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ONE

 

Nearly everywhere I looked, there were bodies.

They lay limp in the streets.  They were piled on top of each other inside buildings.  They sat still and slumped over inside vehicles. 

We were surrounded by over three million decomposing, cybernetic-infused corpses.

I closed my eyes as a sense of overwhelming vertigo seized me.  Rubble fell from the roof, down into the street below, as I took one step back from the ledge.

There were so many bodies.  They surrounded us on all sides.  Silent and immobile.  They were dead.  They couldn’t infect us anymore. 

But I had lived my whole life running from them. 

Every instinct in me wanted to flee the city.

I opened my eyes, turning them east.  I missed the mountains.  I missed the trees.  I missed the heat and the snow and the changing leaves.

I missed protecting my family.  I missed staying up all night to make sure we were safe.

I missed having a purpose.

We were safe now.  The Bane in the city were destroyed.

What purpose did I serve now?

I took two more steps back, bumping into the Pulse.  Its sharp edges dug into my ribs, but I stayed pressed into it, hoping to feel something other than guilt and loss.

I’d had a purpose then.  I’d helped to clear this city.  So had many others.

But not all of us had made it out.

And my actions ate at me every day.

“Eve?”

Avian stepped out onto the roof of the hospital.  A rifle was slung over his shoulder, a utility belt hanging low on his narrow hips.  His eyes were serious and searching as he met mine.

I looked back out over the city to the east.  His footsteps approached, slow but knowing.

He stepped in front of me, locking his eyes on mine.  He placed a hand on either side of my face and pressed his forehead to mine.

“We can leave,” he breathed as my eyes slid closed.  “You don’t have to stay here and torture yourself.”

I shook my head slightly and the air around me seemed to tighten and constrict around my chest and throat.

“I can’t abandon them,” I whispered, placing my hand on Avian’s chest.  The only sure thing in my world, Avian’s heart beat back the echo of everything I had ever fought for.  “I have to deal with the messes I’ve made.”

“You’ve saved them, Eve,” he said.  His rough cheek brushed mine as his lips whispered next to my ear.  “Maybe it’s time to save yourself.”

I didn’t respond because I would never be able to make him understand the weight and turmoil that burned through my veins.  I simply pressed my face into Avian’s neck and crushed him into my chest.

“Come on,” Avian said after a long while, taking my hand.  He pulled me toward the stairs that led back into the hospital.  “Dinner will be ready soon.”

We made our way to the armory, finding it empty.

We didn’t really need weapons anymore, but not a single one of our scouts was going to walk around the city without a firearm.

Instincts don’t die quickly.

A rack of firearms lined one wall.  There were labels below each shotgun or rifle.  I had six firearms myself.  Avian had five.  And those were just the ones we kept in the armory.

My eyes hesitated on one name.

West.

His rifle and shotgun had sat untouched for weeks.

Static crackled over my radio, making me jump.

"It’s happening again!  I need you up here, Eve!  Now!”

Royce.  There was unmistakable frustration and fear in his voice.

My teeth threatened to break as my jaw clenched.  I placed my M4 assault rifle back on the rack and looked over at Avian.  He hesitated for a moment, the pain of the past surfacing once more like a heavy, dark cloud.  He finally gave an assuring nod.

“I’m on my way,” I said into the radio.  I squeezed Avian’s shoulder, hoping it was reassuring.  "I'll be back as soon as I can." 

“Yeah,” was all he said.  The muscles in his neck tightened and his eyes darted away from mine.  He went back to cleaning his weapon.

My footsteps echoed off the walls.  The hospital felt so quiet and yet so busy these days.  In the two months since the Pulse went off, everyone had slowly started moving out.  But the hospital remained the base of operations here in Los Angeles, now renamed New Eden.  It was still the most secure location and all of our military supplies, food, and medical equipment remained stored within its walls.

I jogged up six flights of stairs and exited onto the blue floor.

"Eve!" I heard Royce bellow from down the hall.  "Take your time.  It's not like he isn't trying his best to kill us!"

I picked up my pace, sprinting toward the door I was becoming all too familiar with.

"For a robotic freak you sure can be slow," Royce growled as he helped Graye hold the door shut.  Something slammed against it from the other side.  They groaned as their feet slid back and the door jerked open a few inches.

"How long ago did he wake up?" I asked, pressing my palm flat against the door, pushing it back shut.  I avoided looking thorough the tiny window made of reinforced glass.

"It’s been about twenty minutes," Graye answered.  "He was pretty out of it for a bit, then he freaked out."

I nodded, feeling everything in me tire.  This whole process exhausted me mentally and physically, and it just kept repeating.

"I've got it," I said.  "You two can leave now."

"You sure you can handle him?" Royce asked.  "He’s raging today."

I wasn’t ready, at all.  But I wouldn’t tell Royce that.  “Yeah.”

Finally he nodded.

"Count of three?" I asked.  "One, two, three!"

They jumped away as I yanked the door open, stepped inside, and slammed the door closed behind me.  I broke the door handle off, locking the both of us inside until I could get him to cooperate and help me force it open. 

I heard him freeze behind me.

It took a long time to turn away from the door.  The last seven weeks had been painful.  I'd been preparing myself for a bad situation, because there was no easy way for this all to end. But I hadn't expected this to end like it did.

"Eve," he breathed behind me.  I heard him take a step closer and everything in me wanted to retreat, to not have to go through all of this, again and again.  "What’s going on?"

Collecting myself, I turned, and looked at West.

He wasn't as bad as Elijah.  He'd at least kept both his eyes.  But the skin was bubbled on the right side of his face, the left had a few scattered scars.  His face was in bad shape, there was no question about it.  His entire body was covered in marks and scar tissue.  I could barely distinguish the claw marks on his neck—which had once been so prominent—from the new scars.

He was broken, but he was still West.

Even if he wasn't my West.

Even if he couldn't remember that.

"What happened to me?" he asked for the third time.  "What is this?"  

My eyes dropped to his bare chest.  A device was implanted there, just above his heart, and small barbs disappeared into his skin.  Components swirled, ticked, and spun, casting a pale green glow, keeping it charged at all times. 

Keeping me away at all times.

"It's keeping you human," I said with a hard swallow.  I didn't know how many times I could keep doing this.

West stared at me for a long time, like he couldn't quite make sense of my words.  He looked back down at the device, his fingers touching where it went into his bare chest.

"I..." he stuttered.  "I remember...  I remember going to the plant, all the Bane.  I was helping Royce repair the line.  A gun fired…  I don't remember how I got back here."

I recalled the night I had been at the power plant myself.  My mission had been to connect the power line for the Pulse to the power source.  There had been hundreds of Bane gathered around it.  There were flashes of light, gunfire, explosions.  I’d nearly lost my legs that night.  But it had been for nothing. 

The Bane had pulled the line, and West went with a team to try and fix it.

I shifted from one foot to the other, again fighting the urge to run.  I was having a hard time meeting his eyes.  "You were attacked," I explained.  "The Bane got you.  You were infected."

"Infected?" he said, his voice breathy with shock and disbelief.  "No, I couldn't...  I can't...  I made it this long!"

"I know," I said, debating if I could walk away from the door or not.  West was unpredictable when he forgot.  He had a tendency to break things—and sometimes people.

I finally stepped away from the door and crossed to the small metal chair in the corner, opposite of where West stood.  On the nightstand next to me, West’s grandfather’s notebook rested so innocently on it.

"The night you all fixed the power supply to the Pulse, you were infected.  No one saw the Bane that was hiding.  Royce and his men got you back here and put you under the Extractor.  We weren't sure if you were going to make it or not.  No one was sure how long it had been since you were touched.”

"Royce said it had to be under an hour," West said.  He rubbed the device in his chest absent mindedly.  "That was the magic number."

I nodded.  I pressed my palms flat against each other between my knees, rubbing them together slowly.  "We watched you for a long time, waiting to see if we could get all the cybernetics out.  Normally the process takes about ten days.  We waited fifteen." 

I’d fought Royce the final three days.  He wanted to dispose of West, certain it had been too late to save him.  The only living TorBane in the city was trapped in West’s body and Royce wasn’t willing to risk the safety of our people over one man. 

In the end, Royce gave West a few more days.  West had woken up just in time.

"So they fixed me, right?" West said, his voice full of hope and fear at the same time.  "I mean, I'm alive.  I don't feel like infecting everyone, so that means it worked?"

I tried to nod, to reassure him that he was going to be okay.  But that glowing inhibitor was right there in front of me.

"Not exactly," I said, my palms turning white as I pressed them together harder.  "They thought they had everything out.  But Dr. Beeson did a scan, and saw one small piece left.  A half inch long, an eighth of an inch wide.  That's all that's left.  It’s relatively tiny.  But it's formed in your heart.  They can't get it out, not without killing you."

West stared at me, almost like he hadn’t heard me.  I wondered for a moment if he was lapsing again.

"And this?" he finally said, so quiet, even I almost didn't hear him.  Then he glanced down at the device.

"Like I said, it’s keeping you human," I started explaining.  I rubbed a hand over my eyes, just wanting to skip the rest of this day and go home to bed.  "That scrap inside of you is still TorBane.  It still wants to spread throughout your body. That inhibitor is keeping it from spreading.  Well, slowing it down."
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