alive?” David asked, trying to get through to her, trying to stay calm as his own Lifeblood boiled inside, feeling Sam’s anguish.
Sam leaned over and felt for a pulse. She found it, weak and slow, but it was there.
“Yes,” she practically yelped, hope rising up, the adrenaline now rushing inside her, taking over.
“You have to stop the bleeding,” he advised, but she was already a step ahead. She ripped several inches off the bottom of Lena’s dress and began to wrap it around her wounds. The white dressing was quickly soaked with blood, but Sam put her hands over it and pressed, not so hard as to squeeze more blood out, but tight enough not to let it fall freely.
“We need to get to the Watch,” she urged. “She can’t die here. She can’t…”
Her voice broke, and David pressed harder on the gas pedal, but they were already going faster than was safe. The Jeep practically flew down the street, not slowing for any traffic signs. Hopefully, no one would be unlucky enough to get in their way.
Since Lena was lying across the seats, Sam positioned herself on the floor bed. She laid her head in the space between Lena’s shoulder and cheek, not moving her arms from the wound.
“Lena,” she whispered, her chest locking up and emotions threatening to spill out like a flood. “You have to hold on. Please.”
Lena didn’t show any indication of hearing her. Sam’s throat felt clogged as she pushed the ball of despair back down, unsuccessfully. Her eyes clouded over with wetness, and she tried to blink it away, also unsuccessfully.
Lena couldn’t die there. Not in the Jeep. She needed the serum, or she would be lost forever.
“Please, stay with me,” Sam begged. “Please. I can’t lose you too.”
That was it. Lena was all that mattered. And then it came, the realization, and she couldn’t contain the tears anymore.
“I love you too,” she barely whispered, letting them fall freely now. “I love you too. Please don’t leave me.”
The Lifeblood roiled inside her, mixing with the emotions passing through. It must have been trying to heal what was causing her pain but couldn’t find it because there was nothing physically wrong. She was falling apart, and no amount of Lifeblood could help.
She didn’t know how much time passed before the Jeep screeched to a stop. Sam looked up at the Watch towering behind the window, and a sliver of hope bloomed. David jumped out and practically tore the back passenger door open, letting the cool night air wash over her. She gently picked up Lena, careful not to bend her abdomen, and climbed out.
They were at one of the side doors, but the crowd seemed to have mostly dissipated anyway. Sam tried not to look but involuntarily noticed scattered pieces of armour, weapons, and dark splatters that she could only guess were blood. A battle had happened here. She was glad not to have been a part of it.
Two Chosen stood at the door, presumably guarding it. At first they tensed as the Jeep pulled up, but seeing David and Sam with Lena in her arms they quickly opened the entrance and let them through, one saying something into the radio.
Halfway down the hallway, Sam suddenly stopped and turned to David.
“Where should we go?”
He paused to think but didn’t have to. Adam, followed by Doc and the mortician, came running at them from the other side.
“Take her to the morgue,” Adam directed, motioning for them to go with him. They did, and the procession quickly headed downstairs.
Once at the morgue’s entrance, David grabbed a gurney, and Sam laid Lena down on it. Looking at her in the bright lights of the room, she couldn’t help letting out a panic-stricken whimper.
Lena’s skin was pale white, a stark contrast to the torn dress that was now crimson. The makeshift dressing had stopped oozing blood, but it was completely soaked with it. Lena’s lips were practically as blue as the streaks in her hair, and she bounced limply as the gurney rolled up to the autopsy table in the exam room.
David and Adam lifted her up and laid the body down on the cold steel. The mortician walked up to Sam and extended his hand in greeting. He seemed friendly, like a loving grandfather, but his once-hazel eyes painted a different picture now.
“I don’t think we’ve been properly introduced. I’m Mitch.”
Sam wanted to shake it but instead looked anxiously over at Lena, hesitating. He dropped his hand, unoffended, and turned to Lena.
“She needs the serum,” Sam blurted out. “She won’t be Chosen without it.”
Adam and David shared a look she didn’t understand.
“She has a congenital heart defect. If she dies, the Lifeblood will take her.” She paused, letting it sink in. “Please.”
The last word came out as a plea. David turned to Doc with a questioning expression.
Can you?
Doc shrugged thoughtfully.
Sam was getting angry at the silent looks, like everyone knew something she didn’t.
“What’s going on?” she demanded. “Why is everyone so quiet?”
Adam opened his mouth, but it was David who answered. He wasn’t going to let Adam lie anymore.
“There’s no serum, Sam.”
The words hit her like a bombshell. Her body froze, and she felt its weight turn from a human to a mountain.
“What?” It was all she could utter, her voice shaking with both shock and fear. This was Lena’s only chance.
David didn’t back down from her piercing stare.
“They made it up to cover the real thing. It’s Doc. Doc can talk to the dead. He can bring Lena back.” He turned to Doc, who stood and watched in contemplation. “You can, right?”
Sam wanted to laugh, which she knew was crazy, but not any crazier than David’s explanation.
“I will do my best.”
Sam stumbled backward. The voice in her head matched the African man perfectly, and yet he never moved his lips.
“What the—”
She couldn’t even finish the thought, but then a familial feeling rose up in her, and suddenly it all made sense. She looked at Doc head-on for confirmation.
“It was you, wasn’t it? During my waking?”
He nodded. “You never needed me, child. You were in control da whole time.”
It was crazy.
It was impossible.
And yet here they were. If he could help Lena, so be it.
“There’s something you guys should see,” Mitch said, his voice strangely odd. Everyone turned to look at him expectantly.
He had cut Lena’s dress bandage down the middle, carefully peeling it off from both sides. The blood had mostly coagulated on the fabric and looked completely dry on Lena’s naked abdomen. Sam stared at it, dread filling her.
There were no wounds.
“I know what you’re thinking,” Mitch told Sam reassuringly. “But she’s still very much alive. The Lifeblood hasn’t invaded her yet, so it couldn’t have been what healed her.”
Then what?
“It was Sam.”
Now everyone turned over to David, practically gawking. He fixed his eyes on Samantha, forming his thoughts into words.
“Remember on the roof, when I grabbed your hand and you threw me off?”
Adam snorted, but David ignored it. Sam nodded, not sure where this was going.
“After you jumped, I realized that my… that the corruption in my Lifeblood was gone. It’s like you healed it somehow. Just like you healed Lena without realizing it.”
Sam knew he was telling the truth, at least partially. She saw the pureness of his Lifeblood when she came back to the Watch. The same way she saw him struggling against the poison now.
“But you’re not healed. I can feel it.”
She immediately regretted the words, but it was too late. Their gazes fixed on her, studying her like a rat in a maze. Except she had nowhere to run, and there was no cheese at the end.
“No,” David responded. “But she is.”
Sam’s eyes travelled to the girl on the table, her heart quickening. Lena lived because of her. Because of her.
“Actually,” Mitch interjected. “That’s not exactly true.”
“What?” She snapped out of it.
“Well, there aren’t any external injuries, but I’m betting the bullet fragments are still inside of her. Couple that with the blood loss and…” His voice trailed off, as if she could finish the sentence.
“And what?” She knew what, but she had to hear it.
He sighed. “She’s dying. You gave her time, enough to get her here, but it’s out of our hands. Either we sit and wait for a few hours, or we give her the serum and let her wake.”
Sam shook her head in confusion. “The serum? I thought you said there was no serum!”
“It’s just to stop the heart,” he explained. “Then Doc can do the rest of the work.”
She turned to Lena, unsure of the right thing to do. She looked so peaceful, even in the ravaged state she was in. Sam walked up to the table and took Lena’s left hand, pressing it to her lips. It felt cold and heavy. Tears once again hung on the verge of freedom, and she wanted to look away.
But Lena’s body suddenly shuddered, and she began to wheeze, her back arching as her lungs filled with air. Her green eyes sprang open but didn’t seem to look anywhere specific, only up. It happened so quickly, Sam almost dropped her hand. But then Lena coughed, and blood spurted out, colouring her lips with red splotches. Sam’s eyes went wide with panic.
“Lena!” she cried out, grabbing Lena’s shoulders to force them down. The girl didn’t fight but practically collapsed, breathing raggedly and staring into space. Sam looked up at Mitch, terrified.
“What’s happening?”
“She’s bleeding internally,” he guessed. “The movement must have caused a fragment to cut something inside her.”
Sam’s gaze frantically went over Lena’s stomach, as if she could see through it. Unsatisfied with her inability to do so, she went back to Lena’s face.
“I’m sorry,” she moaned desperately. “I’m sorry I don’t know what I did. I don’t know how to control it. I don’t know…”
Lena’s eyes finally focused, and she tried to speak. “Hurts,” she managed to get out.
“I know. I know, I’m sorry,” Sam replied, kissing Lena’s hand again, not sure what else to say.
Not true, she knew, she just didn’t want to. She contemplated the next words carefully.
“They can make it stop,” she finally said. “They can—”
“It’s ok,” Lena answered between ragged breaths, not needing more explanation. “It’s why… we’re here.”
Sam nodded, through the tears that finally broke free. She looked up at Mitch, who nodded back and quickly walked away, presumably to get a syringe.
“You have to come back to me, ok?” she asked. No, begged. Hoped. Needed.
“I promise.” Lena tried to say more but coughed instead, and a drop of blood landed on her chin. Sam wiped it away.
Mitch was back and ready, waiting for the call.
Adam stepped forward next to Lena, looking her dead in the eyes. “Remember. Listen for a voice. Hold on to it like nothing else matters. It will hurt. Don’t let the pain take you.”
She nodded, and he pulled back, giving Mitch the go-ahead.
Sam squeezed Lena’s hand tightly. Mitch was quick. He inserted the syringe and emptied it into Lena’s neck.
She died looking into Sam’s eyes.
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PAIN.
Lena had thought she was ready.
She was wrong.
It came fast and strong, as if it knew she was easy prey, lighting her heart on fire first. It burned, agony spreading through every inch of her body. She tried to scream but realized she had no control. She was trapped.
The Lifeblood pushed further, a force like a raging wave of lava where everything it touched turned to ash.
Lena was losing. Piece by piece the power overtook her, the pain unbearable.
She just wanted it to end. She would give anything to make it end. Maybe if she stopped fighting it—
“Lena.”
A voice boomed inside her, rattling her entire being, snapping her soul back from the depths she let it slide into.
“Do not let the Lifeblood take you. Stay on the path.”
No, she thought, it hurts too much. I can’t.
“You can and you will. Samantha needs you.”
The mention of Sam’s name gave her pause.
I want to, she pleaded, I want to, but I can’t. I’m not strong enough.
“It’s almost over. Fight it, Lena. Only a little longer.”
Her soul cried in anguish, but she held on, Sam’s face held tight in her memories. She would do it for her.
The pain fell away as quick as it came, and power flooded her, taking her breath away. She was in control again.
Feeling her body back, Lena opened her eyes.

SAM DIDN’T care about the blood. She didn’t care about the fact that Lena was practically half naked on the cold metal table. The only thing that mattered was the bright green glow in Lena’s eyes that illuminated her face when she opened them.
Sam scooped her up in her arms and held her, tears streaming down her cheeks. She didn’t even know she had so many tears, seeing as she felt like she’d been crying for the past hour.
Lena didn’t react at first. Too much was happening, too many sounds and colours. But feeling the warmth and comfort of the embrace, she burrowed her head into Samantha’s chest, her arms tucked inside.
Her eyes closed, and she drifted, the beating of Sam’s heart calming her. Nothing else existed. She felt safe. That was all that mattered.
Adam looked at Doc with a thankful expression, but Doc didn’t smile this time. His face was grim, and Adam furrowed his eyebrows in question. Doc only shook his head. Not now.
At some point, Mitch left and returned with a white lab coat, the same kind he was wearing. He offered it to Lena, who flushed after seeing the state of her dress and quickly put it on.
“So,” David said, trying to break through the now uncomfortable silence. “What now?”
Adam jumped right in, eager to be back on track. “Sunrise is soon. I’ve heard from Gene, and he says the hospital is good to go. Doc and I are going there ASAP to start the wakings.”
David nodded. “What about the barricade?”
“Brand is putting together a task force to take them out.” Adam looked over at a white clock on the far wall. “They should be leaving from the motor pool in the next twenty minutes or so.”
“I want to go,” Sam blurted out, resulting in odd looks. She composed herself before explaining. “I want to help. There are people trapped there, people they can take hostage if they haven’t already. I’m not going to let them die just because they didn’t want to fight.”
“I agree,” David added. “I’m coming too.”
Adam didn’t like it but sighed. What else could he do?
“Me too.” The small female voice belonged to Lena, who surprised even herself with how meagre it sounded.
“No,” Sam argued, turning to her. “You can’t. It’s not safe.”
“But I want to help,” Lena pleaded.
“You’re not a fighter, Lena. I can’t let you go.” Sam glanced over at Adam and Doc. “Tell you what. How about you go to the hospital? There are people there waiting to wake who are scared, and I can’t think of anyone better than you to put them at ease. You’ll be helping, just in a different way. Ok?”
Lena thought about it and nodded. They stood up, and just then, Sam realized she would have to leave Lena again. A part of her rebelled against the idea, but she knew it had to be done. She kissed Lena’s cheek and promised to see her again soon, watching intently as the three figures disappeared out of sight.
“One more thing before you go,” Mitch interjected as she and David got themselves ready to leave. “There is something you should know. A body came in a few days ago, one Kyle Teller. I presume you know who I’m talking about?”
Sam froze.
Kyle?
“I’ll take that as a yes,” he continued. “Well, after examining the body, I found a collar inside the neckband of his tac suit.”
Sam’s face contorted in confusion.
“You mean… an HA collar? That’s impossible. Kyle was many things, but he wasn’t a traitor.” Her words became heated, and she reminded herself to breathe.
“Oh no, I don’t doubt it,” Mitch said calmly. “It was a timed collar. There was a little under two minutes left before it would have activated on its own. It must have malfunctioned when he was beheaded before the timer ran out, but rest assured if David didn’t kill him, the collar would have.”
Sam and David exchanged shocked glances.
“What?” Sam didn’t understand. She’d never heard of anything like this before.
Mitch shook his head sadly. “They don’t tell you anything, do they? I’ve seen it a few times before. The Human Alliance abducts and tortures a Watch Guard, then if it doesn’t get the information it wants, it puts a collar on the poor soul and says ‘you have x amount of hours before it goes off.’ If the Guard doesn’t return with the intel—bam. Dead. Permanently.”
Sam gaped at him, horrified. “Why don’t they go to the Watch for help?”
“Two of the other three did. I’m guessing the reason the Watch hasn’t released this information is because we have yet to find a way to remove the collar without triggering it.”
Sam felt nauseous. Of all the possible scenarios, this was not one she would have ever imagined.
“And Kyle?” She was afraid of the answer but had to ask anyway. Mitch frowned.
“The abuse his body suffered was… severe, to say the least. They must have known he had some serious access.”
Still, Samantha thought, he wouldn’t betray the Watch.
So, what, he chose to try to kill her instead? It didn’t make sense.
“I wish he told me,” she muttered to herself. The past couldn’t be changed, but it didn’t mean she had to accept it.
“Yes, well, it’s all done and over with now. I just thought you should know.”
“Thank you,” Sam said earnestly. “I really appreciate it.”
He smiled deeply in return, and she felt a fatherly type of affection emanating from him. Remembering her own father, Sam looked over at the clock. The twenty minutes were almost up, and after an apologetic farewell, she and David hurried out the door.

“IT DOESN’T excuse anything, you know,” Sam said as they briskly made their way up the stairs.
“I know,” David responded. She was right. He messed up.
They reached the door and walked outside, heading toward the motor pool.
“So when were you going to tell me?” she asked, her voice unreadable.
“Tell you what?”
“Oh, I don’t know,” she answered as sarcasm found its way in, “about Doc? About me healing you? Take your pick.”
“Right. That.” He didn’t know what to say. This conversation was a long time coming, and he still had no idea.
“I just don’t get it,” she continued. “You had so many chances. At the army base. On the drive over to Lena’s. Why didn’t you?”
He sighed. This wasn’t going to go away. He needed to man up and admit it.
“I don’t know.”
Sam rolled her eyes. “Bullshit.”
“I’m serious. I wanted to. I just couldn’t find the right way, and by the time I realized I should have, it was too late.”
She snorted. “Great. Just great.”
He didn’t say anything. Whatever came out of his mouth was somehow going to be the wrong thing.
“You know,” she added, softer this time, “I don’t know what I did, but if you want, I can try again. To heal you, I mean.”
Stunned, he slowed and looked over at her, but she kept her gaze forward. She looked calm and determined, and as she walked ahead, he noticed the perfect bare skin of her back. He suddenly wanted to reach over and touch it, a crazy urge he immediately pushed away.
“Ok,” he responded, unsure of what else to say.
They reached the motor pool, where several dozen Chosen were filling the vehicles. Brand waved them over and directed David to a nearby Jeep. Sam was about to get in with him when Brand blocked her way.
Her spot was in the Humvee, with her father. As it should have been.

“SO WHAT’S wrong?” Adam asked Doc as they stood in a clean white room full of boxes with syringes they were going to use for the “serum”. Lena was nearby with some patients, trying to comfort them as best she could.
Doc frowned at him again. “She should not have been Chosen.”
Adam crossed his arms. “What does that even mean?”
“It means exactly what I say.”
Adam’s nose twitched. “We need her. She’s good collateral for Sam.”
Doc nodded. “Yes, that is why I did not leave her to da Lifeblood. But I should have.”
His words were thick with foreboding, but Adam chose to ignore it.
“What’s done is done. We look to the future. If you have another one of these ‘feelings’, you’re free to choose as you like. Just let us know before we end up with a Woken on our hands. Deal?”
Doc nodded reluctantly as they picked up the boxes of syringes and headed out.
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“SO I’M guessing the girl on the phone is more than a friend?”
Sam got the sudden urge to open the door and jump out.
Seriously?
The first time he said a word to her since their fallout, and he asked her about her love life? She had never spoken to him about her relationships, and she didn’t want to start now.
Then again, the man driving the vehicle was her father, whether she liked it or not, and he had a right to be curious.
“Yup,” she answered, her eyes never leaving the window.
“How long have you been together?”
Sam’s forehead hit the glass, and she closed her eyes.
Kill me, please. Oh wait.
She needed to nip it in the bud. “So now you care about the people I love?”
She could tell it hurt him by the sharpness of the turn he took next. Even though he hadn’t shown it before, something had changed in his demeanour. Maybe he was trying to repair the damage. Maybe she was being too harsh.
“I’m sorry,” she conceded, finally looking at him. “I’m just… still angry, I guess.”
“I understand,” he acknowledged. “I’ve been trying to give you space.”
Now where had she heard that before? Was that why he’d been ignoring her this whole time? To give her space? Sam practically snorted. Maybe she was more like her father than even she realized.
“I’m such an idiot,” she mumbled to herself, rolling her eyes.
“What?” her father asked, confused.
“Nothing.” She waved him off.
Silence ensued again before Brand decided to continue. “So you love her, then?”
Sam felt her face flush. “Yeah.” It wasn’t more than a whisper, but she knew he heard her. Saying it again, out loud like this, it meant something.
“When do I get to meet her?”
Oh man, just what I need, Sam thought, but her mind drifted over to wondering what Lena was doing right then at the hospital. The images of her in a skimpy nurse’s outfit began to pop up, and she shooed them away.
Bad Sam, bad.
Not the time.
War.
Blood.
Now what was it her father asked?
Oh, yeah.
“I’ll introduce you when we get back, ok?”
“It’s a date.”
He looked over at her and smiled. Her heart leapt. She’d missed his smiles.
The Humvee slowed to a stop. It was time.

THE SKY had a light orange glow as the sun slowly rose above the horizon. It was enough to illuminate the city, making street lamps automatically turn off. They were on the main road lined with small shops that led into the block that housed several apartment complexes. Sam could now see the barricade surrounding it in all its glory.
Most of the trucks were positioned parallel on both road and grass to take up more space, but some faced forward, ready to charge. She had to give them props for finding so many vehicles, but she knew most were probably stolen from Watch personnel. She couldn’t blame them. It was war, after all.
The stretch of road between the Chosen and the makeshift wall was not a pretty sight. The bodies had been removed, but blood, bone, and brain matter remained splattered in randomly spaced blotches. Those must have been the first few to run.
The people on the other side of the barricade didn’t bother hiding themselves or their guns. They stood mostly in groups, some on top of the vehicles, some behind them. They shouted angrily at Sam, though she knew it wasn’t directed at her personally.
A shot rang out. Sam gasped and covered her face as the windshield of their Humvee shattered. She hadn’t thought they were close enough to get hit. She was wrong.
Brand started the engine again and turned around, going back farther until stopping the car sideways, the giant gap now facing away from the shooter. He opened his door and got out. Samantha climbed out after him, not chancing being out in the open.
The rest of Brand’s army fell in around them, over ten vehicles in total. They made a sort of square, protecting the inside from incoming fire. Adam wasn’t kidding when he said a few dozen. This was at least thirty. Seeing so many Chosen in one place made Sam uneasy once again. She didn’t know if she would ever get used to it.
Brand gave instructions. He was quite brilliant, and she couldn’t help feeling a sliver of pride. She was his daughter, and he was the leader. A leader, anyway.
She looked over through the side windows of their Humvee and saw the people gathering, straining to see what was going on ahead. Some paced nervously. A man crossed himself.
David came up next to her and stood silently until Brand was done. Sam didn’t get a “role”, but she knew what she and David were there for. That was all that mattered. The major opened the back passenger door and pulled out a white megaphone. He pointed it toward the barricade, and it seemed like the entire world hushed down to listen.
“People of Savannah,” he began, his voice loud and clear. “Surrender your weapons. You are outnumbered, and we do not want to hurt anyone. This is your only chance. We are coming, and anyone armed will be permanently put down. Do not make this transition harder than necessary. Surrender and keep your lives. Fight and die. It’s your choice.”
After the last syllable left the air, distant howls and yells replaced it. They weren’t going to give up, of course, but maybe some would be smart enough to listen.
Brand put down the megaphone and signalled to the Chosen. They fell out in an arc, some disappearing behind the small buildings on the sides. A hair salon and sub place on the left. Convenience and book stores on the right.
The rest, about fifteen left, got back in the vehicles. They were going to drive into the barricade to get as close as possible before having to get in the line of fire. It was the logical choice.
Brand let David stay with them, but before getting behind the wheel he put the megaphone back in the back seat, motioning for Sam’s attention.
“When Adam called me to say you were coming, I figured you would want this back,” he said, pulling out a long, curved sword that gleamed in the sunrise. Sam gasped. David got his back during the takeover, but she hadn’t seen her sword since her kidnapping. She hesitated.
“It’s yours, Dad.”
He shook his head and handed it to her. “Not anymore.”
She decided to accept. It felt incredibly light in her grasp, partially due to her newfound strength. She didn’t even need both hands to have complete control. It just felt right.
Except she knew she would have to use it, and most likely on people. Living, breathing human beings. No more Tasers. These people wanted blood, and blood they would get.
They got in the Humvee and charged toward the now panicking crowd.

ONE COULD say that war is ugly. An institution of mankind. A destroyer of humanity.
But then others live for it. The thrill of battle. The blood and honour.
To Sam, war was a necessary evil. It would always exist, whether against people, monsters, or life itself. There would always be something to fight for and something to die for.
As the vehicles sped up, people on the other side ran. Not everyone, but enough to see them dissipate like ants when you poke the hill with a stick.
Others fired at the incoming assault, but the army had made its transport sturdy, ready for anything. Yes, glass shattered and a few tires blew out. No, it did not make a difference.
Sam moved to cover her ears to avoid the inevitable sound of the collision, but it wasn’t enough. The deafening noise filled the air, over and over again, a heavy crunch of metal against metal.
Her body jerked as the Humvee swerved and hit a truck with its side. A tall man standing on the bed in dirty jeans and black t-shirt holding a rifle flew back from the force, hitting the ground several feet away.
Brand swiftly climbed out through the hole where the windshield used to be and grabbed the man’s gun, breaking it in half. Seeing the weapon dismantled so easily, the terrified human tried to stand, but his legs didn’t want to work, so he began to crawl away.
Brand didn’t bother with him. Instead, he jumped toward the next target, ripping away the shotgun as it fired into his chest. He didn’t even flinch.
Sam looked away. She didn’t want to see anyone die here, and especially not by her father’s hand. Was it denial? Sure. Did she care? No.
Instead, she focused on the sounds. A lot of yelling, angry and guttural. But she was listening for something else. Ah-ha! There it was. A scared high-pitched scream, accompanied by crying and begging. She turned toward it, following the sound.
David was beside her, also hearing it. Their swords were drawn and ready. The crying emanated from an amenities building. From what Samantha knew, inside was a sitting room, a workout room, and sauna. A side entrance went into a small gated pool area.
Sam glanced through a window, and the sight took her breath away. At least twenty people—women, children, and injured men, were practically huddled sitting on the floor while four men, one on each side, pointed guns at them. A baby cried, and one of the men angrily told the woman to shut it up or he would.
A dead woman was also sprawled out halfway into the next hallway. Sam knew she was dead because her head wasn’t attached. That must have been the one who screamed, she thought, anger rising. These people hadn’t done anything. Their captors would pay.
Quickly, she decided to go in front while David hopped the fence and went over to the side. Would the men try to shoot the hostages first? It was a chance, but Sam had no choice.
She kicked the door as hard as she could. It flew off the hinges and hit the man standing guard in front of it on the inside, knocking him unconscious. The man opposite her raised his gun and fired once, and she dodged by rolling away, but he wasn’t able to get off a second shot because David lunged at him from behind and swiftly took off his head.
It happened so fast, the people didn’t have time to react, but once they realized what was happening, the women screamed and hugged their children close, the men trying to use themselves as shields.
With two gunmen still remaining, Sam charged toward the one on the left while David went for the other. Her sword sliced through the man’s body like butter, surprising her at how easy it was now. The Lifeblood roared within her, its power fuelling her strength. If her sword could take it, she would probably be able to cut a rock.
David had no problems, either, and they stood unhurt and victorious in the room. The hostages didn’t know whether to thank them or be afraid, so they didn’t say anything and awaited their fate.
Samantha kneeled and faced the sitting crowd, trying to ease their fears. She knew it would be hard to get them to trust her, but she had just saved their lives. Plus, what did they have to lose?
“I’m here to help, ok? I promise I won’t hurt anyone.”
People exchanged worried looks.
“You’re the girl from the TV. The one who woke. You’re part of the reason this is happening!” a man called out.
“Yeah!” someone else agreed. “This is your fault!”
“Look, I’m just trying to help,” Sam pleaded, and while she knew they were somewhat right, she couldn’t help feeling angry at their ungratefulness.
“Then make the Chosen leave!” a woman exclaimed.
“I’m sorry, I can’t.” She could tell she was losing them. “I can only help you now.”
“You’ve helped enough,” a man with a blood-stained shoulder said as he stood up and grabbed one of the discarded shotguns. “We got it from here.”
Stunned, Sam looked around, but no one made eye contact. Except for David, who walked up to her and put his hand on her shoulder.
“Let’s keep going,” was all he said before walking out. Growing more and more upset, Sam followed.
The view outside wasn’t as bad as she expected. Yes, there were bodies, but not many and not ripped apart, like with Woken. Clean slices. Blood. Permanent darkness.
Sam didn’t think they’d spent a lot of time in the building, but it seemed the fighting at the barricade was already over. Adam was right when he said they didn’t have a chance. Chosen stood watch at key points. Sam yelled for one to come to her, letting him know there would be people coming out soon and to let them go.
Satisfied their efforts weren’t for nothing, Sam and David headed down to search for more hostages. Hearing the battle was still going on, they ran up to an apartment complex, where Chosen were clearing buildings as shots echoed out of open windows.
Brand was directing his people left and right but paused upon seeing his daughter. She nodded a greeting, but instead of walking up to him, she headed quickly toward a building where an older man and little boy were cowering in the corner of a balcony. David went in the opposite direction, noticing someone else in trouble.
Sam was on the now-empty balcony when she saw a familiar-looking brute in a Watch uniform run inside an open concrete storage unit that housed maintenance equipment. He carried with him a young woman, his arm around her waist. She thrashed around, trying to get free, but he was much stronger, and her cries were cut short as he slammed down the roll-up door behind them.
Brand was there in the blink of an eye. He grabbed the handle and forced it up, ducking under the opening.
And then the shed exploded.
The sheer force of the blow knocked Sam down, the deafening roar of it echoing in her ears. Her vision swam until the Lifeblood brought it back. Pain throbbed in her chest as she pulled out a metal spike lodged in it, no doubt propelled by the blast. She stood back up and dropped it on the floor of the balcony.
Looking back at the point of origin, Sam choked out a sob. No.
The shed was gone. It had simply ceased to exist.
No no no.
The ground littered with debris, some of it on fire, some completely unrecognizable. Stone rubble was everywhere, and the shredded door hung on a nearby balcony railing. The building next to the storage unit was damaged as well, the adjacent wall completely blown out and on the verge of collapsing.
Sam jumped down and ran toward the last place she’d seen her father. There was no sign of life, of anything even remotely whole after the explosion.
No no no NO.
She dug into the loose concrete slabs and threw them aside, searching. David joined her, as well as some of the other Chosen, but somehow they all knew it was pointless. The major was gone.
Sam became more and more frantic as the minutes passed, tears now streaming freely down her cheeks. She didn’t bother wiping them away. She had to find her father.
David had finally had enough and grabbed her by the shoulders, pulling her up and away from the wreckage. She fought him at first, but the rational part of her gave in, and she collapsed into him, unable to stop the flood of emotions roiling through her.
David held her, and his own pain intertwined with hers, the Lifeblood igniting a fire that couldn’t be extinguished. He saw red lines flickering under the skin of his bare hands and tried to focus. He couldn’t lose it now. Not when she needed him most.
A crash from the broken building snapped their heads up just in time to see a woman emerge, or what used to be a woman. The bright red Lifeblood pumped through her for all to see, burning eyes completing her monstrous appearance.
Of course there would be Woken. The explosion could have killed a dozen people; it was why no one had been stupid enough to try it. Except one. Joe.
The Woken lunged at Sam with a growl, swiping at her chest. David let her go, and she swung her sword, expertly relieving the Woken of its head. Blood spurted out, and Sam momentarily relived her first Woken encounter, right after it killed her mother.
This one hadn’t killed her father, but it might as well have. Her anger spilled to the surface, and she screamed as she dismembered the rest of the body.
Another Woken came from behind, and David raised his sword, but Sam was unstoppable. She pushed him aside and swung at it, hacking it to pieces.
And so it went. Other Chosen became preoccupied by looking for bodies of the dead and wounded while allowing Samantha to let out her rage until silence fell.
It was finally over.
Sam crumpled down on the concrete, shaking. David sat next to her and waited while the rest of the Chosen went back to the Watch.
It was a long time before she was ready to leave. They found a working vehicle and headed toward the hospital.
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“WHERE’S LENA?” asked Sam after Adam was done awkwardly expressing his condolences. He was informed of the major’s passing long before she and David arrived, but it seemed he was still at a loss for the right words. It was a blow to them all.
“I think she’s in the cafeteria, brewing coffee or tea or something for those waiting,” Adam replied. Sam couldn’t help but smile to herself. That was Lena, alright.
The hospital was five storeys high, with a full kitchen cafe on the first floor, plus its own morgue and laboratory on the basement level. They were currently inside a doctor’s office on the second floor. Chosen patrolled the hallways and guarded the main entrances.
The wakings had begun, and each human was given an exam room to wait in until Adam and Doc came. As much as Adam wanted to be at the Watch with Chris, he couldn’t let Doc out of his sight. That was how being a bodyguard worked, he would say when Doc argued for his ability to protect himself. Adam always won.
David stayed while Sam left for the cafe. She was mentally exhausted. Her body felt perfectly fine, especially considering all the abuse it had taken in the past twenty-four hours, but her being was spent. She would give anything to go lie down on a soft bed and drift off into nothingness.
The cafe had a dozen or so plastic round tables with chairs. Almost every seat was taken, and Sam was surprised to see people alive with conversation. Excited. And why wouldn’t they be? These people were going to live forever.
Lena wasn’t among them, nor was she behind the counter. Sam slipped into the back, growing more and more uneasy by the second. Maybe Lena was just looking for something. Maybe she was—
And then Sam saw her. Like in her imagination, Lena was wearing a nurse’s outfit. Unlike her imagination, it was actual nurse garb—light blue scrubs and white tennis shoes.
But something was wrong.
Lena was sitting on the floor in a supply closet, her arms wrapped around her legs. She jerked up at Sam’s appearance, as if she was somewhere far away before but was now back.
“Sam!” she said, quickly standing up. The green light of her eyes met Samantha’s, and they embraced. “You’re back!”
Still confused by the initial picture, Sam hugged her back but then pulled away to look at her.
“I promised you I would, didn’t I?” she said, kissing Lena’s lips. “What were you doing here?”
Lena looked away in embarrassment. “I… I’m just still trying to get used to all this,” she answered, but Sam knew there was something Lena wasn’t telling her.
“What’s wrong?” she pushed. “I can help. Somehow.”
Lena shook her head. “You are helping. You’re here. I’m just… not entirely here yet.”
Sam sucked in a sharp breath. What did that mean? Lena felt the reaction and backed away.
“No, Lena, don’t. I’m sorry,” Sam tried to explain, but the damage was done. Lena’s expression showed hurt, and she dashed out of the closet.
Or at least she tried to. Sam caught her arm and whirled around to face her again, pulling her so close, she could feel Lena’s breath on her lips.
“Hey,” Sam’s voice was barely a whisper, “I’m here. And so are you.” She kissed Lena, a deep, wanting kiss. “Did you feel that?”
Lena flushed red and nodded, the memory of saying those words fresh in her mind. Sam kissed her again, and Lena lost herself to it, all other thoughts jumbled and thrown aside. Sam’s lips travelled down to her neck, sending ripples of pleasure down her spine.
“Does it feel right?”
Lena only moaned, but Sam didn’t really need an answer. What they did need was somewhere they could be alone that wasn’t a closet, preferably with a bed.
“What do you say we go back to my place?” Sam offered, and Lena gave her a playful smile.
“Your clothes are ruined,” she said. “You’ll need to get out of them ASAP.”
Sam looked down at her shredded tac suit and the blood that covered it.
“I could use a shower, too,” she added. “Good thing I have a sexy nurse to help me.”
“Only if you let me give you a sponge bath.”
Sam grinned at the thought. “Deal.”
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THERE’S NOTHING better than waking up wrapped in the arms of someone you love. It’s a kind of perfection that can only be described as magical.
Sam looked over to Lena’s flawless naked body intertwined with hers, chest rising and falling in a deep sleep. It made Sam smile that they still breathed while sleeping, even without needing to.
She reached for the blanket that had somehow ended up on the floor to her side. The bed was tiny enough that she didn’t have to move Lena to get it, and she threw it over them like a cocoon. Two butterflies, safe and sound.
As much as Sam didn’t want to wake Lena up, she couldn’t help but run her fingers through the golden blue-streaked hair. She leaned over and kissed Lena’s forehead, and then her cheek, and finally her lips.
Lena stirred and pressed herself closer to Sam, who reached over to the nightstand for her mobile. It showed 6 p.m. They probably didn’t miss her, but she figured she should go back to the Watch and talk to Chris in case any major decisions had to be made.
Except it wasn’t the Watch anymore. They should rename it. Just HQ, maybe? She’d need to bring it up.
Lena’s eyes fluttered open, and Sam met them with a smile.
“Hey.”
“Good morning,” Lena replied sleepily.
“It’s not morning,” Sam laughed. “But it is good.”
Lena closed her eyes again, content. Sam really, really did not want to get up. But it was inevitable, and better now than too late.
“I need to get back,” she said, immediately regretting it.
“Five more minutes?” Lena pleaded.
She could do that. “Five more minutes.”
She closed her eyes again and drifted back into bliss.

WHEN THEY finally made their way into the building, the others were there too. They converged in the commo room at what Sam now deemed the “knights’ table”. Doc stood silently behind Adam, who looked restless as Chris talked to him.
What were they doing there? Shouldn’t they be waking?
Sam had put on another tac suit set she kept at home just in case, her sword safely tucked inside the sheath on her back. It seemed like the most appropriate choice, given the circumstances. However, she ripped off the W and didn’t bother sewing on the Chosen symbol. What was the point?
Lena had on a pair of Samantha’s jeans and a black tank top. They seemed to fit perfectly, though the jeans were a little long, so she folded a few inches off the bottom.
David stood up and walked over to them before they reached the table.
“Where have you been?” he asked, and Sam would have gotten mad if he didn’t sound so sincere. Not to mention that if they needed her, they could have called.
“I went to get a change of clothes. And a shower,” she answered, getting ready to say something snappy.
“We got word from Texas,” he continued, and she instantly changed her mind.
“What did they say?”
“They want to do a conference call.”
Sam held her breath. “When?”
“Didn’t say. Just said ‘when we’re ready so be ready’.”
She let the air out. “Damn. So that’s why Adam is freaking out?”
David nodded. “He’s trying to cover all his bases. Chris is doing a pretty good job of managing him, though.”
“Good. Now I just need to know what they’re planning.”
She went over to the table and sat down, Lena taking the closest chair to her left while David sat on her right. Adam and Chris were in the middle of a conversation, but before Sam could grasp it, Lena leaned over and asked a question that felt like a stab in the heart.
“So where’s your dad?”
Samantha looked at her, puzzled. “They didn’t tell you?”
Lena shook her head. “Tell me what?”
Sam sighed and leaned back in her chair, staring at the ceiling. “He’s gone. When we went to clear the barricade, he was in the middle of an explosion. One moment I get him back, and the next he’s taken away again.”
Horror crossed Lena’s face. “Oh my God, why didn’t you tell me?”
Sam locked her eyes with Lena’s. “Because it’s done. Because there’s nothing I can do about it.” She paused. “Because I have no more tears left.”
Lena took Sam’s hand and squeezed it in response.
A long, beeping sound echoed through the air. Everyone froze. Another came, and Adam jumped up and turned toward the large projector screen in front of them that now had a blue background.
Another beep, and the Chosen behind a computer, Eric, if Sam remembered correctly, signalled a thumbs-up. Adam nodded, and the blue screen went black.
When the picture came back, an older man with grey hair and a neat beard looked back at them. The man wore a uniform much like General Mays had, except his had all five stars. His expression was dark, a frown accenting the creases of his face.
“Goooooood evening, General!” Adam said with a big smile. “How nice to finally meet you!”
The man didn’t return the sentiment. “I am here as a courtesy to the people of Savannah,” he said. “Give the city back, and no one else has to get hurt.”
Adam stared at him, his face deliberately bewildered. “Why, General! We have something in common! We don’t want anyone else to get hurt either! Except you’re not including Chosen in that, and we are.”
The general’s eyebrow twitched. He was getting irritated.
“On behalf of the Watch, I extend my deepest apologies for the way Chosen were treated at the Savannah location. However, that is an isolated incident, and we regret not having been given a chance to make it right before—”
“Bullshit,” Adam spat out, interrupting him. “You’re probably burning files and tying up ‘loose ends’ as we speak. Here’s the deal. You leave us alone, let your people decide whether they want to come here or not, and we won’t try to extend our borders. You know how much military power this location has. Are you really willing to risk war? Because humans fall oh so easily compared with us.”
Sam thought the general’s face might explode, it was so red.
“You asked for it,” was all he said before cutting the connection.
Adam turned to face everyone else. “Well, that went well.”
Chris shook his head in both disapproval and defeat. “What happened to negotiation?” he asked, but Sam had a feeling it was more of a rhetorical question.
“He was lying!” Adam exclaimed, throwing his arms up in the air. “Straight to my face! How do you expect me to trust anything coming out of his mouth after that?”
“I trust that they’re getting ready to attack,” Chris replied, his voice still calm and reasoned. Sam gave him props. Adam did not seem easy to deal with.
“Good. The sooner we get this over with, the sooner everyone can start living their lives.”
Chris opened his mouth to say something else, but Adam’s radio came alive as a loud, gruff voice came through.
“This is Logan. Boss, you there?”
Adam picked up the radio and replied. “Adam here. What’s up?”
“We got a small situation here. Three dudes on horses want to see our ‘leader’. I don’t really know what to do.”
“Human or Chosen?” Adam asked, furrowing his eyebrows.
“Thaaat’s the thing, boss. Not really sure.”
“What do you mean you’re not sure?”
How could one not be sure?
“It’s kinda hard to explain.”
Sam exchanged confused looks with everyone. Now she was curious too.
“Send them over, I guess. We’ll meet them outside the Watch.”
“You got it, boss.”
The radio went dead, and silence fell on the room.
“Well, this should be interesting,” Adam said, mostly to himself, before facing everyone else. “Shall we?”



EPILOGUE
The six of them sat on the steps leading up to the front door. Doc and Adam, Sam and Lena, David and Chris.
It was a little past 8 p.m. and the sun was setting. Adam told Sam they were done with wakings for the day, but people were welcome to stay at the hospital until morning. They had a great “turnout”, but Sam couldn’t help but cringe at the word. It just didn’t seem right.
So much still needed to be done.
So many people still waiting to be Chosen.
And they had to prepare for the inevitable war.
And now this, whatever it was.
She asked about Doc, and Adam obligingly told her the same story he had told David. It gave her something to think about, especially considering she had an unexplained power of her own. What else could she do? Would she be able to control whatever it was? So many questions.
Sam narrowed her eyes as three mounted horses appeared in the distance. They weren’t going fast, more like moving at an even pace. The six stood up until the horses came close, their riders wearing dark, hooded cloaks, and it became quickly evident why Logan was confused.
It was impossible, and yet no one could deny what they saw.
The eyes of the horses glowed red with the Lifeblood.
As they gaped, unsure of what to say, one of the horsemen took off his hood, revealing a tanned bald head of what looked like Middle Eastern descent. His face was just as clear, and his eyes—his eyes were human.
Except somehow, everyone knew he wasn’t.
Somehow, Sam felt the Lifeblood radiating from him, powerful but calm, like nothing she’d ever felt before.
“I am here for the one who controls the Lifeblood.”
And suddenly, all eyes were on Sam.
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BOOK CLUB GUIDE
1.   Which would you choose: the Watch, the Human Alliance, or the Freedom Association? Why?

2.   If given the choice, would you stay human or become Chosen?

3.   What do you think your job would be in this post-apocalyptic society?

4.   Do you think the Watch’s mentality is justified?

5.   Who do you think is the antagonist? Is there one?

6.   What do you think the significance is of using ‘everyone knows you don’t discriminate’ instead of a slur when referred to Sam’s sexuality?

7.   Do you think David and Sam did the right thing in joining the Chosen?

8.   Which death hit you the hardest? And the least hard?

9.   What do you think the Lifeblood is?

10.   How do you think the world of Rise of the Chosen differs from other post-apocalyptic societies in literature and media? How is it similar?
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