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      Jonas Ryder gave everything up for a chance to come home.

      All he wants to do is keep his head down and run the farm that has been in his family for generations–until something happens with an electric fence, and he wakes up in his barn, disoriented and hurt.

      Except it’s not his barn anymore. Something has changed in his farm, and Jonas intends on finding out exactly what it is.

      Luckily, he has the help of the first girl who finds him–a gorgeous raven-hair girl with stunning curves and cat-like reflexes. Charlotte is scared, but she needs Jonas to get out of the terrible situation she’s in.

      The situation all the farm girls are in.

      Along with a stunning blonde with bunny ears, a redhead with fox-like reflexes and the tail to match, and a dark and dangerous bat-girl, Jonas might be able to take his family’s farm back.

      And give the girls the one thing they want the most: their freedom.

      If only he doesn’t get killed first.
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      “The mystery of human existence lies not in just staying alive, but in finding something to live for.”

      Sometimes fiction hit me like a train. I placed my bookmark—a scrap of stray newspaper—into my worn copy of Crime and Punishment and stood up from my kitchen table, groaning as my back ached. It occurred to me how old I felt—and acted—for being only twenty-eight years old. My mother always said I was born an old man. I suppose, like with most things, she was right about that too.

      The sound of tires on dirt road traveled in through the screen door, headlights lighting up my front porch. I walked across my bare kitchen, the hundred-year-old farmhouse floors creaking, and peered out the front window. It was Ms. Gorman from the acreage down the road, and her face was all anxiety. I could venture a guess as to what she needed.

      Before she even hopped out of her pick-up truck, I was putting on a pot of coffee.

      Sure, it was eight p.m. on a Tuesday, but people always felt better holding a cup of coffee while they parsed through legal documents they couldn’t understand. Farmers in my town could run ten acres of land single-handedly, grow miles upon miles of crops, take care of a dozen cows and chickens and goats—but when someone put ten pages of legal jargon in tiny font in front of them? Suddenly, they’d be about as capable as a snout-less pig searching for truffles.

      Luckily for the people around here, there was someone in the neighborhood who knew a hell of a lot about both farming and law—and spent his evenings reading Dostoevsky alone on account of being tragically single and stubbornly against finding a wife. Despite every old lady for miles trying to set him up with their daughter or granddaughter or niece or secretary or cousin’s uncle’s pen pal. But that’s neither here nor there.

      “Hiya, Jonas!” Ms. Gorman called as she climbed the stairs up my porch. “I’m sorry to call on ya so late.”

      “No worries at all, ma’am,” I replied, opening the door for her. “I put on a pot. Let me guess: legal trouble?”

      She nodded and slapped a thick manila folder down on my kitchen table. Ms. Gorman must have been around sixty years old now—a staple of the community since I was a little kid with hands barely big enough to milk a cow. She used to plan an Easter egg hunt for all the little kids in town every year. I wondered idly if she still did.

      “Please, have a seat, Ms. Gorman,” I told her.

      She blushed, her skin tanned and leathery from decades tending a root vegetable farm in direct sun.

      “Please, call me Sally, hon,” she replied, tapping my hand as I sat down across from her with two steaming cups of coffee.

      “Alright, Sally,” I said. Even though I still felt like a little kid around her, I supposed it made sense to be on a first name basis while we discussed legal matters. “What can I help you with?”

      She sighed, running a wrinkled hand over her face.

      “Just this damn sale is all,” she told me. “I can’t make heads or tails of this contract, and my broker is about as helpful as a hole in the ground.”

      “You’re selling your farm?” I asked.

      I hadn’t heard anything about Ms. Gorman selling—but, then again, I wasn’t sure when I had last chatted with anyone from town. I’d been spending a lot of contented nights buried in books these days.

      “Oh, yeah, darlin, you haven’t heard?” she said.

      I shook my head.

      “Well,” she started. “It’s time. I gotta retire—can’t keep tending the farm by myself much longer. I’ve had a good run with it, though.”

      “There’s no one in your family who can take over?” I asked.

      Sally smiled sadly at me, patting my hand again.

      “No, there ain’t,” she said. “Gary died before we ever had children, and I don’t have much family here to carry the tradition on. Not like you with your mom and pop. You’ve carried on their legacy so well around here. Makes us all real proud.”

      I looked down at my coffee cup, suddenly very interested in a chip on the rim of my mug. It was strange, remembering that other people knew my parents well—and knew what it would have meant to them to know I was still running the farm, upkeeping the house, taking care of the animals. It made me uncomfortable, for some reason, that people knew the sacrifice I had made in dropping out of law school, giving up my career as a lawyer in a big city to come home and continue their dream.

      I was honored, but still—displays of emotion weren’t really my thing. By the time I looked back up at Ms. Gorman, it was obvious I wanted the subject to change.

      “Well, anyway,” Ms. Gorman said, taking the hint. “If you could look at this gibberish and tell me if I’m gettin’ ripped off, I’d appreciate the hell outta you.”

      A smile broke out on my face. I did prefer farm people to city folk, that’s for sure. I liked how we talked—how there wasn’t any hidden meanings in our words, just plain language and good humor. I liked that I could trust my neighbors in this town.

      Which is why I didn’t mind being their legal advisor for free. Or, occasionally, for a basket of fresh-baked muffins or scones.

      “I’d be happy to look it over, Ms. Gorman,” I said, opening the folder and diving into the documents.

      “Sally,” she reminded me, her eyes crinkling at the corners as she smiled.

      “Right. Sally,” I said.

      Then I settled into the familiar rhythm of deciphering complex legal language, happy that at least some of my unfinished degree wasn’t going completely to waste.
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      The sun beat down on my neck as I drove my tractor in neat rows down the field the next day. It was officially haying season, and I had ten acres to cut before I could even think about baling. Sweat dripped down my face, and I wiped it with the back of my hand, my baseball cap shielding my eyes from the sun. There’s a reason farmers get up at five a.m.—if I were out here at noon I’d be roasting like a potato.

      As it stood, seven a.m. still burned.

      After an hour and a half of helping out Ms. Gorman—Sally—last night plus two cups of coffee, I had a hell of a hard time falling asleep. So I was pretty out of it as I ran my tractor down row after row of hay., which is why it took me a few moments to notice what was off down the field when I turned the tractor around for the tenth time.

      One of the cows had gotten out of the cattle enclosure, and managed to tangle herself in the neighbor’s fancy new fence.

      Shit, I thought.

      I shut the tractor off, the deafening sound suddenly ending. The morning was quiet and peaceful, and I jogged lightly for the half mile to the fence, where it became clear that the cow in question was Sammy. I could have guessed as much. Sammy was a pretty cow, but she couldn’t tell her ass from her elbow. If cows even have elbows.

      As I approached her, she struggled against the freshly installed wire fence.

      “Alright, Sammy, I’ve got you,” I said to her, trying to calm her down. “It’s okay, girl.”

      The poor animal had gashed up her leg pretty deep trying to pull herself from the wiring. I cursed my new neighbor, who had found it necessary to install this hideous fence along our property line—and who never even came over to introduce himself to me before he did it. I didn’t even know this thing was going up until I saw his workers installing it one day. When I asked for details, they ignored me—like I was a bothersome pest rather than the rightful owner of the adjoining property with some natural curiosity. I gave up pretty quickly on getting to know them, extinguishing any ideas I’d had about walking over to their house to introduce myself. If this is how they wanted to meet me, so be it. Southern hospitality only went so far.

      Now my damn cow was caught in their fence, and I had more than a few words I wanted to say to them. As I gently untangled Sammy from the metal wiring, I cursed my new neighbors—why couldn’t they at least install wooden posts or a natural stone barrier? Why did it have to be ugly metal on my perfect horizon?

      As I pulled Sammy free, I made a note to myself to call Dr. Carlin down tomorrow to look at the gash on her leg before it got infected. My mother had always been the veterinary type—not me. I sighed. Just another thing I’d have to worry about getting done.

      I knew my rude neighbor didn’t deserve me fixing the hole my cow had just made in his fence, but as I stood there staring at it, my hands in my pockets, the sun beating down on me, the generosity my parents instilled in me before they died took over. I cursed under my breath at my damn compulsive need to be nice and got down on my hands and knees to fix the fence I hated.

      As I pulled the wiring back into place, I noticed idly that a strange buzzing sound had begun from down the farm. Cicadas? It hadn’t been seventeen years since their last appearance, had it?

      The buzzing sound increased in volume, almost as if it was traveling towards me. I realized what it was in the exact same second the pain overtook me.

      The new fence was electric, and someone had just turned it on.
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      When I woke up, the world was black.

      Am I dead? My hazy mind wondered.

      My body ached intensely when I tried to move. If I were dead, it would probably hurt less to move. Right?

      It took me a moment to figure out that my eyes still worked—it was just too dark to see where I was. As my vision adjusted, however, small blurs could be made out. I rolled over, my back screaming against the motion. Then I stood.

      Dizziness immediately overtook me, and I dropped to my knees. I took one deep breath, then another. The air smelled like a barn. Not just any barn—it smelled like my barn. The barn I’d been smelling, playing in, and working in since I was a little kid.

      How did I get into my own barn? Who brought me here?

      And where were they now?

      Slowly, I pushed myself up into a standing position again, steadying myself against the wall. When I felt confident my legs wouldn’t collapse, I took a small step forward, my hands out in front of me to feel for obstacles.

      Intuitively, I knew where to find the door. This was my barn; I could never be lost in it.

      When I pushed on the wooden door, it opened easily, and night air washed over me. Stars lit up the dark sky, and I could make out my house in the distance.

      Or was it my house?

      This was my farm—but, then again, it wasn’t, somehow. Everything was in the same place, but slightly different—new landmarks had popped up, trees had been removed, and tall fences lined the property in the distance. A large, ugly generator hummed to the side of the house. The porch looked different—repainted, maybe, and lined with flower beds overflowing with red and white roses.

      What the hell?

      Suddenly, two goats scampered past me towards the edge of the property. But I didn’t recognize them. Sure, I was disoriented, recently electrocuted, and beyond confused—but I could identify my livestock in my sleep. Who were these random goats?

      Once again: What the hell?

      My head swimming, I began stumbling up the grassy incline towards my house, desperate for answers. Maybe I was dreaming. Maybe I was in a coma. Maybe this was an elaborate prank, and someone from HGTV was about to come out and tell me I was getting an Extreme Farm Makeover.

      Whatever it was, I was going to start seriously panicking if someone didn’t explain it to me soon.

      A dog ran past me now, sniffing at my legs and quickly moving on. Whose dog was this? I was almost to the front porch, peering through the darkness at the windows to see if there was any sign of life, when someone tackled me to the ground.

      I’d been hit from the right by someone who was either capable of invisibility or extremely stealthy. At this point, I wasn’t ruling anything out.

      As they tried to pin me to the ground, my instincts kicked in and I writhed against their hold, getting my hands on their shoulders and shoving as hard as I could, throwing them off of me. As I did, I rolled in the opposite direction through the grass, regaining my position on my feet and facing my attacker with my fists up, ready to fight.

      That’s when I saw her. A beautiful woman with olive skin and dark black hair, crouching on the ground, her bright green, cat-like eyes narrowed at me.

      And she was ready to pounce.
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      “Who the hell are y—” I started to say, but before I could finish, an alarm blared from all around us. Red spinning lights shone at ten foot intervals along what I now realized was a giant fence bordering the entire property.

      At first I thought this alarm must be for me—that a sniper would take me out at any second. But the girl’s cat-like green eyes darted to the front entrance of the farm behind me. I followed her gaze, finding half a dozen figures on the other side of the fence in the distance, carrying tall rifles and large…hedge trimmers?

      None of this made sense. I turned back to the girl, whose strange eyes were flitting nervously between me and the front gate.

      “You need to hide,” she said to me finally. Her voice was light and musical, but her tone was firm. “You’re not safe out here.”

      Who was this girl to tell me I wasn’t safe on my own farm? What was going on?

      “I could say the same thing to you,” I told her. “What are you doing here?”

      She stared at me for a half a second in complete confusion, then shook her head, as if filing me away as a problem for later. She grabbed me around the bicep, her long, painted nails digging into my arm as she dragged me back towards the barn I’d just left.

      “You can hide in here for now, we never use this place,” she told me, shoving me at the door.

      With my unsteady muscles, it took me a moment to regain my balance. But when I did, I took my stance in front of her, communicating that I would not be shoved around again.

      “I don’t know who you are or how you got onto my property,” I told her, “but you clearly don’t know who you’re talking to.”

      “I don’t have time for this right now,” she replied in a hushed tone, despite the alarm still blaring.  “There are men trying to break into this farm right now, and I need to go deal with that. Please just stay here and wait for me.”

      “Like hell I will,” I replied.

      The girl rolled her eyes, slumping onto one hip as she considered me with mounting frustration.

      “Fine,” she declared, throwing up her hands. “Then come with me.”

      Dizzy with confusion and hardly capable of following the stream of my current reality, I walked with the girl down the sloping grass to where my driveway used to start. Now, there was no evidence that it had ever been there, the grass having grown over the dirt. How long had I been out?

      I watched the girl, who moved so lithely I could hardly see her in the darkness. She reminded me of a barn cat stalking mice in the night.

      As we approached the front entrance, guarded by a large metal gate and illuminated by the spinning red light, I could make out the threat more clearly.

      Six men were sloppily cutting through the thick fence with their hedge clippers, all wearing thick gloves, heavy trousers that looked like snow pants to me, and strange, rough-looking canvas shirts. They all sported scraggly beards and mustaches, as if they had no access to razors…or mirrors. I was about to ask the girl why the hell they looked so ugly, but she was already gone.

      When had she disappeared? And to where?

      Meanwhile, the men had finally made a big enough hole in the, I was now realizing, electric fence. I shuddered, a bolt of lightning echoing up my spine from the memory of my electrocution.

      Before I could even figure out which direction the girl had gone in, she emerged at a sprint from the darkness, launching herself into the air and taking down the first man to emerge through the fence—wrapping her legs around his head and throwing him to the ground. She somersaulted out of the attack, breaking his neck. A gun went off.

      The girl avoided the shot, rolling again through the grass and now attacking the man with the rifle. His gun fell onto the grass as she crawled onto his back and got her hands around his throat. Her long fingernails clawed into his face as he struggled, and his comrades seemed to be more than willing to leave him behind.

      “C’mon!” one of them shouted. “Move before the fucking mutant gets her claws on the rest of ya!”

      I was as lost as a pig at a Fourth of July parade, but I knew I hated that man for talking about this girl like that. I hadn’t known her for more than a minute, but already, I felt a strange urge to protect her. Rage pushed me forward blindly as I ran into the aftermath by the fence, grabbing the rifle from the ground next to the two men who were now dead.

      The girl had taken out the owner of the rifle, and she was sprinting through the darkness to her next victim. The men were quickly approaching the house, and they were only about fifty feet out when cat-girl launched herself at the rear-most runner, slamming his head into the ground.

      I jogged forward, watching the fight and trying to place myself in range to engage.

      “Kill that monster bitch!” the same angry man shouted again.

      White hot rage poured through me again, and I planted myself at a safe distance, trying to line up my shot with the rifle.

      Before I could pull the trigger, however, the loud man, who I assumed was their leader, had ripped Cat-girl off the guy from the ground and thrown her into the grass. He tried to pin her, but she was too quick, rolling out at the last moment and jumping lithely onto his back.

      Another man pulled her off the leader’s back, and she struggled in the air for a moment with her legs kicking like an overturned bug. Then, using some maneuver I could barely see because she executed it so fast, she managed to plant her feet and flip the man over her back, throwing him to the ground and clawing at his face with her nails. He screamed as she clawed at his eyes, and I realized with horror she was trying to carve out his eyeballs.

      This girl was vicious. But I had to admit—it was effective.

      With another man taken out, she only had three left to face. They had stopped their pursuit towards the house, instead focusing all their energy on taking her out.

      “You’re a real pain in my ass, monster girl,” the leader said. “If you weren’t so damn crazy, I’d take you back home and play with you for a while.”

      The girl released a primal snarl then, launching herself at him once more. They struggled on the ground for a moment, and I lined up my shot at the man’s head—but he was moving too much, and I ran the risk of hitting the girl on accident. I’d been hunting since I was a kid, and I knew a dirty shot when I saw it. It was too risky.

      Meanwhile, the other two men had gotten their hands on the girl and were trying to pull her off their leader. I watched in shock as she bit one of them in the finger, and he howled in pain. Out of his grasp, she turned and faced the two men in her signature crouch. Behind her, something moved in the darkness, but I couldn’t make it out.

      One of the men launched at her with the hedge trimmers, but she grabbed hold of his wrist and twisted—hard. He dropped the weapon, and she picked it up, somersaulting towards the bitten one and stabbing the points of the metal trimmers into his stomach. He doubled over in pain, clutching his abdomen, and she left the hedge trimmers jutting out of him as he collapsed on the ground.

      “Jesus, Ransom, get this bitch!” the leader shouted.

      Ransom launched himself at the girl, and she was quick to avoid him—but not quick enough. He managed to grab one of her ankles and she was wrenched to the ground. I watched her try to crawl away from him, kicking and writhing in his grasp. Having just had his wrist broken, I was guessing he was channeling a lot of his anger into his left hand.

      “Bring her to me, quick-like!” the leader demanded.

      Ransom dragged the girl by her ankle across the grass, and she struggled desperately against it. The leader, with an ugly snarl on his lips, walked over to the man bleeding out and moaning on the ground and ripped the hedge trimmers from his stomach with a disgusting squelch. The dying man groaned in agony, but his leader didn’t seem to care.

      When Ransom pinned the cat-like girl to the ground with his knee, I waited for her to flip out of it, but she couldn’t—the man was huge, and his weight seemed to be too much for her. The leader walked slowly to the two, brandishing the bloody hedge clippers and pausing in front of them.

      “Pity you’re such a spitfire,” he drawled. “I coulda had a lot of fun with you.”

      He raised the hedge clippers in the air above her neck.

      I cocked my gun.

      He began to bring them down towards her.

      I fired.

      My bullet went straight through his right eye—just like I always shot the deer I hunted.

      I thought it would feel different—killing a real human being—but it didn’t. This man was disgusting, rude, and full of all sorts of horrifying intentions when it came to the cat-girl, who only seemed to be protecting the farm.

      I had no doubt in my mind he deserved to die.

      What I hadn’t considered, however, was how shooting someone might alert everyone to my presence in this fight.

      Before, I had just been a voyeur. Now, I was being sprinted at by a giant henchman in snow pants named Ransom. And my gun was out of bullets.

      I braced myself for his impact—he had the terrain advantage as the whole property sloped upwards to the house, and even though I had a large frame too, I wasn’t sure I was ready for such a hard blow. But ten feet from me, the thunk of something hitting his back slowed him down.

      Well—someone.

      Cat-girl had launched her body onto his, and she was doing her best to get her nails in his eyeballs while he ran blindly at me. I moved out of the way, but stuck my leg in front of him at the last second, tripping him. Unfortunately, Cat-girl didn’t seem to anticipate my participation, and she was thrown off him like a bucking horse, rolling down the hill with the momentum of his run. By the time Ransom stood back up, Cat-girl was fifteen feet away, now at a disadvantage.

      So much for helping out.

      The girl, however, was smart enough to change her angle to adjust to the terrain. Instead of her usual attack-first approach, she waited for him to come to her.

      Fearing letting her be in control, the man fell right into her trap, running down the hill straight at her and allowing her to skirt out of his way at the last second with her razor sharp agility. As he missed her, she threw herself onto his back and snapped his neck with one quick motion. The snap sent a chill down my spine.

      He dropped to the ground, dead. She stepped off of him, wiping her hands.

      And it was in that moment that I noticed it.

      She had a tail.

      The motion I’d noticed behind her before was the swish of a long, shiny black cat’s tail. And on her head, buried in her thick, lustrous hair, were two unmistakable black cat ears.

      Okay, so I was definitely dreaming. Or dead.

      Right?

      My eyes were wide as I took in this girl, who moved like a cat because she was a cat. At least, partially. Her beautiful face, long hair, shapely body, and large, heaving breasts definitely pointed to her being at least partially human too.

      I had no idea what to say.

      Luckily, she spoke first.

      “Thanks for the help back there,” she said, panting slightly.

      Her eyes, now that I could really study them up close, were not only cat-like—they were cat eyes, bright green and sloped upward at the edges. I wondered if she could see in the dark like a cat.

      I wondered how any of this could possibly be real.

      What I said was: “No problem.”

      She stared at me, studying me just as intensely as I’m sure I was studying her.

      “We need to move these bodies off the property,” she stated.

      I blinked, processing what she said. Then she turned around and got to work moving corpses, and I, for lack of a better plan, joined in.
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      After all the mens’ bodies had been removed from the property, the strange cat-girl ushered me back towards the barn. Why she continued to think I had any interest in going back there, I couldn’t understand.

      “I’m not sleeping in the barn on my own farm,” I told her.

      Her arms were scratched and bruised from combat, her tight black top’s sleeves ending just below her elbow. She looked exhausted. But still, I couldn’t help but feel offended when she stared at me like I was the one with cat ears and a tail.

      “Your farm?” she repeated. “Look around. What kind of joke are you trying to tell?”

      “The kind that, hopefully, has a punchline at the end!” I burst, throwing my hands in the air.

      We were still covered by the darkness of the moonless night, but I kept moving us closer to the house—and the yellow light now emanating from within it. If there were answers to be found, they would surely be there.

      Suddenly, the girl’s hand closed around my wrist, her razor sharp nails digging into my skin. She wrenched me back to stare into her green cat eyes.

      “I don’t know who you are, or what your angle is, but you helped me back there. So let me help you now. If you waltz into Duncan’s house, he will kill you.”

      “Duncan?” I questioned. “Who the hell is Duncan?”

      “Wow, you really are lost,” the girl said, not unkindly. “Duncan Pyper owns this place, and if he catches you out here, we’ll both be screwed.” She looked me up and down for a moment, her dark brows furrowing as she took in my clothing. “Where did you come from anyway? You look kind of…strange.”

      I couldn’t help it—I burst into a short laugh. My mother taught me never to comment negatively on a woman’s appearance, but I just couldn’t help it.

      “Me?” I coughed. “I’m the one who looks strange?”

      Her bright green cat-eyes narrowed at me and her tail twitched, like she couldn’t tell if I was in on a joke. Before she could respond, though, a voice boomed through the darkness.

      “Charlotte!”

      Another jolt of lightning went up my spine—this man’s voice brought back residual memories of my electrocution. I shuddered.

      “You need to hide. Now,” the girl demanded in a whisper.

      Charlotte, I supposed, was her name.

      My heart raced. I still didn’t know if I could trust this girl. But after everything I’d seen, it was clear that if she wanted me dead, I’d be eating dirt by now.

      So I hid.

      As I wedged myself behind a pallet leaning against the barn, thoughts dashed across my vision like cows panicking before a storm. How could this Duncan Pyper own my farm when I’d woken up in my bed in that house only this morning? My parents, John and Melissa Ryder, had owned this farm my whole life. My grandparents, Paul and Ethyl Ryder, had owned it before them. This land, these animals, this property—it had been passed down from generation to generation, and I didn’t remember signing any property agreements.

      This was my farm—always had been, always would be.

      So why the hell was I suddenly a fugitive in my own home?

      “Charlotte, there you are!” the voice boomed again.

      I saw him descending the hill, his tall, lean frame silhouetted against the yellow light of the house. He looked like a massive, terrifying scarecrow come to life—wrinkled skin and the hardened jaw of an old man who’d seen too much.

      “Duncan!” Charlotte called back. “I was just returning to the house.”

      “Good,” he replied, planting himself before her. The way he stared at her—like an animal that had gotten out of its pen—sent disgust running down my spine. “Did you handle the security breach?”

      “Absolutely,” she replied, an edge of fear in her voice. “All handled, sir.”

      “Good,” Duncan said, surveying the property. “How did they get in?”

      Charlotte picked up the bloody hedge trimmers from the ground, handing them to Duncan. He smiled, but there was no humor in his eyes.

      “Idiots,” he commented. “For once, I wish our assailants would at least honor us with a half decent plan of attack.”

      Charlotte said nothing. I wondered how many raids she had been expected to handle all by herself—and how often she got hurt in the process. I kept waiting for him to ask her if she was okay, but he didn’t.

      “The girls are restless. Say they won’t go back to sleep until they know you’re okay,” Duncan said with annoyance, as if this was completely ridiculous.

      “I’ll go ease their minds,” Charlotte replied. All of her earlier bite was gone, replaced with submission to this boorish man.

      She tried to walk past him, but he grabbed her arm, wrenching her towards him. A flash of red went through my vision.

      “I don’t like you wandering around alone out here at night,” he growled. I had to strain to hear him talking through his teeth. “That’s how girls go missing. And we wouldn’t want any more girls to go missing, would we?”

      “No, of course not,” Charlotte replied coolly.

      The two of them stared at each other for an intense moment, Charlotte’s eyes glinting in the darkness. Her tail curved up behind her, rigid with anxiety.

      “Good,” Duncan replied.

      He released her arm, but kept his gaze on her. For a second, I thought he might strike her—and I was ready to sprint directly onto the scene if he did. Fuck being careful, fuck confusion and wondering if this is a dream—this guy was worse news than a tornado on Christmas. I suddenly feared for Charlotte in his care.

      “Make sure the girls get back to bed, and quickly,” he told her, his voice casual again. “It’s late. We’ve got work to do tomorrow.”

      “Don’t we always?” Charlotte asked, her voice musical and light again. But I could tell she was straining to sound casual.

      She then ran gracefully up the hill to the house, her cat-like movements and dark hair making her blend into the shadows as she moved. I blinked, and she was gone.

      Duncan didn’t watch her go. Instead, he stood there holding the bloody hedge clippers, staring out at the property line. For a brief moment, he reminded me of myself—of hopping off of my tractor and surveying my fields at the end of a long day of chores. Looking out at my home with pride.

      Watching another man stand tall and stare at my property like he owned it made me sick with anger. But I knew running uphill from the darkness at a large man brandishing bloody hedge clippers was a bad idea—even in my state of rage. I needed answers—and I needed them now.

      I could only hope Charlotte would come back to give them to me.
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      I stayed out of the barn for as long as I could. But without the adrenaline of the fight, the cold quickly set in, and I knew I wasn’t doing myself any good by stubbornly remaining just outside the door. I didn’t have to sleep there. But I did need to get warm.

      Huddled in the darkness of the barn, I found myself wondering—if I just fell asleep right where I’d woken up only an hour ago, would I awaken back in my regular life? Dostoevsky and coffee on a Tuesday night? My biggest problems being a new neighbor’s ugly fence and ladies from the town knitting circle trying to set me up with their granddaughters?

      Right now, it all seemed so far away. And in the back of my head I knew.

      This was my new reality. As upsetting as it was, I wouldn’t be waking up from it any time soon.

      After a while of sitting in the darkness of my own barn, letting the blackness drive me slowly insane, I heard my father’s voice in my head. “When you find yourself in the valley of the shadow of death, you walk. Ain’t no point in setting up camp there.”

      That’s when I decided to choose my easiest problem and solve it.

      One foot in front of the other, that’s how I would get through this. Even if I couldn’t see where the hell I was going.

      Charlotte had said they never went in this barn, so maybe it still stored the boxes of supplies I used to keep in it. I stood up, put my hands in front of me, and felt around.

      The beams were in the same place, and the stall doors were still familiar enough to guide me to the area I was looking for. I ran my hands along the splintering wood, occasionally banging my shin into an unexpected hunk of metal. Maneuvering around every obstacle with slow, careful steps, I finally reached the back wall of the barn, where the work bench my grandfather had installed sixty years ago still stood.

      I ran my hands along the countertop, pushing through a thick layer of dust. Good. It had hardly been touched.

      Shuffling slowly to the right, I reached up to the shelves that had been there my whole life. At first, I felt only air…but after moving slightly further to the right, I felt it.

      A wooden box my grandfather had placed there in 1955. Even in the darkness, I knew it still had faded yellow flowers painted on the side of it, compliments of my grandmother. I reached in and felt the familiar waxy rods.

      Candles and matches. Emergency storage, for power outages.

      I lit one of the long, white candles and turned around to look at my barn.

      As I suspected, much of it had remained untouched. But the rest was a dump. The hunks of metal I had previously been bumping into were vehicles and car parts—wrecked ATVs, go-karts, six-cylinder engines sitting on cinder blocks with years of dust caked into their grease. There didn’t seem to be any method to the madness—tools were strewn about, parts discarded sloppily into piles, and projects left half-finished on piles of straw. This was always the auxiliary barn, not used for animals unless our family had a surplus of livestock for whatever reason. But if my father—or my grandfather—could see it now…yeesh. I’d be chewed out for just standing here.

      Slowly, I built a small encampment for myself in a mostly cleared out horse’s stall, finding a box of cracked votives for the candles and setting a few up around me. I was just starting to formulate a plan, when I heard the barn door creak open.

      My heart pounded. Should I blow out my candles and hide? Or stand and face whoever came in, friend or foe?

      “Hello?” a voice whispered—Charlotte’s voice. “Are you in there?”

      Relief poured through me.

      “Over here,” I replied.

      Charlotte followed my voice until she saw the flickering light emanating from my stall. As she took in my little camp with softness in her eyes, I took in her.

      She had washed the blood of the battle off of her body and changed into a small pair of black shorts and a tight black top that cut off just above her navel. Her body, as I suspected, was all human—except for the ears, eyes, and tail. In the back of her shorts, a small hole had been cut for her tail to fit through. Her long, dark hair hung down her back like a curtain.

      And she was holding a plate of food.

      “I brought this for you,” she told me, handing me the plate.

      It was a proper farm meal: steak, potatoes, and greens with a biscuit on the side. It was slightly cold, but I didn’t care. She must have risked a lot bringing this to me.

      “Thank you,” I told her, taking a bite of the biscuit.

      I tried not to eat too ravenously, realizing suddenly how hungry I was.

      “You’ve made yourself at home,” she commented.

      “It doesn’t much feel like my home anymore,” I countered, swallowing some potatoes. “In fact, I’ve never felt more like a stranger on my own farm.”

      Charlotte cocked her head at me and sat down cross-legged on the straw. I tried to keep my eyes off of her breasts, which pushed together distractingly from the top of her shirt.

      “What’s your name?” she asked warmly. Like she pitied me—like she was putting on kid gloves to deal with a crazy person.

      I swallowed a bite of steak and cleared my throat.

      “My name is Jonas Ryder, and my family has owned this farm for a hundred years,” I replied firmly, setting down the plate. “I know you must think I’m delusional, but this is God's honest truth: I woke up this morning in my own bed, in that farmhouse.” I gestured in the direction of the house. “I got to haying, my cow got caught in the neighbor’s new fence, and I had my hands on it before I realized it was electric. They lit it up and…and, well, I woke up here. I stumbled out, and I met you. That’s all I know.”

      Charlotte leaned back, biting her lip as she considered.

      “That’s quite a story,” was all she said.

      “It’s the truth, ma’am,” I told her. “I wish it weren’t, but it is. And you’re the only person I’ve seen so far who seems to not want me dead.”

      She laughed quietly.

      “That’s what you think,” she joked.

      I smiled back. “Well if you’re gonna kill me, would you mind letting me finish my biscuit first?”

      Charlotte laughed again, this time a little louder.

      “Jonas, I have no intention of killing you. I just…I have no idea how you got here. Duncan Pyper has owned this farm for as long as I can remember. From before the animal evolution, even.”

      “The…what?” I asked.

      I couldn’t help it, my eyes flitted to her cat ears. She touched them self-consciously.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, my manners too ingrained not to feel embarrassed for staring. “I didn’t mean to…I just. I’ve never seen a…”

      “An animal mutant?” she asked quietly.

      I nodded.

      “How is that…how is that possible?” she asked.

      Shrugging my shoulders, I let my silence fill in the blanks.

      “So you really are telling the truth,” Charlotte finally declared. “You’ve been unconscious this whole time.”

      “Yep,” I replied. “Just wondering…how long is this whole time?”

      Charlotte swallowed.

      “Thirty years?”

      My vision blurred for a moment. Sound ceased to echo through my ears, and it felt like everything was suddenly moving in slow motion.

      Thirty years? I’d been unconscious in a corner of my barn for thirty years?

      Suddenly, a soft hand touched my arm, pulling me back to the land of the living. Charlotte had leaned toward me on her knees, and she was staring at me like a mother stares at a child who just dropped their ice cream.

      “Are you okay?” she asked with growing concern.

      I nodded. Then I rethought that and shook my head no.

      “Okay,” she said softly. “I’ll give you a moment.”

      Her hand remained on my arm, however, and the warmth of it helped anchor me to reality. I took a few more deep breaths, swallowed down the urge to vomit all the food I’d just scarfed down, and finally worked up the ability to speak.

      “So how is…how did you…?”

      I gestured again at her ears and tail. It felt rude, but I couldn’t think of a single polite way to ask it.

      “The animal evolution,” Charlotte repeated, her large green eyes blinking slowly. “It was thirty years ago. One child was born with the mutation, and then it just…exploded.”

      She sat back again, leaning into the worn wooden stall.

      “There were more boys born with the mutation than girls. That’s what makes us girls such a…commodity. No one knows what started it—something in our food, our pharmaceuticals, our air…or maybe it was just the natural next step in evolution. But either way, mutated animal children became as common as….red hair. Or blue eyes.”

      I swallowed, trying to process this information. I supposed human beings had learned to live with a lot. What was mutated animal kids in the long list of insane developments in history?

      “So, why do you live here?” I asked Charlotte. “Duncan doesn’t seem like the best employer. Isn’t there a better place for you to work?”

      A small, bitter laugh escaped Charlotte’s lips.

      “I wouldn’t exactly call this a job,” she explained. “Myself and the other girls, we’re not just staff. We’re here because…well, it’s not safe out there, especially for mutant girls. And Duncan, despite being his own special sort of monster, keeps us protected.”

      “But you do his work for him?” I asked, disgust mounting in my words.

      Charlotte shrugged again.

      “Who else is gonna keep this place running?”

      I stared at her for a moment, this exhausted girl navigating being some sort of objectified commodity, choosing between dangerous paths at every turn. The fact that, amidst everything, she found it important to keep this farm—my family’s farm running—made me want to kiss her.

      “Well, despite it all, I appreciate you for taking care of the place,” I told her, holding her gaze for a moment so she knew I meant it.

      “It’s a beautiful farm,” she replied softly. “It’d be a shame to let it fall to ruin. Even if it means putting up with Duncan and his cronies. They treat us like slaves—and they can, considering they know we won’t leave.”

      “Has anyone ever tried?” I asked.

      Charlotte’s eyes went dark. I could tell I’d touched on a sore subject.

      “Yes,” she said. “Some have made it out. Others haven’t.”

      By the way she set her jaw, I could tell she was lost in a memory she didn’t want to revisit. I decided to change the subject.

      “So how did you get to be in charge of so much?”

      Charlotte smiled bitterly.

      “You know how they say you get punished for good work?” she said. “Well, when I first came here, I didn’t know my tail from a two by four. But I learn quick, and I don’t like to look weak. When Duncan’s men would mess with us, I was always the first to fight back. At first, it got me in trouble a lot. I spent more than a few nights sleeping in the other barn with the goats, but I didn’t mind it. They make better friends than some of the people around here.”

      She smiled at me, and I returned it. I knew what she meant—I often found myself talking out loud to a goat or a cow for hours before realizing how crazy I must sound.

      “Anyway, after a while it became clear I could hold my own. Cat reflexes really come in handy in a fight, turns out, and as soon as Duncan realized I could be more of an asset than a pain in his ass, he put me in charge of the girls—and any security threats. People try to break into the farm a lot. I know it doesn’t seem like it, but this is one of the better places to live.”

      “That’s mighty depressing,” I told her. “Considering what you’re describing is basically servitude with a side of fear-based motivation.”

      Charlotte nodded, raising her eyebrows.

      “You’ve got a point,” she conceded.

      “So why not just kill Duncan?” I asked bluntly. “Take over the house yourself?”

      To my surprise, Charlotte didn’t flinch. She’d clearly thought through this before.

      “I can’t kill Duncan without his men retaliating. Sure, myself and the other girls might win, but we might not. And either way, it’ll come at a cost. These girls…they’re my family. I can’t stand to lose any of them—or this farm.”

      It made sense. If Charlotte were more selfish, she could kill Duncan and escape without a scratch, I had no doubt about that. But she clearly had a big heart—and the girls in that house depended on her. It wasn’t just about her. It was about everyone.

      “I understand,” I told her. Her story of the house seemed true—but I just couldn’t swallow that the outside world was more dangerous. Maybe for a mutant cat-girl, but me? I’d rather take my chances out there than stay here. “I’m sorry, though, Charlotte, I just can’t believe the outside world would be a worse bet for me than here.”

      Charlotte shrugged. “Believe me or not, it is.”

      Suddenly, I felt energized. Maybe it was sitting down and resting for a while, or actually eating a meal for the first time in…thirty years. But it felt insane to stay put.

      So I blew out all but one candle and stood up, ready to embark into this strange new world.

      “Pardon me,” I told Charlotte as I moved past her. “But I’d prefer to find out for myself.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Five

          

        

      

    

    
      “Jonas!” Charlotte called after me in a whisper-shout.

      I had made it out the barn door and was walking confidently to the hole the attackers had made in the gate earlier. Charlotte continued to follow me.

      “Jonas, it isn’t safe!” she repeated.

      Stopping on my heels, I turned around to face her. Not expecting my sudden stop, she bumped into me. I couldn’t help but notice she smelled sweet. Like vanilla.

      “What would you have me do?” I asked her. “Stay here and live in that barn for the rest of my life? Offer myself up to Duncan as a servant in my own home? I need to know what’s out there so I can figure out my next move.”

      “What if whatever’s out there kills you before you get the chance?” she countered.

      It was then that I realized Charlotte had very little confidence in my ability to protect myself. I didn’t blame her—so far, all I’d proven was that I was a good shot with a rifle and could stay quiet well enough. But she didn’t understand the lengths I would go to get my family’s farm back. How could she?

      “I’ll take my chances,” I told her. “Thank you. For the meal.”

      Then I jogged to the front gate and slipped through the hole in the metal fencing.

      For a brief moment, I was struck with remorse for leaving Charlotte behind. Her life in servitude to Duncan seemed like hell, and who was I to walk away from helping her? My father always said: A stranger in need is just a new friend waiting to say thank ya.

      I shook the thought from my head. Charlotte had made her decision clear—she wouldn’t leave the farm when the rest of the girls would remain unprotected. She had made her choices and I had made mine. I had to move on.

      The road outside my property that had once led into town had grown over with grass and weeds since I’d been asleep. I crossed what used to be Old Country Lane with my head on a swivel, surveying for danger. I wished I’d thought to bring some sort of weapon from the barn—all I had in my pocket was a pack of matches and some dryer lint. I just needed to make it into the forest across the road, which had grown thicker and more foreboding in the last thirty years—almost as if the trees had gotten meaner. Then I would at least be safe under cover.

      Brittle grass crunched beneath my feet, the asphalt of the former road crumbling into gravel amidst the weeds. I increased my speed to a jog, the tree line within twenty feet now. Fifteen feet. Ten feet. For some reason, nerves had begun to take over while I was out in the open, and I suddenly felt the terrible sensation of being watched.

      That’s when a rock hit the side of my head.

      Whoops and laughter echoed through the darkness as I woke up on the ground seconds later, my skull pounding. I could hear men jumping down from their perches in the trees.

      “We got a live one!” one shouted in a thick, twangy accent. “Where’s he runnin’ off to?”

      “Nowhere now!” another replied, sparking a round of laughter from the rest.

      There must have been five of them. A man nudged my side with a bare foot that smelled like rancid beef jerky.

      “Jonas?” a whisper cut through the darkness. “Jonas, are you out here?”

      The men went silent. I heard a small snap as one of them directed another.

      “Got your rope?” a man whispered.

      By this point, my brain finally remembered how to command my body to do things.

      “Charlotte, no!” I screamed, but it was too late.

      I rolled over and blinked open my blurry eyes to see one of the men throw a rope through the darkness, lassoing Charlotte around the waist and tugging her to the ground like a bull. If I weren’t so horrified, I’d be impressed with his lasso skills.

      Charlotte gasped as she hit the rough ground, and I heard clawing into the grass and gravel as she was dragged towards us. The men continued to laugh.  As she appeared through the darkness, she squirmed like a cat in a bathtub, trying to claw her way out of the rope—but it only got tighter with every pull.

      “Ooooowee, you see this boys?!” the one with the strongest twang asked. “We done caught ourselves a mutant girl!”

      “A pussycat girl, no less,” another one added, slime dripping from his voice.

      “You wanna sit in my lap pussycat girl?” another asked, prompting more vile laughter from the rest of them. “You gonna purr when I pet ya?”

      Charlotte snarled at them, writhing on the ground to escape the rope. The lassoer jumped on her, pinning her to the ground and hogtying her. I bet he used to win competitions, before the world apparently went nuts. I bet he thought he was hot shit.

      Rage coursed through my veins seeing Charlotte tied up.

      I fought through the dizzying pain in my head and found the strength to stand. Before anyone could react, I launched myself immediately at the Lasso King.

      He went down quickly, not expecting my attack. I landed a few good hits on his face before his buddies grabbed me around the middle, pulling me away.

      “Tie this bastard up!” the leader commanded from behind me. But I wasn’t about to let that happen—as soon as someone approached behind me with the rope, I kicked backwards into his nuts, hearing him whimper in agony as he went down.

      Then I turned around, facing the men with my fists up. I was right, there were five total—counting the one holding his junk and trying not to cry on the ground. Lasso King’s nose was bleeding from my attack. I felt myself smile when I saw his mangled face.

      “You think this is funny, boy?” the leader asked me.

      With my eyes adjusted to the pitch dark of the world outside my property and my vision officially unblurred, I could take in the ragtag gang. That’s when I saw the tails wagging behind the men. They were animal mutants, like Charlotte. And none of them held weapons, besides Lasso King’s rope.

      I could work with that.

      The shortest man on the far left spat a thick loogie.

      “Take him down,” the leader ordered, not in the mood for joking anymore, apparently.

      The short man approached me first, fists up. Charlotte continued to struggle against the ropes on the ground, her mouth gagged with a dirty cloth.

      I thought back to my grandfather, who taught me the right way to throw a punch. Who stood out in the barn with me every night and showed me how to keep my fingers unbroken, how to size up my opponent and use my height to my advantage.

      Short guy swung, and I leaned back, avoiding the hit. Utilizing the moment he got off balance, I kicked him in his ribcage—hard—and he stumbled back, landing on his ass. He scrambled up again to face me, embarrassed, but ready for another round.

      This time, I attacked first—swinging for his jaw. He was faster than I anticipated and pulled his neck back at the last second, returning a hit to my stomach. It hurt—but not so bad to take me out. I breathed through the pain and came at him full force, lunging first to catch him off guard then catching him in the chin with my fist. Using my height to my advantage, I pushed him down by the shoulders, watching him trip to the ground and rushing to jump on top of him. As soon as I had him pinned, it was over—I landed a hit so hard on his jaw I saw a tooth pop out of his mouth. I kept punching, until—

      “Aeugh!!” I screamed as a rope cut into my chest, pulling me backwards.

      I’d been caught by the Lasso King himself—goddamnit. Before I knew it I was being dragged backwards through the rough ground, tiny rocks and brittle grass scraping against my skin. If I didn’t act soon I’d end up hogtied like Charlotte—but I had one thing Charlotte didn’t have—

      Abandoning fighting being dragged, I used all my strength to turn myself around and grab hold of the rope. Getting both hands around it, I tugged—hard—and Lasso King, a tall skinny guy with not enough meat and potatoes on his bones—lurched forward with the pull against my superior weight. Using him as an anchor, I pulled myself up from the ground and loosened the rope just enough to shimmy out of it, then sprinted full force at him.

      Without his rope, Lasso King was pretty worthless. I head butted him, watching him drop to the ground like a bag of rocks. He was lean but feisty, scrambling to stand up quickly, but I grabbed his rope from the ground and got it around his neck while he was only on his knees, wrapping it once, twice, then three times and pulling it taut around his throat.

      As the color began to drain from his face, his comrades ran at me, but I dragged him backwards toward the tree line. Gargled choking sounds escaped his mouth.

      “You want your friend here to die?” I asked, my breathing heavy. “Or do you want me and that girl to go on our way peacefully?”

      The leader stepped forward with his hands up in surrender.

      “Let’s all just calm down,” he said carefully. “Let our boy go, and I’ll untie your girl here and we can all walk away like good friends.”

      I paused, sizing him up. He looked about twenty-five—the clear brains of the group. Not that that counted for much.

      On the ground, Charlotte struggled to shout through her gag.

      “Okay,” I declared, loosening my grip on Lasso King. He dropped to the ground wheezing and gasping, holding his hands around his neck. “But I’m keeping this.”

      I held up the rope, quickly coiling it with my elbow like my dad taught me all those years ago. Lasso King stumbled back to his group, and I looked from the leader to Charlotte, waiting for him to make good on his half of the deal.

      “Boys, finish him,” the leader declared.

      For a moment, I thought I’d misheard. We’d made a deal—two men agreeing in good faith on terms. Where I came from, that kind of deal was bond.

      I guess a man’s word meant shit in this new world.

      Before I knew it, three of the men rushed me—the one having apparently recovered from my nutcracking—and I was overwhelmed, quick. The short guy got my arms around my back while another punched me in the gut, and it was all I could do to keep thinking while they pummeled me.

      Mustering all the strength I had left, I jumped up into the air and threw my back onto the ground, crushing Short Guy behind me. I heard his head hit the gravel first, and he groaned loudly through what was definitely going to be a bad concussion. In his moment of pain, he let go of my arms, and I rolled out from on top of him and back to my feet to face the other two.

      One of them went for the obvious hit to my jaw, so I grabbed his arm before impact. Suddenly, I was sick of this fight—that I shouldn’t even be in, considering we made a fucking deal. Channeling all my rage at the betrayal, I punched the heel of my palm through the man’s elbow, cracking it in the wrong direction and shattering the bone. He howled in pain, dropping to his knees and clutching his broken limb.

      The final man looked from me to his buddy in fear, knowing a similar fate was coming to him. Luckily for him, the leader bailed him out.

      “Hawkins, Burry, let’s move out!” he yelled. “This shit ain’t worth it!”

      I shoved the first man as he ran away, making him stumble into the ground on his way back to his Leader. The broken-armed man ran too, and the five of them retreated back into the darkness of the forest, Lasso King now lasso-less and clutching his bruised up neck with the fear of God still haunting his eyes. I watched them go, peering into the darkness to make sure this wasn’t another dirty trick.

      When I was sure they were really gone, I ran to Charlotte and untied her as quickly as I could, taking her gag out first.

      “Why didn’t you just kill that guy when you had the chance?” was the first thing out of her mouth. “Did you really think he’d honor that deal?”

      I pulled her final restraint off, watching her stand up proudly and dust herself off, no thank you in sight.

      “A man’s word is a man’s word,” was all I could think to reply with. “My father taught me that if you can’t trust that, you can’t trust anything.”

      Charlotte stared at me like I was a museum attraction, her dark brows furrowed down.

      “You really are from another time, aren’t you?” she asked in wonder.

      “Yes, ma’am,” I replied.

      She considered me for another second, her green eyes bright in the darkness.

      “Well, out here, a man’s word means less than nothing. It’s kill or be killed, and I’d really rather you not be killed. So no more trusting slimeball’s promises, okay?”

      I paused, the adrenaline of the fight finally wearing off.

      “Okay.”

      Charlotte exhaled, rubbing the raw marks the rope had left on her wrists.

      “And thank you,” she said, finally. “For saving my life.”

      I shrugged. “Happy to do it, ma’am.”

      Charlotte’s mouth turned up into a smile, and she looked me up and down, apparently reevaluating my ability to handle myself. Thank God.

      “Let’s go,” she said suddenly. “I know a place we can sleep tonight.”
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      “We?” I asked Charlotte.

      She had already begun to walk down the former road, her black tail swinging behind her. I jogged to keep up, walking beside her.

      “Yes, we,” she repeated. “Duncan will have the farm on full lockdown by now. We might have been able to sneak out, but sneaking back in is a whole other story.”

      “Won’t they know it’s you?” I countered.

      She huffed a laugh. “Sure, if I’m lucky. I’d say about fifty percent of Duncan’s men can keep their finger off a trigger if it comes down to it. The other half, however, are shoot first ask later type of boys. And I’m not really sure I like those odds right now.”

      “Damn,” I replied. “So why did you leave in the first place?”

      She didn’t respond right away. I noticed, however, that her left ear twitched on her head.

      “I wanted to make sure you wouldn’t tell anyone I helped you,” she said, her eyes staring straight ahead into the darkness.

      I considered this.

      “Really?” I asked. “Because…from where I’m standing, it kind of looks like you were worried about me. And wanted to make sure I was okay.”

      Charlotte’s eyes rolled high enough that I could see it through the darkness.

      “Okay, maybe that was part of it,” she conceded. “But only part.”

      I bit down my smile.

      We continued walking for a while, staying just far enough from the ugly fence around my property to avoid being seen by Duncan’s men. I tried to remember what used to be here before the world went crazy, until Charlotte pointed down the road.

      “That’s where we’re heading,” she told me.

      All of a sudden it hit me—the closest farmhouse to mine, the one a mile down the road, the one whose selling contract I’d picked through with a fine-tooth comb.

      Sally Gorman’s house.

      I could barely see it from here, but even from a distance, it looked to be in bad shape. The porch was caved in, weeds were grown over, and an old pick-up was rusting out on blocks in the front lawn. And the question lingered—whatever happened to Ms. Gorman? Was she okay? Or had she been lost to the past like the rest of my world?

      “I knew the woman who lived here,” I told Charlotte as we approached. “It’s funny. In my world, I talked to her just yesterday. Guess that was thirty years ago now.”

      I shook my head, wincing as the weight of my new reality crashed down on me. I tried to breathe through it, not freak out.

      Charlotte seemed to notice my moment of panic and placed a hand on my bicep, squeezing gently.

      “I don’t think I’ve fully appreciated how hard this must be for you,” she said softly. “I can’t imagine how you must be feeling.”

      I forced myself to crack a small smile.

      “Every obstacle’s just another opportunity in disguise,” I told her. “My mother used to say that.”

      She smiled kindly at me. “No one really talks like that anymore, you know.”

      A small laugh escaped me.

      “I’m beginning to gather that.”

      Together, we approached the rundown farmhouse, circling around to the backdoor to avoid the caved-in porch. The hinges were rusted out, the door just a rectangle of wood propped in front of the entrance. Charlotte pushed it aside confidently, then rifled through the darkness for a while.

      “How do you know we’re alone here?” I asked anxiously.

      She emerged from the doorway, holding an old-timey gas lantern. I pulled the matches from my back pocket and lit it without her having to ask.

      “This spot’s too close to Duncan’s property for any scavenger to risk setting up shop here,” she told me. “His men check it semi-regularly, although I know for a fact nobody’ll be deployed here tonight. We’re safe.”

      I nodded, believing her. If I had any doubts about trusting Charlotte before, they were extinguished by now.

      We walked slowly into the house, the lantern illuminating the back room.

      Mrs. Gorman would have wept. The walls were graffitied and scratched, the furniture knocked over, the upright piano in the corner missing keys and torn up for firewood. Picture frames were smashed and strewn about the floor, dust and dirt ground deeply into the carpet. Whatever happened here, she had gotten out quick—taking only the essentials with her.

      Charlotte, having apparently been here enough times to disregard the mess, lifted the couch off its back and into the right position, then promptly collapsed onto it. I sat down next to her, still taking in the scene. Charlotte adjusted herself, her black tail flitting out and then resting on my lap.

      “Do you mind if I…” I started, staring at her tail.

      She shrugged. “Be my guest.”

      I touched it gently, fascinated by it—how it responded to her body like another limb. The black fur felt like velvet underneath my finger pads. Relishing the softness of it, I pulled her tail lightly between my fingers to the tip.

      Charlotte shuddered lightly.

      “Sorry,” she said, a slight pink rising to her cheeks. “That feels nice.”

      I smiled and did it again, even more slowly this time. I watched as she leaned back into the couch, closing her eyes.

      “You know,” she said airily, her face calm. “Before you came along, Jonas, I’d never really…imagined a world where I wouldn’t be under Duncan’s thumb.”

      My fingers continued to stroke her tail gently.

      “But seeing you fighting out there, and talking to you…you’re so different. You’re powerful.” She opened her eyes, sitting up slightly and pulling her tail out from my grasp. “It gives me hope.”

      I blinked at her, taking in her beautiful form—her angular, olive face, her long black hair, her heaving breasts pushing up beneath her shirt, her black shorts hugging her hips tightly and her perfect thighs folded underneath her on the couch. In the flickering lamplight, she looked like an oil painting. An oil painting I would definitely buy.

      “I’m glad,” I told her. “You deserve some hope, after all that bastard’s put you through.”

      Charlotte’s green eyes smoldered at me.

      And before I knew it, she was kissing me.

      Her lips were soft and her mouth was rushed and impatient to taste mine. I kissed her back, at first hesitantly, then returning her fervor. Our tongues mingled together, and I slid one hand into her long hair and the other around her waist to pull her closer to me. She felt so good I wondered for a brief moment if this truly was a dream—if I was right all along, that I was dead, or in a coma, for she felt almost too perfect to be true.

      I pulled her onto my lap, leaning back into the couch as she straddled me. Charlotte pressed her body into mine, her breasts pushing into me, our hips grinding. In seconds, hardness developed between my legs, and she moaned softly as she rubbed herself against me. Her long nails clawed into my shoulders in surges of pleasure.

      “Jonas,” she panted into my mouth. “Can I taste you?”

      My mouth opened, but no words came out. Before I could figure out how to respond, she had hopped off of my lap and onto her knees on the ground and was beginning to unzip my jeans greedily.

      Who was I to deny her request?

      We pulled my jeans off together, and she stared at my cock with eyebrows raised in shock.

      “You’re…huge,” she remarked, swallowing.

      “Is that alright?” I asked. I wasn’t overconfident—but my anatomy did match my frame, which was large and tall—a farmhand’s body.

      She smiled naughtily as she looked up at me, her green cat eyes ravenous. Then, in lieu of an answer, she put her mouth around my cock and began to suck it enthusiastically.

      Charlotte may have had the tail and ears of a cat, but she had the tongue of an artist. The ways she licked up my shaft made my whole body shudder with pleasure, and the sounds of her slurping only turned me on further. Feeling myself harden, I placed my hands in her dark hair, watching her cat ears twitch as she took my whole shaft into her throat.

      “Charlotte,” I managed to say. “You don’t have to...”

      But before I could even finish the sentence, she was deepthroating me, taking my whole length down again and again with tears leaking from the corners of her eyes. A deep, primal groan escaped me as I fucked the back of her throat, the sensation so overwhelming I almost lost control.

      When she pulled my throbbing cock from her mouth, a wide smile broke out on her face.

      “You liked that?” she asked devilishly.

      In response, I began to tear off her clothes, and she joined in excitedly.

      Charlotte naked was a sight to behold. Her body was long and lithe like a cat’s, her breasts large with small, dark, perky nipples scrunched up and pointed at me in excitement. I pulled her toward me and placed two fingers between her legs, feeling sopping wetness already surrounding her entrance.

      “I liked tasting you,” she told me.

      My breath caught in my throat.

      “Clearly,” I agreed.

      Then I turned us around, letting her situate herself against the edge of the couch while I admired her perfect ass. Round, fat, and juicy, she pushed it up into the air for me to enjoy, her entrance gleaming wet in the lamplight and begging for my cock. At the base of her tailbone, her tail protruded. I stroked it lightly between my fingertips again, and her whole body shuddered at the touch.

      I wanted to savor the moment, but damn—I was only a man. I slid my cock into Charlotte’s pussy and we both tensed in ecstasy.

      I’d wanted to take it slow, enjoy her gradually, but the second Charlotte began to slam her ass backwards into my cock, I caved. She clearly wanted me to fuck her rough, and who was I to deprive her of that? I grabbed onto the base of her tail like a handle and pulled her ass harder and harder towards me, feeling her pussy tighten around my rock hard cock.

      “Jonas,” she whimpered, each thrust lengthening my name in her mouth. “Fuck me!”

      Another groan unleashed from deep within me, and I leaned over her body and took her tits in my hands, massaging them while I fucked her deeply. Her skin was so soft to the touch, and my hands roved across it while I pulled myself in and out of her. I knew I was close—but I wanted to savor this for as long as I physically could.

      “I,” Charlotte gasped as I thrust as hard as I possibly could into her tightening pussy. “I, I, I’m gonna, I’m gonna—”

      I took the hint, increasing my speed and anchoring my hand to her tail again, pumping in and out of Charlotte while feeling my own pleasure mounting towards explosion. She was so sexy, and tight, and—

      “Jonas, Jonas, Jonas, Jonas!” she shrieked, and I exploded just as she did, her entrance hugging my cock and squeezing every last drop of cum out of me as I pumped myself desperately into her. Fireworks burst in my vision as I came harder than I ever had, my body emptying all the stress and confusion and fear and adrenaline of my last three hours into her perfect pussy.

      Charlotte’s body twitched with waves of pleasure, and I collapsed onto her back and held her as she rode the orgasm all the way to completion.

      When we were both finished, I pulled out of her carefully, wincing at the sensitivity. We fell next to one another on the couch, Charlotte curling up on my chest.

      It took me a moment to figure out what the soft humming vibration I was feeling and hearing was. Charlotte was purring—actually purring like a real life cat, her eyes closed and content, her chest heaving up and down as she slowly steadied her breath.

      It sure was a whole new world I’d found myself in. But, I considered as I pulled the naked, purring cat-girl closer to my chest—it wasn’t all bad.
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      Gray morning light was just beginning to creep through the bent-up blinds of Ms. Gorman’s former home when Charlotte woke up.

      I had left her on the couch, covering her with the least grimy-looking blanket I could find and gathering whatever supplies I could locate in the house. The cellar stairwell had caved in, leaving the contents completely inaccessible. But Sally had left a few decently useful gardening tools in the shed out back, as well as a few dusty cans of food in the kitchen pantries. I’d already eaten a cold can of chili and had loaded a backpack I’d found with the rest.

      “How long was I asleep?” Charlotte asked, her hair mussed and ruffled around her cat ears. I couldn’t help but notice how hot she looked with sex hair, still naked from our encounter the night before. My mind wandered for a moment as I took her in.

      “Five or six hours,” I replied with a small smile. “There’s instant coffee in the pantry. If we start a fire I could make you a cup.”

      She furrowed her dark brows at me, giving me her familiar why the hell are you so gentlemanly? look.

      “I’m alright,” she replied finally. “I just need to stretch a little.”

      She got on her hands and knees on the couch and arched her back like a cat, at first pushing her spine to the ceiling, then inverting it and sticking her perfect ass into the air. I almost lost focus entirely while staring at her.

      Charlotte chuckled, probably noticing drool leaking out of my mouth.

      “So…last night was fun,” she said coyly.

      I nodded.  “I’d venture to say more than fun.”

      A soft blush broke out across her cheeks. She rubbed her eyes cutely.

      “I never thought I’d…I mean, I’ve never felt…” she trailed off, unable to find the right words.

      “Me too,” I replied simply.

      Charlotte smiled. Then she noticed my backpack.

      “What’s that for?”

      I readjusted it to my other shoulder, planting myself in front of her. It felt strange, to be fully dressed and ready to walk out the door at any moment while she was still naked on the couch. Seeming to notice this at the same moment I did, Charlotte began to pull on her clothes, while I slid the backpack off and placed it on the ground, sitting down on top of an overturned old CRT TV across from her on the ground.

      “Charlotte,” I started, aware I needed to phrase this carefully. She was my biggest ally—but, more than that, she suddenly…mattered to me. I didn’t want to lose her now that I realized how important she’d become to me. “I’m going to take my farm back from Duncan. It  has been in my family for a hundred years, and I’m not going to let it go sitting down. I owe it to my father, my grandfather, and every Ryder that came before us to fight for our home.”

      Charlotte stared at me, her green eyes hard.

      “And I want your help to do it,” I finished.

      Her eyes went from slits to circles as the reality of what I was asking set in.

      “My help?” she repeated.

      I nodded, not breaking eye contact with her.

      “Who else?” I asked. “You know the ins and outs of the farm, Duncan, and his men. You know how they think and how they plan. And, most importantly, you know what Duncan is capable of. You know what those girls he keeps under servitude go through, and you know they deserve better. Together, we could take him down—take the farm back, run it the right way where nobody is taken advantage of. But I can’t do it alone, Charlotte. I need you.”

      Charlotte studied the dirty carpet at her feet. I knew how much I was asking—but I also knew how passionate she was about making things right for the girls who lived there.

      I watched as she slowly pulled her shoes on, then tied her long black hair into a ponytail behind her head. For a second, I thought she was about to push past me, leave the cabin and head back to the farm—and Duncan.

      But then she bared her teeth in an excited sort of half-smile, half-snarl.

      “Let’s take that bastard down,” she declared.

      And for the first time since I woke up, I felt a flicker of hope.

      “That’s my girl!” I whooped, picking her up and spinning her around without thinking about it.

      Luckily, Charlotte was laughing by the time I set her back down.

      “Alright, slow down, farmboy,” she told me, placing her hands on my shoulders. “We need a plan.”

      “Right!” I declared. “Well, I figured we could finish searching this place for as many more weapons as we can, then camp out in the forest, come up with our plan. In two or three days, we’ll hit Duncan so hard his grandkids feel it.”

      Charlotte’s pitying laugh took the wind right out of my sails.

      “I’m sorry, Jonas, but there aren't enough kitchen knives and garden tools in the world, much less in this house, to take out Duncan’s army by ourselves. We’re too short on weapons.”

      “Well, where do we find more weapons?” I countered. My mother always told me optimism was a super power. I tried to remember that as Charlotte followed this question with yet another laugh.

      “By far the highest concentration of pre-evolution weapons in a hundred square miles is in Duncan Pyper’s armory down the road. It’d take us years to scavenge that amount of fire power out here.”

      “Okay…” I replied, trying to keep hope alive. “Well, what if—”

      “Jonas,” Charlotte interrupted, taking one of my hands in hers. “I appreciate your enthusiasm, but I’m sorry—you’re thinking like Duncan.”

      I paused. “So who do I need to think like?”

      A slight smile broke out on Charlotte’s face.

      “You need to think like someone who hates Duncan even more than you do. Someone with even more intel on the farm and his men than I have. And someone who’s avoided being killed or captured for years despite being outmanned and outgunned in almost every fight. Someone who knows what it’s like to be a mutant, and got out.”

      I waited with bated breath. Charlotte exhaled, as if convincing herself, as well as me, that this was the right thing to do.

      “We need to find Alexis,” she declared.
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      “So,” I said to Charlotte, holding my hand out to help her over a slippery downed log. “Tell me about Alexis.”

      We had left the house shortly after her declaration, capitalizing on the morning fog to make our escape under cover without Duncan’s men seeing us. The farm lockdown had continued into the morning, and Charlotte feared we’d be spotted in a sniper scope, even from a distance.

      Now, we were safely under cover of the forest, making our way into the mountainous brush. I’d hiked this area with my parents for my whole life—but suddenly, familiar landmarks had changed. The trees looked bigger—and meaner—as if they’d all been through a massive growth spurt that should have taken far more than thirty years. The foliage was a strange, new green—brighter than I was used to, and a thick, unfamiliar moss covered many of the tree trunks. It was like the saturation had been turned up on the forest, and no matter how many times I blinked my eyes, it wouldn’t return to its usual, calming green.

      Charlotte didn’t seem to find anything strange, however. She navigated the forest like she was born in it—and, for all I knew, she was. Still, I couldn’t shake the chivalry my mother had drilled into me. So I offered my hand to help her over the log.

      “Well,” Charlotte said, eyeing me with amusement as she placed her hand in mine.  “Alexis used to live on the farm with us. She’s a mutant, like me.”

      “Also…cat-like?” I asked.

      Charlotte chuckled, letting go of my hand as we moved beyond the log. “No, not exactly. But she’s just as fast as me. Maybe faster—but I’ll kill you if you ever tell her I said that.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Charlotte smiled at me. “Alexis is tricky. We used to be best friends.”

      “What happened?” I asked.

      We approached the base of the mountain, and I looked to Charlotte for direction on where we were headed. She pushed forward boldly, climbing the first incline of scattered rocks and vegetation and ignoring my question.

      I followed, placing my hand in a soft bed of the strange moss that covered everything out here and hoisting myself upwards.

      “It’s…hard to explain,” Charlotte finally replied. “Either way, Alexis left—and she killed three of Duncan’s men on her way out. They searched for her for a while, but never found her. After that, Duncan forbade any of us girls from leaving the farm for any reason. It’s taken me years to build up enough trust with him to even walk the grounds alone at night.”

      “Do you think they’ll send anyone out after you?”

      Charlotte paused, her jaw clenching.

      “Yes,” she replied. “But Duncan’s men are limited. Most of them are farmhands and muscle—they’ve never had to survive out in the wild or navigate these mountains. If we put enough distance between ourselves and the farm, they’ll lose our tracks quickly and retreat back to the farm to safety. Besides, Duncan won’t let too many men out of his sight for too long, not with the amount of attacks the farm has been facing lately. He’s got bigger things to worry about than losing me, believe it or not.”

      Despite her reassurances, her face remained worried.

      I followed as she led us toward a seemingly impenetrable wall of rock, and I almost questioned her until I saw the crack that expanded as it rose higher into the air. Without missing a beat, she jumped up and wedged her body into the crack, bracing herself on either side to move forward until she disappeared.

      Almost chuckling to myself, I placed one foot in the crack and hoisted myself into it, my broad frame barely fitting as I slowly shimmied my way through to the other side.

      When I emerged in the rocky clearing, Charlotte was pacing, the worry still not wiped from her face.

      “Are you alright?” I asked her, jumping down considerably less gracefully than she had.

      She seemed to notice me for the first time as I spoke.

      “Yeah,” she said, shaking her head. “I just…I know we’re safe from Duncan now. But are the girls?”

      I nodded, finally understanding her concern.

      “If Duncan can’t punish me for leaving, who knows who he’ll take his anger out on,” she added.

      Rage made my fists clench at my sides as I thought about Duncan grabbing her arm and wrenching her backwards last night on the farm. Charlotte was right to worry about the other girls’ safety. But I wasn’t here to add hail to her thunderstorm, as my Grandma used to say.

      “Just remember, you’re only out here to help them in the long run,” I told Charlotte, pulling her into my side. “You’ve stayed there long enough for their protection. Now, it’s time to save them once and for all.”

      Charlotte nodded, finding newfound resolve. She wrapped her arm around my torso, squeezing me tightly for a moment before scurrying away to continue blazing our trail.

      I followed her black cat tail as it swung side to side—a pendulum to become entranced with as we walked.

      And walked. And walked, and walked, and walked.

      Charlotte was right—Duncan’s men would never find us out here unless they were experienced navigators of these mountains. I’d grown up hiking, hunting, and camping out here, and I could barely keep up.

      As the morning stretched into the afternoon and the sun lit the foliage an even brighter, more disconcerting green, my stomach went from emitting small warning grumbles to full out groans of anger. I had been waiting for Charlotte to suggest we stop first, but the girl was a machine—jumping from rock to rock with lithe confidence like a jaguar stalking its prey. Now, I needed to eat something soon or I was sure I’d pass out, and, with my luck, it’d be backwards off a cliffside to my death.

      Luckily, the pathway we’d made it to was a horizontal switchback across the side of the mountain, and it was lined with green apple trees. I’d been here before—a few times when I was a kid, and once as an adult, when I took a solo two week hiking trip after my parents died. The first time I’d seen these trees, my father had picked me an apple and placed it in my hand to eat. It had felt like magic.

      Seeing the apple trees now, a pang of sadness shot through me like an arrow. I swallowed the feeling down, instead refocusing on the positive—that an orchard’s worth of food had appeared to me when I needed it most.

      As soon as I reached for an apple, however, Charlotte’s long-nailed hand slapped mine away.

      “Are you crazy?” she cried.

      I stared at her blankly, waiting for the punchline.

      “I’m sorry, is hunger making me hallucinate? These are apples, not rabid badgers, right?”

      Suddenly, comprehension seemed to dawn on her face.

      “I keep forgetting you’re…not from here,” she said, shaking her head. “You can’t eat anything that grows on trees anymore, Jonas. It’ll kill you. You can’t even touch the foliage out here—I can’t believe I didn’t tell you that sooner. I’m just so used to everyone knowing.”

      “Is that why everyone I’ve seen looks like they’re ready to go snowmobiling?” I asked. The thick, body-covering, tarp-like clothes and snow pants suddenly made sense.

      “Yeah,” Charlotte replied. “One brush of that moss on your skin will send fiery pain through your body. If enough touches you, it can kill you. The moss began right around the time of the animal evolution.”

      “So how come you’re hardly wearing any clothes?” I asked her. “No offense, or anything. It’s not like I don’t like your outfit. But aren’t you worried?”

      She rolled her eyes at me, but the corners of her mouth pulled into a smile.

      “Mutants aren’t affected by it,” she told me. “Not sure why—just something in our DNA makes us immune to the rash. But not even mutants can eat fruit off a tree anymore.”

      She placed a hand on my chest and pushed me gently away from the apple trees. But the sight of her splayed out hand reminded me—I had touched the moss. I looked down at my hand, expecting to see a fiery red rash—but it was completely fine.

      “Charlotte,” I said quietly. “Are you sure it affects everyone who isn’t mutated?”

      She nodded confidently. “Oh, yeah. Honestly, it’s another reason Duncan’s men won’t follow us out here. One wrong move and they could be in agonizing pain—or killed. Again—I can’t believe I didn’t warn you sooner. I feel awful, I mean—you could have died!”

      I laughed, prompting a strange confusion on Charlotte’s face.

      Then, before she could stop me, I walked confidently towards the nearest tree and placed my palm directly into a patch of moss. Charlotte lunged to stop me, but it was too late—the cool foliage felt nice between my fingertips.

      And nothing burned.

      “I….” Charlotte started, her jaw dropping as her large green eyes darted between myself and the tree trunk. “I don’t understand. I’ve never seen…”

      I removed my hand from the trunk, shrugging.

      “I touched it earlier, and nothing happened,” I explained. “I guess I’m immune too.”

      Charlotte couldn’t seem to process this. I observed as she opened and closed her mouth multiple times, trying to find the right words.

      “You don’t understand, Jonas,” she said finally. “No one who isn’t a mutant is immune to the moss like that. I’ve never heard of one case. Not even people born before the evolution. You should be writhing on the ground in pain right now.”

      Her words were, admittedly, shocking, but I couldn’t find the bandwidth to be freaked out by them. After being electrocuted by a fence and waking up thirty years in the future in a world with mutated animal people, your capacity for surprise gets kind of shot, apparently.

      “I guess I’m just…special, or something,” I said.

      It felt silly to say, but I didn’t know how else to explain it.

      Charlotte only stared at me with her head cocked, a strange expression befalling her face. What she was thinking, I had no idea. But whatever it was, it seemed to give her a little bit of hope.

      “Let’s get you some food,” she said finally, gently pulling the backpack off my back. “Wouldn’t want you dying before we get there.”

      I let her unzip the pack, too hungry to object.
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      The sun was setting by the time we reached our destination.

      Charlotte had led us to a small, dilapidated hunting cabin at a high elevation in the forest, nestled in a corner of dense trees. Curiously, the property had been cleared entirely of the dangerous, toxic moss. This set my nerves on edge, but Charlotte seemed confident that we were safe. I had trusted her this far—there was no point in doubting her now. So I followed as she circled the building, her ears swiveling, her tail rigid.

      She approached a cellar door on the side of the house, wrenching up one door from the ground with considerable effort. I opened the other, helping her—despite how on edge I felt. Was I really about to let her lead me into a basement?

      Turned out, yes, I was.

      Charlotte hopped down into the darkness without a single warning, hardly making a sound as she landed. I followed, opting to climb down the ladder instead.

      We were in a dark, dank hallway with dirt floors and wooden walls built into the ground. Centipedes and spiders scurried into cracks upon our arrival. The air smelled of mud.

      Luckily, we only had about ten feet of hallway to walk before reaching a door—the real front entrance to Alexis’s home, I assumed. But being underground, in a hallway with only one exit in a basement with only one entrance, I could feel myself beginning to panic. My father always taught me to know my exits in any dangerous situation—and if he could see me now, he’d shake his head at how trapped I’d gotten myself.

      But I trusted Charlotte, and if this was how we found Alexis, so be it. I could only hope she’d be happy to see us.

      Charlotte, rather than knocking on the door, lifted on her tiptoes to grab a small string from its loop around a hook on the wall. After unwinding it, she pulled down on it—hard, ringing some sort of doorbell.

      Instead, an alarm went off, blaring ear-splitting horns into the hallway and out into the forest.

      Alerting everyone within miles of our location.
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      Panic set in. We were trapped.

      Charlotte began to sprint down the hall, but I grabbed her wrist and pulled her back towards me. I could already hear the sounds of people approaching through the forest—if we climbed up the ladder they’d be standing there waiting for us. We’d be sitting ducks.

      “Is there another exit through here?” I asked her, pointing at the locked door.

      She nodded, her green eyes wide with terror.

      I threw my body into the door, knowing it was our only hope.

      Luckily, I heard a crack. A splinter of old wood.

      My shoulder throbbing, I stood back and threw my body into the door again. Another splinter—then, voices. From up above, men could be heard debating who would enter the cellar first.

      Charlotte’s breathing quickened beside me. With one last burst of strength, I threw everything I had into the door, feeling the wood splinter off the hinges and bust open just as the sound of feet landing in the dirt echoed through the hallway.

      We didn’t turn around to look. We just ran.

      Charlotte took the lead, leaping over the wooden door and dashing through the foxhole. If I thought she was fast before, I had no idea—I could barely take in the barren, dusty rooms as I tried to keep up with her sprinting. Luckily, we had knowledge of the terrain on our side—and behind us, I could hear men ramming into furniture and door frames, fumbling through the tight corners. We were in a maze of small rooms filled with wooden furniture and empty coffers. I chanced a glance behind me—there were four men, and two I recognized in an instant from our fight the other night. Lasso King himself was running after us with a brand new rope, his short friend alongside him. I guessed capturing Charlotte was more important to them than they let on.

      We slid around corners until Charlotte pulled me into a doorway and slammed it behind us. I dropped the heavy wooden latch, and we stood there for a moment, panting heavily into the floor.

      It wasn’t long before bodies slammed into the other side of the door. Charlotte jumped, her tail straight up and rigid, and I focused on breathing, trying to slow my heart down so I could think straight. Ain’t no good ideas that ain’t friends with a deep breath, my grandma used to say.

      Breathe in, breathe out. Focus.

      “Where’s the exit?” I asked Charlotte in a whisper. She was staring at the door with a mixture of terror and rage.

      She didn’t respond.

      “Charlotte!” I yelled, and she snapped out of it, just as another heavy slam shook the doorframe.

      “We know you’re in there, pussycat!” one of the men yelled, his thick twang slanting all his words sideways. “Come out, come out, you ain’t got nowhere else to go!”

      The men laughed. They thought they had us trapped.

      Good.

      Charlotte pointed silently to a hole dug into the top of the wall behind us. A duct—a shoddily dug one, at that. But it was a way out.

      The room we were in was a kitchen of sorts. Four chairs sat around a wooden table, and an ancient wood stove sat in the corner. I grabbed one of the chairs and wedged it beneath the door latch. It wasn’t much, but if it bought us a few extra seconds to crawl through that death trap—or…air duct—it would be worth it.

      I gestured for Charlotte to go first, watching the door reverberate as slam after slam echoed through it. It was only a matter of time before someone came down here with an axe. We needed to be halfway to Tuesday by then.

      Grabbing another chair from the table, Charlotte lifted herself into the duct, disappearing instantly into the darkness. Gulping, I followed, throwing one last glance back at the shaking door before I did. First I trapped myself in a basement, next I up the ante and trapped myself in a duct barely wider than my body.

      If my grandfather could see me now…

      It was too late to come up with a better plan. I heaved my body into the musty, shoddily dug air duct and began to crawl.

      Charlotte was already fifteen feet ahead, barely visible through the darkness. Adding to my anxiety, this duct didn’t seem to lead towards any sunlight—only more darkness.

      “You’re sure this leads out?” I whisper-yelled ahead to her, trying to breathe through the claustrophobia.

      “Trust me,” was all she replied with.

      I breathed in, breathed out, and kept crawling. I did trust her. But I also didn’t want to get shot in the asshole if someone managed to knock down that door and stick a rifle into this air duct. But I figured now wasn’t the best time to mention that.

      Behind us, the banging against the door and loud jeering continued to echo. The dirt was rough against my hands and knees, and my neck was beginning to burn with the effort of looking forward. Instead, I just looked down, trusting that if I kept moving forward, eventually we’d escape this hell.

      Just as my body was really starting to scream at me, my brain giving up on ever escaping, I heard the echo of Charlotte jumping down into a cavernous area. When I looked up, I saw light ahead. Faint light—but light nonetheless. Right then, I would have wept over a candle. Or a flashlight.

      When I finally reached the end of the duct, Charlotte was standing there waiting for me, her entire body covered in rust-brown dirt and her hands on her hips. The open air felt like five shots of bourbon, and glorious sunlight leaked down from somewhere above us.

      “You okay?” she asked me, walking over and brushing her hand through my hair. A cloud of dirt rained down on my shoulders.

      “Peachy,” I replied, giving her a weak smile.

      She brushed more dirt from my arms and back, smiling at me apologetically.

      “I’m sorry for putting this in this mess. I had no idea this place would be compromised…”

      I placed a hand on the side of her dirt-smudged face, forcing her to meet my eyes.

      “It’s okay,” I told her. “We’re safe now.”

      Just then, a loud BANG echoed through the duct. They’d broken down the door.

      “You were saying?” Charlotte replied.

      Thinking fast, I looked at our surroundings, trying to find any assets. We were in a cave—a real, uninhabited one, and the only discernible objects were rocks, rocks, and more rocks.

      We could work with that.

      Quickly, I began lifting the heaviest ones I could find, my legs straining under the weight, and placed them in the entrance of the duct. Charlotte did the same, filling in the gaps with smaller stones, until we had completely walled off the duct with tightly compacted rocks.

      It wasn’t a permanent fix, but it would buy us enough time to get the hell out of there.

      “Lead the way,” I instructed Charlotte. She didn’t need to be told twice.

      We followed a steep, precarious path upwards towards the sunlight, jumping from ledge to ledge and not looking down or backwards. Charlotte, more agile with her cat-like abilities than I could ever be, occasionally looked back to lend me a steadying hand as I traversed the path, knowing one wrong move could send me tumbling backwards to my death. I tried not to think too hard about that.

      When we finally reached the sunlight, I felt like I could fully breathe for the first time in an hour. The cave had spit us out the side of the mountain, the tops of thousands of too-green maple trees filling the wide valley below us. To our right and left, more caves dotted the cliffside. I’d never been this high on the mountain—or hiked this far from home.

      “Do you think they’ll follow?” Charlotte asked me, looking back at the cave nervously.

      I considered it. “If they do, we’ll be long gone by the time they get out anyway.”

      She nodded, and we set off, traversing even higher up the mountain.

      Charlotte’s tail swung back and forth on the pathway in front of me, her black fur dusted brown with dirt. The wind, stronger at this altitude, blew her long, dark hair off of her back, whipping it around her face. I jogged to walk beside her, and she gave me a small smile.

      “I couldn’t do this without you, Jonas,” she told me.

      “Eh, I think you’d do just fine,” I replied, smiling. “So far I think I make a better battering ram than a field guide.”

      Her airy chuckle echoed off the cliffside.

      “You’ve kept me safe,” she said. “I…I haven’t been able to trust anyone to do that in a long, long time.”

      I reached out and took her hand, squeezing it gently.

      “I’ll always keep you safe,” I vowed.

      Charlotte smiled, but something was still keeping her down, I could tell.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      She sighed. “I led those men straight to Alexis’s door. If she were there…we could have gotten her killed.”

      “But she wasn’t, and we didn’t,” I reminded her. “Besides, that place looked cleared out. The booby trapped door makes me think she must have abandoned it a while ago. Are you sure she still lived there?”

      Charlotte bit her lip. “No, not exactly. But still, she won’t be happy with me when we find her, I already know that.”

      “Where do you expect we’ll find her?” I cut in.

      Charlotte pushed her long hair behind her ears, pointing up the cliffside to another cluster of caves, their darkness spots of endless black along the brightly lit mountain.

      “There,” she declared. “Her hideout. Last I knew, it was just her panic spot. A place to hide if everywhere else was compromised and shit had really, truly hit the fan.”

      I stopped walking, arching my neck to look up at the caves. It would take another hour to hike up there, to be sure.

      “Well, looks like shit has officially hit the fan,” I declared.

      Charlotte shot me another weary glance, and we kept walking.
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      I was correct in my estimation that reaching the caves would take an hour. A long hour. By the time we got to the cluster Charlotte had pointed out, my legs were barking louder than a pack of wild dogs.

      I was so focused on my burning legs, in fact, that I didn’t notice Charlotte had stopped walking until I bumped straight into her.

      “Oh, sorry, darlin’,” I mumbled.

      She shot me a look. I couldn’t quite figure out if it was because I almost ran her over or because I called her darlin’.

      “This is it,” she said, gulping.

      For whatever reason, finding Alexis was putting Charlotte more on edge than I’d ever seen her. Which was saying a lot, considering I’d seen her in some stressful situations—and being reunited with your best friend shouldn’t have qualified as one, as far as I knew.

      I followed Charlotte’s gaze into the dark cave, finding no discernable difference between it and the last dozen caves we’d passed. I feared bears might be in all of them—my father taught me where they tended to live and how to avoid them, and exploring random caves didn’t exactly fall under the umbrella of his good advice. But, then again, they didn’t often live at such high altitudes—and what did I know about this strange new world anyway? Maybe bears could fly these days.

      We walked together into the entrance, our eyes adjusting to the darkness. After about fifty feet, we rounded a corner to the right, finding the entrance to Alexis’s lair.

      It was a wall of rock, with a natural hole no bigger than two feet across at the bottom, where, theoretically, a person could fit through. It reminded me of a fox den.

      So when a pair of bright orange fox ears poked through it, I almost forgot we were waiting for a human person. But those fox ears were poking out of not a head of fur—but of fiery orange hair. A small, freckled woman with narrow features emerged from the hole, her body pointed and angular and generally…foxy. As she hopped up from the hole, her dark eyes assessed me up and down with nothing less than absolute disdain. Then they shifted to Charlotte.

      “I could hear you coming for the last five minutes,” was how she greeted her old friend. “Is that what you call stealth?”

      She was wearing a tight beige shirt and small orange shorts, emphasizing the freckles that covered her body. Between her hair, her ears, and her bushy orange and white fox tail, she reminded me of a flickering flame.

      “Good to see you too, Lex,” Charlotte replied dryly.

      Alexis only pursed her lips, eyeing her friend for another moment before sighing and disappearing back into her hole. Charlotte got down on her knees to follow, and I did the same, wondering how I ended up squeezing my large farmer’s body through so many small spaces in such a short amount of time.

      When I stood up on the other side of the den entrance, I finally understood what was so impressive about Alexis.

      Her den looked like the woodland creature’s version of a luxury apartment. Gemstone formations were embedded into the walls of the cave—the reason these mountains were so popular with miners so long ago. Now, they served as décor, adding purple and diamond sparkles to Alexis’s walls—along with vines strung up in intricate patterns along the walls and ceiling.

      Four sizable logs had been roped together to create what looked like a sofa, covered in a bed of soft moss—deadly for anyone but the girls…and me, apparently. In a corner, a bed had been constructed from scavenged blankets and moss. A small table made of a giant tree trunk sat in the center of the room, covered in various projects involving berries, herbs, and other tools and tinctures I didn’t recognize. A makeshift stove had been constructed over a fireplace, and a shaft of light above it revealed a vent for cooking smoke. She had thought of everything—and somehow constructed all of it by herself.

      “How did you do all this?” I asked, my mouth hanging open.

      Alexis shrugged.

      “It’s amazing what you can get done when you’re out here alone for two years,” she replied. Charlotte bit her lip, clearly uncomfortable.

      As my mother used to say: I was missing a few corner pieces to this puzzle.

      “We went to your old spot in the cabin cellar,” I said, trying to cut some of the tension in the room. “But it was booby trapped.”

      Alexis’s hardened gaze shifted to me.

      “Figures,” she spat. “Those men have been trying to capture me for years. They think a fox girl will get them rich on the black market.”

      I shook my head in disgust. “How long have you been in this spot?”

      “About nine months now,” Alexis replied. “I needed to move further from Duncan’s farm and the men who gravitate around it. Things were getting too dangerous for me down there. But now, it seems you two have led anyone with two half-working ears right to my door. What is this, Charlotte?”

      Her gaze whipped to Charlotte with so much intensity I felt heat coming off it. The cat girl, who I had always known to be strong and unyielding, looked distraught.

      “We had no other choice,” she said with quiet intensity. “And we weren’t that loud. I don’t understand why we can’t just put aside the past and focus on right now, where we’re trying to actually change things. For good.”

      “Put aside the past?” Alexis repeated. I feared those were the only words she heard from Charlotte’s little speech. “Put aside the fact that we planned our escape together for months, and you chickened out on the last day? Put aside the fact that you never planned on leaving with me? It’s fine if you want to keep living in that hellhole—supporting that monster—but, last I checked, surviving out here alone is not easy. And I never thought I’d have to until you abandoned me.”

      “I’m sorry, Lex,” Charlotte cried, tears leaking from the corners of her large green eyes. She wiped them away with the backs of her hands as soon as they fell, not letting even one hit her cheek. “I couldn’t leave the other girls behind! Sure, we would be safe, but they would have no one to protect them!”

      “So you had to be miserable for the rest of your life to keep them safe?” Alexis retorted. “You had to abandon your best friend to survive out here alone? Do you have any idea how hard it’s been for me?”

      “I could ask you the same question!” Charlotte retorted. “I didn’t stay at the farm because I like it there! I stayed to help the other girls, and I have had to live with that decision for two years, Lex. But I don’t regret it, because they deserve freedom just as much as we do.”

      “Then why are you even here?” Alexis demanded.

      I stood in the center of the room, feeling like an extremely ill-placed piece of furniture. The girls didn’t seem to remember me.

      “Honestly, I don’t know anymore,” Charlotte replied coldly.

      Then she turned around, wiping more tears from her face as she did, and crawled out of the front entrance.

      Leaving me and Alexis alone.
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      If Alexis seemed cold before, she was an ice queen now.

      I watched as she turned around and sat down on the floor in front of her makeshift table, returning to a whittling project with distracted anger painted across her face. I was worried she’d slice the tip of her thumb off, whittling that aggressively.

      “You know, we want to help you,” I said.

      Alexis just kept whittling, pointedly ignoring me.

      I decided now was as good a time as any to check on Charlotte.

      Army crawling out of the fox hole, I began to wonder what in the hell I’d gotten myself into with these girls. Sure, I was ill-equipped to take back the farm on my own—but now I was fifteen miles away from it in a remote cave in the middle of a feud between two mutant girls, and I didn’t feel one lick closer to reclaiming my family’s home.

      Rounding the corner into the main drag of the cave, I could see Charlotte in the entrance, her body silhouetted by brilliant white clouds. If I could just talk some reason into both her and Alexis, we could get back on track and solve their problems. If I had to personally whittle them matching Best Friends Forever bracelets in the process, so be it. Charlotte was too smart not to see what had to be done here, and I was too determined to let their feud get in the way.

      I opened my mouth to call out to Charlotte, and in that moment, she was taken.

      Out of nowhere, arms grabbed her and dragged her from the entrance of the cave. She only screamed for a second before the sound was cut off, muffled by somebody’s hand.

      I found myself sprinting forward before I could even think.

      The entrance arrived in seconds, and I turned to the right to find Charlotte thrashing against an older man—the leader from our fight outside the farm, the commander of Lasso King and the rest of their ugly band. The man who had betrayed our agreement the second he got what he wanted from me.

      He had Charlotte’s hands behind her back and had managed to get a rope around her wrists, but her legs were still unbound and kicking, her mouth now uncovered.

      “Jonas, help!” she shrieked when she saw me.

      The leader looked up just in time to see me charge.

      It couldn’t just tackle him—I’d take Charlotte down in the process—but I could take out his legs. As he braced for impact, I swiped through his ankles with my foot, and, the moment he got off balance, wrenched him backwards by his thick shirt, throwing him into the dirt. Charlotte stumbled away, pulling at the rope behind her back.

      I turned to help Charlotte. And that’s when I heard the cock of a gun.

      “Do not move,” the man said, his thick accent twanging.

      Raising my hands up slowly, I turned around, finding him standing up off the ground with a tiny silver pistol pointed at me. The thing looked like an antique—the metal polished and intricately engraved, one of those pretty pieces that made a perfect accessory for an old lady’s handbag.

      “Did your grandma give you that piece since I last saw you?” I asked, sizing him up and down.

      It was in that moment that I noticed it—the man had dog ears. Small, gray, and folded down in the nest of his dirty brown hair, but they were there all the same. Behind his back, a scraggly gray dog’s tail could be seen, pointed down and wagging slowly back and forth.

      I’d had enough barn dogs to know this meant he was nervous.

      “Allow me to introduce ma’self,” the man said, ignoring my comment. “Ma’ name is George. I think the two of us mighta’ gotten off on the wrong foot.”

      “I’m not sure there is a right foot for us, George,” I replied, glancing behind me to Charlotte, who was stock still with fright.

      “Eh, you’d be surprised what kinda friends you can make out here in these parts,” George said, sucking his teeth and spitting on the ground. “I got enemies, same as you. If they happen to be the same, ain’t we got a basis for friendship right there?”

      “You happen to be at war with yourself?” I asked. “’Cause the only enemy I got at the present moment is the man pointing the gun at me. And I don’t think we got that one in common, George.”

      George smiled, revealing a disgusting mouthful of yellow, black, and just plain missing teeth.  The lean, hardened man laughed dryly at my response, his throat rasping for each pull of breath.

      “You gotta way with words, boy,” he said, still pointing his gun directly at my chest. “But there’s one thing I still gotta know before I lower my weapon—you workin’ for Duncan? Or are you workin’ against him?”

      I remained silent. Whatever my plans were, I knew this bastard didn’t need to hear them.

      He gave me another disgusting smile.

      “Well, you ain’t gotta tell me now. But just know, that farm Duncan’s pissed all over, that land belongs to me and my men. We had a deal way back when, and he never made good on it. So I gotta say—if you want a spot in my ranks after I bring him down, I’ll give it to ya. You’re a good fighter, I seen that. But ya gotta prove your loyalty to my cause. Startin with lettin’ me take pussycat girl down the river to buy us the weapons we need for our attack, ya hear?”

      All I could process was the sound of my own breathing, fighting to remain calm.

      “I’m not sure we’re the right fit to be allies in that war,” was all I responded with, my voice quiet and burning. “But let me know if you need someone to polish that piece for you.”

      George’s smile disappeared.

      “Here’s what’s gonna happen then,” he declared. “The girl’s gonna come on over here in the next five seconds, or I’m gonna shoot you square in the chest, boy. You got that?”

      I heard a small intake of breath from Charlotte behind me.

      “Don’t think I don’t mean it,” he added. “I’ve killed greater men for a lot less.”

      In that moment, I knew we were being forced to play his game—not mine. I believed him—and that little gun, for as silly as it looked, could kill me in seconds.

      It was Charlotte who moved first. She walked slowly towards George, her hands up, shooting me a look that said: I’d rather go with this man than watch you get shot. I wanted to yell back at her that it wasn’t worth it—that I’d take a dozen bullets before I put her in the hands of this psycho. But what good would I be to her—or Alexis, or the rest of the girls—dead? What good could I do for my family’s legacy from the grave? I clenched my teeth, weighing equally terrible options in my mind.

      When Charlotte reached George, he quickly tightened the restraints she’d been pulling at around her wrists behind her back. Her black tail stood rigid and on edge.

      “Now, I’m gonna walk away with this here pussycat girl, and you’re gonna stand right there and stay put like the good ol’ boy you are, ya hear?” George said to me.

      I nodded, my jaw clenched so hard with fury that my ears were beginning to hurt.

      George began to back away slowly, one hand on Charlotte’s arm and the other pointing his grandma gun at me. My mind raced for options, eliminating every idea that got Charlotte or I shot. The wind blew through the tops of the trees below us.

      They were twenty feet down the path before I cracked it.

      “Wait up, George!” I called, focusing all my energy on putting a pleasant look on my face. I began to slowly jog towards the two of them, my hands in the air to show I meant no harm. “You got me. I’m after Duncan too, and you’re right. I didn’t want to admit it, but we’re better off workin’ together.”

      As I approached at my light jog, George eyed me suspiciously, never putting down his gun. I needed him to drop it, just for a moment, just long enough for me to strike.

      I slowed to a brisk walk.

      “I got a little attached to this one here, you know how it is,” I said, winking. “You get a taste for ‘em and you don’t want to part with it. And let me tell you, she is a wildcat.”

      I smiled my most disgusting smile at George, begging him to take the bait.

      “But I’m sure I’ll find myself another plaything soon. My judgment got a little clouded, I’m sure you can understand.”

      I kept my eyes on George’s, no pauses, no tells—I’d been playing poker with my grandfather since I was a boy. I knew how to bluff.

      And it took. Just enough. I saw it in his smile—this George character needed my help more than he wanted to admit, and the flicker of hope on his face as I revealed myself to be a power-hungry scumbag just like him told me everything I needed to know about him. He lowered his gun for a tenth of a second as the hope took over, and I lunged.

      I’d hoped he would let go of Charlotte when I tackled him, but he didn’t—she came down with us, and I winced at the pain it might have caused her. But Charlotte didn’t seem to mind—the second the three of us hit the ground, she rolled out of his grasp across the dirt path, jumping to her feet with her hands still tied behind her back.

      On the ground, George and I wrestled over the gun, pulling it by its small hilt back and forth between us with the barrel pointed to the sky. In the second I wrenched it with all my force back towards myself, however, George decided to let go—and the gun flew behind us a good fifteen feet. I threw myself backwards to grab it, but he lunged at my middle, pulling me back to the ground.

      For a thin young man, George had a Kentucky jailhouse’s worth of fight in him. His elbow came down on my jaw, and I heard a crack that reverberated sharp pain through my whole face. Flipping out from underneath him, I threw my fist into his ribcage, making vicious contact—but the bastard kept fighting, getting his arms around my neck and dragging me backwards. I struggled against his grasp, feeling the oxygen leak quickly from my lungs, desperate for breath. His breath in my face smelled like stale bourbon and onion, and the world began to go blurry as he tightened his iron grip around my neck.

      With my last push of energy, I bit down—hard—on his arm, the action sending shooting pain up my injured jaw. George flinched and I wrenched myself away from him, stumbling back onto my feet.

      Then—Charlotte, God love her, decided it was time to get in on the fight, despite having her damn hands tied behind her back. She ran at George, kicking him in his already injured ribs, again and again and again—until he got a hand around her ankle and ripped her feet out from under her.

      He flipped her over on the ground like a damn bull he’d wrangled and grabbed the rope around her wrists, wrenching it upwards violently—and a loud pop sent pain flinching through my own body as I realized her shoulder must have been dislocated. Charlotte’s shriek of pain echoed through the forest, and I charged, shoving George backwards and landing a punch in the pocket of his face—just below his right eye, where my grandfather always taught me. His head bounced back with the force of it, and I went for the two-punch, catching the side of his jaw next as he continued to scurry backwards, blood gushing from his nose as he somehow stayed on his feet.

      Then we both noticed the gun.

      Ten feet to our left, it had landed in the crack between two large rocks rimming the cliffside. And I was half a foot closer.

      I lunged, throwing myself at those rocks and expecting George right on my tail. The silver handle was cold and powerful in my palm, but as I turned around to fire, George wasn’t there.

      He was sprinting down the mountain, fleeing the scene. What a fool, I thought, squaring my feet and lining up my shot. There was never any way he could run fast enough to get out of range of my bullet in time. He wasn’t even swerving to avoid it.

      With his back squarely in sight, I exhaled slowly, knowing I had a bullseye. I pulled the trigger.

      And nothing happened.

      I pulled it again, another click—another empty round. I opened the chamber, finding zero bullets in the gun.

      The gun was never loaded. And George was fifty feet down the mountain already, getting away.
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      “God dammit to hell!” I shouted, throwing the useless silver gun onto the ground.

      “What the hell is going on?”

      Alexis had left her fox den and was standing at the entrance of her cave, her bushy orange and white tail ruffling in the wind behind her. Her amber eyes flashed between me and Charlotte, who was sitting on the ground, her face wet with tears and marred with pain.

      I didn’t have time to be tactful. I ran to Charlotte and untied her wrists, then placed both my hands on her cheeks, forcing her to meet my eyes.

      “Are you alright?” I asked her seriously.

      She was clearly shaken, but she nodded.

      “Yes,” she said, wincing. “Except my shoulder…”

      I looked at her dislocated shoulder, knowing it needed to be addressed quickly. Alexis looked nauseous just seeing it.

      Shit. Every second I waited, George got further away.

      “Do you trust me?” I asked Charlotte plainly.

      She didn’t hesitate—she just nodded yes again, her green eyes pleading.

      So I braced her body against my chest and adjusted her shoulder back into place with a sickening pop. Alexis gasped, and a small squeak of pain escaped Charlotte’s lips, but she gritted her teeth and bore it well. My family lived too far from a doctor growing up for my parents to ever waste time or money on taking me to the emergency room for falling out of a tree—I’d experienced the pain of having a limb popped back in too, and it wasn’t pleasant.

      “Alexis,” I commanded, “get Charlotte inside and find some heat for her shoulder. Do not leave the cave until I return.”

      “What if you don’t return?” Alexis asked, her voice shaky.

      I exhaled once, picking up the tiny silver gun off the ground and placing it in her freckled hand.

      “Then find some bullets for this. And don’t come looking for me.”
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      It took me ten minutes to catch up to George. He had the fear of God in him, but I had a younger man’s legs—and twenty years of experience running up and down these hills. I knew a cut-through to a switchback when I saw one—and I knew the path he’d take with likely two or three injured ribs keeping him from any real climbing.

      Every time I opened my mouth, fiery pain shot through my busted jaw, but I ignored it. This George fellow had screwed me over for the last time. He would not be getting away again.

      I caught him taking a breather against a shadowed cliffside ten feet below me, his inhales raspy and labored. Directly above him, I lay flat-stomached on a thin rock, watching.

      Every few seconds, his head would swivel right then left in fear, watching for me. I had to smile. Poor bastard never thought to look up.

      I threw myself over the ledge feet first, hoping to God I wouldn’t break a leg in the process—but my aim was true, and my thighs landed directly on George’s shoulders like he’d offered me a ride. His body collapsed instantly, crumbling to the dirt while I tucked and rolled onto the rocky ground, landing precariously close to another ledge. I stood up and faced George with my fists forward, ready to fight.

      He could barely get up off the ground. I watched as he pushed his body upwards shakily, bracing himself on the wall behind him. .

      His gray dog tail hung limply behind him, his ears lopsided in his scraggly gray hair.

      I didn’t know why, but for some reason, in that moment, I had to ask.

      “How is it that you can treat mutant girls so poorly while you yourself have got dog ears and a tail?”

      A humorless, coughing laugh escaped him. He spat a tooth onto the ground.

      “Mutant men are a dime a dozen. Mutant girls are rare—they fetch a pretty penny. That’s why Duncan’s been hoardin’ all ’em in the county for years. Ain’t ya ever take economics?”

      I grimaced. I’d aced Applied Econometrics at Vanderbilt, but he didn’t need to know that.

      “You don’t feel any remorse, treating them like animals?” I pressed.

      George spat again.

      “We all been animals since the evolution,” he declared wryly, finding the strength to stand up straight. “Just some of us got the tails to prove it.”

      Then he charged.

      I wasn’t expecting it—moments ago he seemed to barely have the strength to stand, now he was returned to full force. For that reason, I made the mistake of stepping backwards towards the cliffside rather than to the side, and my stomach dropped as my heel slipped off the edge. I grabbed George by his thick canvas shirt—making sure he knew that if I fell, he’d be coming down with me.

      So he threw me onto the ground instead, and I held fast to his shirt—until we were rolling over each other on the ground, each of us trying to remain on top of the other in the dirt. The second I gained position, I jumped backwards onto my feet, knowing I’d have the advantage standing up. We were the same height, but I had more weight and he was clearly injured, making standing difficult. My jaw was swelling, but you didn’t need a pretty face to win a fight. Ask Rocky.

      George stood up and faced me, and I tried to remember everything my grandfather had ever taught me in those late nights practicing fighting in the barn. Don’t tuck your thumb, feet square, stay low, anticipate your opponent.

      George’s eyes flitted to my midsection, and his fists followed—I blocked the blow with my forearm, then used my left fist to punch him in the side of the jaw. He stumbled backwards cursing, then squared up again, landing a quick blow to my stomach—I resisted the rush of nausea while I rushed forward at him. He tried to turn and run—coward—but I grabbed his scraggly gray dog tail, ripping it backwards and eliciting a howl of pain from him before I threw him to the ground.

      He scrambled up quickly, grabbing a rock from the ground and chucking it at me before I had time to react. The stone hit me square in the chest, knocking the wind out of me for a moment and allowing George to gain advantage, jumping on me like a wild animal and attempting to bite me. I felt his teeth around the top of my ear as I tried to shake him off like a rabid raccoon that had fallen on my head from a crawlspace—the man was truly part animal, in mind and morals, clawing and biting at me like he’d forgotten he was human. I managed to throw him off of me, my ear dripping blood down to my neck, and he got back up, again and again and again. I had to give it to him—the man fought with the relentlessness of  a bull.

      Panting into the ground, blood dried below his nose, he growled, “You think you’re better than me ’cause you treat those girls nice. You ain’t. Sooner or later you’ll use ’em or sell ’em like the rest of us. Just a matter of time.”

      “I feel bad for you, man,” I retorted, reaching down and picking him up by the shirt and pants, throwing him into a large rock. His spine hit a protruding corner of the stone, and he groaned in agony as I walked calmly toward him again, catching my breath. “You think ’cause your soul’s rotted out that the rest of us are the same, don’t you?”

      He rolled away from me, pushing himself back on his feet and wincing through the pain in his back. His fist tried to make contact with my abdomen, but I jumped out of the way, anticipating his strike. Then I got my hand around his neck and pushed him backwards to the cliffside, slamming his gangly body against the rock. Finding every ounce of strength left in me, I lifted his body upwards by the throat while he gargled and gasped for air, his long legs thrashing.

      “You’ve terrorized those girls enough,” I snarled, watching his face go white as he gasped for air. In moments, the world would be free of George—and his disgusting band would have to find a new leader. I squeezed his neck harder, relishing the panic in his eyes.

      “You out here, George?”

      A loud voice echoed through the canyon, startling me. And in the second I looked behind me, George wedged a hand under mine and thrashed out of my grasp, dropping to his knees.

      “Here!” he shrieked through his gasping breath, his voice rasping. “I’m up h—”

      He didn’t finish that sentence. I kicked him in the ribs, hard, and the bone gave way quickly—I supposed Charlotte and I must have loosened it up. He groaned in pain, clutching his midsection, but all the while the approaching footsteps of what sounded like a dozen men echoed through the cliff walls.

      I froze in indecision.

      Did I face them, or run while I still had the chance? Could I take a dozen men at once, already dead tired from sprinting and fighting, my jaw throbbing, my ear bleeding, my chest pounding? I thought of Charlotte and Alexis, hiding in the fox den, waiting for me—Alexis’s nervous question: and if you don’t return?

      I knew what I had to do. I just didn’t want to do it.

      The shadows of the approaching men were beginning to stretch up the cliffside walls in the low sun. George’s bloody face looked up at mine, and his disgusting mouth spread into a wide, toothless smile.

      “Better run, boy,” was all he said.

      Rage burning through me like wildfire, I ran, fighting every instinct in my body to stay there and risk it all to finish the bastard off. George didn’t deserve to inhale one more breath of air on this earth—much less survive another day. I cursed myself for not keeping my focus on strangling him when I had the chance, the cool wind of dusk blowing past my face as I sprinted uphill to safety.

      I didn’t know if George would send his men after me—but I couldn’t risk being caught, not when they were fresh to fight and I was exhausted, not when I’d be outnumbered. My legs were burning, my jaw pain nearly unbearable, my ribs bruised and screaming with every step. I’d never outrun anyone like this—I needed to hide, and quickly.

      Luckily, I’d spent my whole childhood climbing trees—and falling out of them. I saw a maple with a low enough branch to start with and launched myself up into it, climbing into the thick foliage, stopping only when the branches were thin enough to snap under my feet. Even if George’s men wanted to follow me, they wouldn’t be able to—not with the deadly moss covering half the bark on this thing. Although, if they wanted to starve me out all they’d have to do is stake me out long enough, I considered. I moved myself into a thicker portion of leaves, finding cover.

      As my breathing became steadier, I could hear voices echoing below me—they sounded far, like they’d stayed by George rather than pursue me. Maybe he’d commanded them to leave me, for now. Maybe I’d finally scared him enough to take me seriously.

      The wind brought snippets of their conversation up the mountain.

      “…Duncan’s new man…”

      “…out of nowhere…”

      “…working for him? I’d imagine he…”

      Feeling relatively safe that I wasn’t being pursued, I climbed down a few branches, trying to pick up more of their chatter.

      “…just let me go after him, boss, c’mon!” I heard.

      From the low voice and the twangy accent, I recognized Lasso King. I smiled slightly, thinking of why he might want revenge. I hoped he climbed through that air duct to find a wall of rocks at the end. I hoped he had to climb back out backwards.

      “We ain’t wastin’ any more time or men on that ghoul today.”

      It was George, his voice weak and rasping but still commanding respect.

      “If Duncan wants to hire out a spooky mountain man to rile me up, so be it. He’s trying to keep us in the forest ’cause he knows he can’t take us at home. We’re bein’ hooked and baited, ya hear?”

      There were grunts of agreement from the men.

      “I for one ain’t gonna spend no more time chasin’ mutant tail and gettin’ beat to next Sunday out here miles from the farm when we should be focused on the real prize,” he continued. “I see now that we’ve been led astray, dragged across the land by promises of easy catch girls. Duncan wants us injured and he wants us tired, he wants us unfocused and torn apart so by the time we stage our assault, we’re weakened. But we ain’t gonna give him that, are we?”

      More grunts, then cries of “No, we ain’t!”

      “Good,” George continued. The fact that he was even still able to talk shocked me, for how bad he must be hurting. “Because that farm is ours. And I don’t care how many of those mutant girls we gotta waste to bring Duncan down, I don’t care if we gotta burn that place to the damn ground, boys. He ain’t got a right to it, and we’re takin it, by any means necessary. As soon as I’m healed up, we strike.”

      Cheers erupted, and the men began to move around and chatter amongst themselves, packing up to move out. I felt relief pour through me that they weren’t coming after me—but only for a brief moment.

      Because now, in addition to taking my family’s farm back from Duncan, I had George and his men to compete with. And what they lacked in brains, they made up for in fight.
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      Before I even fully stood up from crawling into Alexis’ fox den, Charlotte had thrown her body into mine and was sobbing into my chest.

      “I didn’t think you were coming back!” she managed to get out between tears. I’d never seen her broken down like this—it didn’t help that her arm was secured weakly to her body with a sad, makeshift sling. I stroked her long, dark hair as I held her to my chest, trying to help her calm down.

      “It’s alright, Charlotte, I’m here,” I reassured her softly. “I’m okay. We’re all okay.”

      She sniffed shakily, trying to control herself as I led her to the moss-covered log-couch, sitting her down gently.

      “You’re hurt,” she whimpered, touching my jaw lightly with her fingertips.

      Even that small touch made pain shoot up to my ear. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Alexis pop up and begin rifling through jars of herbs on her impressive shelves.

      “Nothing that won’t heal quick-like,” I assured Charlotte, taking her slender wrist in my hand and moving it into her lap. “How’s the shoulder?”

      She shrugged, and a fresh wince of pain flashed across her face.

      “Lex made me the sling,” she said, glancing at her friend.

      I followed her gaze and Alexis, looking shaken, walked over to us, handing me a cup of steaming tea in a chipped ceramic mug.

      “It will help with the pain,” she said simply.

      I took the mug graciously, despite the contents smelling like an old bag of yard waste on a hot July afternoon. I noticed Alexis’s hands were shaking as she handed it to me.

      “Sit,” I told her, gesturing to my other side on the couch. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      Her fiery amber eyes flashed to Charlotte.

      “I feel like I have,” she responded. “And now…men are venturing further up the mountain than ever, setting traps in my old hideout…and both of you could have been killed.”

      I took a sip of the tea and did everything in my power not to spit it across the room. Despite fighting off the deranged leader of a murderous band of rangers earlier, swallowing the sip politely was the hardest thing I did all day.

      I set the mug down on the dirt floor and took one of Alexis’s trembling hands in my own. It was ice cold.

      “You’re freezing,” I exclaimed, instinctively wrapping my arm around her shoulder to warm her up. For a moment, she tensed to my touch—but as soon as I began rubbing her freckled arm up and down, she surrendered, melting into my side.

      “I go cold when I’m scared,” she whispered. Then her huge amber eyes looked up at me, her fox ears twitching. This close, I could see the gold flecks in her irises, I could taste the intoxicating scent of her breath through her full lips. “What the hell is going on here? I mean, who even are you?”

      “I’m Jonas Ryder, ma’am. Nice to meet you.”

      Alexis narrowed her eyes at me, apparently trying to discern if I was joking. I most certainly was not.

      “Lex, I’m so sorry,” Charlotte burst suddenly, standing up off the couch and pacing the room.

      Her long legs were riddled with scratches and bruises, her tight shorts barely covering the scrapes along the top of her thighs up to her ass from being dragged across the rough ground.

      “I never should have put you in this position. I brought Jonas here because I thought he could help us. Not just me, but you too—if you could help us take down Duncan, we could all be free.”

      Alexis didn’t reply, only continued to tremble. I rubbed her arm up and down faster, trying to animate some warmth back into her blood, but it wasn’t working, and the girl seemed to be in shock. Without thinking much about it, I pulled the small fox girl into my lap, surrounding her with my body to try to warm her up. She hardly seemed to notice. Her bushy orange tail tickled up my arm. She smelled like cinnamon.

      “Lex, please say something,” Charlotte begged. “I know I should never have brought all this to your door. I never should have come here. I just…I thought….”

      The tears were starting up again. This felt like a good moment for me to cut in.

      “We didn’t mean to scare you so badly,” I told her, pushing a lock of orange hair back from Alexis’s face. “But we can protect you. And we think you can help us. But that’s up to you, Alexis.”

      Her freckled eyelids pressed closed as she took one long deep breath, in and out.

      “That man that almost took Charlotte, who you followed…he’s captured me before. About six months back. He had me for almost a full day before I managed to get away. It’s part of the reason I moved further from the farm.”

      My body tightened around Alexis’s in rage, thinking about how George and his men must have treated her.

      “It was the worst twenty-four hours of my life. The men spat at me, beat me, threatened me. If I hadn’t gotten away that night, who knows what else they would have done.”

      Alexis finally reopened her eyes. Suddenly, she seemed to realize she was sitting in my lap, clutching onto my shirt. She jumped up and walked quickly across the room.

      “His name is George,” I stated, standing up and gritting my teeth. “Unfortunately, I didn’t manage to kill him. But he’s injured badly. And, trust me, I’m itching to finish the job.”

      Alexis hugged her arms around her body, still looking cold—but at least her trembling had stopped.

      “Lex, I had no idea,” Charlotte added quietly.

      “Yeah,” Alexis agreed coldly. “You didn’t.”

      Tears began to well in Charlotte’s eyes again, and she turned around, wiping them while facing the wall.

      Alexis sat down on the ground next to the wood stove, turning her palms to the warmth. I stood between them, feeling like I was trying to fly two kites alongside each other in a hurricane.

      “Alexis,” I began. “Can I tell you a story?”

      She didn’t respond, just cocked her head at me, her orange hair falling sideways.

      “Great,” I continued, as if she had responded with a resounding yes, Jonas, yes! “When I was a boy growing up on the very same farm you used to live on, we had a farmhand named Marley that’d come help us every fall for the harvest. And I loved Marley. He’d bring cards and teach me how to play gin rummy, poker, blackjack…he’d throw me up on his shoulders and carry me around the fields, wrestle with me when I was just a young kid dyin’ for a fair fight. Must have been twenty something years old, but back then, I thought he’d been alive forever.”

      I paused, turning to look at Charlotte. Her tears had ceased, and she was sitting down on the mossy couch, listening intently.

      “At the end of every harvest, Marley’d have to go back home to West Virginia. And all day I’d made him promise he was comin’ back the next year. I’d make him sign little contracts I’d written and shake my hand and look me in the eye and pinky promise and all that, just to make sure he’d come back, because Marley being around to play with was the best part of every year. And he always came back.

      “Until one fall, he didn’t. My mother didn’t tell me ’til the day before he would usually arrive. She said she’d gotten word from Marley, his father had taken ill, and he needed to stick around and help out at home.”

      I sighed.

      “I was so damn mad I tore up the whole barn in anger—nine years old, scaring the cows, throwing bales of hay around, making a mess. My dad made me clean it all up the next day, and boy was I seething. I didn’t understand why Marley would do that to me. Well, the next year, he came back sure enough, expecting a big ol’ hug from me. But I ignored him. I was so damn mad still, I refused to even speak to him for half the season.”

      I stared at Alexis for a moment, and her amber eyes flashed up to meet mine. I couldn’t help but remember how good her breath had smelled.

      “And then one day,” I continued, clearing my throat, “my mother took me aside in the kitchen and asked me if I was planning on ruining a whole ’nother season for myself out of  bitterness from the last one. And I realized, the main person who was suffering from me ignoring Marley was me. I had the opportunity to go back to having fun with my friend, and I was too stubborn to take it.”

      I paused, looking between the two girls.

      “Alexis, I know Charlotte hurt you. I know it. But she had the others to take care of, and you can’t deny you know that too. Now, you can either sit in this stubborn anger forever and ruin what could be all of our only shot at taking that farm back, or you can leave that in the past and do yourself the favor of stepping into the future with us. We’ve only got one shot at this, and we need your help. So what do you say?”

      I reached one hand down to Alexis. She stared at it like it was an unfamiliar object.

      From behind me, Charlotte spoke up.

      “Whitney’s still there. So are the others. They’re just as scared as they were the day you left, Lex.”

      Something softened in Alexis, and her amber eyes melted to liquid gold. Finally, she took my hand, standing up and placing herself mere inches from me. From this position, I could feel that the warmth had returned to her body. And—was it just me, or was she angling her ample chest up towards me?

      Trying my absolute hardest to remain a gentleman, I kept my eyes on her face. But the cleavage pushing up from her shirt called from my lower peripherals.

      “What are you going to do to Duncan when we get there?” Alexis asked me, her quiet voice rasping.

      I stared down at her, my head swimming with a potent mix of revenge and desire.

      “I’m going to make him regret ever being born. And then I’m going to kill him.”

      Alexis, for the first time since I met her, smiled.

      “Good,” she said.

      Then she brushed past me, the feel of her skin sending goosebumps up my arms.

      “I know a way into the farm, a way not even Duncan knows about,” she declared to the room. “And if we leave now, we can be there in two days.”

      I exhaled in relief. We were back in the game.
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      Considering Alexis’s den was so hidden you’d have to be a badger to accidentally discover it, we decided it would be safe to leave her home untouched until we could return for her things. Only George knew what cave we’d emerged from, and after the amount of blows to the head he took in our fight, I’d doubt he could even find it again.

      We decided to wait until morning to leave, opting to rest our injured bodies and avoid the many mountain creatures that Alexis promised would come out in the night. The girls shared the makeshift bed, and I slept on the floor. Meaning: I lay in silence staring at the den ceiling and thinking about how much my jaw hurt for seven hours straight.

      I even tried to drink that cold, wet compost-flavored tea to ease the pain. It helped a little, but the taste it left in my mouth was a whole new agony.

      All that to say, by the time the three of us were hiking down the mountain, I felt like the walking dead. Luckily, it seemed that Charlotte and Alexis had gotten sleep at least, as the former seemed more spry (despite her shoulder sling) and the latter seemed much less shaken after some time and distance from George. In fact, her moments of icy panic in my lap the night before were long forgotten, and she now seemed determined not to need me for anything.

      Including helping her over giant fallen logs. And across large crevasses her legs could barely clear. She truly reminded me of a fox in more ways than just her appearance—she was mysterious and hard to pin down, and I often found myself wondering exactly what she could be thinking. She could be leading us directly into Duncan’s evil torture dungeon for all I knew. Charlotte seemed to trust her, however, and that’s all that mattered to me.

      As we walked, the two girls caught up—at first awkwardly, then falling into a natural rhythm of conversation, memories, and laughter which made it obvious why they had once been best friends. I let their reminiscing fade into the background as I focused on our path down the mountain, which was as treacherous as it was glorious.

      The early morning light on the fluorescent green foliage looked almost alien—half natural wonderland, half supernatural strangeness. As we ducked under the hanging branches of a weeping willow with its saturation turned up to twenty, I took a string of leaves in my palm and studied them closely, squinting at the way the sunlight seemed to contain a piece of itself in the green.

      “Jonas!” Alexis yelled, slapping the branch out of my hand. She immediately yanked my hand towards her, studying my palm in panic.

      “It’s okay, Lex,” Charlotte told her friend. “He’s immune, like us.”

      Alexis stared at me in shock and confusion.

      “You didn’t notice me sitting down on your couch of moss last night?” I asked her.

      “The toxicity fades from the moss when it’s removed from its host,” Charlotte explained. “It’s safe to touch after a few hours if you remove it from a tree.”

      “Which is why your ass didn’t erupt in a deadly rash the second you sat down,” Alexis added, her voice accusatory. “What do you mean he’s immune?” she asked Charlotte.

      She only shrugged, flashing me a small, hopeful smile.

      “I mean he is,” she said plainly. “We can’t explain it. Just know it’s true.”

      Alexis, moving so quickly I almost didn’t see it, rounded to my backside, feeling my tailbone. It took me a moment to realize she was looking for a tail.

      “You’re sure you’re not a mutant?” she asked me, her orange eyebrows scrunched down.

      “I think I would have noticed the tail in the shower,” I replied.

      Charlotte bit down a laugh, and Alexis shot her a look.

      “Who are you?” Alexis asked me, placing her hands on her hips. She looked like a very scary, very adorable doll.

      “I told you, I’m Jonas Ryder, ma’am,” I said.

      She stared at me for a few more moments, her amber eyes squinting laser beams into mine.

      “Hmph,” she sounded. Then she turned around and continued scurrying down the path.

      Soon enough she was dashing between two tall rocks which, once again, no one seemed to notice my body would barely fit between. After Charlotte, I wedged myself in once again, wondering at which point I would become permanently trapped in the side of a cliff and left to die up here. At least the views would be nice.

      Alas, today would not be that day. The crevasse spit the three of us out on a trail I’d never seen before—one which led not around the mountain, but straight through it.

      We stood before the entrance to a long-forgotten miner’s passage, a rotted out wood and iron track leading further into the darkness than my eyes could see. There were no carts in sight—only cobwebs and the vague feeling that around a dozen Civil War ghosts lived here full time.

      Alexis walked confidently into the darkness, Charlotte behind her. I took a deep breath and followed the two bouncing tails into the cave. As the light disappeared behind us, I opened my eyes as wide as possible, trying to see a damn thing—and not trip over any termite nests.

      “You can hold my tail, if you need,” Charlotte said to me quietly. I heard Alexis exhale a small laugh.

      “What?” Charlotte said. “He doesn’t have eyes like ours.”

      Tentatively, I reached out and gently grabbed Charlotte’s jet black cat tail, feeling her body shudder at my touch. We walked on through the tunnel for a while like that, and I swear I could feel Charlotte’s eyes slink back to me every so often—but what did I know, feeling around in the dark. For all I knew, these girls could be leading me to the mouth of a volcano.

      That’s the thing about trust—like my mother used to say, it’s better to die with your heart open than live your life a lonely fool. I had the trust thing down. Now I was just hoping the dying part didn’t come along too quick.

      After what felt like half the morning willing my eyes to adjust to pitch black, a mist of soft light began to appear down the tunnel. I was so excited I let go of Charlotte’s tail, pushing ahead to the daylight—and it was well worth it.

      The tunnel spat out on the wildest vista I’d ever had the good fortune to lay eyes on. We were on the North side of the mountain now, facing my farm, and the valley below looked like a golden bowlful of glittering jewels. The trees glowed crazy green, fuller and thicker than I’d ever seen them, the bright blue river snaking through the land like a birthday ribbon. I could see the former township past the forest, the fields folding out in perfect squares like a patchwork quilt. And, peering out into the distance, I could even see my own farm—with that hideous fence surrounding it. And it had grown.

      What used to be a proud three hundred acres had become nearly a thousand—the Johnsons’s farm, the Gutierrez’s, the Matheson’s, the Neisser’s—this Duncan bastard had bought them all, apparently. Or, more likely, he’d just taken them by force. The house my grandfather built still stood at the front of the property with the two barns, but a dozen more sheet-metal structures had been erected along the acreage, and the fields were littered with large, shining tractors. They looked like silver bugs in the sunlight, eating up the land. And, of course, that ugly fence surrounded it all.

      “There it is,” Alexis sneered, emerging behind me. “Duncan’s kingdom.”

      “I had no idea how big he’d expanded it,” I told her. “How did he buy all that land? Most of those farms were owned by families who’d been there for generations.”

      Alexis snorted. “Buy?”

      Charlotte placed a gentle hand on my bicep. “When the animal evolution began, many jumped on the chaos. It coincided with a crash in the economy, and a global war that left the country crippled. After the war came to America and the Russians destroyed our satellites, traditional...law kind of disappeared. Duncan jumped on the opportunity to seize the land. Before I met you, I didn’t even know who owned the farm before he did.”

      I blinked down at the landscape, so serene and beautiful despite being the backdrop to such an apocalyptic future. How had all this happened overnight? How did I survive it? Who had kept me alive?

      And, most concerningly…why?

      “Where are you from, Mars?” Alexis asked me.

      Charlotte shot her a look, and we all continued down the path, littered with the remnants of the once-thriving mining industry in this area. Rotted out carts and axes lined the cliffside, and I grabbed the least damaged axe to carry alongside me. It felt good to have a weapon again.

      “Look, you know I’m grateful for your help,” Alexis finally continued, her amber eyes softening for a moment to flash at me. “But, seriously, where are you from, Jonas? How do you not know any of this?”

      I looked to Charlotte for confirmation that I should be honest. The look she shot back told me she was just as clueless on this as I was.

      I sighed. Die with an open heart it is.

      “I suppose…” I started, clearing my throat awkwardly as we descended back into the forest on our way down the mountain. “Well, I suppose I’m from the past.”

      Alexis snorted, then looked at Charlotte and I for confirmation I was joking. When we didn’t respond, she cocked her head at me.

      “What do you mean the past? Like, figuratively? Like you’ve been living in a bunker since the first lockdown and haven’t come out?”

      I shrugged. “Sorta like that. Except I got electrocuted by a fence thirty years ago and woke up in Duncan’s barn a few days back more confused than a billy goat in the Oval Office.”

      Alexis blinked. Charlotte was clearly holding back the urge to laugh again.

      “You’re not serious, are you?” Alexis said finally. “You must have been around when the evolution started?”

      The fox-girl stopped walking, her amber eyes locked on me, all five foot two of her staring up at me in defiance.

      “Can’t say I was,” I told her plainly.

      “The first lockdown? The mutant quarantine?”

      I shook my head. “Sorry, ma’am.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “You’re telling me you were asleep through the nuclear bombing on the east coast? The war in the North? The air raid sirens, the satellite war? I used to fall asleep every night to gunfire and alarms, and you’re saying you were taking a nap through all of it?”

      I had a flashback to my mother accusing me of purposely sleeping in through church, but I shook it away.

      “He’s just as confused about all of it as we are, Lex,” Charlotte said, placing her hand on my arm again protectively. “Trust me. When I found him, he looked at me like…well, like I had a tail, and he’d never seen a girl with a tail before.”

      Alexis exhaled slowly, her freckled mouth forming a perfect circle for air to whoosh through.

      “So you really are just as lost as we are?” she finally said.

      I couldn’t help but smile.

      “I’d venture to say more so, in fact,” I told her. “At least you know what foliage is poisonous.”

      She gave me a rare smile.

      “So is that why you’re helping us?” she asked. “Cause Charlotte here was the first person you found? You latched on to the first person who was dumb enough to help you?”

      I shook my head. “No, not exactly, although I can’t say you’re wrong that Charlotte was dumb to help me. She risked a lot, keeping me safe from Duncan, stopping me from trying to launch a single-handed attack that first night on what I now realize is a veritable army compound.”

      Charlotte smiled at me, and I winked at her.

      “That farm you lived on?” I continued to Alexis. “Duncan’s place? That’s my parent’s farm. My grandfather built it, my grandmother tended it, my mother and father kept it going. It’s my family’s legacy—and it’s the one thing in this godforsaken future that still looks familiar to me. Now I don’t know a lot—hell, I barely know anything these days. But I do know that. And I don’t know how Duncan started calling it his own, but I can guarantee I didn’t sign that property over to him, and he sure as hell did not ask nicely for it. It belongs to me, and I intend to take it back, God willing.”

      A small smirk flicked up in Alexis’ mouth.

      “You know, you do talk like you’re from the old days,” she remarked.

      Charlotte giggled. “That’s what I keep telling him.”

      I pushed both of them forward on the trail by the shoulders playfully, relieved Alexis wasn’t too freaked out by my strange tale of woe.
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      We arrived at the base of the mountain just before nightfall. Mosquitos were buzzing, annoying the girls, but I knew mosquitos meant one thing—water.

      I knelt down and observed the rocks protruding from the earth, noticing the moss growing thicker on one side.

      “This way,” I told them, following the signs to lead us to the riverbank. “We’ll have to make camp soon. Unless you have other plans for us…”

      I looked to Alexis, who was technically leading our party—despite being frustratingly silent about the details of this secret entrance into the farm.

      “No,” she said curtly. “Our plan involves a little bit of waiting. There’s someone else, another girl, who we need on our side before we can break in. If we camp here long enough, she’ll show herself. She always does.”

      Charlotte shot Alexis an indecipherable look, but the fox-girl ignored it. Once again, I couldn’t surmise a single mysterious detail from her tricky face.

      “Y’all are lucky you’re my only friends, or I might start demanding some details,” I said.

      Alexis smirked at me again, pressing one small hand into my pectoral muscle. I’d thought she was about to say something snarky—but she seemed to be distracted the moment her hand met my chest.

      “Yes?” I prompted, smiling down at the distracted little fox.

      She cleared her throat, shaking her head and removing her hand from my chest slowly.

      “Details will be provided soon enough,” she declared, turning around and striding away with the remainder of her dignity. Charlotte and I shared a look, and we both followed Alexis, chuckling to ourselves.

      When we reached the riverbank, the girls flopped down on the nearest soft patch of dirt, digging through their packs for any food. A slightly expired can of black beans and a cloth pouch of what looked like edible grass was placed in the center of our little circle, and my stomach grumbled painfully.

      “I’m going to go set some traps,” I declared.

      “Traps?” Charlotte questioned. “For who?”

      I chuckled. “For dinner.”

      I ruffled the top of her silky black hair, and she looked up at me in awe.

      “Let me make you two a fire first.”

      The girls shared a look of confusion as I set to work, gathering the kindling and the smaller branches and building the criss-cross pattern my father had taught me when I was barely tall enough to carry a stick. Then, I used my axe to chop a larger fallen branch into logs, piling them up next to our little camp while the girls watched on. Despite the chill in the air, the work was heating me up—I’d always run hot. I removed my sweaty shirt after a while, throwing it into the dirt while I worked. From behind me, I heard a small giggle.

      When I turned around, Alexis was pointedly studying her nails. I bit down my smile.

      After I’d started the small fire with my matches, I spread out into the forest with the rope I’d stolen from Lasso King what seemed like years ago, and began constructing a few snares. It was taxing work, and my back ached as I pulled the rope braiding apart and began to tie the delicate knots my father had taught me to make all those years ago. But after an hour or so, I had four snares set up surrounding our encampment, ready to trap any poor critters that wandered by. With any luck, we wouldn’t be eating expired beans for breakfast.

      When I returned to the campsite, Alexis and Charlotte were lounging by the fire, speaking in quiet tones.

      “Warming up, ladies?” I asked, grabbing my discarded t-shirt from the ground and adding a log to the fire before I plopped down next to them.

      “Absolutely,” Charlotte said. “I can’t remember the last time someone made a fire for me.”

      “Or tried to help me eat,” Alexis chimed in. “You’re not so bad, Jonas Ryder. In fact, you might be the best man I’ve met in a long while.”

      I felt myself blush, nodding humbly at the two women. Shaking the dirt out of my shirt, I told them, “Well, the men in this time sure ain’t setting the bar very high.”

      They both smiled, and Alexis ripped the shirt out of my hands before I could put it back on.

      “Do you really need to wear this?” she asked slyly. “I mean, the fire is warm enough, isn’t it?”

      I chuckled lightly, trying to grab the shirt back from her grasp, but she pulled it away again, quick as a fox. Her eyes flitted to my abdomen, chiseled from years of farm labor, and unmistakable lust flashed across her face.

      Not sure how to handle this, I glanced at Charlotte, expecting her to roll her eyes at her silly friend. But the cat girl only mirrored the lust on Alexis’s face, her green eyes swiping up and down my body in desire.

      Gritting my teeth at the urge to scan their bodies in the same way, I steeled myself. Be a gentleman, Jonas, echoed in my brain. Be a goddamn gentleman.

      “We were thinking, Jonas,” Alexis said, her voice suddenly quieter, naughtier. Or was I just imagining that? “You’ve been taking care of us pretty well, haven’t you?”

      I stared blankly at her.

      “Sure, I suppose,” I replied, swallowing. “I’m happy to do it, ladies.”

      “We know,” Charlotte cut in, her voice sultry now too. What was happening here? “Which is why we think you deserve some…rest.”

      I blinked.

      “You telling me you’ll take first watch tonight?” I asked, half-joking.

      Charlotte smirked.

      “Something like that,” she said, her eyes flitting to Alexis. “In fact, I’m happy to watch anything you like.”

      My stomach bottomed out, the innuendo officially obvious enough I couldn’t be imagining it. Right?

      “Or…” Alexis chimed in, crawling over to Charlotte, the firelight glinting off of both their skin. “You could watch. If that’s what you prefer.”

      My jaw locked, unsure what in the hell I should say to that. I felt my skin tighten with desire, and a rush swept down my body.

      “I’m not sure I take your meaning, ma’am,” I said. Damn, was it possible I became more stifled and gentlemanly as my thoughts got dirtier? I really needed to work on that.

      Alexis and Charlotte seemed to like my compulsive chivalry, however, both smiling wickedly. Then, before I could even register what was going on, they turned their faces to each other and started kissing.

      Blood rushed down through me as I watched them, their lips soft against one another as they kissed slowly but passionately. Every few seconds they would open their eyes to look at me, making it very clear that this was a show just for me. Their tongues mingled between their mouths, snaking together in tantalizing circles.

      “Do you like watching us, Jonas?” Alexis asked sultrily, her hand rubbing up and down Charlotte’s arm.

      I managed to choke out a garbled yes.

      Alexis smirked at my obvious desire, flicking the strap of Charlotte’s tight black tank off of her shoulder and peeling it down, revealing one of Charlotte’s large, ample breasts. I exhaled in shock as Alexis, never taking her eyes off of mine, sucked Charlotte’s tight, pointed nipple into her mouth, licking it up and down. Charlotte arched her back and moaned, also never taking her eyes off of me.

      “Do you like that, Jonas?” Charlotte whispered.

      I nodded, barely able to speak. My mouth was dry from my bated breath pushing in and out. Charlotte giggled at my obvious incapacitation.

      The two met in one more gentle, tongue-tied kiss, then separated, crawling towards me simultaneously. I could barely move because of how hard I was—but it wasn’t a problem, as the two girls set themselves on either side of me, both their hands roving greedily over my bare chest and shoulders.

      It was Alexis whose mouth met mine first, and her cinnamon-fire flavor washed over me as we kissed. Charlotte’s hand moved down my abs to between my legs, her fingertips grazing my shaft through my pants lightly, causing my whole body to shudder. She unbuttoned my pants with one hand, pulling down my zipper and snaking her hand around my bare shaft all while licking and nipping at my chest.

      Lust hit me like a semi-truck as Charlotte brought my cock out of my pants, spitting onto it expertly and pumping it up and down with her hand. I had to lean back, placing my elbows behind me on the soft earth, padded with that ever-present moss. Alexis pulled off her top, exposing her luscious pale breasts, her light brown nipples huge and tight with desire, and I couldn’t help but pull her chest down to my face, taking one of her swollen nipples in my mouth and sucking on it. Alexis whined with pleasure, gripping the back of my neck with her nails pushing up into my hair.

      Meanwhile, Charlotte had pulled my pants off so I was naked on the riverbank, the fire crackling into the night. Her mouth was around my cock in an instant, and I couldn’t help but remember what she’d said to me on that first night I met her—“can I taste you?” I shuddered as her tongue wrapped around my shaft expertly, and soon I could feel the back of her throat as she took me deeper and deeper. I took Alexis’s face in mine and kissed her, groaning into her perfect little mouth.

      “Jonas,” Charlotte said suddenly, after removing her mouth from my shaft with a wet pop. “I think it’s time you sat Alexis down on your cock.”

      I almost asked her to repeat herself—before every emergency signal went off in my brain to not question this. Suddenly, I was seeing Charlotte the way I did the first night I met her—powerful, commanding, the de facto mother of a house of mutant girls. The cat woman who protects her litter.

      Alexis, God love her, immediately pulled off her small shorts and panties, revealing a small, neat arrow of orange hair leading right down to her entrance. As if I needed a map.

      “Hop on, darlin’,” I managed to say.

      A spark flashed in Alexis’s amber eyes, and she was straddling me before I could spit. I watched in awe as she lowered her perfect little freckled body down onto my erect cock, her bushy fox tail curled up in pleasure.

      I groaned—and, suddenly, wanted to test a theory.

      As Alexis ground her hips into mine, I placed one hand gently on her tail, sliding up it slowly—and a hum of pleasure vibrated through the fox-girl. She arched her back and whined, her arms locked around my neck, and I circled one hand around the base of her tail and guided her body up and down on my cock. My eyes rolled back in my head as Alexis’s tiny frame bounced up and down, her milky pale tits swinging, her warm sheath squeezing me perfectly.

      Charlotte slapped Alexis’s ass—hard, causing the fox-girl riding me to yelp, and Charlotte to smile. I pulled Charlotte to me as Alexis rode me like a horse breaker, placing my lips on her with a ravenous appetite. Our tongues wrestled, and I nipped her bottom lip, making her smile devilishly.

      As Alexis rode me faster and faster, I felt myself getting closer and closer to the edge, Lex’s tiny body gripping me perfectly. Charlotte panted as she watched us, pinching her nipple between her fingers and clearly enjoying watching me near climax.

      My hand gripped the base of Alexis’s tail firmly, and I pounded my hips into her from below, causing her to whine desperately into the trees—Charlotte clapped a hand over her friend’s mouth, holding it there while Alexis’s pussy clenched around mine in total release.

      In that moment, I exploded.

      I pumped what felt like an endless load into Alexis’s tight pussy, pouring down my dick as she bit her shriek down on Charlotte’s hand, her whole body vibrating around me.

      When we were both finished, we collapsed into each other, the three of us forming a small sort of teepee holding one another up.

      “Shit, girl,” I finally said, panting heavily. “You really are a fox.”

      Alexis started giggling first, then Charlotte, until we were all laughing in delirium, the long day’s journey and my lack of sleep and the stress of George’s attack building to this one momentous release. We lay down into a warm, heavily breathing pile, our skin on one another’s skin.

      And the last thing I thought before I drifted to sleep was: maybe this strange future isn’t half bad.
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      I woke up to a rustling near my feet.

      My eyes widened into the darkness. The fire had died down, and Charlotte and Alexis had both rolled off of me in the night and relaxed into curled up balls, their tails tucked around their half-naked bodies.

      A pair of red eyes stared at me through the darkness.

      I scrambled backwards through the dirt and moss, still not making a sound, my gaze locked on the terrifying, glowing red eyes.

      My first thought was that this was George, having followed us through the mountain pass with bloodshot pupils and liquored breath. I wouldn’t put it past him—the man was as determined as he was crazy. But as my vision adjusted and I emerged from the hazy confusion of sleep, I realized that this wasn’t George…it wasn’t a man at all.

      It was a girl. She stood nervously before me, hiding in the shadow of the nearest tree trunk. Her bright red eyes glowed into the night, not blinking, and she had tall rabbit ears poking out from her light blonde hair.

      Like I was dealing with a real rabbit, I stood very still, trying not to spook her.

      This must be the girl Alexis had us waiting for.

      Her button nose twitched back and forth as we took each other in.

      She was undeniably beautiful—her eyes, albeit creepily red, were large and almond shaped, her blonde hair voluptuous and shining lightly in the moonlight. Her body was an hourglass—curvy in all the right places, her breasts enormous, her hips and ass rounding out perfectly and leading down to tiny bare feet. She reminded me, ironically enough, of those old cartoons of Jessica Rabbit.

      I opened my mouth to speak. And she ran.

      It was so fast it took me a second to register what happened. Like a real bunny, she was lightning quick—I watched helplessly as her fluffy white tail bounced away into the darkness.

      “Shit,” I cursed to no one in particular. And then I sprinted after her.

      Going from dead, post-sex sleep to straight-up sprinting was disorienting, but I managed to stay on her trail. The cool night air woke me up quickly, and blood began to rush through my veins again as I chased the rabbit-girl along the riverbank to a row of thick, heavily drooping willow trees. To my shock, she didn’t slow down at all upon approaching the wall of tangled branches—instead launching her body directly into it and disappearing quietly on the other side.

      I blinked, and, instead of slowing down, as every instinct in my body was begging me to do, I sped up. Planting my feet in the soft dirt, I threw myself through the seemingly impenetrable branches with my arms protecting my face, expecting to hit hard wood or a full tree trunk—but, shockingly, I emerged unscathed in a strange pathway, hidden by the cleverly organized foliage.

      And a bouncing, fluffy rabbit tail was disappearing twenty yards down the path.

      Shaking the shock from my head, I kept sprinting, panting into the night as I followed the rabbit-girl, moonlight streaking her body through the trees. Eventually, the path spat out into a circular clearing bordered by thick forest—the girl turned around as she reached the far edge of it, her chest heaving with breath, her red eyes darting back and forth, looking for her next escape.

      “Wait!” I rasped, stopping myself at the entrance to the clearing.

      I knew two things about this girl—one: she was easily spooked, and two: she was our only hope at a half-decent plan to infiltrate Duncan’s settlement. I needed her. We needed her.

      She didn’t move an inch. But I could tell she was ready to keep running.

      “I need your help,” I told her.

      Her red eyes locked on her next path of escape. She tensed to dart away—

      “And your friends need your help too!”

      She didn’t move.

      I swallowed, racking my brain for the right words to make her stay.

      “You saw I was with Charlotte and Alexis. They’re with me of their own free will. They’re not restrained, they’re not prisoners. You must have seen that.”

      She said nothing, only twitched her button nose as she stared me down. I could have sworn I felt heat coming off those crimson eyes.

      “I don’t know who you are exactly,” I continued, “but I know Alexis trusts you. She told me you could help us—all of us.”

      I faltered, trying to condense what felt like a lifetime of information down into a few desperate pleas.

      “What’s your name?” I asked her.

      I watched as this scared rabbit-girl debated whether to trust me with a piece of herself. Eventually, she readjusted her stance, popping her hip and crossing her arms over her large chest to face me fully. She wore a small white shirt and tiny, sky blue shorts, her tanned thighs large and exposed in the moonlight. One of her rabbit ears flopped down while the other stood straight up.

      “Ellen,” she said finally.

      Her voice was high and wispy, reminding me of a summer breeze.

      “Ellen,” I repeated, smiling at her. “My name is Jonas Ryder. Glad to meet you, ma’am.”

      Her brows furrowed down slightly at my politeness, and I wondered idly if my gentility would be met with flat-out confusion for the rest of my life.

      “That’s funny,” she said suddenly, blinking for the first time since I met her.

      I waited for her explanation. None came.

      “Sorry, ma’am, what’s funny?”

      Her nose twitched a little and she looked me up and down again.

      “Just that I’ve read that name before. Lots of times in fact. It’s carved into a tree on the edge of Duncan Pyper’s property.”

      I smiled slightly, remembering my favorite climbing tree—the one I dislocated my shoulder falling out of growing up. The tree I read all my books in, from Magic Treehouse to SAT prep books, the tree I’d sit in to stare out at the valley, contemplating whether I should become a lawyer or stay on the farm and continue the family legacy. The tree I wept in after my parents died. The tree whose trunk I carved my name into all those years ago, never thinking another soul would ever read it.

      “It’s a good climbing tree, is it not?” I asked quietly.

      Ellen stared.

      “I wouldn’t know. Never climbed it.”

      I cleared my throat. Here goes nothing.

      “Well, ma’am,” I started, taking a few cautious steps closer to her, “I used to own that tree. I used to own that whole property, in fact. And, depending on who you ask, I’m still the rightful owner of that property.”

      Ellen’s huge eyes blinked again.

      “Do you work for George?”

      I barked a laugh before I could help it.

      “Seeing as I don’t got a dog bone between my teeth or fleas in my hide, that is a hard no, ma’am,” I replied. “Although I have had the pleasure of meeting the man, and, if I may be candid, we did not get along too well.”

      Ellen narrowed her eyes at me.

      “I tried to strangle him to death,” I clarified. “Unsuccessfully. But I’ve got plans to change that in the near future.”

      A smile pulled the corner of her luscious mouth upwards slightly.

      “You talk kinda funny,” she said plainly.

      I chuckled a little. “Yeah, I’ve been told that.”

      “What do you mean you own Duncan’s farm?” she asked suddenly. “I live on Duncan’s farm, at least most of the time. I’ve lived there for years. I’ve never heard of you, besides a name carved into an oak tree.”

      I nodded. Despite her high, breezy voice, she spoke with a steady confidence.

      “I know it doesn’t make much sense, but I’m gonna tell you plainly what I know,” I said. “My grandparents bought that acreage in 1952. My grandfather built that farmhouse. My parents took it over after him, and I inherited it when they died. Four days ago, I was electrocuted by a fence on the border of my property, and I woke up thirty years in the future. I’ve learned that there was an animal evolution, a war, an economic collapse, and a veritable apocalypse since I went out. I don’t know how I’m still alive, and I don’t know why. All I know is that the one thing that’s familiar to me in this world is that farm my grandfather built. That house my grandmother painted. That porch my parents raised me on. That tree I carved my name into. And I know it all belongs to me, fair and square. I don’t know much, but I know that.”

      I paused, gauging Ellen’s reaction to my little speech. She seemed contemplative, trying to suss out how much of this she could actually believe.

      “I know you have no reason to trust me,” I added. “And I know I don’t deserve your help. But I’m with Charlotte and Alexis because they believe me too, and because they need help as much as I do. Duncan has seized property from every surrounding family farm, and essentially enslaved you girls under the guise of keeping you safe. He’s a tyrant that needs to be stopped. If you help us, we could take the farm back once and for all—and everyone would have a home where they could be safe and respected. Not exploited. Not terrorized. Safe.”

      For a moment, I could see Ellen starting to believe in me. But then a darkness took over her alluring face, reminding her not to trust me.

      “You’re not the first man to promise me a better life,” she said sadly, shaking a bad memory from her head. “I can’t risk losing everything I’ve built. I may not have a perfect life, but I’ve carved one out for myself from this nightmare. I’ve created my own path in and out of Duncan’s farm, and if I share it with anyone else, my freedom will be compromised. Getting to escape the farm every so often, feeling free from the gaze of Duncan’s men for even a few hours at a time—it’s the one thing that keeps me sane. If I give it away to you…I won’t have anything left.”

      I nodded.

      “I understand,” I told her, “but—”

      “I’m not sure you do,” Ellen shot back, more firmly now. “I have never been helped by anyone who wasn’t looking for something in return. I’ve put my neck out for people who only stepped on it on their way to better futures. The only reason Alexis knows my location is that we trade resources—I help her and she helps me, and that’s it. But I don’t believe in miracles, Jonas Ryder. I’m not even sure I believe in true kindness anymore. Everyone wants something from everyone else, and once they bleed you dry, they leave you hanging. I can’t give any more of myself to people who don’t really care if I live or die.”

      “Ellen, I—” I started, trying desperately to get a word in.

      “I’m sorry, Jonas,” she declared, her red eyes wide. “I can’t help you.”

      Before I could stop her, she darted through a hole in the clearing, disappearing into the darkness. I could have followed her, but I knew it would be no use.

      Sighing deeply, I turned around to make my way back to the other girls.
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      When I returned to our campsite, Alexis and Charlotte were awake.

      “Jonas!” Charlotte cried as I emerged from the trees. She ran to me and threw her arms around my neck, her long black cat tail curling around my side to embrace me as well. “We were worried about you.”

      “You’re alright?” Alexis asked, pulling her clothes on and trying to disguise how much she cared about whether I lived or died.

      “Yes and no,” I told the girls. “I just talked to Ellen.”

      Alexis’s eyes widened, and Charlotte shot her a deathly glance.

      “I knew it was Ellen,” she told Alexis. “Why in the hell do you think she would ever want to help us?”

      “Because she’s the only girl who’s ever established a throughway in and out of Duncan’s farm unnoticed,” Alexis shot back, “and she has more of a reason to want to take him down than any of us combined.”

      “And also more of a reason not to try than any of us,” Charlotte replied icily. “What did you tell her?” she asked me.

      “Only who I am and my story, and that we need her help to liberate the farm for everyone,” I replied, forcing Alexis to meet my eyes. “But I’m starting to think there’s something I haven’t been informed of. You want to enlighten me, Lex?”

      The fox-girl looked at her feet, biting her bottom lip.

      It was Charlotte who answered my question.

      “Ellen’s sister was killed a few years back while trying to escape the farm,” she declared. I felt like the wind was knocked out of me. “She thought she could trust one of Duncan’s men—Eric. He told her he’d make sure her sister escaped that night unscathed, that he’d distract the guards. Ellen planned to follow her sister a few weeks later. But Eric lied. He used the information to rat them out and gain Duncan’s trust. And Duncan, well…he made an example of Ellen’s sister. She hadn’t made it two feet from the fence before they shot her.”

      I winced, the extent of Duncan’s horrifying operation dawning on me.

      “Ellen hasn’t been the same since,” Charlotte finished.

      I exhaled, closing my eyes and finally understanding the rabbit-girl fully. Of course she wouldn’t trust a man promising her freedom—how could she?

      Pushing past Charlotte and Alexis, I sat down by the remnants of our fire, exhausted. I grabbed the matches from my back pocket and began building a new fire from the kindling I’d gathered. The two girls sat quietly around the crackling beginnings, watching me blow lightly on the dry leaves and branches, beckoning them gently to catch flame.

      “Duncan needs to be stopped,” I said quietly. More to myself than anyone.

      Charlotte nodded gravely. Alexis closed her eyes.

      We listened to the river rushing behind us. The fire crackling between us. Failure sat heavy in the air.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about Ellen,” Alexis said finally, uncomfortable humility making her voice quiet. She opened her eyes, flames flickering in them. “But I knew you’d insist we not involve her after you heard her story. You’re too nice like that.”

      I chuckled humorlessly.

      “Well, you got me there,” I agreed. “We can’t ask that girl to sacrifice any more than she already has. Speaking as someone who lost the people who meant the most to them in one foul swoop…I can’t ask that of her.”

      Charlotte placed a hand on my arm, squeezing it gently.

      “I understand,” Alexis told me carefully, “and if there were any other way to do this, I would take it. I’d leave Ellen alone. But, Jonas, there just isn’t. Charlotte and I spent three years looking for a covert way out of that farm and settled on poisoning three guards and climbing over the front gate. It almost got us killed. Ellen, in her grief, found the one way in and out that goes undetected by guards, and she won’t even share it with the other girls for fear of getting somebody else killed on her account. I hate to ask her to risk anything else—but you and I both know we’d be fighting for her freedom too. For her to not have to live in constant fear anymore. I want to help her as much as you do.”

      I stayed silent for a long while, staring into the fire. The embers traveled slowly up the dry leaves, licking the bottoms of twigs, then crackling onto larger sticks.

      I’m not sure I even believe in true kindness anymore, Ellen had told me.

      We had to prove her wrong.

      “Before we ask this of her,” I said, “we need to show her that we’re on her side, and more than just as allies. We need to prove to her that, no matter what happens, she will be taken care of.”

      The girls nodded, agreeing.

      “But how do we do that?” Charlotte asked.

      “That’s where I’m stuck,” I replied. I poked the fire a little with a stick, disrupting its natural progression. “Why is it that Ellen doesn’t just leave the farm permanently? Escape into the woods like you, Alexis?”

      Alexis shrugged.

      “She’s not as crazy as I am,” she replied candidly. “It takes a lot of survival skills to build a life out here in the wilderness by yourself. I’ve known my whole life what plants are edible, what mushrooms are poisonous. I have no trouble eating bugs, worms—or going days without food, if necessary. I hated Duncan so much I figured I’d rather starve out here than live another day under his control. But not everyone can live like me.”

      Her eyes flashed accusatorily to Charlotte, who looked down in shame.

      “Ellen is…softer,” Alexis explained. “She doesn’t have the tools or the knowledge to build a life for herself out here. So she lives on the farm and escapes to the forest every so often. It’s a life that works for her.”

      “Everyone copes differently with being one of Duncan Pyper’s mutant girls,” Charlotte added. “Some of them ingratiate themselves with Duncan, they really convince themselves that he cares for them. Others become addicted to liquor that Duncan’s men slip them. Most just…survive day to day. The farm isn’t paradise by any means, but it’s better than what faces most girls out here on their own. If they’re not captured by men like George looking to sell them to the highest bidder, they could die of starvation, or freeze on a cold night.”

      I clenched my fists, imagining busting Duncan’s head in with a post hole digger for the five hundredth time.

      Then a thought hit me.

      “What if we made Ellen a safehouse, out here?” I asked. “A place that, no matter what happened, she could always return to? Even if we fail to take the farm and shit hits the fan in every possible direction, a place she could trust would be there for her?”

      Charlotte’s eyes softened, and she squeezed my arm again, smiling.

      “I think that’s a fantastic idea,” she said, her maternal instinct kicking in.

      Alexis shrugged her tiny, freckled shoulders.

      “It’s not the most efficient use of our time and energy, but I suppose it would prove to Ellen we actually care about her.”

      “It would be an act of true kindness,” I declared, squaring my chest. “And I think, out of anyone in this strange, messed-up future, Ellen deserves that.”

      Charlotte nodded, tears springing in her green eyes. She wiped them away quickly.

      “Ah jeez, Charlotte, you’re as much of a sap as you always were,” Alexis said, shoving her friend’s shoulder lightly.

      The cat-girl shoved her friend back, then sidled herself into my side, wrapping her warm, soft body around me.

      “I’d begun to forget that men could be good,” she said softly.

      Alexis smiled too and crawled around the now-warm fire to cozy into my other side.

      “To be honest, I’d abandoned the idea altogether,” she added.

      We all chuckled lightly at that, staring into the fire and embracing one another in the cool, dark night. We had a long couple of days ahead of us, and no guarantee that any of our efforts would lead to a successful attack on Duncan’s farm. But we had a plan to help a new friend who needed it, and we had each other.

      And, in that moment, it seemed like enough.
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      Our first hurdle was finding a location.

      Without a clear idea of where Ellen’s secret pathway started or ended, it was difficult to know where she would feel safest. But any potential safehouse needed to satisfy three essential requirements: it needed to be on high ground, near a water supply, and absolutely in every way hidden from Duncan’s men—not to mention George’s and any other greedy dirtbag that might be stumbling by.

      We searched for most of the morning to no avail.

      Everywhere we found was either too far from the river or too exposed. In a moment of sun-induced delusion just before lunch we even toyed with the idea of building her an elaborate tree house. But rabbits are burrowers, not climbers, and I went to law school—not the architectural school for thirty foot high structurally sound designs.

      So we broke for lunch and regrouped.

      Morale was low, and I could tell Alexis was beginning to doubt the time and energy we were spending on this new venture. I checked the traps I’d laid the night before, finding two of them successful—both squirrels, both fat enough to keep us fed for a day or two. While I skinned and gutted them at our camp, the fox-girl sat and stared at my work. Charlotte was off filling our canteens.

      “Can I ask you a question, Jonas?” Alexis asked me after a while, her chin resting on her knee.

      “Anything you’d like,” I replied, ripping the hide up and off the squirrel in one swift motion—like my father taught me all those years ago.

      “Well,” she started, drawing slow circles in the dirt with her fingertip, “last night, when we were talking about Ellen and her sister…you said you lost the people who meant the most to you suddenly. Who were they?”

      I paused.

      Suddenly, my mother’s voice echoed through my mind, beckoning me inside from a hard day on the farm for a glass of her famous sweet tea. In my memory, my father’s dark eyes looked up at me from behind a hand of gin rummy at the kitchen table. Suddenly, my mouth felt very dry.

      “They…” I started.

      “You guys!” Charlotte’s voice echoed from down the riverbank. She came bounding up to us, interrupting our conversation. Probably for the best—I stood up quickly, brushing the dirt from my pants.

      “Are you alright?” I asked Charlotte.

      “Yeah, more than alright!” she replied. “I think I’ve found our spot! There’s a cluster of weeping willows down the river—the branches are so thick it looks impenetrable, but if you cut through at the right spot it leads down a concealed pathway. I think this is our place!”

      I slapped myself in the forehead.

      “Of course!” I admonished myself. “Why didn’t I think of it? I chased Ellen down that way yesterday, it leads to a small clearing that would be perfect. Damn it to hell, it’s like I didn’t just go there last night!”

      “Well, you were a little distracted by pursuing a strange rabbit girl into the night,” Alexis deadpanned.

      “And now I get all the credit for finding it,” Charlotte added, doing a little twirl as she approached us. I caught her narrow hips between my hands.

      “Good job, Charlotte,” I told her, watching a dark pink blush spread up her olive cheeks. “We’d be lost without you.”

      “I know,” she sang, a wide smile on her face as she twirled away.

      Alexis and I shared an eye roll, and I found myself exhaling in relief that the conversation she had tried to have had been cut short by good news. We had a shelter to build. Sad stories from the old world could wait.

      By mid-afternoon we had a plan in place.

      The clearing, in the daylight, was beautiful. White, purple, and yellow wildflowers decorated the tall grasses, and the thick trees surrounding the small circle trapped the heat of the sun throughout the day. The river rushed only thirty yards away, and the location, while not impossible to find, would take some major searching to discover.

      All in all, it would do just fine.

      It was decided that I would build the structure, considering I was the only one of us with any experience in carpentry.  In fact, my father and our neighbors and I had built the second barn on our property by ourselves. Alexis would gather a supply of edible foliage, fungi, and medicinal herbs to create a stock for Ellen, as well as begin work on a cooking stove to replicate the one she’d created in her den. Charlotte would find supplies.

      While Charlotte had made it clear she wasn’t the survivalist Alexis and I were, she did know the threats in the area better than anyone, having been Duncan’s main mutant-girl for years. The good favor she’d curried with Duncan and his men over the last few years allowed her to come and go from the farm as she pleased, meaning she knew the area like the back of her hand—and could draw a map of where the abandoned sites still were, loaded with unused tools, nails, drywall, pots, pans, cutlery, and any other damn thing we might think of.

      If the rest of Duncan’s men didn’t also know about the spots, I’d throw my tools down and say we should just adapt one of them. But it was too dangerous. Above all, Ellen needed to know she’d be completely undetected in her new shelter.

      All Charlotte had to do was not get caught. Which I emphasized to her. Repeatedly.

      “Charlotte, you know as well as I do what’ll happen if any of George’s men spot you darting around the area,” I told her, carving out a notch in a log with a saw that the cat-girl had, admittedly, successfully scavenged.

      “And you know as well as I do that I’m an expert at traveling undetected,” she retorted, her eyes roving up and down my body as I worked. I’d stripped my shirt again, and sweat was dripping down my back. “I am stealth incarnate,” she added.

      “Eyes up here,” I joked, and she bit her bottom lip, staring at me devilishly. “Look, Charlotte, I know you’re stealthy, I’m just warning you to be extra careful. Because if you don’t come back one of these times, I’m going to launch a full scale guerilla attack on the nearest living human man, and it’s not going to be a very productive use of my afternoon.”

      “Yeah, yeah, vengeance will be yours, I get it,” she replied.

      I pulled her black cat tail lightly as she turned to walk away, tugging her towards me and into my arms.

      “While we’re on the topic of your next mission though,” I started, “I could really use some wooden beams—one by fours, if possible.”

      Charlotte scoffed, pushing herself off away from my chest.

      “First you tell me not to get caught, then you tell me to drag wooden beams through the forest undetected? Which is it, Jonas?”

      “I thought you were stealth incarnate,” I retorted.

      She narrowed her eyes at me, trying her best not to smile.

      “This is one of those times I regret hiding you in that barn,” she joked.

      “Too late to turn me in now,” I retorted, and she rolled her eyes, disappearing down the pathway and out of the clearing on her next scavenging mission.

      To my left, Alexis was just emerging from her trip to the river. And she was dripping wet.

      “Did you fall in?” I asked her.

      She smirked at me, ringing her fiery orange hair out onto the grass.

      “Took a little swim to beat the heat,” she replied.

      Her white t-shirt was soaked through and completely see-through—and without a bra underneath, I was hard-pressed not to abandon my projects for the rest of the day and take her in the meadow right there.

      “Like what you see, Jonas?” she asked, her amber eyes simmering.

      I must have been drooling.

      “Just doing my work, ma’am,” I replied, putting my head down and focusing on carving the notch. The smell of freshly cut wood filled my senses as I willed myself to think about anything but Alexis’s large milky white breasts in my face.

      Which became difficult when she put them directly in my face.

      “We have work to do, Lex,” I said through gritted teeth, trying not to notice her pointed nipples pressing mounds through the thin fabric of her shirt. Arousal rushed through me uncontrollably.

      “You’ve been working so hard,” she replied, “what about a little play?”

      I exhaled a shaky breath. Focus, Jonas. Focus.

      “You know as well as I do it looks like rain tonight, and I gotta finish this supporting wall before it all gets soaked through and swells up,” I replied.

      “I like the sound of that,” Alexis replied devilishly.

      I closed my eyes, clenched every muscle in my body, and imagined cow manure and goat births. Then I stood up and began promptly walking in the opposite direction, directly into the woods towards who knows what. Alexis’s surprised laughter echoed from behind me.

      “Are you serious, Jonas?” she called after me, still chuckling.

      “Unfortunately I am!” I called back, not turning around. “We’ve got work to do! And you’re very distracting!”

      Her laughter echoed through the clearing, and I took pointed deep breaths, remembering our goals.

      I’d scavenge for some kindling for a bit and then return to my task. For if I gave in to every opportunity Charlotte and Alexis presented to me to take a “well-deserved” break throughout each day, we wouldn’t finish this damn hut for a year.

      Sure, it’d be a hell of a year. But, more than any desire I felt for the two girls, I was sick of living on the fringe. I wanted to be home—with Alexis and Charlotte and hopefully even Ellen all together in the bed I’d slept in my whole life, mixing sweet tea in the kitchen, playing gin rummy at the table, finally free. More than any passing roll in the hay, I wanted to make Duncan pay and reclaim my family home. I needed to stay focused on the mission, for my parents, my grandparents, and for the Ryder family legacy.

      But then I imagined pressing my face into Alexis’ perfect breasts again. Approaching the cold, rushing river, I made the executive decision to throw myself into it.
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      Two weeks had passed.

      Two weeks of grueling manual labor, dragging fallen logs through the forest, building the smallest possible log cabin that could still comfortably house a person without a single power tool at our disposal. Two weeks of aching muscles and blistered hands, beating sun on our backs, all the while looking over our shoulders for George and his men.

      And, admittedly, two weeks of falling asleep in a pile of naked, satiated bodies by the fire.

      The safehouse was almost complete.

      We had three walls and a slanted roof constructed, with a raised platform inside covered with scavenged blankets and pillows for a bed. We had installed a real window on one wall that Charlotte had managed to extract from an old farmhouse on the edge of the township, the glass unshattered and everything, and a small wooden table surrounded by four, chair-like stumps. Alexis had gathered several months’ worth of supplies of roots, nuts, and berries in jars Charlotte had found, as well as built a small cooking stove with a chimney that ran straight up out of the roof. Downstream and off the meadow I’d dug an outhouse, and Alexis had even draped the surrounding trees with willow branches to create a wall of privacy.

      Every so often, I got the feeling that a pair of big eyes were peering out at us from the forest. But when I’d turn and look, they’d be long gone.

      Maybe it was wishful thinking, but I hoped Ellen understood it was all for her.

      There were still a few tasks to be done—building the front of the house being the main one. Charlotte had been working to find me a door, but her sites were exhausted, and most doors these days were either rotted out or damaged by break-ins decades ago.

      We were sitting around the campfire carving mussels from the river out of their shells after a long day of work, the flames crackling pleasantly into the early evening, when Charlotte cleared her throat as if to signal she had something important to say.

      “Yes, Wile E Coyote?” I asked.

      She shoved me playfully. “I’m a cat, not a coyote, and you’re asking for trouble.”

      “Sounds like we all are, with you clearing your throat all official-like,” I retorted.

      To my surprise, Charlotte didn’t volley a joke back. She remained silent, echoing the seriousness of her original throat-clearing. So she did have trouble for us.

      “I know that this isn’t going to be a popular opinion,” she started, “but I think Alexis knows this and Jonas, it’s time for you to be made aware.”

      “Oh boy,” I said.

      “Oh boy is right,” Alexis added.

      “What do you girls know that I don’t?”

      They both remained silent for a moment, staring each other down. Then Charlotte’s green cat eyes turned to me.

      “We need to find a fire starter,” she declared. “A magnesium flint one.”

      “Okay…” I replied. “And this is a big issue because?”

      “Because she hasn’t found one in years,” Alexis jumped in, “and she’s not going to find one now, especially considering we’ve already raided every property south of Duncan’s property line. Fire starters are the key to survival out here, which is why men the likes of Duncan and George have rounded them all up. They’re not just lying around in junk drawers in old houses. They’re more valuable than gold.”

      “What about matches?” I retorted. “Lighters?”

      Charlotte stared at me seriously—I could tell there was something else she wanted to say, but, for whatever reason, she was terrified to say it.

      “A matchbook will last you exactly as many fires as you have matches,” Alexis replied to me. “It’s basically a countdown clock to the day you’ll die. And they’re not exactly abundant out here. Lighters disappeared fifteen years ago when they stopped manufacturing them—the fluid was redirected to U.S. weapons production. We firebombed half of Russia with that stuff. If you find one, it’s a nice little plastic piece of history—but just like matches, they run out, quicker than you’d like.”

      I stared back and forth between the two girls, waiting for the punchline. Nothing worse than laying out the welcome mat for bad news, my mother used to say while we waited for my father to come back and report on crops we knew were down from last year. If they had a bomb to drop, I just wanted someone to push the big red button.

      “What am I missing here, girls?” I asked, exasperated.

      “You’re missing a magnesium flint fire starter,” Alexis shot back, “we all are, and this little safehouse is nothing without it.”

      “Then why didn’t you tell me that all our efforts were useless two weeks ago before we built the damn thing?” I asked, my patience dwindling.

      “Because they weren’t,” Charlotte cut in, finally speaking up. “I know where we can get one.”

      Alexis scoffed, staring into the fire.

      “You’re gonna die for a piece of flint,” she muttered.

      “I can do it, Lex, I know I can,” the cat-girl spat back.

      “Just tell him,” Alexis sighed. “It’s not like he’s gonna let you anyway.”

      Charlotte exhaled in a big huff, then spoke.

      “I want to steal one from George’s camp,” she declared.

      The laugh burst from my lips before I could stop it.

      “That’s a joke, right?” I replied.

      “Told ya,” Alexis said.

      “You want to sneak into the camp of our biggest enemy outside of Duncan himself, the grounds of the people we’ve been painstakingly avoiding for two weeks, the man who nearly killed the two of us last time we saw him, and steal a damn lighter?”

      “A magnesium flint fire starter,” Charlotte corrected quietly.

      “I don’t care if it’s a nuclear missile or a triple chocolate cherry cake, we can’t risk it, Charlotte!” I roared back.

      Alexis snorted a small laugh.

      “Well, what do you propose we do instead?” Charlotte replied calmly. “You wanted to build a home for Ellen to be safe no matter what—even if shit hits the fan in every direction, or so you said. Even if we manage to find another book of matches—of which you know I know we’re running out—who do you imagine will replace those if we all happen to die in our insane raid of Duncan’s farm? Who will help Ellen if we’re gone? Isn’t the whole point of this to make sure she’s safe, no matter what?”

      I exhaled slowly, clenching my fists at my sides through my frustration.

      “I know where George’s men are camping out,” Charlotte continued clearly, calmly, enunciating every word like she’d practiced this speech before. “I’ve managed to avoid them in these woods for weeks. It wouldn’t be an attack—it wouldn’t be anything they’re expecting. I would be in and out before they even thought to look around. They have more than enough fire starters between them—they probably wouldn’t even notice it missing for days.”

      I stared into the fire, the licking embers melting down the wood, emitting comforting warmth. If we didn’t have it, it’d be a damn cold night.

      “I’m stealth incarnate, remember?” Charlotte said, trying to lighten the mood.

      I surrendered a small smile.

      “Alexis, what are the odds she pulls this off?” I asked the fox-girl bluntly.

      She shrugged. “I’d favor her a solid sixty-forty. Bonus points for how badly she wants to prove us wrong.”

      The cat-girl folded her arms, staring both of us down.

      I sighed, wiping my rough hands down my face.

      “If we’re gonna do this, we’re gonna do it right,” I remarked in defeat. It was all Charlotte needed to start celebrating. “No needless killing—we don’t need George’s men seeking any more retribution while we’ve got Duncan to worry about.”

      “Got it, no senseless murder,” Charlotte said with an buzzing smile.

      “You girls are gonna kill me,” I sighed, throwing myself backwards into the dirt and staring up at the stars. The Milky Way shone bright above us, illuminating the far end of our galaxy.

      “Not if George or Duncan does it first,” Alexis joked.

      We all chuckled, but we couldn’t escape the reality that the joke rang uncomfortably true. We had too many enemies to be courting death like this…but Ellen needed a fire starter, and, apparently, we needed to flirt with danger a little more than we already had this week.
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      Despite Charlotte’s insistence that it wasn’t necessary, we spent the whole next day staking out George’s camp.

      There were fourteen of them, by my count, and they were each as ugly as the last. Where in the hell George had found these guys, I couldn’t fathom—they were all twig thin from barely knowing how to feed themselves, with wide, sunken eyes.

      And they all had ears and tails.

      From Charlotte and my vantage point in a nearby Scarlet Oak, I could see the tails wagging back and forth behind each man—some dog like George’s, some thick horse tails accompanied by matching long faces and buck teeth. Some were donkeys and some looked like mules. One small man even had the darkened eyes and striped tail of a raccoon.

      In the light, I could see that Lasso King had a cat tail like Charlotte’s, only his was ash gray and raggedy. One of his cat ears had a small chunk taken out of it.

      Finally, I understood how George’s men could survive in the wild, pursuing us up the mountain where Duncan’s men were too afraid. They were all mutant, not just George—and, like me and the girls, they didn’t have to worry that the foliage might poison them. They were immune.

      About twelve of my best defense plans got flushed down the toilet with that overdue realization.

      “Does it bother you,” I whispered to Charlotte, who was perched on a branch above mine, “that they don’t seem to have any sympathy for mutant girls? Considering…”

      Charlotte peered down at the camp, studying it closely as she had done silently for over an hour.

      “Yes and no,” she finally replied quietly. “When the animal evolution happened, the boys were the first to be born…and the first to be killed. Parents, especially out in rural areas like this, were scared of what they didn’t understand. By the time the first mutant girl was born, it was seen less as a curse and more as a rarity. We were immediately commodified, yes, but at least most of us survived.”

      I considered this.

      “So you don’t resent the mutant men who would sell you to the highest bidder?”

      She shrugged. “Of course I do. But I resent the unmutated people more, for breeding the fear and hatred surrounding us, then blaming us for killing one another. The mutant men are nothing more than scared puppies, trying to assert dominance over weaker beings because unmutated men assert dominance over them. It’s a power game. I try to stay out of those.”

      “Hm,” I remarked, remembering the malice in George’s words as he described how little remorse he had for selling mutant girls for supplies. And how violently he hated Duncan, the All American, red-blooded, unmutated jackass.

      “You know, you might be the smartest mutated cat-girl I’ve ever met,” I whispered to Charlotte.

      She chuckled quietly, looking down to roll her eyes at me.

      “Have we watched them long enough to satisfy your obsession with due diligence?” she questioned.

      “When do they sleep?” I asked.

      “About an hour after sundown,” she replied instantly. “They eat dinner around the fire and pass a bottle of liquor around the circle, I’m guessing homemade moonshine. George and his second in command—”

      “Lasso King,” I cut in.

      Charlotte scoffed. “Yeah, Lasso Jester is more like it. They go off and discuss whatever it is two idiots can discuss for fifteen minutes before everyone turns in. They sleep in their packs around the fire, except for two who have hammocks.” She pointed at the site, the two strung up beds. “One man stays up to keep watch, never George—he sleeps on the edge of the site under that tree. Sometimes he stays up sharpening his knife, but he’s always out before the fire dies down.”

      “Damn, girl, how long have you been casing them?”

      She shrugged. “Since we started building the safehouse.”

      I shook my head in disbelief. The things you miss when you’re out cold from the exhaustion of manual labor and amazing sex.

      “Where does the guard sit?” I asked.

      Charlotte pointed to a particularly large tree at the center of their camp. “There.”

      “And what’s your plan, exactly?”

      She smiled. “I’m going to run in and steal the fire starter they always keep next to the fire.”

      “In the center of the campsite,” I said flatly. “Right in front of the tree where the guard sits.”

      “The guard will be asleep, they fall asleep every night. It’s basically a symbolic position.”

      I huffed.

      “This is your plan? Waltz in and hope no one happens to wake up?”

      “I’ll be in and out in less than ten seconds. What, did you think I had a heat seeking missile up my sleeve?”

      “No,” I replied, “but I thought we’d have…something clever. A distraction, maybe.”

      “Sounds like a great way to wake up fourteen conveniently sleeping men,” Charlotte said back.

      I looked up at her.

      “You know, you didn’t used to be this sassy, darlin’,” I deadpanned.

      She smiled sweetly. “You didn’t use to know me so well.”
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      I accompanied Charlotte as close as possible to the site without risking being seen. My heart was pounding. It was probably two a.m.

      The cat-girl wore her black tank top and black shorts, her long dark hair was braided down her back, and she had spread dark mud from the river up and down her skin. I thought it was overkill, until Alexis offered to spread it all over Charlotte’s body while I watched. Then I got on board quickly.

      The man keeping guard was fast asleep—it was raccoon-boy tonight, and his dark eyes had been closed for twenty minutes, his chest moving up and down in a steady rhythm. Charlotte was itching to take off, but I held her back by her muddy wrist.

      “We should have a signal,” I said. “For if I see anyone wake up.”

      “No one is going to wake up,” she replied.

      “But if anyone does, listen for the coo of an owl.”

      I did my impression quickly, the barn owl I had listened to every night in bed. Charlotte cocked her head, impressed.

      “What if an actual owl coos?” she asked. “And I can’t tell the difference?”

      “Just get in and out,” I told her, rolling my eyes. “And be careful.”

      Charlotte winked one bright green eye and disappeared into the night.

      I had to give her credit: she truly was stealth incarnate. I almost lost her while looking right at her—she moved like wind, making hardly any noise and streaking with intense speed through the forest. By the dying light of the now-embers fire, she looked like nothing more than a passing shadow.

      My heart raced as she darted directly into the center of the camp, snatching up the fire starter without slowing down.

      And then George rustled, turning over on his back.

      I cooed loudly, and Charlotte, still twenty feet from the edge of their clearing, dropped to the ground. George sat up, scanning the site. Charlotte looked like nothing more than a dark shadow on the forest floor—if you weren’t looking too closely. And I prayed to the heavens George wasn’t.

      But he didn’t lay back down. He sat rod straight, staring into the night, letting his eyes adjust. I could hear the blood rushing in my ears, and I knew I had to do something—quick.

      Before I could formulate a plan, I was sprinting through the trees, rounding the clearing to put myself behind George and as far the opposite way of Charlotte as possible. Then I halted to a stop in front of an oak tree and snapped a large branch, the loud crack piercing through the night.

      The dark figure of George stood up immediately and turned in my direction. We met eyes. I fled.

      All I could think as I sprinted through the trees was please let Charlotte be safe, cursing myself over and over for letting her convince me this idiotically risky plan was somehow worth it. The wind whipped past my face, the branches scraping my arms, but I kept running, even when my lungs screamed for air, even when my legs howled like wolves, even when my heart pounded at my chest to stop, I ran. For as long as George pursued me in this direction, Charlotte could escape the campsite in the other.

      Eventually I approached the river—the Northern bend rougher and faster than in our lazy corner through the forest—and without thinking, I dove in, letting the strong current take me.

      And as my head whipped up for air, I spotted a tall, lean figure in the darkness, panting on the shore. Under the stars of the Milky Way, George watched me float away with the silent stance of an ever-watching scarecrow, and the river carried me off to God knows where.
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      The river carried me fast.

      As soon as I was sure George could no longer see me, I angled my body towards the edge of the river, narrowly avoiding being thrown into rocks and fallen logs by the rushing current in the shallower water. The longer I remained submerged, the colder I got—until, by the time I was forcibly slowed down by ramming into a thick tree branch, I could hardly feel my fingers and toes.

      Sputtering in the rushing current, I grabbed hold of the branch and pulled myself against the water to shore, throwing my weakened body on the bank and panting on my back for a minute—that is, before the shock wore off and the pain set in.

      I sat up and took stock of my limbs—all there, notwithstanding a large, bloody gash up my forearm where I’d scraped across the tree branch. Breathing through my nose to hold back the nausea, I crawled back to the river and rinsed the wound, taking off my wet t-shirt and wrapping it around my arm to quell the bleeding.

      Then I stood up on wobbly legs and began my long hike back to the safehouse.

      I had exited the river on the opposite side I’d entered it, so I followed the curve back, staying under cover of the forest. The cool night air refused to dry my soaked pants and socks, keeping them torturously cold and moist as I traveled. My teeth chattered against the cold, and I broke into a light jog every so often to get my blood flowing. Blood pounded through my head, then leaked through the t-shirt wrapping my arm, which I wrung out every fifteen minutes or so and then reapplied to the wound.

      I tried not to think about infection, or exhaustion, or the cold. I tried not to think about if Charlotte made it out safely, or Alexis waiting for us to return, or Ellen cowering in the trees, stuck halfway between Duncan’s world and ours. I thought only of the next step I’d take, and then the one after that.

      The hours passed slowly.

      Until, eventually, I made it home.

      Pale morning sun crept through the fluorescent leaves in the trees as I spotted the thick willow branches signaling the entrance to our secret path across the river. Thankfully, the river banks were much closer together at this end, and the current flowed lazily, glittering with the first light of dawn. I waded into the water without thinking, gritting my teeth to the cold, exhaustion weighing my thoughts down into one singular focal point: home. Almost home.

      The water was so shallow at this bend I didn’t get wet above my belly button, thank God. I emerged on the other side, crawled through the wall of willow branches, and limped, at long last, into our camp.

      “Oh my god, Jonas!” Charlotte’s voice sobbed.

      I looked up to find the cat-girl running at me with tears in her eyes. I dropped to my knees into the soft grass, and then all I saw was black.
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      When I woke up, I was warm.

      Not just warm—but swaddled. I opened my eyes to find that I was lying in the bed we’d made for Ellen, surrounded in every direction by blankets.

      I tried to move, and my body yelled at me to slow my roll.

      “Shhhh,” a calming voice sounded.

      It was Alexis, sitting on a tree stump next to the bed. She was spreading a strange, pale green gunk into the gash on my forearm.

      “What…what is that?” I managed to say.

      “It will stop the inflammation,” she said softly. “Take the bite out of the burn.”

      I exhaled, dropping my heavy head back onto the pillow.

      “Thank you for putting it into words a country boy can understand,” I rasped.

      Her soft chuckle permeated the quiet morning air.

      “Even half-dead, he has to go for the joke,” Alexis chided.

      “Is he awake?”

      Charlotte appeared in the open front wall of the safehouse—and she looked, to put it nicely, absolutely wrecked. Her long dark braid was frizzy and mussed up, her clothes dirty, her face streaked with tears. As soon as she saw me, she burst into sobs again, dropping to her knees at my bed and wrapping her arms around my chest.

      “We thought you were dead,” she choked out, her tears leaking moisture onto my bare chest. “I thought it was my fault.”

      I rubbed slow circles on her back, soothing her as she got it all out. Although she had washed off the mud from last night, she still smelled of damp river earth.

      “I’m alright, I’m alright,” I assured her. “Just took a little midnight swim.”

      Alexis snorted, finishing with her salve and moving to the cooking stove. I couldn’t help but notice the newly obtained fire-starter hanging from a hook against the wall.

      “At least we got that damn fleet mag-who-see-what matchstick,” I sighed, closing my eyes again.

      Charlotte sat up, wiping her eyes.

      “Yes, we got it,” she said.

      “You got out okay?” I asked.

      She nodded, sniffing and trying to compose herself.

      “With George distracted, I escaped quickly. By the time he came back from chasing you and woke up the others, I was long gone.”

      “No one followed you?” I checked.

      “No,” she assured. “I ran a wild path back to be sure.”

      I nodded. “Good. And it wasn’t your fault, Charlotte. I think George might also be part bat.”

      The two girls shared a funny look I didn’t quite understand. I chalked it up to exhaustion and lay back again.

      “Uh uh, sit up, mister,” Alexis chided, walking over with a steaming bowl of soup. It smelled like fish and fresh cut grass. “Eat this, it will warm you up.”

      I sat up against the wishes of my groaning muscles, leaning back against the wall and eating the soup. It tasted better than I expected—thank all the stars in the heavens.

      Charlotte and Alexis, satisfied that I was finally awake, healing, eating, and warming, sat on either side of me on the bed, their legs folded underneath them, their tails curled up and grazing my bare skin.

      “You were shivering like crazy when you got here,” Charlotte said, rubbing a protective hand up and down my shoulder.

      “Trembling in anticipation of seeing you two again,” I joked.

      Alexis smiled, but then her face went soft.

      “We were really, really worried before you got back,” she admitted. “I…”

      “She just about lost her mind,” Charlotte cut in.

      I met Alexis’s amber eyes, now cast down in embarrassment.

      “Lex, is that true?” I asked. “The mysterious fox was worried about me?”

      Alexis rolled her eyes and shoved me playfully, almost spilling my soup.

      “Maybe,” she admitted, sounding like a school girl trying not to admit she had a crush. “You weren’t coming back and…I started to think about how much you’ve helped us these last few weeks. And how much…I don’t want to do this without you.”

      “She cried,” Charlotte added. “A lot.”

      “Shut up!” Alexis cried. “You cried too!”

      “Duh,” Charlotte agreed, her fingers pushing up into the back of my hair. Her long fingernails scratched gently along my scalp, making me close my eyes in relaxation. “We’d be lost without you, Jonas.”

      I chuckled softly.

      “I think you were doing just fine before I showed up to complicate your lives.”

      Alexis touched a small finger to my bottom lip, making me open my eyes to meet hers.

      “I’m glad you’re safe,” she whispered.

      I nodded, knowing the many walls she had to take down inside herself just to admit this to me.

      I finished my soup as the girls fussed over me, Alexis wrapping my wound in a fresh bandage and Charlotte making sure my toes were finally warming up. In the light of day with the cooking fire blazing, the semi-finished cabin felt toasty.

      “So,” I said, “now that we have our all-important fire starter, when should we contact Ellen?”

      “Maybe we should put the front wall up first?” Charlotte suggested.

      “Well, yeah, I’d like the place to have four walls before we do the grand reveal, but that’ll be soon, don’t you think, Lex?”

      Alexis shrugged.

      “I suppose,” was all she said.

      I eyed her for a moment. “Is there something on your mind?”

      She shrugged again. “Nothing, I just…last night really made me realize how careful we have to be. What if we give Ellen this safehouse, and Duncan still finds her somehow? Between George and him…it just feels like we’ll never be able to stop looking over our shoulders.”

      I shook my head.

      “Duncan won’t be finding anybody after we deal with him,” I declared. “Do you remember the first night I met you, Lex? You were shell-shocked from all the trouble we brought to your door, and you didn’t know if this fight was worth it. Do you remember what you asked me?”

      Alexis considered. “I asked you what you were going to do with Duncan.”

      I nodded. “And what did I say?”

      The corner of her mouth twitched up. “You said you’d make him regret ever being born. And then you’d kill him.”

      I nodded. “Duncan ain’t surviving this fight. He’s hurt too many people to get that luxury. After this is over, you and the rest of the girls will never have to worry about him again.”

      Alexis nodded, but I could tell a part of her still feared Duncan’s retribution.

      “It’s funny,” she said, sitting back on the bed with me and Charlotte. “You remind me of him sometimes.”

      “Lex!” Charlotte chided.

      “Not like that,” Alexis told her friend. “Just…there’s a reason Duncan is the owner of so much land…and so many people. He talks like he’s fighting for something he believes in, like he’s on the right side of history somehow. Like he has a righteous claim to his land. Back in the beginning, I used to believe him—we all used to, and all his men, plus even some of the girls, they still believe him.”

      I considered this for a moment.

      “I’m not really seeing the part where me and him are similar, unless you’ve got some complaints about me to lodge right quick,” I told her.

      Alexis chuckled a little.

      “No, no,” she replied, “what I mean is…in every way Duncan is full of shit, you’re the real deal, Jonas. He talks about the farm as his birthright. He talks about protecting the girls from danger, about justice and fairness in a cruel, cold world. About doing ‘the right thing.’ But it’s all bullshit. It’s all lies, and the scary part is: he believes them himself. He really believes he has a right to that land, that he has a right to mistreat anyone under his care, because they owe him for his protection.”

      Charlotte’s bright green eyes were haunted as she considered the truth of Alexis’s words.

      “The only person Duncan cares about protecting is himself,” Charlotte declared. “Lex, you don’t know, but…it’s gotten even worse since you left. He imposed a no speaking unless spoken to rule, after Jordan spoke her mind a few too many times in front of him.”

      The fox-girl shook her head in disgust.

      “He treats the girls as his servants,” Charlotte explained to me. “We run the house, cook his food, tend the livestock, gather eggs and milk. Do everything he asks.”

      “Basically run the whole farm for no pay?” I questioned in anger.

      “The men run the heavy machinery,” Alexis said. “And patrol the grounds. But that’s pretty much it.”

      “And get drunk, and terrorize the girls whenever they feel like it,” Charlotte added.

      “And all the while Duncan tells us you should be thanking me for protecting you,” Alexis spat.

      My hands clenched into fists around the blankets on the bed, rage coursing through me at the thought of this absolute piece of shit running my farm, sleeping in my bed. Mistreating all those people under the guise of helping them.

      “My grandmother had a term for men like him,” I said. “Scum on the scum.”

      Charlotte raised an eyebrow at me.

      “Because they ain’t even deserve to be called the scum on the bottom of your shoe,” I explained, remembering my grandmother’s lilting voice, her hearty laugh.

      The girls both smiled at the comparison.

      “After we’re done with him, he’ll know for certain how grateful you were for his protection,” I told Charlotte and Alexis. “In fact, he won’t have a doubt in his mind.”

      Alexis flashed a wide, devious grin, her teeth seeming sharper than usual, her orange fox ears pointed up through her hair.

      “Sounds perfect to me,” she snarled.

      A chill ran up my spine. These girls were out for blood, and I was ready to lead the charge.
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      The safehouse was finally complete.

      We had even managed to find a door—albeit an old, rusty porch door, but it was a door nonetheless. Alexis and I installed the final touches while Charlotte gathered wildflowers, placing them in a clean crystal vase on the kitchen table.

      Ellen had a new home. Now all we had to do was find her.

      “So let me get this straight,” I said to Alexis, trying to sum up the information she’d just given me. “You have no idea where the throughway is, you have no established meeting place or way to communicate with Ellen, and every time you decide to take a trip down the mountain she just happens to magically show up where you are?”

      Alexis thought for a moment, pursing her lips.

      “Yep, sounds about right.”

      “Crap on a cracker,” I said, collapsing onto a stump and throwing my head into my hands.

      “She came to us before, she’ll do it again,” Alexis said, hardly convincing herself.

      “We’ve been out here for weeks and she hasn’t revealed herself since that first night,” I countered. “We need to find her and we need it to be on our terms. We can’t scare her away again.”

      “Well, I can’t help you there, Jonas,” Alexis said with exasperation, sitting down to stir another batch of that pale green medicinal salve. The gunk squelched in her wooden bowl, and I tried not to think about the gash finally on its way to healing on my forearm.

      “Are we ready to find Ellen?” Charlotte asked, opening the screen door with a bucket of fresh water from the river.

      “I don’t know, ask Alexis,” I said.

      “He’s being dramatic,” Alexis replied, sounding bored with the conversation. “We don’t find Ellen, Ellen finds us.”

      “Well…when can we expect her to do that?” Charlotte asked.

      “Whenever she feels like it, I guess!” Alexis said.

      Charlotte and I shared a look.

      “How is it that she always knows where to meet you?” Charlotte asked her friend.

      Alexis shrugged.

      “I never asked. I come down every month or so and trade her supplies. I always camp in a different spot, yet she always manages to find me.”

      I thought for a moment.

      “Do you always take the miner’s pass through the mountain from your den?” I asked suddenly.

      “Yeah, why?” Alexis asked.

      Gears started turning in my brain, and I summoned a mental map of the area. I’d stared at old maps of the land since I was kid with my grandfather, watching his nimble fingers mark out the history of where our property started and ended, following the path of the stream as it widened and narrowed, curving around the outer edge of the mountain. He showed me the tunnels the miners built, the railroads they used to transport coal to the city, long since decommissioned. And he showed me the routes slaves had built through the tunnels to escape plantations on the Underground Railroad before the Civil War.

      “She’s using a tunnel,” I said out loud.

      “Huh?”

      Alexis and Charlotte were staring at me with confusion on their faces.

      “A tunnel, the tunnels the miners built that the slaves extended, there must be one that runs underneath the farm and spits out in the miner’s pass on the edge of the mountain. That’s how she knows when you’re coming—she can probably hear the echo of your footsteps down the whole damn mountain in that tunnel. She knows exactly where it’ll spit you out and she probably follows you from there.”

      Alexis blinked. “Shit,” she said. “You’re right.”

      Charlotte kissed me on the cheek.

      “Smart and gorgeous,” she crooned. “How does he do it?”

      I rolled my eyes.

      “Somewhere between gettin’ electrocuted and stumblin’ through the woods I figured it out, I guess,” I replied, standing up and throwing supplies into my pack.

      “Where are you going?” Charlotte asked.

      “I’m going to get Ellen.”

      Alexis stood up now too.

      “Well, we’re going with you!” she insisted.

      “No, you’re not,” I told her. “We’ve got George’s men patrolling the area in every direction and so much heat on us right now I think we’re getting sunburns. It’s safer if I go retrieve her alone.”

      Charlotte opened her mouth to protest, but I interrupted.

      “No one’s keeping you from the fight, Charlotte,” I said, answering her accusation before I could make it. “I promise that when I take Duncan down, you’ll be right there with me. This is just a quick trip to get Ellen, and I think we can all agree it’s safest if I go alone.”

      She closed her mouth again, her tail twitching with agitation.

      “Fine,” she huffed, sitting down on the bed with her arms crossed, “just don’t get into any fun combat without me.”

      I scoffed, grabbing my axe from behind the door.

      “Wouldn’t dream of it, darlin’.”

      Then I was off.
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      It took only an hour or so to travel back to the base of the mountain.

      Instead of spending hours climbing up to the tunnel, I looked around on the ground, searching for any connecting passages or hidden caves. If my theory were correct, the tunnel to the farm would have to be somewhere in this area, connecting to the pass we’d taken above—but I doubted Ellen climbed a whole mountain every time she wanted to go home. It had to be close to the ground…I just had to find it.

      I spent half the morning searching fruitlessly for hidden caves, venturing into more than a few dead ends and risking a run-in with any wolves or bear dens that might be hidden there. I doubted my axe would do much good against a mama bear protecting her cubs.

      After a while, I moved to higher ground, figuring that the closer I got to Alexis’s pass through the mountain, the closer I’d be to Ellen’s tunnel—if I had to reenter that dark pass alone and feel around in the dark for passageways, I’d have to do it. All I knew for sure was that I wasn’t coming home without at least talking to her.

      It was from the top of a steep granite rock wall that I saw movement in the trees below.

      Fast enough to be a rabbit, quiet enough to be a woman living on the fringe, her survival dependent on not being spotted. I jumped down from the wall, my knees biting on the landing, and darted after her through the woods.

      Ellen was fast—but limited by shorter legs than I. For that reason alone, I managed to keep her in my line of sight, but not close enough for her to know I was following. I wanted to shout out her name—but shouting in these woods, especially this close to Duncan’s settlement, wasn’t too wise. If I could just get a little closer…

      The rabbit-girl darted through the forest, leading us along the edge of the mountain, north to my old farm, taking us closer and closer to Duncan and his men with every step and hop. She was heading back home, leading me right to the hidden tunnel—

      I hadn’t had this thought for more than half a second before she hung a hard right, darting through a thick cover of trees towards the base of the mountain. Suddenly, a dark archway emerged from behind the fluorescent green foliage, a forgotten railroad pass leading directly into the railway tunnels. How I never found this before I had no idea, but this had to be Ellen’s pass.

      As she dashed directly towards the entrance, I noticed a strange darkness in the bright green trees above her. My heart nearly stopped as I saw that hanging over the entrance to the cave, perched in a tree, was a man.

      And he was holding a gun.

      My voice caught in my throat. I put on a burst of speed just as the man dropped down from his branch like a pouncing cougar, landing with his back to me and startling the living hell out of Ellen, who turned to face him in the dark entrance of the cave. I sprinted at them furiously, praying I wouldn’t reveal myself, praying I would reach them before it was too late—

      “…knew you was escaping the farm somehow,” the man was sneering to Ellen, whose eyes were wide, her whole body trembling. His gun was pointed directly at her head. “Now you and I are gonna march back home and show Duncan exactly what—”

      He didn’t finish that sentence.

      In the second he heard my approach, I launched my axe at him, and it caught directly in the center of his chest as he turned around to face me. As the man dropped to his knees, I couldn’t tell who looked more shocked—him or Ellen.

      A trickle of blood leaked from the corner of the man’s mouth, and his brown eyes met mine with pure confusion and shock as I braced my foot on his shoulder and ripped my axe from his chest, letting the blood spurt and flow freely down his body. He collapsed onto the ground, and within moments, he was dead.

      “Are you alright?” I asked Ellen, panting.

      She looked to be in shock, her tall ears stuck straight up, her whole body still trembling as she looked back and forth from the dead body to me. Her large, round eyes, I noticed, were sky blue in the daylight. They must have only turned red at night.

      Setting my bloody axe gently on the ground and stepping away from it slowly, I approached Ellen with my palms out, showing her I meant her no harm.

      “Do you remember me?” I asked her, trying to instill a calmness in my voice that did not exactly match our current situation.

      All she could manage was a tight nod.

      “Good,” I said. “My name is Jonas, if you forgot. I came out here today to find you. To show you what Alexis and Charlotte and I have been working on for you.”

      She swallowed, looking again at the dead man on the ground.

      “That was Rodney,” she whispered. “One of Duncan’s men. You killed one of Duncan’s men.”

      I nodded.

      “He had a gun on you, ma’am. And I didn’t much appreciate that.”

      Ellen’s large front teeth bit her bottom lip, and she stared at me, studying me intensely.

      “Duncan will come after you,” she whispered.

      “Oh, I count on that,” I replied. “I’ve got plenty of men after me, but you don’t have to worry about them. I’ll take care of it. In the meantime, I’ve got a safehouse for you, if you don’t want to return to the farm.”

      Her blonde brows furrowed down, her movie star hair blowing softly in the breeze.

      “A safehouse?” she repeated. “Is that what you’ve been working on? In the meadow?”

      “Yes,” I replied, “I thought you might be watching. It’s a place for you to live, so you don’t have to feel trapped on Duncan’s settlement. We got four walls, a door, even a window. There’s a bed and rations for months, medical supplies, an outhouse. You could even plant a garden, if you liked. Grow your own food.”

      Ellen’s large blue eyes blinked at me.

      “I don’t understand…” she said.

      Of course a girl who’d never had anyone do anything kind for her wouldn’t. I decided to shift my strategy.

      “Come with me,” I told her. “I’ll show you. Alexis and Charlotte are there waiting, and we can introduce you to your new home.”

      “No,” she interrupted. “I don’t understand…why? Why would you build me a home?”

      “Because we wanted you to have a place where you felt safe, outside of the farm,” I replied.

      Again, she didn’t seem to comprehend this, shaking her head blankly at me.

      “You told me you didn’t believe anyone would do anything for you without expecting something in return,” I explained. “Well, I want you to know that’s not true. There are people out there who care about you, who want nothing from you but to know you’re safe. There is good in the world still, Ellen. I promise. You just have to come with me to see it.”

      She remained still, only her nose twitching back and forth.

      I looked down at the bloody corpse on the grass, the dark tunnel behind us. This wasn’t the best setting to calm a girl down.

      I picked up the man’s gun and checked it for bullets. It was loaded, thank goodness. I popped the safety on and handed it to Ellen by the handle.

      “Do you want to carry the gun?” I asked her.

      She bit down a small, confused smile, and nodded, taking the gun from me and holding it gently in her hands, like it might fall apart if she touched it the wrong way.

      Trying not to scare her off, I picked up my axe and started walking slowly back to the camp.

      When I glanced back, she was following.
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      “There’s rumors on the farm about you,” was the first thing Ellen said to me.

      We’d been walking for twenty minutes or so, and the path I was drawing back to the safehouse rounded far South to stay far from Duncan’s settlement, lengthening our journey by a good few miles. But it felt worth it—I didn’t need a reason to kill another man today. The blood on my axe leaked a hard iron smell into the fragrant forest, and I wished I could wash it off. We were far from the river.

      “Rumors,” I repeated. “Any good ones?”

      Ellen had finally submitted to walking beside me, although her eyes darted suspiciously over to me every so often. She held the gun limply in her left hand like a child carrying a large stick, scraping it against trees she passed on our path. It was a Glock 47. I’d never seen one outside of TV shows about the Secret Service.

      “Not exactly,” she replied. “They keep talking about how George has a new man on his team. How they’re worried it means he’s finally planning to launch an attack.”

      I chuckled.

      “Duncan’s men think I’m working for George, George’s men think I’m working for Duncan. I can’t wait to see how they’ll take it when they find out I’m working for two escaped mutant girls and my own damn self.”

      Ellen hummed a small laugh.

      “They’re scared of you,” she said plainly. “They think you’re a mutant too, because you can survive in the woods.”

      “Really,” I said. “What animal they figure I’m crossed with?”

      She looked me up and down plainly, her blue eyes curious.

      “Bear.”

      At that, I couldn’t help but laugh out loud. I clapped a hand over my mouth, regretting the noise.

      “Sorry,” I chuckled, “that’s just…that’s flattering, don’t you think?”

      Ellen smiled, rolling her eyes at me. I couldn’t help but notice the pleasant way her hips swayed as she walked, the puff of her white rabbit tail moving back and forth like a hypnotic pendulum.

      “You are quite large,” she commented. “But I’m failing to notice any ears, or a tail. Unless you’ve got it stuffed in your pants.”

      I shook my head. “Nothing stuffed here. Besides, well…”

      I coughed in embarrassment, regretting that path of conversation. Ellen smiled again at me, and I felt heat spread up my neck.

      “So then, how is it that you can touch everything out here?” Ellen asked. “You’re not wearing protection like Duncan’s men.”

      I shrugged.

      “I just can,” I told her. “Wish I could explain it. You and Alexis could start a club investigating my strangeness. She still seems to think I’m a freak of nature.”

      Ellen chuckled again. I realized I was becoming addicted to making her laugh.

      “Aren’t we all,” she commented softly.

      We walked in silence for a few more minutes, the light breeze blowing her berry and vanilla smell in my direction every so often. I found my mind drifting to fantasies of touching her, grabbing that soft tail, then quickly corrected them back to focusing on our surroundings. We weren’t out of the woods yet—figuratively and literally.

      “I can’t believe Rodney followed me,” Ellen said suddenly. “I was sure all the extra men would be out on Duncan’s assault today. I wasn’t careful enough.”

      “Duncan’s assault?” I questioned.

      Ellen only nodded, staring into the trees.

      “Duncan knows George is planning an attack on the farm. He’s trying to nip it in the bud by beating him in smaller battles in the woods, slowly dismantling his little army until they’re not strong enough to approach the settlement. It’s not a bad plan of defense. You know Duncan used to be a commander in the army? I think he was discharged. No one knows why.”

      “Where is this assault taking place?” I asked, ignoring her question.

      “I’m not sure,” Ellen replied.

      Just then, a gunshot echoed through the forest, making the rabbit-girl jump a good foot into the air and clutch her gun with both hands. I tossed my axe into a better grip, bracing myself for danger in any direction. After another second, men’s voices echoed through the trees West of us. The assault was going down, now, and it was taking place directly between us and the safehouse.

      “C’mon,” I urged Ellen. “We need to find cover.”
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      We didn’t have time to flee, nor did I want to. Ellen and I ran through the forest, flanking the confrontation to the South, until we could see flashes of men in the far distance, gathered in a clearing surrounded by thick trees.

      Getting as close to the fight as possible without being seen, I pointed to a tall oak I intended for Ellen and I to climb. Shel stared back at me like I was crazy.

      It took me half a second to realize it: she’d never climbed a tree. I didn’t have time to chide her for her lack of a childhood, apparently—although it occurred to me to be thankful we didn’t follow through on that treehouse idea. Knowing the battle could start up and extend out of the clearing at any moment, I turned around and grabbed Ellen’s thighs, pulling her onto my back. She wrapped her arms around my neck in shock, the hilt of the gun in her hands pushing into my throat.

      “Hold on tight,” I whispered, placing my axe in the crook of two branches and pulling us up into the tree.

      I thanked every lucky star as I worked that I’d been climbing trees for my entire life, as this seemed to be the moment I’d been unwittingly training for. Pulling myself with the weight of the busty rabbit-girl on my back, a gun choking around my neck, and an axe to move up every few branches proved not so much tricky as laughably difficult, and the fact that Ellen seemed to be afraid of heights didn’t help. Every foot we gained, she clutched onto my body harder, until I felt like a boa constrictor was dead set on cutting off my circulation before I reached the top of the tree.

      After several minutes of strained climbing, I reached a high branch, hidden from the forest floor, with enough foliage to cover us. I set Ellen down in a safe crook between two branches and peeled her off my back, taking the gun from her hands and placing her palms on sturdy holds in the branches. She let me do all of it with fearful paralysis, glancing down once  at the drop and gasping before setting her gaze back on me.

      “You’re okay,” I whispered, placing a hand on her cheek. “I’ve got you. Just stay still and quiet, okay?”

      “Okay,” she squeaked.

      “And Ellen, darlin’,” I added, “try not to look down again.”

      She nodded tightly, and I placed the axe sideways on two branches near her, trusting her to mind it while I climbed up another branch with the gun in my back pocket, looking for a clear view of the battle.

      On a thin branch that bent dangerously under my weight, I finally found a good view.

      The men were facing off in two distinct lines at the center of the clearing, Duncan’s boys clad in their ridiculous long canvas shirts and clipped overall snow pants, gloves and boots protecting their limbs. Most of them held lead pipes or axes.

      George’s men were gaunt, dressed in their classic scraps, and armed with knives and shovels. Raccoon boy was there, holding a homemade slingshot, a bulge on his belt most likely filled with rocks.

      There were two guns in the mix, one on each side, and they were pointed directly at each other. It was a stand-off. And I had a front row seat.

      “…negotiate the terms of our payment,” George’s man with the gun was saying. It took me a moment to recognize him as Lasso King, but sure enough, a rope hung at his belt. From the back, his mangy gray cat tail was rigid, and his sawed-off shotgun was pointed directly at Duncan’s man. I wondered if it even had any bullets in it.

      “There ain’t no payment owed,” the leader of Duncan’s pack replied. With his Glock and his slicked-back haircut, he looked like he could be protecting the president himself—but for the silly outfit.

      I wondered how few guns Duncan had at his disposal, if he could only send one into the assault. Then I wondered how Rodney had managed to get his hands on one. He must have been higher up in rank than I thought—a spy for Duncan whose primary job was to investigate how so many girls were escaping from the farm these days. I’d have to confirm that with Ellen.

      “George disagrees,” Lasso King was saying in his familiar twang. “He spent a damn year takin’ out the owners of six neighborin’ farms, he even made ’em all look like vare-iff-ible accidents, all on the empty promise that your man would keep us a place on the farm. Then the day comes to bring us in and y’all tell us we’re livin’ in damn servant’s quarters, workin’ the fields and beggin’ for scraps? On behalf a’ George and all the mutant men in these here woods, we’d like to say that that dog don’t hunt.”

      “And Duncan sends his regrets that George was not satisfied with the completely fair terms of their agreement,” Duncan’s man responded, icy malice in his voice. “And he’d like to add that animals belong in barns. Not in leadership.”

      A goat-man on George’s side rushed forward in anger, but Lasso King held a hand up to stop him.

      “Slow down there, Gordy,” he said, never taking his eyes off Duncan’s man. “We ain’t done chattin’.”

      The men kept volleying arguments back and forth, but I couldn’t find it in myself to listen. I was reeling from what George had revealed, my knuckles white from how tight my fists were clenched, my vision blurring.

      The Johnsons, the Gutierrezes, the Mathesons, the Neissers. All the neighboring family farms. Even old Sally Gorman down the road, who I’d given legal advice to in my kitchen what felt like decades ago. Their farms weren’t bought, or traded—like I’d foolishly hoped. Those families were killed for their land.

      My old neighbors, who I’d been to town hall meetings with, who I ran into at the feed store, who I got Christmas cards from, who attended my parent’s funeral with heads hung low and promises they’d help me with whatever I needed as I abandoned law school and took over the family farm.

      They were all dead. Killed by George and his men, on Duncan’s orders. Just for living on the wrong scrap of land.

      “Jonas?”

      Ellen’s soft whisper pulled me from my fury. I blinked, remembering where I was, who I was, and what I had to lose.

      “Jonas, are you okay?” she whispered.

      I’d been breathing heavily, I realized. Imagining all those families—their kindnesses to me, the farms they had run for generations. Out of everyone in this once-pleasant country, I was the only one of us left alive to fight. To get revenge on these evil men, blinded by greed.

      I wanted to fight for them, for their children and their legacies. I wanted to fight for my own farm, which I had every unalienable right to. And I wanted to do it now.

      “I’m fine,” I whispered to Ellen, pulling the gun from my back pocket and steadying it on a branch in front of me. I lined up my first target. It wasn’t a gun built for long-range targets, but a man could try.

      “Jonas, what are you doing?” Ellen whispered to me in a panic.

      “I’m fighting back,” I said, exhaling a steady breath.

      Then I pulled the trigger.
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      Lasso King went down instantly, my bullet hitting a bullseye on the back of his head.

      A splatter of blood and bits of brain and skull stuck to the cheek of Duncan’s man holding the Glock. He wiped it off, then all twenty men turned and looked directly at me.

      Did I not exactly think this one through? I considered as I dropped dangerously down through the branches, half-climbing, half-falling to the forest floor, passing a terrified and furious Ellen on the way down.

      When my feet hit the forest floor, men were bursting out of the clearing, aiming directly for me. I wanted to ask Ellen to drop my axe, but I couldn’t now without revealing I had a hidden accomplice in the tree. I’d dragged the rabbit-girl into this insane fight—the least I could do was keep her hidden until it ended.

      The first attack hit the tree trunk behind me, an axe narrowly missing me and landing blade-first in the wood. I ducked behind the tree, clutching my gun.

      One deep breath, two deep breaths. When you’re outnumbered, you gotta act first, my grandfather taught me all those years ago.

      I jumped out, took aim, and fired first.

      It was one of George’s mutant men I hit, and he went down instantly with a wound to the chest. My next bullet went to a horse-man, who I got in the shoulder, then poor raccoon boy, whose slingshot dropped as I shot him in the stomach. A lead pipe ricocheted painfully off my ribcage, knocking the wind out of me for a moment, but I fought against keeling over. The rest of George’s men scattered into the trees, terrified by my marksmanship.

      Duncan’s men seemed to be locked in indecision at the edge of the clearing—unsure if I was friend or foe. I wanted to change that.

      Throwing all caution to the wind, I sprinted like hell towards Duncan’s men, pointing my gun and firing wildly until it began to click empty, thinking only of all the families that were dead because of these men and their leader. The heavily clad non-mutants scattered, officially convinced I was foe, not friend.

      I’d managed to take one out with a shot to the abdomen, but my other two bullets had been clean misses, serving only as intimidation while I attacked. I shoved the empty gun in my back pocket, stupidly hopeful I might find another clip before I died.

      My plan was to draw Duncan’s men back into the clearing, rounding them up in the open, but I halted in shock as the slicked-back leader appeared in my peripheral, pointing his Glock directly at my head. Like an idiotic deer in the headlights, I froze.

      And I would’ve been dead right there but for the mule-man who whacked Duncan’s man in the skull with a shovel before he fired. The Glock dropped out of his hands and the mule-man picked it up in victory, running away.

      Chaos officially erupted.

      The two sides seemed to realize now was as good a time as any to start killing each other, capitalizing on the bloodbath I’d begun. I sprinted into the clearing and grabbed the sawed-off shotgun out of Lasso King’s dead hands, turning and pointing it at the first man I saw coming after me with a lead pipe—one of Duncan’s. I fired—and nothing happened.

      “Fool me twice, you bastards,” I muttered in annoyance, tossing the gun in the air and catching it with my right hand as Duncan’s man came down on me. I struck him across the face with the shotgun at the last possible moment, figuring it could at least serve as a blunt object if George couldn’t bother to load his guns with any damn bullets.

      The man went down holding his pipe, clutching his head in pain, and I took the opportunity to bolt—running directly back into the fight.

      With the two sides in combat, it was easy to slip into close range, pointing my prop gun at opponents for just enough time to catch them off guard before delivering blows to their skulls with the gun like I was trying to win the World Series on an out-of-the-park homerun. This plan of attack failed me, however, when I tried it on one of George’s boys, a donkey-man with grotesque buck teeth wielding a rusty rake. He knew for a fact that the gun was never loaded, and instead of pausing, he took me out at the ankles with the rake.

      Barrel rolling across the forest floor, I stood up and faced donkey-boy, who panted viciously at me—the persistent wrench in their plans. He shoved the points of the rake into my abdomen, pushing me backwards towards the trunk of a nearby tree. I felt the rusty metal beginning to pierce my skin as I spun out of the hold at the last second, rounding the tree trunk in a full circle and ducking under the rake to tackle donkey-man onto the ground by the knees. The rake clattered to the ground, and a gunshot echoed through the air in the distance as I jumped on top of my attacker, placing the barrel of my shotgun over his neck and pushing down as hard as I could. His limbs flailed, punching and kneeing my body desperately, but I was bigger and heavier than him and after half a minute he went limp.

      I blinked, staring at his grotesque, donkey-toothed face. Then I remembered Ellen in the tree. I had to get her out of here.

      Standing up, I saw that one of Duncan’s men had the Glock back in his possession. He tossed it to the leader with the slicked-back hair, who scanned the trees quickly until he found me, his primary target. I jumped behind a tree trunk as he fired, and the bullet left a red line of blood across the side of my bicep.

      Breathe, I commanded myself, gritting my teeth to my burning arm. Think.

      Duncan’s man was surely coming for me. My only option was to run.

      I threw my body into a somersault away from the tree, trying to throw him off with my low level. It worked—and a bullet zinged over my head. I immediately launched myself to the left and then the right, standing up and zig zagging for my life. Another bullet grazed past my shoulder, and I zagged again, drawing a nonsensical path back towards Ellen. As long as I stayed unpredictable—and lucky—I could stay alive.

      Bullets continued to zoom past my body as I pushed past the point of my stamina, weaving between thick trees while Duncan’s man chased me, determined not to give up on killing me. I rushed back through the edge of the clearing, using the men engaged in hand-to-hand combat as cover, jumping over bodies lying on the forest floor. I had no plan but to keep running, no weapon available to me that could fight back against a gun—the sawed-off shotgun in my hand was clearly useless, and Duncan’s man knew it. My only choice was to keep fleeing, racking my brain for another option—

      I sprinted past Ellen’s tree, not even daring to glance up. Behind me, I heard a loud thunk.

      Turning around, I saw that Duncan’s man was on the ground, disoriented, clutching his skull in pain and confusion. And my axe was lying next to him. Someone had dropped it by the handle from a high branch, directly onto his head.

      I knew I liked Ellen, I thought as I sprinted back, baseball sliding through the moss as the man regained his steadiness and pointed his gun. In a stroke of either pure idiocy or pure genius, I grabbed a handful of moss from the forest floor and smashed it into his face while he fired a shot perilously close past my head, leaving a trail of heat along my ear.

      All at once, his screams ripped through the forest, the pure agony of the moss’s burn on his flesh scaring even me. I stepped away from him in surprise, grabbing my axe but not daring to try for the gun clutched in his hand as he writhed in blind pain on the forest floor. As the moss fell away, I saw that his flesh was angry red and bubbling, leaving horrifying holes of bone and sinew as it melted away.

      Charlotte had described the effects of the foliage poison to me, but I had no idea it would be this horrifying. Stumbling backwards, I momentarily lost my good judgment as I watched his face melt.

      “Jonas!” Ellen’s voice whispered urgently from above me. “Look out!”

      Another of Duncan’s men rushed at me with an axe, and I met it with my own as he swung, the metal clang echoing through the woods. We both stumbled away from each other on impact, axe versus axe, gripping our weapons and preparing to fight. The man stood at nearly seven foot, taller and heavier than I was—an opponent I wasn’t used to facing. Plus—if the now Two-Face impersonator survived, he was still holding a gun I had no defense against.

      I squared up, prepared to fight for my life.

      Then—there was a roar.

      Not a human roar. An animal roar. The roar of a full-grown Black Bear.

      Every man froze in place, turning to face the angry animal stalking out of the trees. The blood drained from my body, and I dared a glance up at Ellen, who was clutching onto a branch for dear life. I knew as well as anyone that bears could climb trees. They could run too, faster than any human could.

      The bear roared again, its muscles rippling under slick black fur—and that was enough for every man to take off running for their lives. Duncan’s remaining group dashed North through the trees back to the settlement, the giant before me grabbing Two-Face by one arm and dragging him along into a run. George’s men dashed South, back to their camp and the dog-man himself.

      Leaving me, standing there alone with an angry bear.

      It took me three whole seconds to remember I’d been watching out for black bears my whole life. That my grandfather and my father had grown up in these very woods, had taught me everything I needed to know about not getting mauled.

      So I made myself big, holding the axe out with my arms up, and began to yell.

      “Hyah, hyah!” I shouted, jumping towards the bear with as much intimidation as I could muster. “Hyah! Git! Git!”

      Make yourself an enemy not worth fighting, my father always told me. Get loud and in charge. Show the bear you’re not interested in a fight today.

      I began to walk backwards from the large animal, continuing to yell and howl. The bear eyed me for another moment, deciding if mauling me to death was worth the trouble.

      Then, after an agonizing pause, it sniffed a dead body on the ground and turned lazily South towards George’s men, walking and then running after them through the woods.

      I exhaled in a rush, remembering to breathe for the first time in half a minute. My whole body trembled with belated fear.

      The forest was suddenly eerily quiet. Then a man groaned in the clearing, not fully dead.

      “Can we go to that safehouse now?” Ellen squeaked quietly from above me.

      I took a deep breath. Then another.

      “Mhm,” I managed to reply.

      I helped Ellen down from the lowest branch with shaky limbs, then placed her gently on the ground. She reached up and wiped a spot of blood from my face, her blue eyes wide.

      “You’re kind of crazy, you know that?” she asked me.

      “Mhm,” I repeated, gripping my axe and placing the empty shotgun in the back of my pants.

      “Just making sure you knew,” Ellen said. And although she was still trembling slightly, I saw, for a moment, a flash of admiration in her eyes. She gave me a small smile, a brief nod.

      She trusted me.

      Then she turned in the direction of our meadow, leading the way home.
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      “Why do you always come back bleeding?” Charlotte gasped as Ellen and I walked through the door.

      Alexis immediately grabbed her medical supplies, ushering me to sit on the bed and inspecting the bullet graze on my arm.

      “It’s really not bad,” I assured her.

      “It’s not not bad,” Alexis muttered, wiping the blood with a rag.

      “Is anyone going to welcome Ellen into her new home?” I asked.

      Alexis and Charlotte stopped fussing over me for a second, both turning to face the rabbit-girl, who hadn’t moved past the door frame.

      Charlotte reached out to Ellen, placing her hands gently on the rabbit-girl’s shoulders.

      “Ell,” she said softly. “I’m so happy to see you’re okay.”

      “I could say the same to you,” Ellen replied. “We all thought George’s men had got you when you disappeared.”

      “They almost did,” Charlotte replied, glancing back at me. “But Jonas rescued me.”

      Ellen nodded, her eyebrows high as she took in all the new information—the girls she once knew, the familiarity we had, and, mostly, the cabin, which seemed suddenly cramped and dark with four people stuffed inside it.

      “It’s cozier when it’s just one person in here,” I blurted. “The light comes in nicely in the mornings.”

      Ellen’s blue eyes met mine seriously, then continued to inspect the space, her mouth looking further and further from a smile as she looked around.

      “We washed the blankets thoroughly in the river,” Charlotte said quietly as we all watched Ellen stare at the makeshift bed. “And…uh, the garden’s not started yet, but we can help you with that.”

      Ellen still didn’t speak. Charlotte looked to be on the verge of tearing the whole place down and starting over from scratch.

      “Look, we know it’s not ideal,” I started, but before I could explain further, Ellen burst into tears.

      “You—” she gasped, “you built all this for me?”

      Charlotte’s terrified face broke into a wide smile, and I heard Alexis exhale in relief as she tied the bandage off on my arm.

      “That would have been awkward,” she muttered.

      I elbowed her lightly as I stood and pulled Ellen into an embrace, letting her weep into my shirt.

      “Of course we did all this for you,” I assured her. “I told you, we wanted you to have a place where you could feel safe.”

      She continued to cry, stepping away from me and looking at the shelves we’d built to house every jar Charlotte had scavenged and Alexis had filled with herbs, roots, nuts, mushrooms, and seeds. Then her eyes shifted to the cooking stove. She moved over to it in a sort of trance, taking the flint-magnesium fire starter off its hook.

      “Where did you get this?” she breathed, her voice reverent.

      “Just found it lying around,” Alexis joked, waving a casual hand. “Don’t worry about it, Ellen. It’s yours.”

      She stared down at the little tool in her hands, tears dripping onto the metal. Her white rabbit ears flopped down into her hair.

      “I don’t know what to say,” she sniffed.

      “Just say thank you so we can eat dinner,” Alexis replied lazily.

      Ellen looked up, meeting each of our eyes gravely, hers round as the moon and wet with tears.

      “Thank you,” she stated firmly. “You have no idea how much this means to me.”

      Charlotte pulled her friend into a hug, ruffling her blonde hair between her ears.

      “You’re worth it, Ell,” she said.

      Then Alexis hopped up, putting her medical supplies away and grabbing the fire starter from Ellen’s hand, lighting the stove for dinner. Ellen collapsed onto a stump, still in shock from her new house. I leaned back onto the bed, resting my eyes for a brief moment, the adrenaline from the fight finally wearing off. The last thing I heard before I drifted to sleep was the laughter of three old friends, reunited and, finally, at least a little bit free.

      

      When I woke up, the smell of richly seasoned squirrel stew filled the cabin. The girls were sitting around the little table on their stumps, a pile of empty bowls between them, sharing a little plate of wild strawberries for dessert.

      I didn’t get up right away, closing my eyes again and enjoying the peaceful sounds of the evening. The girls’ voices were soothing and soft, drowning out the memories of blood, gunfire, and bear growls echoing through my subconscious.

      “What about Marcy?” Alexis asked. “Is she still working on that stupid puzzle?”

      Charlotte and Ellen giggled.

      “She’s moved on to a new one,” Ellen laughed, “spread it all out on this sheet of plywood in the barn. I keep telling her there’s no way some of the pieces aren’t missing, but you know her, she won’t listen…”

      “God, she got so intense about those puzzles,” Alexis laughed, popping a strawberry in her mouth. “Remember when Jordan stole the last piece just to screw with her?”

      “And made her trade the last slice of pie for it back?” Charlotte added, smiling at the memory. “Marcy came crying to me, make Jordan give me my puzzle piece back. The silly things they’d want me to deal with, I swear.”

      “And all the while you’re planning your secret coup against Duncan,” Ellen said, curiosity tinging her voice. “You know, you had us all fooled for a while. We thought you’d never leave. Not after…”

      She trailed off, and I knew she was avoiding the touchy subject of Alexis and Charlotte’s falling out.

      “I’ve forgiven Charlotte for staying behind,” Alexis said bluntly. I opened my eyes to see Alexis squeeze the cat-girl’s hand across the table. “She had an obligation to protect you girls. Personally…I just couldn’t stay there another day longer. And I’m sorry if you all were punished for my escape.”

      Ellen shrugged, her breasts pushing up from her tight white shirt as she did. She shook her blonde hair out, throwing it up into a messy bun around her bunny ears.

      “I don’t blame anyone for what they have to do to survive that place,” she said. “Look at me…I found a way out and I’m too chicken to even fully take it.”

      “You found a way to survive that works for you,” Charlotte amended. “I mean, I never thought I’d leave until Jonas came along.”

      “Yeah…” Ellen said. “How did he come along?”

      I shut my eyes again, curious as to how Charlotte would respond.

      “He just…appeared,” Charlotte replied, lost in the memory of the first night we met. “He was lost, confused…but he helped me take out a traveling gang who thought they could break into the farm with a pair of hedge clippers. And he was kind to me. Polite. It took me off guard.”

      “Same,” Alexis said. “I thought all the yes, ma’ams and no, ma’ams were an act at first.”

      Ellen chuckled. “I have to admit I suspected the same.”

      “It’s not our fault we’re more likely to be tricked and sold than treated kindly by men,” Charlotte said. “We were all suspicious of him at first. But…I mean, look what he’s done for us.”

      There was a silence where all three girls sat and thought about my impact on their lives. I wanted to wake up and insist that their reverence was out of place, but I couldn’t reveal I’d been listening to their conversation now.

      “He almost died to get you that fire starter, you know,” Charlotte said.

      I heard the small intake of Ellen’s breath.

      “So did you!” Alexis added. “Charlotte and Jonas stole it right out of George’s camp.”

      Ellen gasped, and then all three girls broke into a feverish bout of giggling which got more contagious as it went on.

      I felt my mouth stretch into a smile as I listened to their laughter. These girls deserved a safe place to live so badly—they deserved a life free of fear, where they didn’t have to just think about survival—they could think about actually living. They wouldn’t have to negotiate whether they’d stay and live in slavery or escape and risk death by exposure or starvation. They wouldn’t have to find small joys in doing secret puzzles in a barn—puzzles which my mother collected, which I’m sure were left in the basement of that farm house for those girls to find.

      It was at that moment that I realized my farm was gone.

      The farm I grew up on, with its rolling hills, with its tall climbing trees boasting views of all my friendly neighbors’ property, was gone. I would never wake up in my old life ever again, no matter how much I deluded myself into thinking that if I could just defeat Duncan, everything would go back to how it was.

      I was in a future wrought with pain and fear and violence. America as I knew it was over. The home I was fighting for would never be restored, because it could never exist the way it once did. I couldn’t go back in time.

      But I could move forward, with a new life, and a new home. A new family. I realized all at once that, while I wanted to take my farm back from Duncan to honor my family’s memory, my main goal had shifted. It wasn’t just about me anymore—it was about these strange, beautiful mutant girls, and their right to be free.

      I would take the farm back, take down Duncan, fight off George, and even hold off an angry Black bear if it would keep these girls protected. They were my future now. And as I rolled out of bed, they surrounded me, tending to my wounds, pouring me a bowl of soup, offering me strawberries and smiles and a seat at the table.

      They needed me. And I needed them too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      The whole evening, I swallowed down the feeling we were being watched.

      I kept glancing out the window, then opening the door and standing on the makeshift porch, staring out into the darkness, my brain creating human-like shapes in the trees.

      I knew I was putting the girls on edge—but it was better than being caught off guard in a surprise attack. I’d made a lot of enemies that day, on both sides. For all I knew, that black bear could have followed us back here, regretting his decision not to maul me the whole way.

      After my fifth time looking out the front door, Alexis pulled me backwards by my shirt, her tiny, freckled frame surprisingly strong.

      “You’re freaking me out,” she said, flopping backwards on the bed. “Relax for half a second. This meadow is as hidden a spot as you can get in these woods.”

      “That doesn’t make it impenetrable,” I replied.

      Charlotte and Ellen looked up at us from their spot at the table, two steaming mugs of hot tea between them.

      “Are you worried, Jonas?” Charlotte asked, standing up. Her long legs and slick black tail looked formidable from where I lounged on the bed, and I remembered the way she took out those bandits with the hedge clippers the first night I met her. Even then, I understood this was a girl who was not to be messed with.

      “No,” I assured her, shaking my head. “I’m just paranoid, I think.”

      “I can guess why,” Ellen said. “You provoked about two dozen enemies today.”

      Alexis patted my shoulder. “And we’re proud of you for that,” she added patronizingly.

      “Ellen isn’t wrong,” I said, sitting up straight. “Look. We have so many people after us right now I’m getting whiplash from looking over my shoulder. We need to launch our takeover of the settlement soon—find them before they find us. We’re outnumbered, so we need to strike first. I think the first step is doing some recon.” I paused, knowing my next statement might not go over well. “I want to go with Ellen tomorrow when she takes the tunnel back to the farm.”

      You could have heard a single grain of wheat hit the dirt floor.

      “You want to go to the farm?” Charlotte repeated.

      “Yes.”

      “Tomorrow,” she added.

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      I sighed.

      “Because I need to know what I’m walking into,” I burst. “I know that farm like the back of my hand, and I promise I can move through it undetected—particularly if I’m making an extra special effort not to kill anyone along the way. But I haven’t explored it since I got electrocuted thirty years ago, and I need a lay of the land to plan an attack. We go early in the morning when most people are asleep and return Ellen to the girls like she never left. She can explain what we’re doing and mobilize them—some of them may want to fight, like you, Charlotte. Some of them may want to stay as far away from this conflict as possible. Either way, they should be warned.”

      “Jonas, I can tell you anything you need to know about the farm and its defenses,” Charlotte argued. “There’s no reason to risk your life for this.”

      “If I don’t know exactly where this tunnel spits out and get a good look at it myself, I can’t plan an effective attack. I’m sorry, Charlotte, but this is just something I need to do. We’ve had enough conversations about the inner workings of Duncan’s security for you know I value your input. But I need to see it myself.”

      “I think it’s reckless,” Charlotte declared.

      “I think it’s reasonable,” Alexis countered. “Jonas isn’t stupid, he’s proven that to us by now.”

      We all looked to Ellen for the tie breaker, but she had nothing to say. Instead, she stood up with hard betrayal in her eyes, storming out of the cabin and into the night.

      “Um,” Alexis said.

      “What the hell was that?” I asked the girls. They both stared back with as much confusion as I felt.

      I sighed in exasperation.

      “Ellen!” I called after her, pushing open the screen door.

      I found her sitting among the tall grass and wildflowers at the edge of the meadow, her ears betraying her position. I walked slowly over, plopping down next to her in the grass.

      “Did I say something wrong?” I asked.

      She didn’t reply. Just stared straight ahead, her eyes now red in the darkness. I wondered if she could see better for it.

      “Ellen, I’m racking my brain here, but I got nothing. What’s going on?”

      She bit her bottom lip with one large front tooth. Then she whipped her gaze at me.

      “You said you were helping me for nothing in return. You made me believe that I was getting this safehouse as an act of kindness. Not in exchange for my cooperation.”

      “What?” I questioned, confused.

      “Why do you expect me to risk everything to sneak you into the farm tomorrow? I already have Duncan’s men sniffing around the tunnel. Now I find out the only reason you helped me was for a way into the settlement?”

      My mouth opened and closed as I searched for an explanation. Ellen watched as I came up with exactly zero good ones.

      “It’s not like that, Ellen,” I finally told her. “We really did just want to give you a safehouse. If we can’t use the tunnel, fine, I’ll find another way in. I just…I thought, now that you knew me…you’d understand that I’m not trying to use anyone. I just want my farm back. And, even more than that, I want to help not just you, but all the girls—Charlotte and Alexis and all of them on the farm I haven’t even met yet.”

      Ellen shook her head, one of her ears flopping over as her face pursed in anger.

      “Not good enough, Jonas,” she said gravely. “I’m so sick of men betraying my trust. And I really thought I could trust you.”

      “You can trust me,” I urged, but I could tell it was no use.

      Her mind was made up, and she officially hated me. She wasn’t wrong—in the back of my mind, I just assumed that building her the safehouse would get us access to the throughway, but I never thought about it as an exchange like that. From her perspective, though, I could see why she felt betrayed.

      “I’m sorry, Ellen,” I told her. “I never meant it to be an exchange. I’m sorry.”

      She didn’t reply.

      Placing my elbows behind me in the soft grass, I looked up at the stars emerging from the dusk, contemplating them for a while.

      “Charlotte and Alexis told me about your sister,” I said finally.

      Ellen tensed beside me.

      “I’m so sorry,” I told her. “I can’t imagine how terrible that was.”

      The blonde rabbit-girl nodded gravely, still refusing to look at me.

      “My parents died suddenly too,” I said. The words seemed to float out of my mouth and up into the stars, disappearing into the night. “Their RV had a ventilation issue; they died of carbon monoxide poisoning in the middle of the night. They were on a camping trip, only about fifteen miles south of here.”

      Ellen finally turned to face me.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

      I shrugged.

      “I know you know how it feels. To lose who you love more than anything in the world. My grandparents both died a few years before them. So…when my parents went, it felt like I truly had no one left.”

      Ellen nodded, looking down at her hands. A small pink string was tied around her wrist, and she fingered it gently.

      “Caitlin, my sister, she liked to weave little things. Socks and mittens.”

      She touched the string again, spinning it around her wrist.

      “Part of me thinks the reason I never fully leave the farm is that…it feels like I’ll be leaving her behind for good. All my memories with her are from that farm. If I leave, it feels like…a final goodbye.”

      I nodded.

      “I understand.”  I paused, blinking up at the sky. “I was gonna be a lawyer, you know. It was a hard conversation, telling my parents I didn’t want to take over the farm. They were upset, but they understood. They were farmers through and through, my grandparents too, but they always encouraged me to be my own man. I appreciated that. But…after they died, it just didn’t feel right to let the farm go. I figured the least I could do to honor their memory was continue their legacy. That farm felt like the last connection I had to them.”

      I huffed out a breath.

      “You can imagine how I felt when I woke up and found Duncan had taken it over.”

      Ellen grimaced.

      “How did you stay alive, all those years?” she asked suddenly.

      I smiled, it was the million dollar question—and one I fell asleep every night pondering on.

      “No idea,” I told her, sitting back upright. “But I can tell you I’d do just about anything to figure it out.”

      Ellen sat quietly for a while, until finally, she adjusted herself to face me fully, the moonlight shining down on her blonde hair and tanned skin.

      “I don’t know who kept you alive, but I do know why,” she said confidently. “You’re here because we all needed a reason to hope again. After my sister died…I shut down completely. I stopped trusting anyone, or believing in anything good. But I can see now that your heart is good. And you’re just as lost as the rest of us.”

      She placed one, small hand over my heart as she said this.

      “I’m sorry I got so upset,” she told me. “Of course I’ll take you back through the tunnel. It’s the least I can do to help everyone get out from under Duncan’s rule.”

      I closed my eyes, relishing the warmth of her palm on my chest. In truth, I didn’t care much at that moment about whether I got to use the damn tunnel—but the fact that Ellen felt she could trust me again filled me with relief.

      “Thank you,” I said, opening my eyes again, finding her face mere centimeters from mine.

      She kissed me suddenly, a passionate, tongue-mingling moment that lasted for so little time I forgot to revel in it until it was over. Then she hopped up, bounding quietly back to the cabin.

      “You coming?” she asked me, looking back playfully.

      I had to hand it to these girls, they kept me on my toes. I stood up, a little woozy from the kiss, and followed the pendulum of Ellen’s fluffy tail back into the house.
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      Ellen and I set off before the sun rose.

      The journey back to the tunnel was quiet. We passed through the same blood-stained clearing the battle had been fought in the day before, yet no bodies remained. Both parties must have come back to retrieve their dead.

      That, or a very hungry bear ate them all.

      When we reached the entrance at the base of the mountain, I insisted we stake out the area for twenty minutes or so, watching for any sign of Duncan’s men. If this Rodney fella was onto Ellen’s throughway, who was to say more of the men on the farm weren’t informed?

      After we’d observed no movement for long enough that I didn’t feel stupid walking directly out into open air, I hurried us into the dark tunnel, the light disappearing quickly behind us. Ellen’s eyes quickly faded from blue to red, and she walked confidently forward through the black.

      It occurred to me that these tunnels were perfect for mutant-girls, most of whom could see particularly well in the dark. I considered lighting a match to relieve the embarrassment of asking Ellen if I could hold her tail, but I had exactly one match left in the book I’d found in my grandfather’s old tin that first night, and I wasn’t planning on wasting it for pride.

      “Ellen,” I said weakly. “I hate to say it, but…I can’t hardly see my hands in front of my face in here.”

      Ellen stopped walking—which I found out when I ran directly into her.

      “Oh,” she remarked kindly. “I forgot. You’re not actually a bear-man.”

      I chuckled.

      “No, I am not.”

      Ellen took my hand in hers, and I stayed half a step behind her, letting her guide me through the dark.

      We followed the railway for a long while, the tracks below us uneven and causing me to trip every few feet, making me look very coordinated and impressive to Ellen, I was sure. After a while, we stopped suddenly, and Ellen took us left to a small doorway in the tunnel. We climbed down a ladder, dropping into a smaller, lower, and somehow even darker passage, the bottom two inches lined with what smelled like standing sewer water.

      “Welcome to the highway to hell,” Ellen joked.

      I chuckled lightly, but I had to admit: the name fit.

      As we traversed the tunnel underneath the forest, I widened my eyes, begging my brain to recognize a single shape in the darkness, but it was no use—I was blind and dumb down here. My hearing became sharp and attuned to any drip or rustle in the distance, my only aid in detecting danger. I was reminded of the tunnel Charlotte took me down weeks ago on our way to find the mysterious Alexis. I had supremely regretted entering that particular tunnel—but I felt I had no choice, at the time. I was struck with an eerie Déjà vu.

      After what seemed like an eternity, Ellen placed a hand on my chest, stopping me suddenly.

      “We’re here,” she whispered.

      She guided my hand to the bottom rung of a damp metal ladder.

      “I’ll go first,” she added, brushing past me as she climbed upwards. “Keep quiet.”

      Ellen listened at the top for a while, making sure we wouldn’t be met with another human being. When she lifted the door, the creak echoed like a symbol crashed through the silent tunnel. Ellen didn’t seem dismayed, however, jumping lithely off the top rung and into the gray of the morning. I followed quickly, squinting into the light.

      As soon as I emerged, Ellen shut the opening hurriedly behind me. I blinked into the morning, trying to orient myself. Where in the hell were we?

      It took me two seconds to place it—we were right behind my house. The parlor window was to our right, the green hose on a wheel I’d drilled into the siding myself on our left. And the doorway Ellen just closed was a rock.

      The big rock that had sat behind my house for my entire life. The rock I’d read books on, jumped on, avoided with a lawn mower a thousand times.

      There had been a secret tunnel under it this whole time. Who knew?

      “Get back,” Ellen whispered, pushing me against the side of the house. “Stay against the wall.”

      Still reeling from the fact I’d missed a secret Underground Railroad tunnel two feet from my house for my entire life, I pressed my back into the wall, following Ellen’s lead. She peered into the parlor window, finding it empty, and ushered me across it to the back door.

      “Only Duncan and the girls sleep in the house,” Ellen whispered, turning to look at me for a moment. “I can take you inside, if you’d like.”

      I paused, looking around at the farm, my heart racing. I needed to know where Duncan slept and how much security he kept around him. But I also needed to gauge if I could shoot the men in the guard towers along the wall from the ground, and—most of all—I needed to find where they kept the bullets.

      It was the one thing I kept from the girls, knowing they’d find it too risky and not permit me to try it. But we had three guns in our possession—the tiny silver piece, the Glock, and the sawed-off shotgun—and zero bullets to load in them. If I could just get us some artillery, we’d stand a fighting chance launching an assault on this settlement.

      Without bullets, I was out of ideas.

      “Where’s the armory?” I asked Ellen quickly. But before she could respond, something jumped onto my back and bit down into my neck.

      I whipped around, trying to rip the thing off of me, but it wouldn’t budge—a tiny leech-like animal clinging around me and hissing violently. I tried not to cry out for fear of drawing too much attention to us—and I was two seconds from slamming the weight of my body backwards into the ground to crush the thing like a bug before Ellen ripped it off me.

      The thing, it turns out, was a girl. A small girl—about Alexis’s size—with short black hair, tiny fangs, and little dark ears like a bat. And Ellen was sitting on her.

      “Jordan!” Ellen was whisper-screaming. “Calm down!”

      “Calm down?” the bat-girl whispered back, writhing uselessly underneath her friend. “There’s a strange man on the farm!”

      “And he’s with me!” Ellen shot back. “Why do you think I’m here?”

      “I thought he was about to attack you!” she countered. “I was saving you!”

      Ellen exhaled in frustration, still pinning the girls twig-thin arms to the grass.

      “Does it look like I need saving?” she seethed back.

      Finally stopping her thrashing, Jordan lay still, her small, black eyes looking from me to Ellen and back to me again.

      “I guess not,” she admitted.

      Ellen, satisfied that her little friend wouldn’t attack me again, finally got up. The bat-girl—Jordan, I suppose—rose to a total of five feet two inches with her back straight.

      I placed a hand on my neck, where a trickle of warm blood was running down to my collar.

      “Did you bite me?” I whispered incredulously.

      She nodded defiantly, placing her hands on her narrow hips.

      “Yeah,” she spat. “And I’ll do it again if you hurt Ellen.” She turned to her friend. “Did he force you to bring him here?”

      “No,” Ellen whispered back, looking around nervously. “He’s on our side, Jordan. And we don’t have time for this—we need to get inside and under cover, now.”

      Jordan continued to eye me suspiciously, her tiny fangs still red with my blood.

      “Am I gonna turn into a vampire or something?” I asked, half-joking.

      Jordan spat on the ground, clearing my blood from her mouth.

      “You wish.”

      I looked to Ellen, who grimaced, as if Jordan’s antics were something she dealt with on a regular basis.

      “How did you even know we were here?” Ellen asked the bat-girl.

      Jordan stared back at her friend, cocking her head to the left.

      “Bat hearing. Duh.”

      Ellen rolled her eyes and grabbed both of us by the wrists, dragging us through the back door of the house.

      But before we could close it behind us, I heard the cock of a gun.

      When I turned around, a man with slicked-back hair and half a melted-off face was pointing a Glock at me. And he didn’t look happy to see me.
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      Two things happened in the span of about half a second: first, I was wrenched violently to the left as Ellen yanked my arm, and second, Two-Face fired, blasting a hole clean through the wall behind where I just stood.

      Jordan slammed the door closed and turned the lock, and the three of us shared a single look of absolute, cow-tippin’, twister-comin’, crops-dyin’ panic. Then we took off running.

      Luckily, I knew my own house like the back of my hand.

      Unluckily, the lock on the backdoor held for about three seconds, after which Two-Face kicked it in violently and followed us in hot pursuit.

      I took us down the back hall through the parlor, rounding the old piano to the back stairs, running up them two at a time while the girls followed and ol’ Melty-Face struggled to keep up. He wasn’t shooting yet—probably preserving bullets—and I took that as a blessing as I threw myself down the upstairs hall and blindly into the first bedroom.

      Screams erupted, and clothes and bedsheets were thrown in the air as we sprinted through a corridor of beds and mutant-girls, twenty women with various tails and ears waking up in a panic, shrieking at our intrusion and then at Two-Face chasing us through the long room with a loaded Glock. Chaos erupted as the girls jumped and shouted, their beds scraping against the floor as they scrambled and grabbed one another in fear—I let Ellen and Jordan in front of me and into the pink-tiled bathroom before I turned around and threw a tall bookshelf in Two-Face’s path, pummeling him with heavy volumes and blocking the bathroom entrance for a brief moment while the girls behind us continued to shriek in fear.

      Not sticking around to find out how long Melted Popsicle Face would need to extract himself, I followed Jordan and Ellen as they darted through the bathroom and down the hall, swinging around the corner past the closed master bedroom and down the front staircase. As the girls and I descended into the living room, more of Duncan’s men burst in through the front door from the kitchen—I jumped over the banister in the other direction and led us out the side door and towards the animal barn with hell on our heels.

      Ellen and Jordan followed as I burst into the dark barn, the now-bright morning light disappearing behind us as I grabbed a beam above me and swung my body up into the rafters. I reached down and grabbed Ellen’s hand, pulling the rabbit-girl up while Jordan found her own spider-monkey route, clearly having done this before. The three of us jumped from beam to beam until we reached the loft at the back, diving behind broken, rusted out farm equipment just as the main barn door slammed open, throwing light over everything.

      The horses huffed and whinnied at the intrusion, the donkeys braying in annoyance. Beneath us, the pigs snorted lazily and rolled over in sleep, not ready to wake up just yet despite the commotion.

      Ellen, Jordan, and I barely breathed, wedged behind half a broken baler.

      Just then, an alarm began blaring through the settlement, permeating the quiet morning air. I gritted my teeth against the recognition we were officially screwed.

      “Is this the kind of quiet recon you had in mind?” Ellen whispered angrily to me, her nose twitching back and forth.

      “Not exactly,” I replied, listening to the men below overturn hay bales and scare the horses while they checked the stalls. It was only a matter of time before someone remembered the loft.

      “Although I have to be honest with you, Ellen,” I continued, “recon wasn’t actually my main reason for coming here. I wanted to break into the armory and get us some bullets.”

      “What?” Ellen gasped. “Why didn’t you tell us?”

      “Because I knew you’d all insist it wasn’t worth it and I’d just get caught or killed trying,” I replied. “And I know this is a racket considering we’re currently hiding for our lives here, but I’m gonna say it anyway: I still don’t know how we were ever gonna take this place down without bullets.”

      “And I don’t know how we’re gonna do it if we’re both dead!” Ellen shot back.

      “Just tell them I forced you to help me,” I whispered. “You don’t have to go down with me.”

      Ellen exhaled, shaking her head in exasperation. Her berry and vanilla scent washed over me as her blond hair shook, and I took a brief moment to enjoy the sensation before probably dying.

      “You’re planning a takeover of the farm?” Jordan piped up.

      We both looked over at her excited little face. To be honest, I’d kind of forgotten the bat-girl was there.

      “We were indeed, ma’am,” I replied. “It’s a little up in the air now, pending whether we make it out of here alive, but I’ll keep you updated.”

      Jordan flashed me a wicked grin, her little fangs catching the morning light.

      “Ellen, I can’t tell if you’ve gone crazy or not,” she said, looking at her friend.

      “I feel the same way,” Ellen deadpanned.

      Just then, a loud voice made us all jump, “The barn is clear, sir, are you sure they ran in here?”

      “They escaped out the side door and disappeared—where in the hell else would they have gone?” a gruff voice replied. I recognized it immediately as Two-Face.

      “Wait, are you the one who fucked up Craig’s face?” Jordan asked me excitedly.

      “Guilty,” I breathed, turning around and studying the barn wall, feeling each slat with my fingertips.

      She scrutinized me while I worked.

      “But you’re not a bear-man,” she remarked disappointedly.

      “That I am not,” I agreed, finally finding the right slat in the wall. I popped it out as quietly as possible, and the girls’ eyes widened.

      “I used to live here, remember?” I said. “I know all the secret spots.”

      “Has anyone checked the damn loft?” Two-Face—or, Craig, apparently—demanded from below. The men mumbled their excuses, and soon they were hoisting themselves up into the rafters.

      “That’s our cue,” I whispered, slipping sideways out the small hole. “Watch your step!”

      I went out feet first, climbing the ladder of shoddy two by fours down the side of the barn, thanking every star in heaven as I descended that Duncan hadn’t gotten rid of it in the last thirty years. My mother demanded my father install the ladder when I was a kid so she had a way to check on me in the loft without having to climb into the rafters, considering I’d lose track of time reading up there so much. When I grew up, they put the slat back in, but kept the ladder.

      Ergo: our escape route.

      The girls climbed down after me and replaced the slat behind them, and the sounds of the men stomping through the rafters and into the loft boomed through the barn while we descended. When Jordan dropped down, we pressed against the shadow of the barn wall, panting as the settlement’s alarm continued to blare.

      “You two need to get back with the other girls,” I commanded in a whisper.  “Tell them you got caught up in the fight, and that I forced you to follow me for fire cover. They’ll believe you. Go!”

      Then I ran towards the second barn, not looking back. Who knew if Ellen would follow my commands—she was stubborn, but this wasn’t her fight, and she had no place getting killed to protect me. Jordan hardly knew me and just wanted to protect Ellen, it seemed, so I hoped the bat-girl would convince her friend to see reason and do as I said.

      I sprinted like the wind, hitting the door of the auxiliary barn with a muffled crash. I wrenched it open and prepared to hide once more and regroup—until I met eyes with three men standing in a circle at the center of the barn, choosing their weapons for an impending fight.

      The four of us stared at each other dumbly for one second. Then I turned around to flee—finding Melted-Face Craig walking towards me across the lawn with his Glock.
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      Defying every scrap of good judgment ever instilled in me, I slipped into the barn and shut the door behind me just as Craig took his first shot, missing my head by a hair length. I grabbed a metal rake and shoved the pole-end through the door handle, barring it at least for a little while. The main barn door was chained and padlocked, making the entrance behind me the only way in.

      So I’d handled the Craig-shooting-at-me problem momentarily. The three guys standing in front of me with crowbars and shovels, however? I was still working on that.

      “Am I late for the meeting?” I asked brightly, and in the second the men’s faces slackened with confusion, I dashed for cover.

      I just needed a weapon—any weapon, I thought, as I launched myself over a broken ATV, somersaulting down the length of the barn. The graveyard of dusty, half-finished engineering projects created an impossible labyrinth—but it slowed down the men behind me too. As I leaped and climbed over the clutter my grandfather would have whooped my ass for, a slam shook the walls—Craig had reached the side door, apparently.

      The furthest man back turned around to let him in, and I panicked, grabbing the first blunt object I could find—a rusty hubcap—and hurling it at the man’s head. It echoed off his skull with a clang, not taking him out—but at least slowing him as he dropped to his knees in pain.

      In front of me, the other two men had had enough of the chase, both climbing over an engine on cement blocks and cornering me. I looked to my left, finding only bales of hay and a wooden box of nails. To my right sat the frame of an old tractor with a toolbox on the hood.

      When in doubt, work with what ya got, my grandmother used to say. Of course, this advice was usually applied to baking cookies. But, you know, whatever worked.

      I chucked the box of nails to my left at the first man as he came down on me with his crow bar—but not soon enough—the blow still struck my shoulder with a painful jolt. He dropped his weapon in an attempt to protect his eyeballs from the nails, and the other man reared back his shovel at me. I grabbed a screwdriver from the toolbox to my right and rushed him, stabbing the flat head into his chest with all my strength and pushing the body behind me as I jumped over the engine and sprinted back at Hub Cap Hero, who was getting up to let Craig in the door.

      “If someone doesn’t open this damn door in ten seconds I’m burning this barn to the ground!” Craig shouted, ramming his body again and again into the wood—but the rake wouldn’t budge.

      The moment Hup Cap Hero touched the door I reached him, tackling him down like a defensive back in the fourth quarter with everything to prove. His head slammed into a crumbling brick on the ground, and he winced at the pain as blood began to pour. I picked up the brick and slammed it into his skull while I held him down, striking again and again to the rhythm of Craig’s banging—until a crowbar behind me made contact with my ribs.

      I dropped the bloody brick as the crowbar came down again, managing to spin out of the way and minimize the second impact—but I was fairly certain as I forced my body up that I’d fractured a rib. I tried to ignore the screeching pain in my abdomen as I faced the man with the crow bar, who didn’t look too happy that I’d just killed his friends.

      “You’re the man from the forest,” he said gruffly, his eyes flitting to the barn door where Craig continued to make a ruckus. “You shot George’s men.”

      I nodded. “That I did.”

      We circled each other in tiny increments, and I made sure to keep my back to the door.

      “You don’t work for George?” he asked.

      “No, sir,” I replied, cursing my own compulsory politeness.

      “Then who the hell do you work for?”

      I opened my mouth to reply, but just then, the banging behind me stopped. I listened as Craig retreated while shouting commands, but I couldn’t quite make them out.

      I tried not to dwell on the ominous disappearance of Two-Face. I had one opponent in front of me right now, and he wouldn’t go down easy.

      With no weapons in my immediate vicinity, I had only one choice—and I didn’t like it. But maybe Craig was dumb enough to let me get away with it.

      The man reared back his weapon, aiming for my skull, just as I ripped the rake out of the door handle, meeting the crowbar at the last possible moment in the air with an echoing clang.

      With the door now unbarred, every second I wasted was an opportunity for Craig to burst back in here and shoot me point blank. I tried not to think about that as I swung the rake at my opponent, meeting his shoulder cleanly but making hardly any noticeable impact.

      Remembering the donkey-man who almost took me down in the woods the day before, I rethought my approach, shoving the end of the rake into the man’s stomach and pushing him backwards in a rush until he tripped over a car jack, then scrambled quickly to get up again.

      Suddenly, a thwomp shook the barn wall behind us.

      I turned for a moment to see the edge of an axe tearing a hole through the damn siding. Craig couldn’t get through the door, so he was making a new one.

      I almost laughed—before I remembered the man I was fighting could talk.

      “Craig, the do—” he got out before I rushed him and clamped a hand over his mouth, pushing him backwards into a work table. He bit my middle finger hard—and I ripped it back, blood pouring down my knuckles.

      “Craig, the door—” he tried again, but the cry was lost among Two-Face’s frenzied axing, which was quickly making progress. Soon he’d be able to fit through the hole—and I needed to be long gone by then.

      I dropped my useless rake and punched the man in the jaw with my other hand, making a hard impact. Not expecting a fistfight, he faltered for a moment, allowing me to land another blow to his stomach before I jumped up on the table behind him and, taking a page out of Charlotte’s book—threw myself onto his back. He thrashed against me, but I got one arm around his neck and began to squeeze.

      “I work for Charlotte,” I told him, finally replying to his question as I choked him. He slammed my body against the table, then the barn wall, trying to throw me off.

      The axe ripped open a single shaft of sunlight that pierced the dark barn.

      “I work for Alexis,” I added as he slammed my spine again and again against the barn wall, but I didn’t loosen my grip.

      “I work for Ellen, and Jordan, and all the girls,” I strained to get out, squeezing him with all my remaining energy as Craig ripped another thick piece of wall out, exposing more light.

      The man clawed at my arm around his neck, ripping gashes in my flesh with his nails. I watched Craig chop through the wall one more time, ripping back another piece of siding so I could see his disgusting, melted face through the hole.

      “And I work for me,” I finished. The man, finally out of air, collapsed to his knees underneath me.

      I shoved his body to the side and stood up, but it was too late. Craig had made a big enough hole, and he was pointing his Glock at me through the barn wall. I had nowhere to go.

      But then—just as his finger twitched on the trigger, a girl with rabbit ears jumped on his back and covered his eyes.

      Craig fired. The bullet hit the barn wall behind me. I froze in shock.

      “Jonas, go!” Ellen yelled.

      I ran across the barn and burst through the unlocked side door into the light.
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      I knew Ellen wanted me to flee, but I couldn’t leave her fighting Two-Face alone.

      Pressed into the side of the barn as I exited was Jordan, who was staring at Ellen in shock, her small black eyes opened as wide as they could get. I suppose the bat-girl was just as surprised as I was that her friend would risk her life to save me.

      The least I could do was punch Craig in the stomach while his eyes were covered.

      As soon as I made impact, Ellen jumped off him, grabbing the gun from his hand and tossing it to Jordan as he lunged at her. All three of us turned to the bat-girl, who fumbled the gun like a hot potato and, in a moment of what I can only assume was pure insanity, tossed it into a barrel of mossy rainwater next to the barn.

      “Jordan!” Ellen cried in accusation.

      “I panicked!” she cried back. “I’m sorry! Look out!”

      Craig grabbed Ellen by her blonde hair and began to drag her backwards, throwing her body onto the lawn in anger.

      “You double-crossing bitch!” he growled, “I oughtta—”

      But he didn’t finish that sentence. I had tackled him into the lawn, my vision flashing red with anger. We wrestled in the grass, trying to gain position over each other as I inadvertently spread blood from my hand across his already mangled face.

      “Duncan and the rest are on their way back!” someone yelled from the house over the alarm which continued to blare. “Spotted them from the watchtower!”

      As I looked up to see the source, Craig’s elbow made hard contact with my face—sending a jolt of urgent pain up my barely healed jaw. My vision went black. When I woke up, Craig’s knee was on my chest, his disfigured face silhouetted by the bright sun above me.

      “Get a zip tie or something, Goddamn!” Craig yelled. “We need him restrained before Duncan gets here!”

      I wiggled my chest trying to break loose from the hold, but Craig’s knee slid further down my chest into my throat.

      They want you alive for Duncan, I told myself. That’s something.

      It wasn’t much of a comfort as oxygen began to leak from my lungs. But hey, you had to be an optimist at times like this.

      Ellen, God love her, tried to rip Craig off of me, but more men had arrived on the scene and one threw her roughly onto the ground. When he kicked her in the ribs like she was a misbehaving dog, I erupted.

      A strength I didn’t know I had coursed through my veins as I lifted Craig’s body clean off of me, throwing him to the side and running full speed at the bastard standing over Ellen—I couldn’t tackle him without risking hurting her so I grabbed his arm and wrenched him so hard I heard his shoulder pop out at the socket. Throwing him to the ground by his limp arm, I rammed my heel into his face, turning his mouth into a bloody hole of shattered teeth. I was just about to stomp him again when a hand wrenched me back by my shirt—

      Craig pulled me to the grass, but I rolled out before he could get on top of me, and soon we were facing each other once again in hand-to-hand.

      Standing between the two barns of my once-peaceful farm, I took a brief moment to take stock of our situation. Six more men had emerged from the barracks and into the fight, though none were important enough to have a gun like Craig, thank God. A crowd of mutant girls in scanty pajamas were watching with wide eyes from the porch as Ellen darted between the men, not necessarily fighting but avoiding their attacks with rabbit-quickness, keeping them distracted and falling over each other trying to grab her.

      And then there was Jordan.

      The bat-girl, maybe feeling guilty for throwing our best chance at getting out of here alive into a rain barrel, had been unleashed. What she lacked in size she made up for in viciousness—jumping on men’s backs and plunging her fangs into their necks, hands, and arms, ripping their hair back, pulling them to the ground and somersaulting off of them and onto the next without so much as a glance backwards. What’s more is the girl seemed to enjoy the fight, a devilish smile on her face as she scratched, bit, and clawed at the men, keeping them distracted and injured while I faced off with Craig.

      As my grandmother would say: The girl had the spark of a lightning storm.

      I had only a few seconds to appreciate her spark, however, as Craig’s mangled face came at me with vicious, snarling rage. I didn’t think, just avoided the swipe of his hand and head-butted him, our foreheads meeting with a painful bash. Luckily it hurt him harder, and he stumbled backwards for a moment in confusion. Capitalizing on this, I kicked him hard in the stomach—he tripped backwards onto the ground from the blow and I got on top of him, punching him in his melted face again and again—finally on the verge of taking him out.

      “Jonas!”

      Ellen shrieked my name and Craig grabbed my hair at the scalp at the same time, yanking me to the ground while I watched Ellen being dragged away by two men who’d managed to get ahold of her. Rolling away from Craig, I chased after her—one man stepped away from the rabbit-girl to face me and I landed a blow so hard to his chest the light went from his eyes. As he collapsed to the ground, I snapped his neck, quickly moving to the next.

      Ellen squirmed against the second man’s grip, but Jordan arrived on the scene before I could attack—jumping on the man’s back and screaming like a wild banshee. As he struggled to shake her off, Ellen twisted from his hold, her eyes widening as she looked behind me—

      I turned around just in time to find that Craig was sprinting at me—and he’d found his axe.

      For lack of a better plan, I ran.

      I could handle myself in hand-to-hand combat, but hand-to-axe didn’t give me the best odds—and I had to keep him away from the girls while they fought off the remaining men. As I glanced back I noticed it wasn’t much—Jordan had taken out four of the six and was making quick work of the last two, who chased Ellen in circles and fought the bat-girl off like she was a—well—a rabid bat.

      Reaching the house, I grabbed the first weapon available—a log from a pile of cut firewood, and turned to Craig just as he swung his axe down at me with desperate rage. It landed deep in the log in front of my chest, and I twisted the wood quickly, wrenching the axe handle out his grip and chucking both as far from us as possible.

      Fed up with the fight and panting with exhaustion, Craig launched his body into mine once more, knocking me to the ground. His thumbs were digging into my eyes before I realized it, figuring if he couldn’t kill me he’d at least blind me I guess—I struggled in vain underneath him, my muscles straining, panic mounting, the alarm blaring, until—

      We heard the horses approaching at the same time.

      I was aware of footsteps running suddenly in every direction—girls running into the house, a small black flash that was Jordan dashing in behind them, Ellen coming towards us, the bodies of six men left behind her on the lawn. And I knew it was now or never.

      Unleashing a roar of anger, I summoned all my strength and launched Craig off me again, scrambling away from him and around the side of the house towards the rock I’d been stepping over my whole life and the hose coiled on its dusty rack. Grabbing the hose, I turned to Craig, avoiding his now-obvious tackle attempt and getting behind him, wrapping the hose around his neck and pulling the rubber hard into his throat. A mangled choking sound escaped him, and he clawed desperately at my bloodied hands, thrashing his body against mine.

      Duncan and his men were approaching the farm on their horses, we could hear it—they were probably thirty seconds out from the main entrance. I needed to end this now. If I were to face Duncan, I’d need a second to catch my breath.

      I tightened my fists around the hose, squeezing it around Craig’s neck, then caught a flash of the rock on the ground. The rock that had been there my whole life, the one I’d avoided on the lawn mower, the one I’d read books on in my childhood, the one that housed a secret pathway to the mountains tread by miners and escaped slaves alike.

      Putting one hand on the back of Craig’s head, I slammed his skull downwards toward the rock, hearing it make contact with a sickening crack. I slammed it again and again onto the jagged edge until he stopped choking, until his arms stopped thrashing, until he lay face down in a lifeless pile on the grass.

      At that moment, I looked up and saw a dozen eyes watching me from the parlor window. The mutant girls stared with a mixture of horror and awe. And, behind them, a blur of pale skin and black hair zoomed towards the back door.

      “Where’s Ellen?” Jordan demanded as she burst out the door.

      “Here!” Ellen replied, rounding the corner of the house, a smear of blood on her cheek.

      “Let’s go, now!” Jordan demanded, pushing Craig’s fractured head off of the bloody rock without so much as a second glance.

      Ellen nodded, but I froze. This wasn’t the moment to escape—this was the moment to stand and fight!

      But before I could stop them, both girls had jumped down into the hole, leaving the rock open for me to follow. I heard their footsteps echo down the pathway, felt my breath burning in my chest, my injuries throbbing. The girls in the window stared at me with wide animal eyes. Horses whinnied at the entrance to the farm, and Duncan’s bellowing voice echoed through the blaring alarm, his gun cocking in the distance.

      “Shit,” I said out loud.

      Then I climbed down into the hole and pulled the rock closed above me, following the girls blindly into the darkness.
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      I couldn’t see my feet on the ground, couldn’t see my hands in front of my face, but I ran.

      Eventually I caught up with the girls, and Ellen grabbed my hand in the darkness, pulling me along. Our footsteps splashed along the dirty water, echoing through the tunnel as we listened with bated breath for the sounds of Duncan or his men dropping down to follow us.

      But it never came.

      Two dozen mutant girls had watched us escape down that hole—Ellen’s secret throughway was officially blown, regardless of if any of the girls squealed right away. Maybe they did and Duncan just didn’t find it worthwhile to follow. Maybe they didn’t—but knowing Duncan, he might find ways to get the information out of them later. All I knew is we couldn’t go back that way—not without bracing ourselves for an ambush.

      When we climbed the ladder up into the miner’s tunnel, Ellen finally spoke.

      “What do we do now?” she asked.

      Her hand trembled against mine. I could still hardly make her out in the darkness, although my eyes had adjusted slightly.

      “We keep moving,” I told her. “And we kiss this route goodbye. Even if they’re not following now, it’s compromised. If we can just—”

      I didn’t finish that sentence. Ellen had started to cry.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked. “Are you hurt?”

      “No,” she sniffed, quiet sobs racking her frame. “I just…I can never go back there, can I?”

      Understanding finally, I pulled her into my chest, hugging her tightly.

      “You will go back, Ellen,” I assured her. “Soon. When we take him down for good. For now, you have the safehouse. You’ll be okay, no matter what.”

      “It’s alright, Ell,” Jordan added, placing a small hand on her friend’s shoulder. “We both knew things with Duncan were worse than ever. We’re free now.”

      In the near darkness, her shining black eyes and vampire fangs seemed spookier than ever. But I had to admit—she was cute, in a gothic princess sort of way.

      “That was some nice fighting back there,” I told her, still hugging Ellen to my chest. “Where’d you learn to do that?”

      She shrugged, a sadness coming over her all of a sudden. “There used to be a girl on the farm who taught me some moves…”

      I chuckled lightly.

      “Let me guess. Was her name Charlotte?”

      Jordan’s beady eyes widened.

      “You know her?” she asked urgently.

      I nodded, and Ellen pulled away from me, sniffing and wiping her eyes.

      “She’s alright, Jordan,” she told her friend. “She’s alive. We’ll take you to her.”

      Jordan jumped up and down a little, clearly overjoyed to know Charlotte was safe. I’d forgotten how much all the girls depended on her—and how difficult it was for the cat-girl to leave them behind when she came with me.

      We began the long walk down the tunnel together, me holding Ellen’s hand for guidance through the dark.

      “You know, Jordan,” Ellen continued, “I still can’t figure it out. You risked your life back there, and you don’t even know Jonas or why I’m working with him.”

      She just shrugged again.

      “When I saw you jump on Craig’s back like that, I figured, well you must really trust this guy to risk your life for him. Especially considering you don’t trust anyone.”

      Ellen shoved Jordan lightly.

      “That’s not true,” she said.

      Jordan and I shared a look, which Ellen noticed and rolled her eyes at, annoyed.

      “Okay, fine, it’s a little true,” she amended. “But I’m learning to.”

      Her red eyes flashed to me, then back forward down the tunnel. I squeezed her hand in mine playfully. After a few seconds, she squeezed back.

      “Where was Duncan, by the way?” I asked Jordan. “I expected him to be on the farm.”

      “He usually is,” she explained, “but he was off hunting this morning. Him and half the men go hunting once a week or so. They always leave super early. I bet they came riding back when they heard the siren.”

      “We got lucky,” Ellen said quietly.

      “I disagree,” I said. “I wish I could have just taken Duncan out then and there. We were so damn close.”

      “We were only close because Craig was the only one with a gun,” Ellen countered. “You know Duncan’s got an armory full of weapons? He’s just so damn paranoid he barely lets anyone but his most trusted men even hold them. There’s one key to the armory, and Duncan wears it around his neck—something I could have told you if you’d informed me or Charlotte of your stupid plan before we left. If Duncan had been there, the men could have each grabbed a gun from the armory, and we’d have been screwed.”

      I exhaled, silently grateful I hadn’t tried to stay behind and fight.

      “Not to mention somebody threw our only gun into a rain barrel…” Ellen added.

      We both looked to Jordan, whose crimson blush burned through the darkness.

      “Okay, I’m really sorry about that,” she declared. “But! I grabbed something on our way out, to make up for it.”

      Ellen and I watched Jordan curiously as she reached into the back pocket of her shorts and pulled out a dirty sock. She held out her hand and dumped the contents into it, revealing three golden bullets.

      “You said you needed ammo, right?”

      I picked a bullet up from her palm, rolling it gently between my finger pads. All three were .22s. They’d load into George’s silver pocket pistol just fine.

      I chuckled softly. “Where in the hell did you get these, darlin’?”

      Jordan smirked, clearly proud of herself.

      “I found them in the floorboards years ago. I’ve had them hidden in this sock ever since.”

      I continued to laugh, taking the bullets from her and staring at them reverently.

      “You are really something, you know that?” I said, pulling the bat-girl into my side.

      Jordan nodded, smiling proudly. “I’ve been told that.”

      The three of us continued to walk down through the darkness, stepping over the railroad tracks beneath our feet and moving slowly towards the light at the end of the tunnel. For we’d eliminated some men, done some recon, and gained not only three whole bullets, but a cute and sexy bat-girl with a pension for combat in the process. Sure, Duncan had more fighters, more guns, and a hell of a lot more bullets, but we undoubtedly had more heart.

      It didn’t seem like much. But, as my mother would say: heart goes a long way.
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      We could hear the conversation in the safehouse all the way from the end of the path. Charlotte and Alexis were arguing—Charlotte’s voice wavering on hysteric, Alexis’s familiar deadpan attempting to calm her down, negotiations reaching a boiling point between them. And I had one guess as to what they were hollering about.

      “Run ahead and ease their minds, would ya?” I told Ellen, tapping her ass gently. She looked back at me with play-annoyance, then bounded down the tree-lined corridor, excited to tell her friends we were safe. The scene reminded me of the first night I met her—chasing her through that wall of branches and watching her rabbit tail bounce in the moonlight as she fled down this very path.

      It felt like so much had changed since then.

      Besides Charlotte—who still couldn’t hold her tears in when she was worried if she’d bet the whole farm on it. She came bursting out the front door as soon as Ellen entered it, her glowing green eyes leaking and searching me out in the night.

      What she didn’t expect, however, was Jordan.

      “Is it…am I…did you…?” she uttered, not able to decide on what question she wanted to ask apparently.

      As we met her outside the porch door, she stared at the bat-girl like she might be a ghost.

      “Jordan,” she finally got out. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      “I’m…helping?” Jordan replied, shrugging her narrow shoulders and flashing her former house mother a guilty smile.

      Charlotte shook her head in exasperation, but pulled Jordan into a bone-breaking hug, burying her face between the girl’s small black bat ears.

      “You just can’t stay out of trouble, can you?” Charlotte asked her.

      Jordan smiled wide and shook her head no. Then Alexis opened the porch door, and Jordan froze.

      “Alexis? You’re…you’re…” she managed to squeak out, “you’re alive?”

      Tears filled her small black eyes, and the two girls rushed at each other, meeting in a tight, emotional embrace. Ellen, Charlotte, and I watched on. Crickets chirped loudly into the night.

      “I never thought I’d see you again,” Jordan wept, pulling back to check that it really was the fox-girl who had escaped years ago. “We knew you were good at surviving, but after everything with Caitlin, we just…lost hope.”

      My eyes flashed to Ellen, who winced at the mention of her sister. But nothing could dampen the joy in the air at the reunion of all the girls, who couldn’t stop crying and embracing, touching one another lightly and reveling that they were all, somehow, together again.

      We moved inside, the small cabin barely holding all of us but not feeling cramped, somehow. I relaxed my aching body onto the makeshift bed and Charlotte cozied in beside me, Ellen taking my other side and Alexis digging through supplies in a corner, I was sure on her way to treating my fresh wounds while silently admonishing me for getting them in the first place. Jordan stood in the center of it all, taking it in.

      “What is this place?” she asked in awe.

      “It’s a safehouse,” I replied. “Sit down, Jordan, darlin’. You look like a stiff breeze could knock you clean over.”

      “Does he always talk like that?” Jordan asked the other girls.

      “Yes, he does,” Alexis replied flatly, kneeling down in front of me to rip the tattered edge of my ripped pant leg clean off.

      “It grows on you,” Charlotte added sweetly, hugging her soft chest into my arm.

      “You know I only have one pair of pants, right?” I asked Alexis, looking down as she worked. She just winked up at me slyly, continuing to rip the bloodied fabric away.

      “How long have you all lived here?” Jordan asked, sitting down on a tree-trunk stool, her eyes wide as she studied every inch of our makeshift house.

      “Goin’ on three weeks since the walls went up,” I replied. “It’s a relatively new development.”

      “All of this is,” Charlotte added. “I only met Jonas the night I left the farm.”

      “That’s why you left?” Jordan asked. If I weren’t mistaken, there was a hint of betrayal in her voice. “He offered you a better place out here?”

      “Of course not, Jordan,” Charlotte said, standing up to kneel in front of the little bat-girl like a concerned mother. She took Jordan’s hands in hers, and explained: “I left because for the first time since Alexis escaped, I felt hope that I could change our situation. Jonas had a plan to take Duncan down, and he asked me to help him. I left because it was the best bet I had at saving all you girls from that life once and for all—because I was sick of us losing our friends and sisters, and I wanted to finally do something about it. But trust this: I did not want to leave you girls alone. And I’m so sorry that I had to.”

      Jordan nodded silently.

      “It’s true,” Ellen chimed in. “And they’ve been building me this house, to make sure I felt safe enough to leave the farm. Just in case…”

      She let the statement linger in the air.

      Just in case our takeover attempt went horribly wrong and I got us all killed or captured in the process, she meant to say.

      I winced, trying to think positive. No sense hiding from the thunder before a drop of rain even falls, my grandma used to say.

      “The point is, you’re safe here now,” I told Jordan. “And, regardless of if you want to join our fight against Duncan, you’ll be protected. You’ll have a place to stay.”

      Jordan scoffed, returning to her spunky self at the mention of a fight.

      “You think I’d let you guys fight Duncan without me?” she asked. “I’ve been imagining taking him down for years! You’d have to chain me to a tree to keep me out of that fight!”

      There was a beat of silence, and then the girls and I broke into laughter.

      “Well, looks like we’ve got a new recruit,” I said, chuckling.

      “Thank God,” Alexis threw in, rubbing salve across another gash on my leg. “Because I hate to break it you guys, but I’m useless in combat.”

      “What? You?” Charlotte sang with a chorus of sarcasm behind her words. “Never would’ve guessed.”

      Alexis threw a stray pinecone from the floor at Charlotte’s head—but the cat-girl, who was trained in combat, swatted it away expertly.

      “Whatever,” Alexis grumbled, going back to her healing.

      I mussed her orange hair below me, telling her, “Don’t worry, Lex. There will be a job for all of us in my plan of attack.”

      “And what is that plan of attack, might I ask?” Ellen asked.

      “Glad you asked,” I replied. “Give me a rest and a hot meal and I’ll get back to you.”

      Ellen rolled her eyes.

      “So I’m assuming the recon mission went a little past reconnaissance?” Charlotte asked, eyeing my wounds. “Or did you sustain multiple injuries while crawling through the brush?”

      “It got completely out of control,” Ellen stated.

      “It was awesome!” Jordan added excitedly. “First I attacked Jonas because I thought he was trying to kill Ellen, which was my bad—but then Jonas lead us on a chase through the house, then into the barn, then he showed us a secret way out of the loft I didn’t know about, then he single-handedly fought off Joey, Marcus, and Trent in the auxiliary barn, then Craig came after him with an axe because he thought the door was locked but it really wasn’t, then Jonas and Craig fought and I—”

      She cut off her fond recollection as she noticed that everyone in the room had gone deathly silent. Charlotte’s eyes were boring holes into my skin. I pretended not to notice.

      “You fought Craig?” she accused. “You might as well have launched the entire attack without us!”

      “So the entire farm knew you were there?” Alexis tacked on.

      “I—”

      “And everyone knows who we are and what we’re planning now?” Alexis continued, cutting me off.

      “Well—”

      “I thought I said no fun combat without me!” Charlotte threw in. “I could have helped you, Jonas! I know how Craig fights, and next time, he—”

      “Craig is dead,” I declared, finally getting a word in.

      There was a beat of silence. Charlotte and Alexis both blinked at me in shock.

      “It’s true,” Ellen confirmed.

      “What about Duncan?” Alexis asked, growing concern in her voice.

      “He wasn’t there,” I said resignedly. “Off hunting. We got lucky.”

      “That’s the understatement of the century,” Alexis deadpanned. “If Duncan were there, I’d be pulling bullets out of you, not splinters.”

      “You actually killed Craig?” Charlotte asked. Suddenly, her voice was airy, her eyes far away—lost in a memory that seemed to haunt her.

      “Yes,” I declared, wrapping my arm around her shoulder. Her thin frame leaned into me unconsciously, her long dark hair smelling of flowers. “He’s gone.”

      Charlotte nodded.

      “Jonas choked him with a garden hose and slammed his head against a rock,” Jordan added with glee, as if this were a comforting image to bring up. But, to my surprise, Charlotte did smile slightly.

      “Good,” she said, wiping a single tear from the corner of her eye.

      I took her face between my hands and forced her to meet my gaze.

      “What did he do to you?” I asked.

      Charlotte’s jaw tensed.

      “What did he do?” I asked again, my fury mounting.

      “Nothing,” Charlotte replied, trying to calm me. “He never hurt me. He just…”

      “He was obsessed,” Ellen said softly as her friend struggled for a reply. “He watched Charlotte wherever she went, followed her around the farm, cornered her in the barn. He’d grab her tail, pull her into his lap at dinner. If it weren’t for Duncan’s orders that the mutant-girls were off limits, well…”

      “He did everything he could to make sure I never felt safe,” Charlotte whispered, her eyes wet again. “I still have nightmares sometimes, of waking up, seeing him staring at me in the dark.”

      “He watched you sleep?” I asked, my voice shaking with rage.

      Charlotte only nodded.

      For a moment, I closed my eyes, doing everything I could to keep my cool. I had already killed the bastard. There wasn’t much else I could do but find his ghost and kill that too—and I was halfway to finding a Ouija board—but it was no use going crazy over it now. Duncan was the target—the head of the snake that, if I cut it off, would kill the whole damn operation. I had to focus on him now.

      “Did I mention I fucked up Craig’s face two days ago?” I asked, opening my eyes and trying to lighten my voice.

      The corner of Charlotte’s mouth twitched up.

      “Rubbed that poison moss all over it, watched the flesh melt clean off. I tell ya, it was horrifying. He screamed and screamed. Was the ugliest son-of-a-bitch I’d ever seen before I killed him.”

      “Good,” Alexis declared.

      “As if he weren’t ugly before…” Ellen joked.

      I hugged Charlotte to my chest.

      “He’s dead and gone,” I murmured to her. “Rotten bastard can creep out everyone he wants down in Hell. But he’ll never bother you again.”

      There was a general consensus of agreement throughout the room.

      Suddenly, Jordan got up and began rifling through the shelves, pulling herbs from jars and laying out ingredients in front of the cooking stove.

      “What are you doing, Jo?” Ellen asked.

      She turned around, noticing us all staring.

      “I’m making a hot meal,” she declared. “You know I worked in the kitchens on the farm, Ell.”

      Ellen and I shared a curious look.

      “I think she meant why are you making a hot meal right now, darlin’?” I added. “You’ve had a long day. Sit down, rest a little.”

      Jordan turned again, staring at us all like we were missing something.

      “You said you’ll come up with a plan of attack against Duncan and the farm after you’ve had rest and a hot meal,” she said plainly. “I need to know how we’re taking all those assholes down as soon as possible, so I can start looking forward to it. And I can’t make you rest. But I can at least cook a hot meal.”

      The amused smile on my face spread like sunlight across the dark room, until we were all chuckling again at the bat-girl and her ridiculous outlook.

      “Can’t argue with that logic,” I told her.

      Then I adjusted myself to lie down on the bed, knowing I was moments from a good long sleep. If rest is what she wanted from me, I was happy to oblige.

      The rest of the girls adjusted, Charlotte cozying into my side, Alexis leaving to wash her hands and instruments in the creek. Ellen sat down at the table, watching Jordan work with curious admiration.

      As the fire starter clicked and the room began to fill with the comforting crackle of the fire, I felt myself drifting quickly into sleep. When I woke up, we would plan the final battle of our war.
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      The little cabin was full in every sense of the word that night.

      Full of people and stuff, yes. Full of laughter, loud stories, memories, and squealing recollections. Full of warmth from the cooking stove and the company—and of full stomachs from the stew Jordan had cooked, despite its main ingredient being scavenged mushrooms.

      The orange, flickering light of the fire made everyone look warmer, more alive, and I relished the feeling as I stretched up to the low ceiling, grazing my fingers against the roof.

      “So you really are full human?” Jordan asked, staring at my backside while I stretched.

      “Why does everyone keep asking me that?” I sighed. “Do I need to wear a sign on my ass that says no tail here, sorry?”

      Jordan giggled, and the rest of the girls rolled their eyes at me.

      “It’s because you fight like a mutant,” Ellen said. “Vicious. Like a bear.”

      Charlotte nodded in agreement.

      “You must have noticed we all fight like the animals we’re mutated from,” she explained. “Well, hate to break it to you, Jonas, but you fight like an animal.”

      “I take that as a compliment,” I decided, collapsing back onto the bed.

      “As you should,” Alexis agreed, her orange fox ears twitching.

      “You know, I think that’s why Duncan hates mutants so much,” Charlotte mused, crossing her long legs over each other as she sat down on a stump. “He’s always been jealous of our natural fighting abilities. I think the reason he never brought mutant men onto the farm was he was too scared they’d overpower him.”

      “And they didn’t want to be treated like animals,” I added, remembering the conversation between the two factions in the forest days ago. How George and his men had slaughtered my neighbors for Duncan’s gain. How Duncan betrayed them, after everything, refusing them a place in his ranks.

      Alexis laughed mirthlessly. “Yeah, only mutant girls will stand for it.”

      “When the other option is being sold to the highest bidder down the river, yeah, we kind of have to,” Ellen shot back. She noticed all our reactions. “Sorry,” she added. “I know it’s not anyone in this room’s fault we all ended up there.”

      “How did you all end up there?” I asked, looking around at the haunted faces of the mutant girls. “Were you captured by Duncan’s men?”

      “I was,” Jordan chimed in. “Two of his guys found me living in a bombed-out apartment building in Williamsburg.”

      “I’m surprised you couldn’t fight ’em off,” I told her.

      She shrugged. “If I weren’t six years old, maybe I could have.”

      I blinked, processing this new information.

      “Where were your parents?” I asked, trying not to sound too horrified.

      The tone in the room shifted as the girls faded into their own separate memories of families long gone and homes long forgotten. Jordan stared at her fingernails, the black polish on them chipping off.

      “Most of our parents abandoned us when they found out we were born mutants,” Charlotte explained to me. “In the chaos of the war, us being so…different didn’t really go over well.”

      I looked from girl to girl, shocked I was just now asking where all their families ended up.

      “You were all abandoned?” I asked.

      Alexis, Charlotte, and Jordan nodded, but Ellen stayed quiet.

      “My mother went into hiding with me and my sister,” she said finally. “But, when water got scarce, it became harder and harder for us to survive. One day, she went out for supplies, and she never came back.” Tears welled in her eyes. “Caitlin and I were starving and scared. We heard about a settlement where mutant girls could be safe, so we went there of our own free will.”

      I did everything in my power to keep my face neutral as she explained her story, trying not to judge her for walking into Duncan’s home with open arms.

      “Duncan was kind to us at first. He fed us and gave us a place to sleep. We were protected. It wasn’t until months later we realized that, if we wanted to leave, we wouldn’t be allowed. Things only got worse after that.”

      Charlotte got up and crouched next to Ellen’s stool, wrapping her arms around her shoulders.

      “No one blames you for seeking out safety,” she assured her. “We all do what we can to survive. It’s the only way to live out here.”

      Ellen nodded, blinking back more tears.

      “Trust nobody and you’ll never be disappointed,” Alexis declared, to which all the girls nodded. I couldn’t blame them after everything they’d been through, but it was a mighty depressing outlook to have.

      I couldn’t help but notice, however, that Charlotte eyed me thoughtfully as the rest of the girls agreed.

      “Hey,” she said suddenly, putting on a smile for the girls. “I have an idea to brighten the mood.”

      She stood up, her long legs stretching off a stool on the ground, her dark hair loose and flowing down her back. We all watched as she bent over to riffle under the bed, her black tail swinging gracefully behind her heart-shaped ass. When she emerged, she was holding an ancient-looking bottle of honey-colored liquor, the label worn down to faded hieroglyphs.

      I could’ve kissed her.

      “Look what I found at the little farm outside the settlement,” she sang, swinging the bottle in our faces and unscrewing the lid. She took a long sip, wincing only slightly as it went down. “Whiskey,” she declared, handing me the bottle.

      I pulled her by her narrow waist into my lap, where she settled comfortably against me, and I took a swig from the bottle. The liquor rushed across my tongue like ambrosia, burning down my throat smooth as silent lightning in a summer storm.

      “Good Lord, Charlotte, you are an incredible and intelligent woman,” I declared, pinching her side so she squirmed and giggled in my lap. I handed the bottle to Alexis, who took it eagerly. “But I have to tell you. That is bourbon.”

      “Yeah, okay, farm boy,” Charlotte teased, her long fingernails scratching gently up the back of my neck into my hair. She bit playfully at my ear lobe, and I felt a shiver run down my spine.

      Alexis winced as she swallowed the bourbon, handing it off to Ellen, who took a hearty swig like it sure as hell wasn’t her first rodeo. She handed it off to Jordan, who studied the bottle curiously, sniffed it with a grimace, then took a quick, exploratory shot, her face breaking into horrified disgust shortly after.

      We all broke into laughter at this—Jordan waving her hands in front of her like batting the air might get the taste out of her mouth. She practically threw the bottle back to Charlotte, and the rest of us passed it around a little more.

      “You found this at Mrs. Gorman’s old place?” I asked Charlotte, who was nuzzling her head into my neck, her languid body draped over mine. Alexis’s orange hair leaned against my thigh, and I couldn’t help but notice her breasts pushing up the front of her shirt from my vantage point above her. I averted my eyes quickly, ashamed for staring.

      “Sure did,” Charlotte said sleepily into my neck.

      “Saucy old maid,” I commented, passing the bottle to Ellen, who lounged on the floor. Staring at her supple body, I couldn’t help but remember old photos of Marilyn Monroe lying on her side in satin lingerie, her curves ample and alluring. Ellen’s soft blonde hair was loose tonight, her light rabbit ears drooping down as she relaxed.

      Ellen stood up slowly, reminding me to avert my eyes. To my shock, however, the rabbit-girl walked straight up to me and, brushing right past Charlotte in my lap, kissed me on the lips.

      Just like the other night, her kiss was urgent, surprising, and altogether intoxicating. I found myself lost in the moment as her tongue slid across mine, her lips pressing against me.

      As quickly as it started, it ended—Ellen pulling back, but only an inch. Her vanilla and berry scent washed over me as she turned to her left and met Charlotte’s eyes with a sudden fiery intensity. The two girls began to kiss, inches from my face, occasionally opening their eyes to look at me—to show it was all for me. My head went dizzy with a rush of arousal, the two girls’ soft lips meeting in small, tender kisses for my benefit.

      Overwhelmed, I took Charlotte’s face in my hands, kissing her deeply while Ellen dove into my neck, her soft rabbit ears tickling up my cheek.

      “I’ve been waiting for this,” Ellen murmured.

      A reverberating mmm escaped Charlotte’s lips in agreement, and before I knew it, Alexis and Jordan had crawled onto either side of us, their small hands rubbing reverently along my aching muscles.

      I turned to Jordan on my right, meeting her small black eyes.

      “You alright, darlin’?” I asked with bated breath, Charlotte now rubbing her hand across the bulge in my pants. I placed a gentle hand on Jordan’s cheek while her hungry eyes met mine.

      In response, the bat-girl turned her cheek gently to suck my index finger into her mouth, making me shudder. Her small, pale frame knelt beside me dutifully as she sucked my finger up and down, her eyes boring into mine with desperate desire—trying to show me exactly what she wanted to do.

      I didn’t need to be shown twice.

      The girls recognized Jordan’s wishes too, moving out of the way as I repositioned onto my back on the bed and Jordan knelt in front of me.

      The girls all worked together to remove my pants, giggling as they did. I pulled at Ellen’s small blue t-shirt next to me, and she finished the job for me—ripping it off over her head and throwing it to the floor.

      If I thought the view from the top of the mountain was beautiful, it had nothing on Ellen’s breasts.  They should have been cast in gold or painted in oils for how perfect they were—heaving and round like moons, with nipples so pink and perky I couldn’t resist taking one into my mouth immediately. The rabbit-girl whimpered as I flicked her nipple with my tongue, massaging the other with my thumb while Charlotte pumped my cock up and down and Jordan gave teasing, exploratory licks to the head of my shaft.

      “Turn around,” I growled at Ellen, who complied immediately.

      Suddenly, Ellen’s wet, glistening pussy was in my face, cradled in the supple planet that was her ass. As I slid two fingers into her entrance, she whimpered again, her white and blonde bushy rabbit’s tail shivering in pleasure and tickling my wrist.

      Just as Jordan took the whole head of my cock into her little mouth, Alexis crawled over to Ellen, sucking one of her nipples into her mouth while she stared at me.

      “Good girl, Lex,” I groaned, Charlotte spitting on her hand to more effectively pump my shaft while Jordan sucked. I felt my body begin to tense, and I looked down at the bat-girl as she greedily took as much of me down her throat as was possible, her black eyes watering, her lips stretched as wide as they’d go.

      “Good job, sweetie,” Charlotte said, pushing Jordan’s dark hair back as the bat-girl choked on my cock. “Very good.”

      My neck collapsed back onto the pillow as pleasure surged through my body, and I pumped my fingers faster into Ellen’s perfect sheath, feeling her tighten around my hand. Alexis kissed the rabbit-girl, their tongues mingling sloppily as Ellen continued to whimper and moan while I finger-fucked her, her pussy juices leaking down my wrist.

      “Jonas,” Jordan mewled, removing my cock from her mouth. I nearly convulsed with the sudden shock of it, looking down pleadingly at the suddenly timid little bat-girl. “Jonas, could I ride you?” she asked.

      Charlotte grinned wickedly at this, pulling Jordan’s shirt off over her head. The bat-girl’s small, perky breasts popped out, stark white with small, pointed nipples.

      “Yes,” I breathed. “I ain’t got a single problem with that, darlin.”

      Jordan smiled excitedly and pulled off her shorts, revealing her perfect little naked body in the firelight. It was different than Alexis’s—not as freckled, or defined. If I hadn’t asked Charlotte and Ellen about a dozen times whether the girl was eighteen I wouldn’t believe it—she seemed so slight. But I suppose a bat-girl would be small, considering the animal she mutated from.

      Jordan hopped onto my erect cock in one swift motion, crouching over my body with her feet on the bed on either side of me. Charlotte supported her small body, slapping her ass and licking her nipples as Jordan began to bounce up and down, her face twisted in pleasure as she did.

      My body nearly melted with how good it felt to have her little body slamming up and down on me. Alexis put her head down between my legs and began to lick at my balls, her tongue flicking gently up the sensitive skin, making my legs twitch.

      Meanwhile, Ellen was pushing her huge ass backwards into my hand, whimpering louder and louder while her rabbit tail shook with each backwards thrust. Overcome with a desire to taste her all of a sudden, I pulled her fat ass over my face and took her dripping pussy into my mouth.

      Ellen cried out instantly as I tasted her perfect pussy, her mouth muffled by Jordan’s as the two girls met in a sloppy kiss above me. Charlotte urged Jordan to keep going, telling her “good job, sweetie, good job, ride his perfect cock, that’s it,” while Alexis moaned into my balls and Ellen’s ass cut off my air circulation—but I wasn’t complaining, for if I died between her legs, I’d go a happy man.

      With Jordan bouncing energetically on my stiff rod, however, I wasn’t gonna last much longer. Squeezing Ellen’s ass above my face, I licked faster and faster, tasting her greedily as she cried out uncontrollably to the rafters, her pleasure mounting. Meanwhile, Jordan was squeaking violently, her body overwhelmed with the size of me and trembling, creating a vibrating suction that was making me lose my mind. I was trying everything in my power to stay in control when Charlotte leaned down into my ear, commanding, “Cum for your girls, Jonas.”

      It was all I needed to explode, pumping ropes into Jordan’s tight pussy while Ellen squealed to the ceiling, her curvy body twitching in waves of pleasure above me. The rabbit-girl collapsed to my side, her ears and tail still twitching, her breasts resting neatly atop one another. Jordan fell forward as I finally stopped emptying into her, panting lightly into my chest, and I wrapped my arms around her small frame, holding her tightly as I tried to calm my racing heart.

      The fire continued to crackle, our five panting breaths mingling into one.

      A wolf howled into the night, miles off. I thought idly of George and the rest of the mutant men, the secondary problem I had yet to even plan for. We had too many enemies, too many people after us who were itching for a fight…

      It occurred to me with a sudden jolt. How we would breach the farm, how we would get to Duncan. It was crazy—but it just might work.

      “Jordan,” I asked suddenly, looking down at the bat-girl curled up on my chest. “How are you at acting?”

      She shrugged. “Alright, I guess, why?” she asked, confused but too satisfied and tired to press me.

      “Don’t worry about it now,” I whispered, stroking her dark hair. The girls curled up like animals around me, settling into a peaceful sleep. The smell of Ellen lingered on my lips and nose, lulling me into a pleasurable peace, and I reached out to pet the rabbit-girl’s blonde hair.

      Now that I had an idea, the details of our attack would come tomorrow. After we went after Duncan, there was no guarantee any of us would come back alive. So, I decided as I closed my eyes and settled into the warm pile of naked bodies, it was my duty to enjoy the few guaranteed moments I had left with these girls.

      After tomorrow, who knew how many nights like this we’d get?
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      Three bullets.

      I had three bullets at my disposal to launch a full scale attack on a heavily guarded settlement. Three bullets, four vicious mutant girls, and me, Jonas Ryder.

      What could go wrong?

      The four of us stood at the edge of the forest, our packs full of supplies.

      Carefully, I removed the small silver pistol from my back pocket and handed it to Jordan, who stared at it with the reverence of an ancient talisman. I had loaded the bullets that morning, standing on the makeshift porch of our safehouse in the crisp morning air, tasting the dew on my tongue, counting one, two, three.

      Three bullets to get my farm back. Three bullets to take down three dozen soldiers and the madman controlling my family’s farm. Three bullets to liberate a house full of mutant girls.

      “They’re all in there,” I told Jordan. “Remember, we only got these bullets thanks to you, darlin’. So don’t you hesitate to use one. If any of George’s men even touch one hair on your pretty head, you pop one in them, got it?”

      Alexis cleared her throat. “Um, aren’t we supposed to be preserving those at all costs?”

      “Yes and no,” I replied. “If the cost is Jordan’s life, then no.”

      “You guys!” Jordan cut in. “I’ll be fine. I doubt I’ll even need it.”

      I stared down at the little bat-girl, who seemed even smaller in the light of the morning. I tried to summon memories of her taking down Duncan’s men back on the farm, but suddenly I couldn’t picture her as the vicious fighter she’d once been.

      “You know what, maybe we just call this part of the plan off—” I started, but Charlotte cut me off.

      “Jonas!” she shouted. “It’s a good plan. A great one, in fact. And it only works if we send Jordan in there. I don’t like it any more than you, but trust me. She can handle it.”

      “I was taught by the best, remember?” Jordan chimed in, winking at Charlotte.

      I exhaled, feeling the girls’ expectant eyes on me. I’d already tried to cancel the plan three times this morning, and had been met with these same responses again and again.

      “Alright, I know you can handle yourself,” I conceded to Jordan. “Just get in and get out, okay? And, once again, I’d rather lose a bullet than lose you. Don’t forget that.”

      Jordan rolled her eyes, but the blush that spread across her pallid skin told me she needed to hear this.

      “Okay,” I said to Ellen. “Beat her up.”

      Ellen smiled, pulling a crumbling make-up palette from her pack, along with an almost-definitely-rotten bottle of ketchup Charlotte had scraped up in an old pantry. We all watched as she applied the colors to Jordan’s face, giving her a nasty black eye in purples, blacks, and yellows. Then she squirted the rank-smelling ketchup on the bat-girl’s arm, painting it into a realistic blood splatter.

      “Never thought my art skills would come in handy like this,” Ellen mumbled as she worked, her rabbit ears flopping into her blonde hair.

      “Now give her a mustache!” Alexis joked. Charlotte elbowed her.

      As Ellen finished, we all stepped back to take in the final product. Jordan looked beat up, alright. But Alexis, her lips pursed, stepped forward and ripped Jordan’s small t-shirt sleeve at the seam, tearing the fabric like someone had pulled her to the ground by her shirt.  She mussed up Jordan’s hair until it looked like she’d just been in combat, and then scooped some dirt off the ground and rubbed it into her legs and arms.

      When Alexis finished, Jordan looked fresh out of a nasty fight. Exactly how we needed her.

      “Perfect,” I declared. “Alright, Jordan, you know your lines?”

      The bat-girl nodded, looking, concerningly, much more excited than nervous.

      “Let’s hear it,” Ellen said, clearly less confident than her little friend.

      Suddenly, Jordan’s face broke into a horrified gash, her eyes instantly on the verge of tears.

      “Help, help!” she cried, falling to her knees and sobbing. “The farm’s been attacked by the bear man, Duncan’s dead, the girls are scattering, it’s all chaos!! Oh God, oh God, help!”

      In an instant, she stood up and reorganized her face into a playful smirk.

      “Whoa,” said Ellen.

      “Well, that was just creepy,” Alexis added.

      “And impressive!” I said, clapping. “Bravo, Jordan. Just like that. As soon as they seem convinced, you keep running. And if anyone touches you—”

      “Bite them, kick them, choke them, or shoot them, got it,” Jordan cut in. “Can I go now?”

      She tucked the gun in her little backpack, strapping it on tight and bracing herself.

      “You remember where to meet us?” I asked.

      “Yes,” she groaned, like I was her father asking if she’d remembered to do her choring.

      “Okay,” I breathed. Was I really ready to send this girl directly into George’s camp? Was I making a huge mistake?

      It was too late to go back now. The girls trusted me. The least I could do was trust them—and myself. Besides, the plan didn’t work without this. I needed to let her go.

      “We’ll see you in an hour or so,” I told Jordan. “Good luck.”

      “Won’t need it!” the bat-girl sang, and then she sprinted off, disappearing into the trees without a single look back.

      The four of us stood watching her go for a minute. Then the girls turned to me.

      “She’ll be okay,” Charlotte assured me, squeezing my bicep.

      “But will we?” Alexis asked.

      I pulled the fox-girl into my side and began leading the group on our long hike to the back of the settlement, our attack plan just beginning.

      “We’ll be just fine,” I told Lex and the girls.

      Whether I believed it was another story.
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      An hour later, Ellen, Charlotte, Alexis and I sat on a log in the woods, staring at the back of Duncan’s camp. In the day since I had left and Duncan had returned to find his farm compromised and his second-in-command lying down on the job with an incurable head wound, security had been ramped up to a crazy degree.

      The fence that surrounded the settlement was now electrified. Hearing the low buzzing, I had that feeling of waking up from a bad dream and not being sure what’s real and what’s a nightmare. The memory of my electrocution sat heavy in my subconscious. I tasted metal in my mouth.

      And Jordan wasn’t back yet.

      I should have gone with her, stayed on the edge of the camp and waited to see if she’d need my protection. I tried to—but the girls insisted I’d be spotted and it’d blow the whole plan. They were right, of course, but it still didn’t ease my mind. I’d sent her in alone. If she didn’t come back, it was on me.

      I tried to distract myself by studying the settlement, now with enough time to really take it in. The barracks were impressive, to say the least—five sheet metal structures lining the back end of the farm, one between each massive field. Two large silver tractors were plowing along, manned by Duncan’s men in silly metallic sunglasses, one wearing headphones attached to an old-school Walkman.

      I noticed two new wells had been installed on the property, bringing fresh water in so they wouldn’t have to travel to the river. A complex irrigation system had been set up to water the crops.

      If Duncan weren’t such a monster, I’d be impressed.

      Guard towers had always stood every fifty feet or so along the fence, but they were manned now—and the guards were armed. Gone were the empty towers, the one soldier who’d earned a firearm, the scattered henchman with shovels and crowbars for weapons. This was Duncan on full alert.

      I could only hope my crazy plan would be enough to get us past his defenses and into his stronghold.

      “He has to turn on the back-up generator to light up the fence like this,” Charlotte whispered, startling me out of my own thoughts. “It’s powered by gasoline that he guards like liquid gold—extremely hard to scavenge in this area. He must really be scared if he’s keeping the fence on 24/7.”

      “And he gave out guns to the men,” Ellen added. “I haven’t seen that since George and his boys were launching their first round of attacks years ago.”

      I counted the armed guards for the fortieth time. One on the Northwest tower, two on the Northmost, one on the Northeast. Next closest was halfway down the East side. All held rifles—good for long-range shooting. How many bullets they had at their disposal was a different story, but the last thing I wanted to do was guess low and end up wrong.

      “When did George and his men start fighting back?” I asked the girls, mostly to distract myself.

      The sun continued to rise across the East, stretching the morning, reminding me of every minute Jordan didn’t return.

      “Shortly after Duncan screwed them over about five years ago,” Charlotte replied. “Duncan owned this farm for twenty years before he got even more greedy, got a few young girls, including me and Ellen and Caitlin, then started coveting the properties next door. By that time, the war was over and there was chaos in the states. Roaming bands of mutant boys were common—all the boys born in the beginning of the animal evolution were teenagers, the oldest ones—like George—reaching their mid-twenties. They were abandoned by their families, feared by society, and most started little packs. Families in the forest, where the non-mutants couldn’t find them for fear of the poisonous foliage. George’s pack was the biggest in our area.”

      “So Duncan hired them to take out the neighbors,” I finished.

      “Guess so,” Charlotte replied. “That’s when the farm got bigger. Duncan recruited more non-mutant men to his ranks, and they started capturing more and more girls.”

      “That’s when I came in,” Alexis added. “My first night on the farm, in fact, was when George and the boys tried their first attack.”

      “We didn’t know why they were so mad,” Ellen said. “Duncan told us that the mutant boys were jealous of our way of life and wanted to kill us. That they were monsters who hated that we were civilized.”

      Alexis scoffed. “What a load of shit.”

      I nodded, trying to detangle the web of lies, mistrust, and evil Duncan and George were caught in. All I knew for sure was that the mutant girls were caught in the middle, just trying to survive.

      “Is it wrong,” Charlotte asked softly, “that we’re using George and the mutant boys like this? Tricking them into attacking the farm as a distraction for us?”

      I shrugged.

      “It would be, if George and his boys hadn’t gone so rotten,” I told her. “Charlotte, they tried to sell you for weapons, don’t you remember? They may have once been lost boys, but they’re the pirates now. They made their choice when they killed all those innocent families. Don’t forget, they wanted to be part of Duncan’s army too. Now they’re just bitter they didn’t get to join.”

      “You’ve always been too nice, Char,” Alexis chided. Ellen nodded in agreement, her blue eyes haunted with all these stories of the past.

      I wrapped an arm around Charlotte’s shoulder.

      “I disagree,” I told her. “If you weren’t too nice, you never would have brought a meal to a scary trespasser hiding in your barn.”

      Charlotte smiled a little, looking up at me.

      “And we wouldn’t all be sitting here dying of worry,” she added.

      “You win some, you lose some,” I told her, mussing her hair.

      Just then, a gunshot rang through the trees.

      My breath caught in my throat.

      We all stood, looking through the forest in the direction of the shot, although of course it’d be easier to find a horsefly in a dark barn than see that far.

      “It isn’t necessarily a bad thing,” Charlotte said. But the fear making her voice quiver told a different story.

      “We need to help her,” I declared.

      Before we could argue about it, I ran back through the forest, cutting a path to where we guessed George’s encampment might be. Screw the plan, screw the bullets, screw Duncan—I couldn’t let them take Jordan. We sprinted for minutes straight, sweat running down my skin, the girls’ animal selves taking over as they dashed, darted, and bounded through the trees, panic rising among our little team. My legs burned as the minutes passed, my thoughts racing, and I kept picturing the bat-girl tied up, injured, scared—she needed us, she needed our—

      “Guys!”

      Our group slammed to a halt in the thick trees. Then we turned around.

      Jordan, completely unscathed besides her fake wounds, stood behind us, having been hidden behind a tree trunk, her hands on her hips.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      Immediately, we all rushed her, Alexis checking if she was injured, Ellen throwing her forehead into her palm in annoyance, Charlotte pulling Jordan into a tight hug.

      “We thought you were in trouble!” I yelled, relief pouring through me.

      “She’s fine,” Alexis exhaled, having inspected Jordan’s body for real wounds.

      “We heard the gunshot!” Charlotte cried.

      “Oh, yeah,” Jordan said. “Sorry about that. After I gave my little performance, the men decided they wanted to keep me for a pet I guess. I fought them off for a while until they had me cornered. I think I snapped one of their necks with my legs!” she added to me proudly. “Anyway, I really tried not to use any bullets, sorry, Jonas. But I kinda needed one to get out of there alive.”

      Pulling her into my arms and squeezing her tightly, I said, “I’m just glad you’re safe. Don’t you worry about the bullet.”

      “At least you saved two,” Ellen added, sounding annoyed. We could all tell she was putting on a big show of being angry at Jordan—but it was obvious she was overflowing with relief like the rest of us.

      “So they bought it?” Alexis asked.

      Jordan nodded excitedly. “Totally. George got so excited and declared it was the perfect time to strike. As I was running away, he said ‘Let her go! We’ve got a farm to take.’”

      I smiled, finally letting my body relax for a brief moment. Jordan handed me the gun, now with two precious bullets, and I slipped it into my back pocket.

      We had our first victory.

      Step one: pit my two biggest enemies against one another.

      Step two: sit back and enjoy the show.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thirty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      It took George and his men thirty minutes to strike.

      From my high perch in a leafy maple tree behind the farm, I watched the mutant men approach, holding their makeshift weapons, stalking through the trees. They were smart—despite their intel that the farm was in chaos, they had separated into small groups which traveled quickly from tree to tree, staying under cover.

      The first move they made was to climb the surrounding trees and launch large, green balls tied with loose twine into each of the front guard towers.

      I didn’t understand the strange move until the screams of agony began. Then it hit me—they had created bombs of the poisonous moss. Chuckling to myself, I idly wished I’d thought of that.

      After the first gunshots rang out, all hell broke loose.

      The melting corpses of two of Duncan’s guards dropped from the towers, and the living guards shot down at the men who scurried out of the forest like bugs. It was then that they seemed to realize their intel was wrong—the farm was not in chaos, and the first man to place hands on the fence learned quickly that it was now electrified.

      But it didn’t matter—the alarm had sounded, George’s men were officially mobilized and not turning back, and I watched with glee as Duncan’s men jumped off their tractors and poured out of the barracks, grabbing weapons and running towards the front of the farm to join the fight.

      Leaving the back completely empty, but for the few guards in their high towers.

      Taking a slow deep breath, I pointed the tiny silver pistol at my target, knowing I had one shot at this—for the last bullet in this gun was reserved for Duncan’s skull, and I didn’t intend to waste it on anything less.

      One glance at the girls below me revealed they were impatient for me to start our plan—Charlotte and Ellen looking scared but determined, Alexis shivering and wearing a backpack full of moss, Jordan looking far too excited and not at all nervous. The bat-girl still had a fake black eye painted on her face. I want to keep it to look more intimidating, she told us. Not sure why I was surprised at that.

      Looking back up at the farm, I lined up my shot, exhaling like my father always taught me. Then I fired.

      The propane tank at the back edge of the property exploded instantly, sending flames and black smoke pouring into the sky and shaking the branch I stood on.

      Dropping down through the branches as quickly as possible, I hit the ground in a roll and joined the girls as we sprinted directly into the explosion, which had blown a hole clean through the electric fence. The guards in the towers above us scrambled, but none took a shot—if they saw us, we were lost quickly in the thick smoke, which filled the sky with blackness and surely clogged their throats and eyes. The girls and I leaped a dangerous path through the flaming rubble, jumping over the smoking white ceramic of the tank and sprinting towards the soldiers’ barracks. We needed to get between the two main buildings to be covered from gunfire from the East and West towers which weren’t obscured by the smoke of the explosion.

      As we exited the smoking rubble and dashed through the open yards, gunshots echoed, bullets flying between us as we ran. When we stopped to catch our breath along the metal of the barracks, I gathered the girls in a huddle.

      “Is anybody hurt?!” I yelled, my ears still ringing from the explosion.

      They all shook their heads, Jordan smiling like a crazy person. Alexis looked white as a sheet, her whole freckled fox body trembling.

      “Alright, like we planned now. Alexis, you find the girls, wall off their room with the moss, and tell them to hold tight until the fighting dies down. Ellen, you cover Alexis and then find us. Charlotte, Jordan, we fight our way to Duncan. We do not stop, we do not distract ourselves with any combat that isn’t necessary. Got it?”

      “Yes, yes, we know, let’s go!” Jordan cried.

      I couldn’t argue with her enthusiasm. Using one more precious moment in the chaos, however, I grabbed freckled Alexis’s face between my hands and forced her wide amber eyes to meet mine.

      “You’ll be okay,” I told her, trying to quell her terror. “Trust me.”

      The fox-girl nodded tightly, staring up at me.

      “I do,” she declared, to my surprise.

      I let her go, and we took off running through the fields.

      The settlement was in complete chaos—George’s men’s guerilla attacks were wild and unpredictable, no one was sure if the explosion was their doing or some sort of freak accident.

      It was going exactly as I planned.

      The alarm rang loudly in the background, obfuscating any clear instructions from the leaders, and gunshots echoed all around us. Keeping my body between Alexis and the nearest guard tower, I ran for all our lives, hoping that the fox-girl’s trust in me wasn’t misplaced. Just get to Duncan, just get to Duncan, just get to Duncan, I told myself, my blood rushing through my ears.

      Suddenly, a shot whizzed past my head so close it might have given me a haircut. I turned and saw a stray man running at us through the field, having descended from the West tower.

      “Behind that tractor, now!” I shouted to the girls, who complied instantly. We dove behind the hulking machine paused halfway through the field.

      Panting against the hot steel, we listened to the man’s footsteps quickly approach.

      “I got this,” Jordan whispered, then climbed up to the seat of the tractor before I could stop her, concealing herself behind the steering apparatus.

      I could see what her plan was, and it was risky—too risky. As the man hit strike distance, I jumped out to the side of the tractor with my arms flailing, trying to create a diversion, jumping back in at the last second as his next shot fired.

      At that moment, we heard a thunk and a scream—jumping out again, I saw Jordan on the man’s shoulders, ripping his hair back and climbing across his body like a jungle gym. She bit into his neck as he struggled to grab at her, but I kicked into his stomach with all my force before he could get hold.

      He hit the ground quickly, and I kicked his head, rendering him either unconscious or dead. To be sure he was out, I stomped my heel into his head once more for good measure, then grabbed his gun, popping open the chamber. Empty.

      I checked his pockets roughly, finding only two more orange shells. I loaded them and handed the gun to Ellen.

      “You know how to fire this?” I asked her.

      “Um, pull the trigger?” she asked, her eyes wide as she settled the shotgun into her arms uncomfortably.

      “You nailed it, darlin,” I said, then pointed at the house. “Cover Alexis and get to the house, then find us if you can. Got it?”

      Ellen nodded and grabbed the fox-girl’s hand, dragging her off towards the house. I watched the guard towers as they did, finding that the East and West had been emptied, the men finding their way into the fight on the ground. With almost painful relief, I watched as the two girls hit the back door to the farmhouse, slipping inside.

      What happened from now was up to them. It was time for us to find Duncan.

      “Jonas, three o’clock,” Charlotte urged.

      I turned and saw a man running at us from behind holding a shotgun, his body vaguely smoking. This must be a survivor from the North tower, which was now crumbling to the ground in a heap of flaming wood.

      “Time to go,” I declared.  “Zig zag! And don’t stop running, no matter what!”

      Jordan and Charlotte didn’t need to be told twice. We took off towards the main battle being fought at the front of the house, fleeing the fire-breathing man behind us.

      We ran crazy paths through the tall wheat of the field, betting our lives on the man being a bad shot. As his first shot zinged between Charlotte and Jordan, I thanked our lucky stars that Duncan was such a stingy bastard with his weapons—never letting his men practice their aim, apparently. The second shot whizzed just past my shoulder, and I saw an opportunity, diving down in the tall wheat like I’d been hit. I could only hope the girls would see past my trick and keep running for cover.

      Breathing face down into the thick, poking stalks, I listened carefully. Over the blaring alarm, I heard the crunching footsteps of the man behind me, approaching to check that I was dead. I could only hope he wouldn’t shoot me again for good measure—but, based on the fact that the last guy had only been given four bullets, I prayed he’d choose to save his ammo instead.

      The man stopped behind me abruptly, his motions jolted with fear. He kicked my calf lightly—a thorough inspection I had to strain not laugh at. Then, I supposed deciding he should probably shoot me again just to be sure, I heard him pop open his shotgun to reload.

      Twisting up and around in an instant, I wrenched the barrel of the gun and pulled him down to the field, jumping on top of him and punching him in the jaw, hard. He cried out for back-up, but it was too late—and too loud—for that. Gritting my teeth, I kneeled on his arms and snapped his neck, dropping his limp skull below me and reaching into his pocket for his extra shells in the next second.

      Kneeling in the wheat, I loaded the two shells into the dead man’s shotgun and ran in a low crouch through the tall stalks, my back straining. When I reached the edge of the field, I heard a quiet “psst.”

      “I knew you weren’t hit,” Jordan whispered proudly.

      To my right, her and Charlotte were crouched down in the wheat stalks, beckoning me to their little carved-out spot.

      “I didn’t!” Charlotte whisper-yelled, slapping my arm. “Never do that to me again.”

      “Sorry!” I said back. “I saw an opportunity. And I got us this.”

      I held out the shotgun, offering it to Charlotte. Her green eyes widened, but she shook her head.

      “I’m better at hand-to-hand,” she said. “You keep it. You’re the best shot.”

      I looked to Jordan, who nodded in agreement.

      “Alright,” I said, popping my head up to survey the situation beyond the field.

      George’s men had breached the entrance, and the battle was in full-swing now between the two barns, most of the shotguns exhausted of their four allotted bullets and now being used as blunt objects for beating the mutant men. The mutants were outnumbered by Duncan’s men—but the girls were right, they fought harder. Vicious, dog-like snarls erupted from George’s throat as he took down every one of Duncan’s soldiers in his path—I watched him bite a man’s ear off and leave him bleeding and screeching, then continue leading his small band forward in their attack. He seemed to understand this was his last chance for victory—as they were ambushed, outnumbered, and outgunned. But George, to his credit, fought like a wild dog.

      Duncan, however, was nowhere to be found. I could tell George was frustrated by this, as he kept looking around, surveying the area before reentering the fight to tear another man to pieces. I’d been hoping George’s attack would get Duncan to reveal himself, but we were both wrong about that. The bastard was cowering somewhere, I just had to draw him out.

      I’d have to put myself in the fight in a big way.

      “You ready for some fun combat?” I asked Charlotte.

      The cat-girl crouched in a low pounce I hadn’t seen her assume since the first night I met her, almost a month ago, when she took out five trespassing men single-handedly. She wasn’t just an expert scavenger, a house mother, a too-nice girl who cried when she was worried. She was a killer, through and through.

      “I thought you’d never ask,” she purred.

      Then she ran directly into the fight.
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      The first man Charlotte jumped on had no idea what hit him. She launched into the air and wrapped her thighs around his neck, pulling him to the ground and moving on to the next man while Jordan pounced on him, biting into his face.

      I ran past the scene with my gun cocked, suddenly very confident that the two girls could handle themselves alone.

      The first man I shot was one of Duncan’s, approaching from the distance and holding a gun which may or may not have been loaded. I got him between the eyes and he went down instantly. Everyone stopped fighting for a moment to see who had taken the shot.

      As all the men turned to face me, it was as if every person on the farm had the same thought all at once.

      You.

      Suddenly, enemies forgot one another as each fighter decided it was his job alone to kill me that day.

      “Hiya, fellas,” I said brightly in the frozen moment. “Who wants to guess how many rounds I got left?”

      No one took me up on it.

      A mule-man ran at me first with a shovel, vicious braying pouring from his wide, buck-toothed mouth. Sensing one of Duncan’s men behind me with a similar idea, I ducked at the last moment, hearing the mule-man’s shovel make contact with the other man’s head. I lifted myself back up to kick mule-man in the stomach, and he stumbled backwards with the blow.

      Just then, a lead pipe cracked across my spine, and in a moment of rage I turned and shot the perpetrator in the head with my last bullet, scaring the other men around me, who I’m sure assumed I was bluffing about having any rounds left.

      It might have been a dumb use of it—but it felt damn good, even as I wiped the blood from the man’s exploded head off my mouth. In the moment of shock that followed, I swung the empty shotgun at the closest man’s head, watching his eyes roll back in his head as he dropped to the ground.

      Then I switched my empty gun out for the lead pipe in the headless man’s hand, running out of the chaos and to the other edge of the battle.

      On my way, I passed Jordan riding a man’s back, trying her best to snap his neck while he writhed around like he was on fire, and then—there was Charlotte.

      The cat-girl had left a trail of dead and injured men in her path, and I couldn’t help but notice they were all Duncan’s. She had some vengeance to get out, and I loved to see it—she’d managed to get hold of a sharpened gardening spade, and she moved so gracefully it seemed as though the men were stabbing themselves with it. Every time I thought she was trapped, she bent her body in such a way to flip out of it, jumping onto the next man’s neck and bringing him to the ground to scramble back up and do it all again.

      Jumping into her fight, I hopped on top of her most recent victim and hit him repeatedly in the face with my lead pipe until his cheeks and mouth were a bloody pulp, and he was groaning through shattered teeth.

      Standing up, I found Jordan with her hands trapped behind her back by a large horse-man. I ran at them and chucked the lead pipe at his head. As it ricocheted off his thick skull with a loud clang, Jordan scrambled away from him, and I threw my body into his.

      As we wrestled to the ground, another man pulled me backwards—one of Duncan’s, upset that I’d taken a break from fighting his side, apparently. The henchman headbutted me with full force, and my world went blurry.

      I expected another blow, but when my eyes refocused, I found myself alone with my back on the grass, the horse-man having sought revenge on Duncan’s guy. The two were beating the crap out of each other on the grass, having forgotten me entirely.

      That’s when I saw him.

      Duncan.

      Silhouetted by the high noon, riding a horse onto the scene, a sleek, black Glock catching sunlight in his hand.

      And that son of a bitch looked familiar. No time to think about it.

      I pulled the silver pistol from my back pocket with shaky hands, squinting up and pointing it directly at Duncan’s head. He hadn’t noticed me yet, I had the perfect shot. I exhaled, finger easing onto the trigger.

      And then Charlotte’s unmistakable cry cut through the fight behind me. I turned and saw that George himself was kneeling onto her back, panting heavily, her head in his hands. About to snap her neck.

      I didn’t think, I just pointed and shot.

      George’s eyes didn’t close as the bullet hit his skull, his gray, mangy dog ears pointed up and alert. He just fell on top of Charlotte, instantly dead.

      She pushed his body off of hers in horrified disgust. Then she looked at me, at the smoking silver pistol in my hands, her wide green eyes apologetic.

      I couldn’t fathom why she’d be sorry until I turned around and saw Duncan on his horse, pointing his Glock directly at my head.

      A quick glance around showed me Jordan was being restrained by two of Duncan’s men. George’s mutants were all dead, their tailed bodies scattered on the bloody lawn, the horse-man last to go beside me. Two more of Duncan’s guys quickly surrounded Charlotte, pulling her off the ground and restraining her arms behind her back while she grimaced in anger.

      “Jonas,” Duncan said to me, hopping down from his horse. “I was wondering when we’d finally get to meet.”

      I winced.

      “Best you drop that pretty little piece onto the ground now,” he told me, eyeing the silver pistol I still clutched in my hand.

      Three bullets, I’d had. Three bullets to take Duncan down, and I was close—but I couldn’t do it. I didn’t regret killing George to save Charlotte, of course, but it pained me, knowing that the last golden bullet that I’d saved just for him was lodged in someone else’s skull right now.

      I dropped the gun.

      “Good man,” Duncan said.

      He spoke with the classic Southern drawl of a plantation owner. I bet his family used to own slaves, I thought idly.

      “I bet you’re wondering how I know your name,” Duncan said, walking a slow arching path around me, his gun trained between my eyes.

      “Not really,” I replied before he could continue. “Seeing as how you’ve known me since I owned this property, after all.”

      The men shared confused looks, but Duncan only continued to eye me carefully.

      “So you’ve caught on,” he said breezily. “Very smart. But do you know why I chose your farm to take over, Jonas?”

      I gritted my teeth at the sound of my name in his mouth.

      “Can’t say I do,” I replied stiffly.

      “Oh, venture a guess, would you, Jonas?” he said, noticing my wince every time he said my name. “I’d sure appreciate it.”

      I exhaled angrily.

      “Good central location,” I uttered. “Multiple natural spots for digging wells. Healthy crops. On high ground to see the rest of the valley.”

      “Good,” Duncan said patronizingly.

      “Not to mention you only had to kill one poor bastard to take it over,” I added. “Unlike all the other family farms around here. Tell me, how do you sleep at night knowing you killed all those people? Generations of families? Kids? People who never did nothing to nobody.”

      Duncan laughed, unphased by my accusations.

      “I sleep amazingly,” he told me. “And you’re wrong that I only had to kill one man to take this farm. Firstly, I didn’t actually kill him, now did I? Considering you seem to be alive and well, wreaking havoc on my settlement today. And secondly, I had to kill more than one person to get this property, Jonas. Or don’t you realize?”

      In that moment, he gestured to a man who had emerged from the house.

      “Cuff him now, would you?” he commanded lazily.

      The new large man jogged over to me, cuffing my wrists in handcuffs behind my back. I could have taken him out, but Duncan’s Glock stayed trained on me the whole time. Two men surrounded me after I was cuffed, both placing rough, pressurizing hands on my shoulders, locking me in place.

      “Don’t I realize what?” I asked Duncan, impatient for his stupid little speech to end.

      Duncan chuckled, walking straight up to me and pressing the barrel of his gun into my forehead.

      “That I killed more than just you to get this farm,” he said firmly. “In fact, I cleverly made it look like an air filtration problem in their camper and everything. I thought the property would go up for sale, you see—and I was willing to take it for a fair price. But then their meddlesome son decided to drop out of law school to continue their legacy. How noble that was. Course, I wasn’t expecting that. And I knew he’d never sell me the property…so I had to buy the place behind him and take him out too.”

      The ground tilted underneath my feet as his words sunk in. My mind blurred, my mouth dried, and my palms sweated. Hot breath caught between my nose and mouth.

      My parents.

      Duncan had killed my parents.

      Suddenly, the handcuffs were biting into my wrists, and rough hands were pushing my body to the bloody ground as fury overtook me—I clambered at Duncan, whose villainous smile was burned into my brain and shook me to my core. My blood boiled underneath my skin as I fought against the men restraining me—crawling through the dirt, pushing them off my body again and again as Duncan’s laugh echoed through the air. I just had to get to him—just had to kill him, had to kill the man who’d taken everything from me, everything and everyone I’d ever loved, flipped my world upside down and beaten me senseless, all for his sick, disgusting greed.

      “Take them to the dungeons while I figure out what to do,” his voice called above me as he climbed back onto his horse and I crawled at the grass, trying to pull myself towards him while three men held me down. “Ellen and our old friend Alexis are already down there. And put this one in his own cell, please. I have a feeling he’ll have some anger to get out. Wouldn’t want him taking it out on any of the girls.”

      The barrel of a shotgun pressed into my back as I roared with rage, grass pressing into my mouth as three men held me down. They wrenched me upwards just in time for me to see Duncan riding away, disappearing across the farm on his horse, and my body went limp with defeat. I let the men drag me to the house, through the back door, down the basement stairs, Charlotte and Jordan struggling behind me, their voices muffled and angry.

      And as we descended into the darkness, a single tear escaped down my cheek and onto the dusty steps.

      I had failed not only Charlotte, and Alexis, and Ellen, and Jordan, and my neighbors, and Mrs. Gorman, but my parents too.

      I could never take back what had happened to them, never reverse the path Duncan had put me on with his evil destruction. I could never go back in time, find them on their camping trip, drag them out of that RV and find the man who’d tried to murder them. I couldn’t save the families he’d hired George to take out, save the girls he’d captured from his draconian rule.

      As Duncan’s men pushed me roughly into a jail cell, I steeled myself, realizing there was only one thing left to do.

      Before the day had ended, I would wipe Duncan Pyper off the face of this Earth.

      I just had to figure out how.
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      Unlike the rest of my house, the basement had been completely transformed.

      Gone was my father’s record collection, my mother’s sewing machine, the stacked boxes of trophies and matchbox cars that contained my childhood. Gone was the old squashy couch and recliner chair, the quilts my grandmother knitted, my grandfather’s prize duck shooting rifle mounted on the wall. The space had been stripped down to the studs, replaced by cobwebs and jail cells, the bars built directly into the rough, cold cement.

      My own home now contained a dungeon. And I was trapped in it.

      “Jonas?”

      It was Charlotte. Again.

      I wasn’t sure how many times the cat-girl had said my name through the bars of our adjoining cells. Sounds, sights, memories…they were all blurring together down in the dark.

      In my mind, my mother was handing me a glass of cold milk. She’d climbed all the way up the ladder on the back of the barn holding it, and she hadn’t even spilled a drop. She always amazed me, my mother—she could jump a horse over a fence and then wipe off her dress and bake the best damn cherry pie the county had ever seen. On that day, she knew I had chores to do, but she’d let me go on reading in the loft anyway, knowing when I was absorbed in a good book. And she even brought me a glass of cold milk to boot.

      “Jonas?”

      It took me a moment to realize it was Charlotte again. Not my mother, calling to me from the house to come in for supper.

      “Are you okay?” the cat-girl asked.

      She was shaken—as I forced myself back into the present moment, I realized they all must be held prisoner by Duncan and his men. I had promised them salvation—now they were locked up in the basement. Because of me.

      “I’m alright,” I replied finally, my voice husky. I cleared my throat and wiped the moisture from my eyes, scooching down the cement towards the girls’ adjoining cell bars. In the darkness, I could barely make them out—but it was clear they were huddling together for comfort, and warmth. The basement, like always, was chilly, devoid of my grandmother’s quilts.

      I wondered what Duncan had done with them. Whether he’d repurposed the fabric or just destroyed them—along with everything else that had ever mattered to me.

      “How are you girls doing?” I asked. “Is anyone hurt?”

      “No,” Jordan replied, her small hand wrapping around the bar closest to me. “Just scraped up is all."

      “Good,” I said, resting my forehead on the cold metal bar.

      There was a silence then, in which I tried with all my might to muster an encouraging sentiment to give to the girls. But it didn’t come. I could only bite down more and more memories as they flooded my brain in the dark.

      “Jonas.”

      It was Ellen, who had crawled to the bars between Charlotte and Jordan to face me. I looked into her eyes, red and glowing in the darkness.

      “I’m so sorry,” she said. “About your parents. We heard everything.”

      From anyone else, I might have brushed off the sympathy, the pain too visceral to face just yet. But this was Ellen, and she knew better than anyone what loss felt like. How, even years later, it could still punch you in the gut and leave you gasping.

      “How could he do it,” I whispered, shaking my head. “How could a person be so damn evil?”

      Ellen shrugged, wrapping her hands around mine on the bars.

      “There’s no way to make sense of madness,” she told me softly. “We just have to continue on with the family we have left.”

      She was right of course. And if Ellen could believe it, so could I.

      “Alexis,” I said, trying to find the shape of the little fox-girl in the darkness. “You alright, darlin’?”

      “Yeah,” she replied flatly, but I could hear her teeth chattering all the way from my cell. “Just cold.”

      Remembering how she had a tendency to get cold when she was scared, I beckoned her over to the cell bars. She came into view suddenly, a thin cut running up her freckled cheekbone.

      “Who did that to you?” I asked darkly.

      Her eyes cast down. “Duncan’s lackey with the handcuffs. Bryce.”

      Rage coursed through me—but I was already boiling with it, and it couldn’t get any hotter than that. I just had to keep the lid on it until I could unleash my fury on Duncan and his men, who dared hurt these girls. My new family.

      “I’ll see to it he doesn’t live to see the sunrise,” I growled, running my thumb gently along Alexis’s cheek. She smiled a little at my assurance, but she still shivered with fear.

      Charlotte, noticing this, wrapped her long limbs around her, and Ellen hugged her from the other side. Jordan nuzzled into her back like a little backpack. Alexis seemed to relax a little as the warmth spread around her.

      “I wish I could hold you too,” I told the trembling fox-girl. “But trust me, Lex. I’m gonna get us out of here.”

      “How?” Ellen asked doubtfully. “I’ve never seen anyone escape these cells before, and we’ve got no weapons to speak of. We’re screwed.”

      “Thanks for the pep talk, Ell,” Alexis managed to deadpan through her chattering teeth.

      “Yeah,” Charlotte agreed. “Let’s look at the positives. Jonas killed George, and all the mutant men are dead.”

      “And more than half of Duncan’s men are dead or injured too,” Jordan chimed.

      “Duncan’s on a shoestring crew now,” Charlotte agreed, “with limited ammunition and a fence with two holes blown through it, not to mention not enough men to guard the walls and him. He’s making sacrifices. I bet you he’s scrambling up there, trying to find a way to get me back on his side so he doesn’t lose yet another soldier.”

      “Not to mention Ellen here basically gave a rally speech to the girls upstairs convincing them to join our side,” Alexis said, her chattering finally dying down.

      “That true?” I asked the rabbit-girl, who was insisting on being pessimistic, as was her way.

      She pursed her full lips, tucking her blonde hair behind one ear.

      “It may have been slightly inspirational,” she admitted.

      “She explained who you were, how you wanted to bring peace and equality to the farm so we could all live in harmony together,” Alexis clarified. “It was amazing. Meanwhile, I was so scared with all the fighting outside I could barely speak.”

      “You did good, both of you,” I told Lex and Ellen. “Now, let’s stop counting what we don’t have and start counting what we do. Anyone got anything of use in their pockets?”

      The girls all shifted around, emptying their small pockets, Ellen reaching in between her ample cleavage. On the floor between the two cells, a small collection of lint, semi-crushed berries, string, and forest moss formed.

      Duncan’s men had removed the small Swiss army knife from my back pocket when they cuffed me—my final line of defense in case of capture. And I figured that was all I had—until I felt a small square of thick paper tucked into the bottom corner of my pocket.

      I pulled it out into the dim light, realizing what it was: the matchbook I’d taken from my grandfather’s old tin in the barn all those weeks ago, when I still didn’t understand how a strange man was standing on my property like he owned it. I flipped it open, revealing one single match.

      I’d forgotten about the little pack since we’d stolen the fire starter. It wasn’t much, but it was more than I thought we’d had before.

      “Okay,” I exhaled, taking stock of our little bounty. “We’ve got poisonous moss, we’ve got string, and we’ve got a match. That’s gotta be something.”

      “Yeah, now we can make a friendship bracelet,” Ellen said flatly. “Maybe later we can cook a delicious meal of crushed berries and moss over a single flame.”

      “Would it kill you to be positive for two seconds, El?” Charlotte said.

      “It might,” Ellen replied, to which the cat-girl scoffed in annoyance.

      “We can figure a way out of this,” Charlotte added with a note of false confidence. “Jonas will figure it out. Right?”

      “Give me a minute on that,” I mumbled, staring at our pathetic pile of supplies.

      “We’re gonna die here, aren’t we?” Alexis said quietly. “I mean, why is Duncan even keeping us alive? Any second now, someone is gonna walk down here and shoot us.”

      “Lex!” Charlotte chided. “Get a grip! That is not going to happen.”

      “I mean, it’s not not going to happen,” Ellen said.

      Jordan’s black eyes suddenly widened in fear. “Do you guys really think—”

      “Girls!” I shouted, shutting everyone up for a moment.

      They all stopped their bickering, turning to stare at me expectedly.

      But suddenly, I had nothing to say. I knew they needed me to be strong—to give an impassioned, inspiring speech about how we would all be okay, how we would get out of here no problem, fight our way to Duncan and save the day. I wanted to tell them I had a brilliant plan, that I’d protect them, that there was nothing to fear.

      But I just couldn’t. I didn’t have an impassioned speech, or a great idea, or a brilliant plan. I just had memories—of my parents, of my grandparents, of this house, all flooding in through the darkness while I tried to think.

      “My grandmother used to quilt down here in the winter,” I said softly.

      The girls, struck by the sudden change of subject, remained silent.

      “We tried to set her up in the living room by the fire, but she preferred it in the basement, for some reason,” I continued, laughing softly to myself. “She said she liked the cool air, but I really think it was the quiet she liked. My grandpa was a funny man, always telling jokes, and had a hell of a lot of good stories too—but he had a habit of going on and on. Sometimes, I think, she just wanted to do her quilting in peace.”

      I closed my eyes for a moment, smelling the damp basement and picturing how it used to look.

      “We put an old couch down here for her,” I explained, my eyes still closed. “And a lamp, a coffee table my father built, all this stuff to make her more comfortable. This basement used to be pretty damn cozy, in fact, if you can believe it.”

      I opened my eyes again, finding the girls huddled together around Alexis once more, hanging onto my every word.

      I chuckled again to myself, remembering my grandmother’s stubbornness, how she always got her way.

      “You know, she’d light candles all around while she worked. Said she liked the smell of ’em, she’d buy a few dozen from the market in town every month or so. She kept that candle maker in business, I swear. And we’d tell her, grandma, you can’t light candles down here if you’re gonna fall asleep on the couch while you do your quilting—it’s too dangerous. But she never wanted to listen, no sir, she was an old woman and she’d earned the right to do whatever the hell she wanted, she always said.”

      I laughed a little, and the girls smiled.

      “She damn near burnt the whole house down one time,” I remembered. “A candle got knocked over by one of the barn cats that’d snuck in from the cold, and she woke up to the whole coffee table on fire. And, even after that, she still refused to stop lighting those candles. Stubborn woman, she was. My father had to install a damn sprinkler system just to—”

      I stopped halfway through the memory, struck with a sudden thought.

      “Jonas?” Alexis said.

      Standing quickly, I arched my neck up at the ceiling, looking for the familiar sprinkler heads that had lined the ceiling since the fire my grandmother and the barn cat accidentally started. Peering through the darkness, I could just barely make out the shape of one of them above the girls’ cell.

      They were still there.

      “Jonas, are you okay?” Charlotte asked, standing up with me. “What are you looking at?”

      I breathed loudly into the dark, running scenarios through my head. Then I turned to the cat-girl.

      “I’m looking at our way out of here,” I declared.

      Charlotte grinned, shaking her head back and forth. “What do you mean?”

      Kneeling down, I gathered our now-precious supplies from the ground, reaching through the bars to hand the matchbook to Jordan.

      “You’re gonna get up on Charlotte’s shoulders and strike that match, okay?” I told her. “Hold it right up to that sprinkler above your cell. With any luck, it’ll go off. The system is individualized—that is, that’s the only sprinkler that’ll go off down here if the others don’t detect smoke. We’ll holler for the guards, and they’ll have to come down and figure a way to turn it off—or at least move you four. That’s when you’ll strike.”

      “Jonas,” Ellen said, “That’s a good plan and all, but Duncan’s men aren’t stupid. They’ve seen Charlotte and Jordan fight, and they won’t just open our cell door without restraining us first.”

      “She’s right,” Jordan said. “I’ve been locked down here as punishment enough to know.”

      “How will they restrain you?” I asked.

      “Usually they make me stand with my back against the bars, then cuff me to them,” Jordan said. “So, unless one of us can spit acid or something, we’ll be useless.”

      I looked down at our meager supplies.

      “That’ll work,” I said.

      The girls just stared.

      

      Five minutes later, Jordan was balanced on Charlotte’s tall shoulders, striking our only match. The first try yielded nothing, the second nothing again.

      My heart began to race, realizing all at once that I had no back-up plan. This was it. Jordan dragged the match across the strike paper one more time, and it lit.

      “Good!” I whispered, “now hold it as close as you can.”

      The bat-girl did just that, and we all watched with bated breath as the smoke curled upwards towards the old sprinkler.

      C’mon…I thought. You wouldn’t have installed something that’d break down over the years, would you, Dad? You would have built it to last, like you always did.

      I could hear his voice in my head. “I build everything to last, son,” he would’ve said.

      The sprinkler erupted within seconds, sending musty-smelling water down onto the girls, who prickled under the shower.

      “It’s cold!” Alexis shrieked. The others shrieked and hollered too, trying their best to feign total surprise and make as much noise doing as they could.

      Within a minute, footsteps could be heard on the old wooden stairs as Bryce himself came lumbering down, his belt clanking with handcuffs.

      “The hell is goin’ on down here?” he yelled, blinking in surprise as he saw the water raining down into the cell. “What in the…”

      “Old sprinkler system,” I explained, plopping down to sit on the far edge of my cell from the girls, showing ol’ Bryce I meant him no harm. “Must be faulty.”

      He eyed me suspiciously, but seemed satisfied that I stayed on my ass, trying to look sullen. I needed him to believe I’d given up—that Duncan’s announcement about my parents’ had broken me.

      It wasn’t a hard part to play. It nearly had.

      “Just don’t touch the girls,” I added weakly, closing my eyes and leaning my head against the bars behind me.

      Bryce ignored me, ordering the girls to line up against the cell wall and cuffing their hands procedurally behind their backs through the bars. Only when they were all restrained against the furthest cell wall did he grab a step ladder from a cobwebbed corner and pull a ring of keys from his pocket, opening the cell door and locking it behind him.

      As Bryce positioned his ladder below the sprinkler and stepped up to inspect it, I made eye contact with Charlotte, whose mouth was rusted shut, her face determined.

      “Just do your work and get out,” I said, a little louder now. “The girls are mine. You touch them, I’ll kill you.”

      Bryce looked down at me and laughed as he twisted the knob on the side of the sprinkler, turning off the stream.

      “How the hell you gonna do shit from that jail cell?” he taunted.

      “I mean it,” I said, standing up. “Those girls are my property. If you lay even a hand on one of them, you have no idea what’s coming to you.”

      I met Charlotte’s eyes again as Bryce stepped down from the ladder, laughing openly at my threat.

      “Your property, eh?” he said. “Well, seeing as how they all escaped from our farm, I’d say these girls are our property. And we can do whatever the hell we want with them, as a matter of fact.” He turned to look at the girls cuffed to the bars. “Can’t we, ladies?”

      “Not Charlotte,” I declared, throwing myself into the cell bars. “Don’t you dare even look at her.”

      Bryce turned, his receding hairline and graying skin suddenly apparent in the dim light.

      “Charlotte your favorite?” he taunted, narrowing his eyes at me.

      I tried to pretend like I’d made a mistake, like I’d revealed too much.

      If I didn’t get the Oscar this year, I swear.

      Bryce, meanwhile, got a clever idea in his head to really torture me—exactly the idea I wanted him to have. Stepping forward onto Charlotte’s feet, he pressed his body against her—truly making my blood boil with anger and disgust. I hated putting Charlotte in this position, but she’d volunteered excitedly—and Bryce would pay soon enough.

      “You keep your dirty mouth away from her,” I threatened. “Charlotte, don’t let him touch you!”

      Bryce took the bait, proving he could do whatever he liked by squeezing Charlotte’s face between his grimy hand and tried to press his lips roughly to hers. I winced, despite it being exactly what I needed him to do.

      Bryce’s agonizing screams turned my mood around quickly. Charlotte didn’t kiss him back, she spat into him instead, shoving the poisonous moss she’d hidden in her mouth down his throat with her tongue.

      He ripped his face from hers, but it was too late—clutching his throat and mouth, he tried to spit—but bits of his mouth were falling right out onto the floor, and his gargled, bloody choking had him writhing on the cement in agony in no time.

      Within seconds, he was dead.

      “Serves you right, bitch!” Alexis jeered.

      I couldn’t help but bark a laugh at that, happy that the man who’d dared lay a hand on the fox-girl earlier was dead—just like I promised.

      “Excellent work, Charlotte,” I said. “I’m sorry you had to endure him touching you like that.”

      “Worth every moment,” she said cheerily, spitting the rest of the moss onto the ground.

      Then we all watched in awe as Charlotte nudged his body slightly closer with her foot, then reached into his pocket with her long black tail and hooked his ring of keys. Before I could even doubt her abilities, she dropped the ring down from her tail into the air, punting it expertly across her cell with her foot, where it soared through the bars and onto the ground in front of me.

      “Yes!” Jordan whooped.

      “Damn,” Ellen said quietly.

      “That’s my girl,” Alexis said proudly.

      “Have I mentioned that you are an intelligent, incredible woman?” I said, picking up the keys and reaching around the front bars to unlock my cell.

      “You have,” Charlotte said sweetly.

      Exiting my jail, I went around the outside and unlocked each girl’s handcuffs, then opened their cell. As they all filed out, I kicked the shit out of Bryce, imagining his disgusting mouth on Charlotte’s as I did.

      I still hated him for trying to put his mouth on hers.

      “I think he’s officially super dead,” Alexis said behind me.

      Ellen placed a gentle hand on my arm, and I stopped kicking, panting down at the corpse below me.

      “Yeah,” I breathed. “Just had to get some anger out.”

      “Makes sense,” Ellen said, blinking softly at me. “I’m sorry I doubted you.”

      I smiled down at the rabbit-girl, pinching her chin a little.

      “Already forgotten, darlin’,” I told her. I turned to the rest of the girls, pocketing Bryce’s keys and taking the night stick out of his belt loop, bracing for a fight.

      “Now let’s wreak some damn havoc,” I declared.

      The grins on their faces were all I needed to charge.
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      The house had no idea what was coming.

      We barreled up the basement stairs, myself leading the way with Charlotte behind me and Jordan after her, Ellen and Alexis leading the rear. Bursting into the kitchen, we met two men sitting at the long wooden table, sipping coffee and nursing their wounds. I didn’t think, just threw my body onto the table and slid down the polished wood, bashing one of the men in the head with my nightstick and kicking the other swiftly in the temple simultaneously. Coffee splattered across the wall as they both fell out of their chairs to the ground.

      The girls ran towards the main stairs, but I jumped off the table to the sink, grabbing a wet rag and running to the wall.

      “Jonas, what the hell are you doing?” Charlotte asked in a panic.

      “This’ll stain,” I muttered, wiping the coffee off the wallpaper my mother had painstakingly installed herself.

      “Is this a joke?” Alexis asked Ellen, whose arm she was clutching onto for safety.

      Ellen just rolled her eyes.

      I finished the job quickly and threw the rag to the ground, taking our party up the stairs of the old country house. All the rest of the surviving men were either back in their barracks or guarding the outer walls, apparently, as there were only two men standing outside Duncan’s bedroom, guarding the door.

      Unfortunately, they’d both been granted guns.

      “Go!” I commanded the girls, shoving them into the door to my right while the men aimed their guns at my head.

      “Stop right there,” the first guard said. His voice was the first clue he was just a kid—couldn’t have been older than sixteen. His shotgun trembled in his hand.

      “Duncan!” the other guard, an older man, yelled through the bedroom door. “It’s Jonas. Should we fire?”

      I didn’t hear Duncan’s response.

      Because in that moment, all three doors to my right burst open, and out came a wave of mutant girls, screaming and waving and raising general hell. The three bedrooms that used to be on that wall had their walls blown out to make the girls’ dorm, I realized, so the whole hall filled at once—led by Charlotte, Jordan, Ellen, and Alexis, who shouted commands over Duncan’s voice behind the door.

      “Keep moving!” Ellen’s voice commanded confidently. “They won’t shoot us all!”

      Ducking down and weaving through the jostling mutant girls, soft tails tickling against my face and arms, I said a silent thank you to Ellen, who really had rallied her friends for our cause. The guards, true to Ellen’s word, weren’t sure what to do, pointing their guns weakly into the chaos.

      Bursting from the fold, I slammed my elbow up into the older guard’s throat, grabbing his gun and pointing it into his stomach, firing before he could spit. The bullet went clean through the wall behind him, and he collapsed to the ground while Charlotte disabled the other guard. Just as she was about to snap his neck, however, I stopped her, grabbing his shotgun from the ground and popping it open.

      The barrel was empty. They’d given the kid an unloaded gun.

      “Leave him,” I told Charlotte. She let the boy go instantly.

      He stood up in confusion, then pushed his way through the crowd and down the hallway without a second look back. Where he went after that, who knew. But we didn’t need to kill a harmless kid.

      I looked to Charlotte, whose eyes were full with pride.

      “Ready?” I asked her, as Jordan, Ellen, and Alexis gathered behind us.

      They all nodded, Jordan baring her fanged teeth in excitement.

      I kicked open the bedroom door with my gun pointed at whatever lay beyond, shattering the wood around the brass lock. Duncan stood there waiting for us, his back to my favorite window in the house—the one that looked out over the front of the farm and the valley beyond.

      He was alone, he was sneering. And he was pointing a rifle at my head.
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      “Well, well, well,” Duncan said, adjusting his rifle on his shoulder. “You really are as clever as they say. Now I know how you got into law school. How’d you get out of that cell?”

      “Same way I knew where the propane tank was to blow your silly fence up. This was my house first, Duncan.”

      The lean old man chuckled.

      “You think that matters one lick, boy?” he asked, his fingers tightening around his gun. “It’s been thirty years since you owned this house. Does this world look any different to you? Things change, and you haven’t been the man in charge around here for some time. It’s time you stopped clinging to the past and came into the future with me, Jonas. There could be a place for you in my ranks.”

      If I weren’t so damn furious, I would have laughed.

      “You think…” I started, my voice shaking with rage, “you think that after everything you’ve done to me…I would join you? You’re even more twisted than I gave you credit for, Pyper.”

      Duncan just shrugged, his creepily placid face never betraying a single fear.

      “Thought I’d give it a try,” he said. Then he cleared his throat, raising his voice for all the girls in the hall to hear. “No need for any more senseless violence, Jonas!” he shouted. “I offered you a peaceful solution, and you refused. You’ve killed more’n half of my men, my brothers, slaughtered ’em as if they were pigs. I’m just trying to protect my people, Jonas. If you won’t let me do that, I’ll have to kill you.”

      The rage bubbling up beneath my skin was so visceral I thought smoke might come out of my ears.

      “You’re not fooling anyone, Duncan,” Charlotte spat. “We’re done believing your lies.”

      Duncan smiled at her, an act which made me want to punch him more than anything he’d said so far.

      “I’m so glad to see you’re okay, Charlotte, dear,” he said, his voice as sweet and artificial as corn syrup. “I worried about you, when you left.”

      “I’m sure you did,” Charlotte sneered back.

      “I worried about all of you,” he said to Lex, Jordan, and Ellen behind me. “All I do is try to protect you girls, I hope you know that.”

      Silence burned through the room and down the crowded hallway.

      “You see, Jonas,” Duncan said diplomatically, still pointing his gun at my head, “I had inside sources before the animal evolution who informed me of the coming war. Obtaining your property was essential, if I wanted to hold any power in the new world. It was only a happy coincidence when the evolution happened, speeding the chaos along and providing me with a…new hobby, you might say. I’d never been a collector, before the war. Was never interested in stamps or coins or anything like that. But suddenly, I found myself collecting guns, collecting bullets, and, most of all, collecting girls. Beautiful, innocent animal girls with their bright eyes and bushy tails, who needed a protector—a man to champion them, to keep them safe.”

      “To keep them imprisoned, more like,” I shot back. “You can’t collect human beings, Duncan. There’s another word for that.”

      Duncan only sucked his teeth in, rolling his eyes at me.

      “Someone’s gotta be in charge, Jonas,” he said calmly. “I own the farm, I run the show. Without a leader, these girls would be lost. It’s a big ugly world out there these days, you know.”

      At this, Alexis, of all people, seemed to snap—pouncing across the room at Duncan. The whole room rushed forward with her, girls pressing through the door behind me and Charlotte wrenching Alexis back at the last second. The fox-girl fought against her friend’s hold, trying to get to Duncan while the old man only smirked.

      “You always were a fiery one, Lex,” he sneered. “Good to know the great outdoors didn’t kill you.”

      “I’d rather die out there than belong to you,” Alexis growled back.

      The other mutant girls had poured into the room now, watching the show with fearful curiosity. I could tell that, outside of Ellen’s influence and in the intoxicating presence of Duncan himself, some were beginning to feel confused about whose side they were on. I remembered what Charlotte had said about some of the girls believing his lies just to cope with the pain.

      “I just have one question for you, Duncan,” I said suddenly.

      I was ready to pull the trigger—and if I didn’t have the girls depending on me, I would, accepting his returning fire gladly for the pleasure of taking him out. But I knew I could be more of a benefit to everyone by staying alive—and making sure none of the rest of his surviving men would hurt them.

      “I’d be delighted to answer,” Duncan said back.

      “How did you do it?” I asked him plainly. “How did you kill two innocent people on a camping trip, knowing they had a son, knowing they had their whole lives ahead of them on the farm their family had built? How could you sleep at night after that?”

      Duncan’s right eye twitched slightly—and that’s when I saw it. A glimmer of recognition in his soul that what he’d done had been unforgivable. A single twitch that revealed what he knew inside—that he was rotten to the core, and he could never take back all the evil he’d done.

      Just then, a girl with a bushy tail like a squirrel rushed at Duncan from the left, trying to grab his gun. Heroic as it was, it was damn stupid—I lunged forward to help her just as the back of Duncan’s hand slapped across her face, knocking her violently to the floor. The girl whimpered in pain, and as I reached for her, Duncan jumped out the open window onto the lawn. He stumbled through the grass, his old legs somehow spry enough to take the landing, sprinting towards the two barns.

      “Are you alright?” I asked the girl on the ground. Tears welled in her brown eyes, but she nodded bravely.

      “Jonas, we need to follow him!” Charlotte urged.

      Not wasting another second, I nodded at Charlotte, jumping out the window onto the lawn. My knees stung on impact, but I rolled into a somersault and kept my momentum by breaking into a run, never dropping my gun along the way.

      Duncan has hurt his last girl, I thought to myself, and I fixed my gaze on his back as I ran.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thirty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      The girls appeared in the lawn behind me one by one, some having jumped out behind me, others having taken the stairs down, grabbing weapons throughout the house as they did. Looking back, I saw a few girls I didn’t recognize joining our cause, including the squirrel-girl who had recovered from her blow. When I turned my gaze forward again, however, the proud grin that had been forming on my face disappeared.

      In an instant, the entirety of Duncan’s remaining men poured from the barn like ants: a dozen of his strongest and most loyal fighters, armed with sharp, rusting farm tools and fueled by vengeance for their fallen brothers. Duncan ran through their parted horde and disappeared inside the barn, leaving a small, angry army between us.

      “We got you, Jonas,” Jordan said, slamming to a quick stop beside me.

      “Just find Duncan,” Charlotte added while ducking into her cat-like crouch. “We’ll handle the rest.”

      “And Jonas?” Alexis added.

      I turned to find the fox-girl taking her place next to Charlotte, staring out at the approaching horde of Duncan’s men with a newfound fearlessness, her amber eyes simmering while she gripped a frying pan from the kitchen in her hands like a baseball bat.

      “Yeah?”

      It was Ellen who replied for her friend, stepping up next to Jordan with the empty shotgun in her hands.

      “Show no mercy,” the rabbit-girl declared.

      I nodded firmly.

      In that moment, something came over me, and a violent roar unleashed from somewhere deep within my gut and echoed through the farm.

      If they wanted me to be a bear, I’d show them a goddamn bear.

      The girls behind me joined in my battle cry, screaming and running down the lawn behind me towards Duncan’s men, who stopped in their tracks at our sudden and unexpected offensive. Their faces shifted from wrathful to scared and confused, and the first man I took out hit the ground so hard there’d probably be a fossil of his body in the bedrock. Holding my arms up and roaring at the men, I created the bear they feared I was, tackling their paralyzed-with-fear bodies to the earth and throwing them behind me for the girls to finish off. The first weapon to make contact with my body was a two by four, reverberating through my spine while I slammed another man’s head into the dirt.

      Standing up through the pain, I punched blindly—cracking through the two by four my attacker held out in front of his body and making contact with his chest behind it.

      Both the man and I stood still for a moment, both processing the fact that I’d actually just karate chopped through a piece of wood with my fist. Then I kicked him in the stomach so hard he regretted dinner last Sunday, darting quickly away and towards the side door of the first barn.

      Slamming my body against the closed door, I pulled the stolen shotgun from where I’d tucked it in the back of my pants, checking the chamber and finding one remaining bullet, as I suspected. This bullet, in this shotgun—this one was signed and sealed for Duncan. I just had to find him and deliver it.

      I turned to open the door—

      “Jonas!”

      I recognized Ellen’s voice through the chaos. She was on my left, pinned to the side of the barn by a hairy, burly man—the pointed tips of a digging fork about to be pierced into her throat, and I didn’t think, I just fired, knowing if I didn’t act in that moment, she’d be dead.

      The bullet rang through the vast farm, and every head turned as Sasquatch collapsed to his knees, then hit the ground with a thunk, the bullet lodged in his brain.

      Ellen’s blue eyes widened at me in gratitude, her chest heaving.

      “Grab his weapon, stay safe!” I shouted.

      Then I turned and slipped inside the darkened barn with my empty shotgun, resolving to stop assigning special missions for my bullets.

      The second I entered the barn, I saw Duncan—rather, I saw Duncan’s back, as the bastard was riding out the front doors on his horse, curving around the right side of the building to escape to the safety of the barracks—or into the forest beyond, having realized he might not win this fight after all.

      “You ain’t running away from this fight,” I muttered, sprinting down the center of the barn towards the opposite wall. Between the stalls I passed discarded hoes, heavy horse shoes, shovels, rakes, rusted chains—but it was a faded green garden hose wrapped in a loose coil on the ground I grabbed, thanking every star in heaven someone had left it there as I did.

      Bursting out the nearly-hidden backdoor to the animal barn, I had just enough time to chuck the hose into the lawn before Duncan passed. As soon as his horse spotted the wiggling green coil, it spooked—as I knew it would—rearing up in fear of a snake and bucking Duncan off its back and onto the ground. I hollered and clapped as I ran at the horse, watching it gallop away towards the fields in fear while Duncan picked himself up.

      His antique-looking rifle had fallen somewhere into the tall grass—but we didn’t know where. Then, as the sun came out from behind a cloud above, we both saw it fifteen feet away, halfway between us—a flash of engraved silver glinting through the bright green.

      And we both needed to get there first.

      Chucking myself at the rifle, I realized my error—pretending the shotgun in the back of my jeans was loaded would be a lot harder after I openly dove for another piece. Ah well—can’t go back now, I thought, wrestling Duncan through the grass. He got his hands on the barrel first—but I had more weight on him, and as we rolled over top one another the gun created a sort of seatbelt between us, held on by four tight grips.

      Finally, I managed to get the gun just in my hands—but Duncan kicked his feet up into my stomach, his long legs launching me to my back in the grass. But I never let go of the gun.

      At that moment, the battle erupted on our side of the barn, the girls having followed me and the remaining men having followed them, chaos overflowing around us. Before I could stand up and aim the antique rifle at Duncan, however, he’d grabbed the nearest girl by the tail and pulled her violently in front of him.

      Charlotte.

      “You shoot me, you kill her,” Duncan declared, wheezing through every breath. Everyone stopped fighting, an open path clearing between us as I tried to find a clear shot.

      “Get your hands off me,” Charlotte spat, struggling against his grip.

      “Stay calm, pussycat,” Duncan said, a disgusting ooze in his voice. “Just do what I say and we’ll all be okay, alright, Charlotte? I don’t want you to die. You were always my favorite, you know that.”

      “I’m done believing that lie,” Charlotte said through her teeth. Then she slammed her foot down into Duncan’s in-step, following it with an elbow jab to his solar plexus.

      Duncan groaned in pain, but, before Charlotte could get away from him, one of his lackeys stepped forward and pressed the tip of a knife into her stomach, forcing her to retreat. Duncan grabbed her tail once more, reeling her in and pressing her into his body as a shield once again. Then he held out his wrinkled hand at the lackey who’d helped him, grabbing for his knife.

      The man—who couldn’t have been more than twenty—looked down at the weapon for a brief moment before relinquishing it to his leader. But that hesitation alone gave me hope that even the men were ready to turn on their so-called savior.

      As soon as Duncan got hold of the knife, he pressed the edge of blade against Charlotte’s throat, holding her tightly against him as he stared angrily at me, daring me to shoot. His wispy gray hair was disheveled from the fight, his clothes grass-stained and dirty from his fall off the horse, and for the first time, I saw him for what he really was—a madman. Plain and simple, a man who’d lost his mind somewhere along the way and never bent down to pick it up. A crack-up, a nut who’d somehow convinced himself and other people what he was doing made perfect sense, when it was all just senseless greed and power-hungry madness.

      Duncan was certified crazy, I could see that now. And he’d dragged about fifty people into being crazy along with him.

      “Set your weapon down, now,” Duncan demanded, his voice rasping and unhinged. “Or I slit her throat and we all watch her die.”

      I paused, the antique rifle digging into my shoulder as I clutched it. All I needed was a clear shot—but endangering Charlotte was out of the question. My heart pounded.

      “Don’t do it, Jonas,” Charlotte got out, before Duncan tightened his squeezing grip around her waist, making her grimace with discomfort.

      “Don’t be stupid, Jonas,” Duncan declared. “Put it down now, or I kill her, and I’ll do it with pleasure, I swear to God.”

      Then a drop of blood appeared on Charlotte’s neck, making a streak of fear and fury rush through me like wildfire.

      I set the rifle down in the grass.

      “Buck,” Duncan shouted, to which the young guy who’d supplied the knife jogged over and picked up the rifle from the ground.

      And that’s when I saw it.

      Just a flash in the sunlight, but it was enough for me to see the initials engraved into the silver embossment on the rifle.

      P. A. R.

      Paul Anthony Ryder. My grandfather.

      Duncan was using my grandfather’s prize duck hunting gun to protect himself, I realized as Buck handed his leader the weapon and Duncan pushed Charlotte away from his body violently, shoving her to her knees on the lawn. Duncan was using Paul Ryder’s gun, on the farm Paul Ryder bought, in the shadow of the barn Paul Ryder built, to shoot Paul Ryder’s grandson himself.

      Duncan aimed the gun at me, but this time he saved the speech. I didn’t reach for a human shield like a coward, I didn’t duck or try to hide—it was too late now. This was me and him, face to face on the farm that rightfully belonged to me, and I had no tricks left. No old adages from my parents or grandparents to get me out of this one, no weapons, no poisonous moss, no brilliant plans up my sleeve.

      Duncan squeezed his finger on the trigger—Alexis gasped, Ellen shrieked, Jordan and Charlotte dove at him simultaneously, trying to stop the inevitable.

      And the gun didn’t fire.

      I blinked.

      There are a million reasons a rifle might misfire—dust in the chamber, a damaged firing pin, a weakened pin spring. Maybe it got damaged in the fall from the horse, maybe Duncan hadn’t cleaned the thing since he pulled it off its mount on my basement wall. But something in my gut told me it wasn’t just a random act of fate—no, as I smelled the familiar grass and hay of my family’s farm, felt the sunlight I’d felt my whole life on my skin, I knew that my grandfather had intervened—that, somehow, Paul Ryder wasn’t going to let his grandson die by his own gun today.

      Capitalizing on Duncan’s moment of shock, I charged—reaching the old man quickly and knocking the rifle clean out of his hands. We locked arms in a braced grip, trying to overpower each other to the ground while a small circle of spectators formed around us. I could see Duncan’s panic at realizing his remaining men—four in total I noticed—weren’t willing to help him, instead opting to see how it all played out.

      “You thought you could kill me with my grandpa’s own gun?” I growled, wrenching him to the left.

      “Worth a shot,” Duncan replied, wrenching me back to the right.

      At that moment, Jordan jumped from the circle and directly onto Duncan’s back, sinking her fangs deep into his neck—but the oldest of Duncan’s men emerged from the crowd and pulled her off, leading Charlotte to pounce on him and bring him to the ground with her legs. As Duncan glanced at the skirmish, I saw my window, throwing him to the left and into the legs of the spectators—mutant girls who took the opportunity to kick him while he was down—literally. Duncan scrambled back through their legs, however, grabbing a discarded lead pipe from the ground.

      Ellen tossed me her digging fork before I could even open my mouth to ask for a weapon. It wasn’t my first choice, but, of course, as my grandmother used to say: when in doubt, work with what ya got.

      Our weapons met in the air with a vicious clang. I swung the digging fork like it was Excalibur itself, trying to wrench the pipe from Duncan’s hands—but the old man held on tight, jabbing the pipe forward into my chest instead. The air flew from my lungs for a moment, but I kept fighting—kept my eyes open, kept my senses peeled for my shot, moving Duncan slowly backwards in our makeshift sword fight towards the wall of the animal barn.

      “You think you’re a hero, Duncan Pyper?” I roared, trying to be big like a bear, lithe like a cat, quick like a fox, tricky like a rabbit, and scary like a bat—embodying every mutant who ever got kicked out or abandoned or mistreated for just being born the way they were. “You think this farm belongs to you?! You think you’re better than these girls?!”

      Finally, I knocked the lead pipe from his hands, jabbing the digging fork towards his chest and forcing him to scramble backwards until his back hit the wooden wall of the barn—the barn my grandfather had built, my father had painted, that I had repaired again and again.

      “Well, I’m the lawyer representing the Ryder property, and I got news for you buddy,” I snarled, jabbing the points of the digging fork into Duncan’s chest, slamming my foot down into his foot and hearing a sickening collection of cracks. “You don’t own that house, you don’t own this land, and you definitely don’t own those girls.”

      “Jonas!” Alexis yelled.

      One look at the fox-girl and I saw she was tossing me the rifle, having found it in the tall grasses beyond.

      I dropped the digging fork in one motion and pressed the barrel of the gun into his chest in the next, cocking it quickly and placing my steady finger on the trigger.  And as I inhaled the instinctual deep breath my father always trained me to take before I shot, I somehow knew the rifle wouldn’t misfire again—that it wasn’t damaged, or broken, or too old to fire. I knew in my bones that it would work—just like I knew this land belonged to my family, that the farmhouse beyond was where I was meant to sleep, and that all the girls standing behind me deserved better than the lot they got.

      Duncan opened his mouth to plead for his life, but all I could hear was Ellen’s voice: Show no mercy.

      So I exhaled my deep breath, and fired.
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      The bullet fired straight through Duncan’s heart, killing him instantly.

      As he slumped down to the ground, I noticed that it had exited through his body and lodged into the barn wall—a small, golden circle embedded in the wood. I had a feeling we’d keep that there for a long time, a symbol of what we’d done today.

      “Jonas, I can’t believe it! You did it!” Charlotte cried, throwing her arms around my neck. Suddenly, the wounds of the battle caught up with me, and I winced at the embrace, despite appreciating the cat-girl’s love.

      “Careful, darlin’,” I groaned, but I still squeezed her tight to my side, feeling her tail swish back and forth in glee.

      At that moment, Jordan, Alexis, and Ellen arrived, wrapping their arms around me in a tight group embrace. I relished their familiar scents mingling, their animal ears tickling against my skin.

      “You were real brave back there,” I told Alexis, who nipped playfully at my ear.

      “I learned from the best,” she replied, placing a kiss on my mouth so sensual I almost passed out. Then she turned and began to embrace the other mutant girls, who were crying, whooping, and hugging over their newfound freedom.

      “Was I brave too, Jonas?” Jordan asked, hugging her tiny frame into my side.

      I chuckled down at the little bat-girl.

      “Absolutely, darlin’,” I told her, watching a blush erupt on her pale cheeks. “To be honest, sometimes a little too brave, in fact.”

      Jordan only flashed her fangs at me, smiling wide and jumping to place a kiss on my cheek then fluttering into the crowd. That left only Ellen and Charlotte pressed into either side of me, both girls and I sharing a bond that went beyond the heat of battle. They were the ones who picked me up when I was broken, down, and lost—who saw me at my worst and had encouraged me to keep going. Without them, I would never be standing on my family farm, looking at the revelry of two dozen people just freed from their evil master.

      “We did better work than Johnny Appleseed spreading trees, didn’t we ladies?” I asked them, wrapping my arms around both their shoulders.

      Ellen and Charlotte, both just emotional from the fight, met eyes and immediately burst into laughter.

      “What?” I asked, laughing with them. “Is this about how I talk again?”

      “It’s perfect,” Charlotte said, kissing me on my cheek.

      “It’s tolerable, farm boy,” Ellen added, squeezing my backside.

      “Yeah, yeah,” I groaned. “So what do we do now?”

      Ellen and I looked at Charlotte, who only beamed right back at me.

      “You’re the hero we’ve been waiting for, Jonas,” she said, plain as a sunny day. “This house is rightfully yours. This could never have happened without you. It’s up to you.”

      I blinked, struck with the sudden realization that winning back my farm actually meant running my farm again. I could cry for how happy I was at the prospect of quiet choring on a Tuesday morning. No one threatening my life, no more whiplash from looking over my shoulder.

      “You might want to say something to the girls,” Ellen told me. “They’re pretty shaken up.”

      “Don’t you love how she’s such a natural at leading them?” Charlotte asked me excitedly, to which Ellen only rolled her blue eyes. But we could both tell she liked it acknowledged though—after all, without her rallying the mutant girls, who knows how I would have even made it to Duncan’s room alive.

      “You’re very right, Ellen,” I told her, just to get a pink in her cheeks. “I’ll do just that.”

      Clearing my throat importantly, I looked out over the sea of mutant girls, their tails wagging and ears perked up, their faces dirty and bodies scraped from the fight. Strong gratitude suddenly tightened my throat.

      “Pardon me, everyone,” I declared loudly, not ever able to shake my manners.

      Some of the girls smiled at my language. The three of Duncan’s men who remained alive shrunk into the background, afraid of where they would land in this new order—for they’d just watched their leader be shot, and had definitely been fighting for the wrong team. But I also knew any one of them could have pulled that rifle from Alexis’ hands—and they’d let her bring it right to me. Buck, the nearly twenty-year-old, seemed to be the oldest of the three—the other two including the teenager I’d spared earlier. I figured I’d have to sit down and have a nice long chat with them—but later. As for now, I trusted them not to make trouble. After all, they were just kids navigating a damn scary world like the rest of us.

      “Now, some of you know who I am…some of you have only heard things,” I stated. “I’d like to set the record straight here and now, once and for all.”

      I loosened myself from Charlotte and Ellen’s grips, walking forward to the center of the crowd.

      “Firstly, my name is Jonas Ryder. My family built this farm.”

      A hush fell over the crowd as everyone seemed to recall simultaneously Duncan’s admission only yesterday—that my parents had been killed.

      “Secondly, I am not a bear-man.”

      The crowd erupted in chuckles and murmurs, and I lifted up the back of my shirt and showed my tailbone for good measure—just in case some didn’t want to take my word for it. The girls, apparently, loved this, giggling and cheering as I exposed my lower back.

      “Thank you, ladies, thank you,” I said, feeling heat rise to my face. “And, third of all and most importantly: you do not belong to me. You do not belong to anybody. Any girl on this farm is free to leave and do whatever it is she pleases. I won’t stop you.”

      Even though I’m sure Ellen had spread this message before, it seemed a lot of the girls didn’t let themselves truly believe it until now. Large, tear-filled animal eyes of gratitude and admiration filled the crowd, and the relief at this announcement felt palpable.

      “Now,” I continued, “anyone who chooses to stay on the farm is more than welcome. Lord knows we got enough land here…and if you do stay, we will find a place for you, I’m sure of that. I can farm, I can build, and I can hunt, and—most importantly, I can teach anyone any of those skills if they wanna learn. No one will be trapped, or punished, or made to live in fear. No one will be hurt on my watch. This farm is a place for safety, a place for freedom, and a place for respect. And I just…” I stopped, looked out at the admiring faces. Felt Charlotte take my hand and squeeze it gently. “Well, I just want to say thank you to everyone who fought with us. Y’all didn’t have to do that and…well, I’m touched.”

      There was a beat of pregnant silence before the girls surrounded me, all cooing their gratitude and their desire to stay on the farm at once, touching my muscles and generally overwhelming me with adoration. It was much appreciated—but also a whole damn lot—and when Alexis pulled my arm away from the crowd and declared, “Jonas needs some well-deserved beauty sleep,” I was silently grateful. The adrenaline of the fight had worn off, and my body felt like a wet rag wrung out again and again.

      Alexis, Charlotte, Ellen, and Jordan led me gently back to the house, following me up the stairs and to my old bedroom where I collapsed onto the bed. The sheets had changed and the paintings were gone from the walls, but it was still the same bed frame I’d been dreaming about for weeks, and I’d been sleeping on a makeshift wooden board for a month. Now, I wasn’t trying to go back in time and wake up in this bed as if none of this had ever happened. Now, I was glad to be in the present, ready to fight day after day for this future I’d secured in the house I’d always loved. Not spending every second mourning my old family, but appreciating my new one—no matter how many new tails and ears it included.

      Charlotte shut the open window and drew the curtains while Jordan and Alexis eased me onto the bed, pulling my shirt off gently while I relished the soft mattress under my skin.

      “I’ll run you a bath,” Ellen said softly, kissing my temple and moving to the master bathroom, where hot water began to rush into my old, familiar tub.

      Just then, a gentle knock sounded at the door.

      Charlotte answered it, her stance protective even after everything we’d secured today. But the person behind the door wasn’t an enemy—just a tall mutant girl with a white cat tail and ears, her eyes a striking yellow.

      “Sorry to bother you,” she said softly, “I just…well, I just wanted to give Jonas this.”

      In her hands, she held a small shoebox with a floral design on the cover. For some reason, the little box jolted something in my heart—it looked painfully familiar, somehow.

      “Come in,” I called.

      The new cat-girl walked over and handed me the box, which felt achingly reminiscent in my hands.

      “When I first was brought here, I found this in the attic,” the girl told me. “I hid it so that Duncan and his men wouldn’t destroy it. The letter inside never made sense. Until now.”

      Opening the box, I found a collection of family photos that, up until now, I believed must have been thrown out or destroyed. Tears pricked in my eyes as I looked through them, seeing my mother and father smiling at me, my grandmother quilting in the basement with her candles burning, my grandfather holding a first prize duck hunting medal, my mother reading to me in her lap when I was just a boy.

      And, laying neatly atop the photos, was an envelope with the name Jonas written in cursive across the front.

      I opened it up with careful reverence, unfolding the letter within.

      Dear Jonas,

      I am unsure if this letter will ever reach you, but I figured, what the hell—why not write this down somewhere just in case.

      When I saw that new neighbor dragging you away from his electric fence, I knew he was trouble. He tried to ditch your body—but he didn’t know you weren’t dead. I found you and I’ve been caring for you in my home ever since. Who knows if you’ll ever wake up—I’m not a doctor and I ain’t never pretended to be one—but this Duncan fella’s declared you dead and is already trying to buy your estate. He’s a snake in the grass if I ever saw one.

      My cousin at Thanatos Industries in Chicago is sending me a pill  that simulates a long-term coma, shuts you down for a while so you can wake up in a couple years…or decades. I’m really not sure how it works—it all sounds like science fiction to me. But I suppose only this morning I read in the paper that a boy in Idaho was born with ears and a tail like a dog. So what do I know—stranger things happen every day.

      The pill is being sent for me, just in case this war they’re talking about really does go global (I doubt it), but I think I’ll give it to you. Because one day, you might wanna dispute this Duncan fellow for your property, and we both know I ain’t so good at all that law-school contract stuff anyway.

      Here’s hoping you end up okay, kid. Thanks for helping me the other night.

      Sincerely,

      Sally Gorman.

      P.S. I got a niece in West Virginia who’d be perfect for you. If you ever do wake up, remind me to set that up.

      

      I smiled down at the paper, hardly believing the words but knowing that, somehow, they rang true. I supposed I never thought that helping my neighbor Ms. Gorman read a legal contract on a Tuesday night would change the course of my entire life—but, turns out, it had.

      As my grandmother always said: Good has a way of multiplyin’.

      Ellen beckoned me to a warm bath and I put the letter back into the box, placing both gently beside the bed. Then the girls helped me undress, and, for whatever strange reason, I remembered the book I was reading on that fateful night before Ms. Gorman’s headlights flashed across my front lawn, the quote that had caught my attention.

      “The mystery of human existence lies not in just staying alive, but in finding something to live for.”

      Looking at the girls framed in warm sunlight as they fussed over my wounds and beamed adoringly at me, easing me down into the hot water, I realized Dostoevsky was right—you did have to find something to live for.

      And, smiling up at Charlotte, Alexis, Ellen, and Jordan as I enjoyed my first night back on my old farm, I knew I had found just that.
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      “Jonas, Jonas, Jonas, Jonas!” Ellen screamed, her huge tits bouncing beneath me as I rammed my cock into her harder and harder. “Don’t stop, don’t stop, don’t stop!”

      It wasn’t a hard request to comply with.

      Charlotte pressed her mouth into mine as I pumped into Ellen, Alexis rubbing her hands across my body while Jordan flicked Ellen’s nipple with her tongue. I grabbed the back of the bat-girl’s head by her short black hair as I slammed my erection into the rabbit-girl, fucking her beyond oblivion, beyond sense and rationality and control, her milky tits bouncing, her bunny ears twitching in pleasure, her mouth in a desperate and panicked o as she moaned uncontrollably to the rafters. Finally, as Ellen reached a peak of squealing pleasure, Alexis licked me gently along my earlobe—and I lost it, erupting with a bear-like roar.

      I came harder than I ever had before, pumping everything I had into the rabbit-girl’s perfect pussy as she writhed and wriggled in complete ecstasy beneath me. The rest of the girls kissed and rubbed my naked body as I collapsed onto the bed, cozying into my side while morning sunlight crept across the wooden floors.

      It was another perfect morning on the farm.

      And I had choring to do.

      “Alright, you girls know I got work to get to,” I groaned, trying weakly to stand up while four sets of hands pulled me back into our bed.

      “So does everyone,” breathed Ellen, whose blue eyes were still rolled back in her head from her violent orgasm. “I think. Who am I? What year is it?”

      We all chuckled and Charlotte popped out of the bed first, opening my dresser drawer and pulling out my signature flannel and work jeans, laying them out for me to put on.

      “You’ve got a big day, Jonas,” the cat-girl told me. “That new mutant boy probably got up at four a.m. to prove to you how good a worker he can be.”

      I closed my eyes and groaned, remembering that I’d promised Benny, the thirteen-year-old muskrat-boy we’d found in the forest a few weeks back, that I’d teach him how to drive the hay baler today.

      “Can someone else teach him?” I whined, throwing an arm over my eyes. “He’s so…”

      “Eager?” Ellen finished.

      “I think the word you’re looking for is annoying,” Alexis deadpanned.

      “He’s sweet,” Charlotte contradicted. “And he wants to help.”

      “He just can’t shut his mouth is the only thing,” Jordan chimed.

      “You probably wouldn’t either if you’d been living alone in the forest for a year,” I admitted, pushing myself off the bed and finally pulling on my clothes. It couldn’t have been later than six a.m.—but it was a working farm, after all, and I had a schedule. Not to mention the girls did too.

      “Don’t you have a kitchen staff to lead?” I asked Jordan. “And patients to see?” I added to Alexis.

      “Everyone knows I don’t open the medical barn until I’ve had my coffee,” Alexis yawned, pulling her tight orange t-shirt on over her freckled frame, barely concealing the shape of her perky tits beneath it.

      “Here’s hoping no one needs medical attention before seven a.m.,” Ellen joked, to which Alexis shoved the rabbit-girl lightly.

      Ellen, seemingly content to lounge in bed all morning after being thoroughly fucked, sprawled across the empty sheets, the morning sun creeping across her honey-colored skin.

      “You got work to do today?” I asked her.

      She only stretched her arms out and smiled.

      “The girls have the day off school,” she replied, pulling the white sheet over her body. “And I get to sleep in.”

      The others eyed her with a mixture of jealousy and admiration as she relaxed back into sleep, all of us throwing on our clothes to begin another harmonious day on the farm.

      Moving downstairs, we saw the farm was already bustling with activity—mutant-girls new and old were already hard at work, everyone excited to do their part knowing that they were contributing to our perfect little community. As we stepped into the kitchen, I saw the squirrel-girl, Chloe, washing vegetables in the kitchen sink, while two fox-girls picked stems from parsley at the long wooden table.

      “Good morning, Jonas,” they called sweetly as I poured myself a cup of coffee.

      “Morning, ladies,” I replied, tipping my mug at them before taking the glorious first sip of Joe. “How’s the herb garden comin’ along?”

      They told me all about the progress as I sipped my coffee peacefully, occasionally glancing out the window as the men and women who had joined our little community over the past few months moved throughout the farm, beginning their daily chores and waving good morning to each other along the way.

      We’d taken the ugly fence down, opening up the farm to anyone in the area who needed an honest place to live. As long as people were willing to do their part and respect one another, they were allowed to stay.

      Luckily, most new members were so afraid of Charlotte they didn’t dare put a toe out of line.

      “You wanna come out with me?” Charlotte herself called through the open kitchen window from atop a horse, pulling my attention from the fox-girls and their herbs.

      “Wish I could, darlin’,” I called back. “But hold up a minute.”

      The cat-girl pulled at the reins, slowing to a stop and waiting for me on the lawn outside the house. I excused myself from the other girls and jogged out the front door before she could take off on her latest expedition through the valley.

      There were always more stray mutants hiding in the woods, we realized, and we were determined to find them—especially the girls, making sure they had a home where they could be safe and protected. Charlotte went out a few times a week, scavenging supplies from empty local farms and looking for anyone who needed her help.

      “You sure you’re okay to ride?” I asked Charlotte as I got close to her horse, placing a protective hand on the saddle.

      She only rolled her eyes at me, her black tail flicking up in annoyance.

      “Yes,” she insisted. “You worry too much.”

      I gave her a quick once over, her skin glowing, her long dark hair blowing behind her in the breeze.

      “Just be careful,” I told her. “You’re carrying precious cargo now, you know.”

      Charlotte opened her mouth to respond, but at that moment, Benny the muskrat-boy came bounding out of the animal barn like a little kid on Christmas morning.

      “Jonas, Jonas!” he called, as if I didn’t see him sprinting at me. “Are you ready?” he asked, jumping up and down like a cat on a hot tin roof.

      Charlotte bit down her smile and nudged her horse, blowing me a kiss as she rode off into

      the valley, leaving my worries over her safety in the dust. I knew she’d be okay—she always was—but it still didn’t stop me from worrying about her every time she left my sight. Especially now.

      “Alright, let’s do this,” I told Benny, placing my empty coffee mug on the porch railing as I watched Charlotte go. “Just give me a moment to wake up, kid.”

      Benny, bless his heart, could hardly contain himself, bounding along beside me as we walked across the lawn between the two barns. But to his credit, he stayed quiet, letting me ease into the morning as we traversed the land. The sun was just emerging fully from the horizon, painting the sky in brilliant oranges and yellows over the farm, the whole property cradled in the bright green valley of strange, beautiful trees.

      Ellen waved at us from the window in the bedroom as we passed, her supple body wrapped in a thin satin bathrobe. I grabbed Benny by the ear as his eyes lingered a little too long, pulling him playfully away from the view. I saw Ellen chuckle as she retreated.

      We passed the auxiliary barn, which had been turned into a medical clinic by Alexis and a few other girls with healing skills, waving at the freckled fox-girl as we passed. She winked at me through the open barn door, and we kept walking, passing Jordan in the lawn, who had already been roped into teaching another young girl how to fight. I prayed they’d never need the training, but I knew the bat-girl enjoyed teaching the skills, and I had to admit—those girls were learning from one of the best.

      “Hey, Jonas?” Benny asked me as we approached the hay baler, left out from yesterday’s work. His little, hairless muskrat tail wagged behind him as he looked up at me, and I smiled back, unable to be too annoyed by his innocent eagerness.

      “Yeah, kid?”

      “Do you think you’ll live here forever?” he asked, watching me take in the farm with pride.

      I considered this, staring out at the sun-soaked fields, the bustling barracks full of hardworking, respectable folks, the medical clinic and the freshly painted house and all the property beyond. It wasn’t paradise—it wasn’t even air conditioned, I thought to myself with a smile. But I’d fought hard for it, and it was mine.

      And that was more than enough to hold on tight for the rest of my life.

      “Yeah,” I told Benny, looking down at his wide, admiring eyes. “I think I will.”

      He smiled wide, and we made our way into the field, ready to start another day of choring on the farm.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            There’s more to discover in the Hunterverse

          

        

      

    

    
      You can read my other work here.

      Sign up to my newsletter for special offers, early announcements and NSFW art.

      Authors like me depend on reviews to keep writing, so if you enjoyed the book, please consider leaving an honest review!
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