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[bookmark: _rvhl0l47s2rj]1-Welcome to the far land
Yet again Asa caught herself looking out the window. Looking out at the road that seemed endless to her. Maybe it was endless.16 years she’d been in this faculty. 16 years. Nobody knew the parents or what happened to them. Nor did anyone tell her why she was there. They’d say don’t remember when she asked, yet somehow their memory was quite strong when it came to the other children. Some lost their parents from birth, some got left on the doorstep and some were taken away from their parents because they weren’t “safe” with them. Everyone knew a little about the life they had before the orphanage, some even remembered. However her memory was blank like a sheet of paper. Nobody knew and, for the record, neither did she. İt was odd, yes. However as time passed, she got used to the fact that she knew nothing about herself. She got used to the fact that she felt forgotten, abandoned maybe. “Even the hardest things become easy once you get used to it” She was once told. That was exactly the situation she was in.

She only knew one thing. She didn’t have a name when she arrived here. She was just ‘baby’ for at least a year until the headmaster gave her the name, Asa. Meaning healer. The headmaster named her this way because he liked the way it sounded. That was all there was to her name. The headmaster liked Asa. He always said that he thought that she was special and  when she was a child, he used to say that she was the most pretty girl out of allllll the kids in the faculty. Asa never believed that. Out of all the blond, gorgeous girls she knew here, a blue eyed brown haired girl couldn't be prettiest. She was pretty. But not prettiest. That wasn't true and something that wasn't true, she was taught, was a lie. So as a kid she always called him a liar, and got in trouble and got punished.

She kept looking out the same window in her dorm. All day and all night, sometimes never having even a second of rest to give her energy the next morning. Couples came and went, looking for a new member to their family. After kids got picked, they went down that long road...and they never saw them again. Unless they were returned. Her friend Mimiko was returned, they said it was  because she killed that guy’s dog. But Asa never saw her again either. She was sent to something called an asylum. She was 5 when it happened. That meant Mimiko had been in the asylum for 11 years now.

The nuns had told her that was the place where they kept insane people. 

‘What does insane mean?’ she asked

‘People who do not act, think or talk the way they’re supposed to.’ the nun replied.

‘But everyone thinks and acts differently. İf there is only one right way then aren’t we all insane?’ The nun didn’t reply. She simply smiled, ruffled her hair and left. That confused Asa even more.



The morning was clouded. To other kids this meant that they couldn’t go out to play because it might rain. To Asa, however, it meant that she could not see the only thing that makes her feel close to the real world. The road to the world beyond.

She’d asked about it to the Nuns however they never gave her an answer. They would smile and say ‘You’ll see when you get picked my dear’ but Asa knew she was never going to get picked and saw this as an insult. Which is odd because Nuns aren’t supposed to insult people. They’re supposed to protect them. That’s what she was told. They were her protectors.

She turned 16 that year. 16. Meant that she could work at the little shops they had around the building now. She didn’t gain anything. But it was better than sitting In front of the window all day and staring onto the road. At least, that’s what the Nuns say. She started to work with an old man. He had told her his name but she’d forgotten. To her, he was just an ‘old man’.

’What is beyond the road? she asked him one day, hoping to not get a similar answer the Nuns have been giving her in the past years. He looked at her in silence, as if he was thinking whether to say something or...not. As if there was a secret he was hiding. 

'Don't be ridiculous. Asa thought to herself. What can a old man have to hide?'

‘Why do you ask such a question?’ he asked looking back at the pottery clay he’d been working on during the past hour.

‘I’m only curious’ she replied ‘İs that wrong? I apologize if I've caused you to become uncomfortable with that question’

’No, you haven't made me uncomfortable I was only thinking of what I should reply with. Curiosity is what leads the human kind to success, young one. Remember that. İ was merely surprised you wanted to know such a thing. İ didn’t take you for a girl interested in life” 

“What does that mean?”

“Your actions. The ones I’ve seen so far don’t show your will to live. You seem as if you wanna run away from your faith and destiny and ignore what life has in store for you dear. That’s what I mean.”

"What faith?" Asa asked. The man didn't reply. She decided to change the topic entirely by asking again, this time, differently. “Have you been to the world beyond?”

“Yes”

 Asa felt intrigued “What is it like?” She asked. The old man paused, looked up at the white ceiling and closed his eyes as if he was lost in words.

“Confusing” He finally replied. “Life here, where we are. Is planned, simple. It isn’t so in the world beyond the road. You have to make decisions there.”

“Like how they decide which kid to take with them?” The old man chuckled at her response.

“The people living beyond the road make much more complicated and mind twisting decisions than simply picking a child, young one.” Asa thought about this. Harder decisions how? She thought to herself. Did that mean all the kids that got picked actually had bad lives now? With complicated decisions that could possibly lead to bad endings?

“Did you like it there?” She finally asked the old man, breaking the silence. He slightly looked at her and went back to his wheel table.

“I liked…the scenery. The sky was clearer and the trees were greener.” Asa had never listened to anyone talk so closely. 

“The clouds were as white as the main faculty building we have here. Maybe whiter. The sun was so bright and at night...it was so easy to see the stars. One didn’t have to go to a high point to be able to spot them as we do here. There were families. Of blood. They did not see birthdays as another year closer to death, but celebrated it as another year that they lived. The buildings were different shapes and sizes. Not blocked like they are here and more...more…” He looked down at his clay, shaping it slowly and carefully. He then smiled as he said “...creative”

“Creative?” What a meaningless word. Age is getting to this  old hags head. Asa thought to herself.

“When something is nothing like anything that has ever been made...it’s creative, dear child.”

“So what are you doing now, “Asa asked, pointing to the clay in his hand. “That’s creative?”

“No.” He replied in a sad tone, looking at the shelves of tones of the same cups and plates that everyone uses. “I only do what the leaders tell me to. I do not use my own imagination.”

“To be creative...you need to use your mind. And your own ideas.”

“I see” That’s all Asa was able to say. Those were the only words that she thought would be SUITABLE to say in this situation. Creative, she thought to herself. Even though she failed to comprehend the meaning of the word she still thought to herself. 

Could I be creative?

She went back to her room that night in awe. A new word. And new meaning, she thought to herself. It felt magical how different the world beyond sounded. She knew (or at least imagined) that it must be different but she never thought it would interest her as much as it did now. Before, she felt forced to go to work but now she had an overrunning interest to go there. She wanted to go, to learn more about the world beyond. The world she possibly was never going to see. A world she could only listen to. After all, she didn’t exist did she?

As sleeping hours drew closer, she asked the Nuns on shift if she could go to bed early, saying she had worked a lot that day.

“I believe I deserved some rest after all those hours! My shift today was a total of 4 hours! 2 hours more than usual.” The Nun agreed, appreciating her hard work (something they did to all the kids). Asa hadn’t been worn out, she just couldn’t wait to fall asleep and dream about the world beyond. At least, she thought, I can dream about going there. I exist in my head don’t I ? She made her way toward the bunk bed that she slept alone in.  The rest of the girls weren’t her friends. Asa didn’t not like them. She just didn’t want to be friends with them. The workers always said things like ‘oh you must feel so lonely’ or ‘don’t mind them it’s their loss.’

‘I don’t mind. I don’t really alone actually, it just gets a bit boring sometimes.’ After that reply, they simply smile, say ‘if you say so’ and walk away. It's infuriating to her that people say this or something along the lines of it. They don’t believe her and she knows it. But to her, it really doesn't matter if they don't believe her or not. She believes herself and she knows her emotions, what she really feels so she had never felt the need to have someone else's approval when it comes to the truth. Why does it matter to people that others believe them? Isn’t it enough that they know the truth themselves? She had never understood why everyone else cared what other people thought about her, Asa believed it was a waste of thought. Is it the same in the world beyond? As thoughts raced into her mind, she felt her eyelids getting heavy, and finally started to drift off to sleep. Tomorrow, she’d learn more about her main interest, the world beyond the road. The place she would never get the chance to go to.
[bookmark: _1pz73nrx12th]2-A Pair of Eyes and A Dream
She envisioned herself walking around a flower bed covered in blue flowers, shining like the stars and moon. She bent down to touch them. Slowly, her fingertips connected the petals. She kneeled down examining the petals in awe. The silky feeling and addicting scent that they had was one she had never been witness to such beauty. As she leaned down to smell the flower more closely, she felt it slowly turning into ash in her grasp. She looked down at the flower that was now nothing but a pile of ash and quickly stood up to touch another. However every flower she faced slowly started turning into ash. Every direction she looked, every direction she took a step, another flower would burn and rot below her feet. She covered her mouth in distraught. She couldn’t control her breathing. She felt as if her irises were shaking and her vision started to blur .She dropped on her knees screaming in pain as her insides felt as if they were burning alongside with the flowers. Asa knew that that wasn’t possible. If her insides were really melting then she would have been dead by now. But the pain was evident. It felt real. She hugged on her stomach tightly as tears started to fall out of her now blinded eyes. Then for a brief moment everything stopped. She looked down at her bloody hands. Trying to take in everything that had happened. Abruptly, the ground beneath her disappeared causing  her to fall through a dark and seemingly endless pit of suffering.

The pain was back.

She woke up straightening her back and sitting up right. The dream was re-playing in her head like the broken cassettes they had in the library as she tried helplessly to control her breathing. She had gone to bed the previous night hoping to dream about the world beyond. Yet she had witnessed what felt like eternal torture. Her dream had taken her to a place she hadn’t even heard about. Read about or even thought about how she envisioned such a vivid dream?

Asa picked up the bag she had gotten ready for her faculty lessons that day from the night before and threw it over her shoulder heading out of her room. As she walked through the hallways making way to the main building where the faculty and her lessons were, her mind started to repeat the dream in her mind against her will. She left the dorm building and started walking on the pathway towards the faculty. Her first lesson was in the laboratory. A lesson she was quite fond of and enjoyed. Medicine.

As she headed to the door of the faculty, she heard a very familiar voice behind her

“Asa!” She looked back to see her 14 year old friend, a young girl in the name of Hellen. Her parents had left her on a road for some rando car to run her over when they found her poor baby soul. Like everyone else, Hellen also knew her backstory.

“I’ve been calling out for you haven't you been hearing me Asa?” She asked jokingly “or has your hearing decreased like that old Travis guy you’re working with?”

“Sorry about that, I guess I was caught up in my own thoughts for a moment.  I didn’t even realize you were talking to me. I hope I didn’t come off as rude. Anyway, how was your sleep last night? Did you manage to get a good rest?”

“I slept fine. Didn't have any dreams. Although I can’t say the same about you…you look like you’ve seen a roach. Are you sure you’re alright. You know you can talk to me about anything right? I might be younger but I’ll always be here for you. And I might not understand it for sure but talking might make you feel better and-” Asa cut her off, replying in annoyance and looking straight into her eyes.

"Like I mentioned earlier, there's something on my mind. It's been weighing on me a bit, and I haven't quite been able to shake it. I guess it’s hard to focus on anything else when something like that is lingering, you know? I’m not sure how to work through it yet, but I’m trying to figure it out." 

"You do know you can talk to me, right, Asa? I mean, if something's on your mind, I’m here for you. I get it, sometimes it feels easier to just keep things inside or work through them on your own, but you don’t have to do that if you don’t want to. You don’t have to carry that weight alone. I’m happy to listen, even if it’s just to help you sort through whatever you're feeling or thinking. You don’t have to have all the answers or even know exactly what you want to say—just talking about it can sometimes make things a little clearer, or at least a bit lighter. Whatever it is, you don’t have to go through it by yourself."

"I know."

"Are you sure?"

"I am"

"Your eyes are brighter than usual." Helen stated in a matter of fact tone. Asa chuckled and turned to her saying "Where is that coming from?" Only to see her friend looking at her like a rabbit in front of flashlights.

"Are you...ok Hellen? She asked waiting for her to reply. But she didn't. The bell rang and Asa decided it was time to go. "I...need to get going. Goodbye!" She said before dashing towards the main entrance of the building and heading to her class. Great. Another abnormal situation to bug her today!

Asa took a seat at her usual table in the laboratory room waiting for the faculty member to start the lecture of the day. She waited for her lab partner, a young boy named Kian, to arrive at class. Kian was possibly one of the only friends she had that were the same age as her. Very much like Helen, most of her friends were younger than her. She didn’t reason it but she always had a better relationship with the kids that were younger than her. Kian was like her, he was also here science birth (so that would be 16 years). However there was something different about him. He had only one working eye. When he had arrived here as an infant, He had an eyepatch over one of his eye. He had a flaw. Not something common at the orphanage...Soon, the lecture began and yet again Kian was late. It was a habit of his to be late to lectures like this. In the 16 years of their friendship. Asa didn’t remember a single time where Kian was there in the lecture before she was. 

She looked at the clock hanging on the wall. 8:17, she thought to herself,3 minutes late.

And at that second, a very out of breath Kian appeared through the door. 

“MY APOLOGIES FOR BEING LATE, DEAR FACULTY MEMBER I HAD OVERSLEPT AND NONE OF MY DORM MATES WOKE ME UP!” He yelled still trying to catch his breath while also trying to fix the eyepatch on his left eye.

“Your apology shall be thought of. If I don’t accept it you shall stay after class to clean the laboratory room head to toe.”

“Yes ma’am” He replied, taking a seat next to Asa, turning to her he said “how late was it this time?” He rested his head on his hand waiting for a reply.

“3 minutes idiot. Next time, I’m going to wake you up. I don’t care if girls aren’t allowed in the boys dormitory. YOU have to wake up on time.” She said ruffling his black hair. "I hate waiting for you.” Kian was one of the only people that made Asa smile. She was thankful for that. She was thankful for him and his friendship. 

The rest of the class went as expected. Slow and boring. The students’ mission today was to recreate a cure they had learned about by putting the ingredients in the right order. In Asa’s point of view, the best part of the lesson was when Kian exploded the mixture on his face. However it wasn’t that fun when the same thing happened to her, leaving her one light brown hair black and covered in some smoke and ash. She looked at Kian who was now hysterical laughing and pointing at her ash covered face. She was mad. But she couldn’t help but smile and start laughing too. The two kids were now both covered in ash, laughing at one another. Moments like this made the orphanage bearable. At least, slightly. They both continued working on the mixture and finally got it right. 

“Finally,” Asa exclaimed, pushing her finished mixture to the center of the table. “We’re done. Hey, what do you say we eat outside today—”

She turned her head to face Kian, only to find him already staring at her. His gaze was fixed, unmoving, as if caught by something invisible. For a moment, she froze. There was something off about the way he looked at her—his single visible eye widened, unblinking. The usual playfulness on his face was gone, replaced by an expression Asa couldn’t quite place. Awe? Fear?

“Kian?” she said, her voice careful but firm. He didn’t respond.

“Kian,” she repeated louder, her chest tightening. His eye remained locked on hers, as if he were looking through her rather than at her. Asa felt heat rise to her face. A shiver ran down her spine as she shifted uncomfortably in her seat.

“What… is it?” she asked cautiously, almost afraid of the answer.

“Were your eyes always this blue?” Kian finally whispered, his voice low, barely audible. There was something strange in the way he said it, as though he wasn’t really speaking to her but voicing a thought that had escaped on its own.

Asa’s brows furrowed. “You’ve known me for years, and now you’re noticing my eyes are blue, idiot?” She tried to laugh it off, but her voice cracked slightly. Her pulse quickened when she realized Kian still wasn’t snapping out of it.

“I knew they were blue…” he murmured slowly, his tone distant, “but they weren’t this bright.” His eye seemed glazed over, the light catching in it in an eerie way.

Asa’s stomach turned. A small bead of sweat rolled down her neck as her body tensed. It felt as though the air around them had thickened, pressing against her chest. She waved a hand in front of Kian’s face, hoping to break his strange focus. “Hey! Stop that. You’re creeping me out.”

No response. His eye was empty, unfocused—like he was seeing something Asa couldn’t.

“Kian!” she barked, her voice louder this time. Nothing.

Panic clawed at the edges of her mind. Her breathing quickened, matching the beat of her thudding heart. She stared at Kian, then at the room around them. The other students were too absorbed in their work to notice. The faculty member was at her desk, scribbling something in a notebook.

“Asa?” Kian finally whispered, his tone faint and glassy, like a man waking from a nightmare.

She had enough. Her hand shot up, and before she could second-guess herself, she slapped him—hard—across the cheek.

The sound cracked through the air, sharp and startling. Kian jolted in his seat, his hand instinctively flying to his face. “OW! Wha—what the hell, Asa?” His voice was back to normal, carrying its usual frustration and confusion. He winced as he covered his cheek, glaring at her.

“You weren’t responding! You were… you were staring at me like you’d gone blind or something,” Asa stammered, her own face flushed. Her hands trembled slightly in her lap as she tried to steady her breathing.

“Maybe call my name next time instead of slapping me across the face!” Kian groaned, rubbing his cheek with exaggerated drama.

“I did call your name! Several times!” Asa shot back, her embarrassment quickly morphing into irritation. “You didn’t even blink! You were just sitting there like… like something was wrong with you.”

Kian sighed, finally dropping his hand from his face, though a faint red mark lingered on his cheek. He blinked a few times, looking down at the table as if trying to remember something. “I… I don’t know what happened,” he admitted, his voice quieter now. “It’s like I zoned out, but not really. It’s weird. I don’t remember what I was thinking, or why I said that about your eyes…”

His gaze flicked back to Asa, and for a second, a shadow of uncertainty crossed his face. Asa held her breath as he stared, though this time it was his normal, exasperated look—no more trances or unsettling whispers.

“Anyway,” he said, forcing a grin that didn’t quite meet his eye, “no more slapping, okay? I’ll take zoning out over getting smacked in the face.”

Asa rolled her eyes, though her heart still hadn’t settled. She tried to match his tone, forcing a smirk to appear on her lips. “If you stop being weird, I won’t have to smack you. Simple as that.”

Kian gave a lopsided chuckle, though he still seemed distracted as he fiddled with the strap of his eyepatch.

“Let’s go eat,” he said, abruptly standing up. “My treat today. I owe you that much after getting you all freaked out.”

Asa hesitated for a moment, studying him carefully. Kian was always the one person who made her feel like everything was normal, like life wasn’t so heavy. Seeing him act so out of character had shaken her more than she wanted to admit.

“Alright,” she said softly, standing up to follow him. “But you’re explaining yourself later.”

“Sure, sure,” he replied quickly, waving her off. “C’mon, I’m starving.”

As they walked out of the lab, Asa’s mind lingered on the look in Kian’s eye when he stared at her. She knew Kian better than anyone, and that wasn’t just zoning out. Something had happened in those minutes—something she couldn’t quite explain.

Her hand instinctively reached up to brush against her cheek as she thought of his words: “Were your eyes always this blue?”

A chill ran through her again, and this time, she couldn’t shake it.

They didn’t earn money from their labor hours. Only the actual workers got those. They got points that they got from the amount of hours they worked and where they worked. Kian worked at a hard labor place so he got better points than Asa did daily. But Asa had achieved more points the day before (because she stayed longer to listen to the old man) but Kian wouldn’t listen. He always insisted that he bought their food every single day. Sometimes Asa let him and sometimes she didn’t. She didn’t really have a choice this time.
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Lunch was probably the best time of the day for most kids. It was the one time they could relax, let loose, and feel a semblance of freedom from the faculty’s relentless schedule. But for Asa, the food court had the opposite effect. The crowd, the noise, the chaos—it all felt suffocating, pressing in on her from all sides. She had always felt trapped in this place, but the cafeteria magnified it. It wasn’t just the walls closing in; it was the way everyone moved around her, too loud and too close.

That was why, whenever the weather was good, she insisted they ate outside.

As her eyes scanned the room for their younger friend Helen, Kian’s voice cut through the din.

“She’s over there!” he shouted, jabbing a finger toward the entrance.

Asa followed his gesture and spotted Helen—a slight blonde girl, moving with a kind of deliberate grace that made her stand out. Helen stood at the buffet, carefully assembling her tray. She picked each item as though it were a monumental decision, her brows furrowed in that endearingly thoughtful way she always had. After what felt like an eternity, Helen finally turned, her tray full and balanced with precision. She moved toward them, her steps measured, the clink of her tray faint but steady amidst the chaotic noise.

Helen greeted them with her usual calm. “I’m guessing we’re eating outside today?”

“Yeah. Asa insisted,” Kian replied, though there was a slight edge of teasing in his tone. “So much in fact, that it got physical.”

“The slap…”

Asa froze. The voice was faint, almost like a whisper echoing inside her head. “You hurt your friend.”

Her chest tightened, and a cold chill ran down her spine. It wasn’t her voice. It was… something else. The words felt like a weight pressing into her mind, heavy and wrong. She was used to guilt and self-criticism—her own thoughts whispering doubts and recriminations—but this was different. This voice didn’t belong to her.

Lack of sleep, she told herself quickly, pushing the thought away. You’re just exhausted. She hadn’t been sleeping well for days—barely a few hours here and there. Stress, hunger, and sleepless nights were playing tricks on her mind. That had to be it.

“Did you two bicker again?” Helen asked, a puzzled smile tugging at her lips.

“Not exactly, no,” Kian replied with mock seriousness.

Asa forced herself to breathe as they walked outside, settling under the oak tree they had claimed as their usual spot. The cool breeze kissed her skin, the fresh air far more forgiving than the suffocating cafeteria.

“So,” Helen began, breaking the silence as she placed her tray down, “we learned about literature today, which was exciting, I suppose. But honestly? I liked my language lessons last year better. They were simpler. I’m not sure I’ll pass my exams this year.”

Helen’s words blurred into background noise as Asa’s mind wandered. She didn’t mean to tune out her friend, but her thoughts were a storm she couldn’t calm. The dream from last night lingered at the edges of her memory, haunting her like a shadow. And Kian—why did he keep staring at her eyes? Why had he said they looked so… different?

“They weren’t always this blue.”

The voice returned. Asa blinked hard, shaking her head as if she could physically rid herself of the intrusive thoughts. She couldn’t let this spiral. Focus. Just focus on what’s in front of you.

Kian must have noticed her silence because he leaned in closer, his voice dropping to a whisper. “Why are you so quiet? Look, if it’s the slap you’re worried about, don’t be. I don’t care anymore. You’re not that strong, anyway. My eye just stung a little.” Kian leaned into her ear whispering quietly:

"Now that I think about it, I might have been staring into those eyes of yours. How can I not?" he tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, "They ARE beautiful."   This caught Asa completely off guard, causing her to stumble back in shock. Her heart skipped a beat as she instinctively raised a hand to steady herself. She hadn’t expected that. Not in a million years.  

"Relax! I'm just playing with you!"

"Well...DON'T!" She snapped back. She felt how red her face was getting, Kian was never going to let her forget this. As the two continued to bicker, they heard someone clear her through in front of them. They had absolutely forgotten that Helen was there.

The three of them made their way toward the main faculty building to gather their belongings and head off to their respective workplaces. However, Helen, still only 14, had a different schedule ahead of her. Instead of leaving for the day, she was required to continue her classes and extracurricular activities.

The main faculty building was a large, white structure—stark, uninspired, and utterly bland. It stood there, as unremarkable as their lives often felt in that moment, a silent reflection of the monotony they all experienced. Asa and Kian both said their goodbyes and left for work.

”What’s it like where you work?” Kian asked as they started making way towards the entrance of the bazaar.

”It’s going as expected.” She lied, not telling him about the stories that the old man had told her. She couldn’t. As much as Asa trusted her friend she also knew that it was a very high possibility that he would go around saying it to other people. Unlike Asa, Kian had many other friends other that herself and Helen, while she only had the two of them. “Travis is telling me about the way he makes stuff and how to make them look exactly the same.”

”Sounds….interesting?" Kian said, obviously trying to force himself to sound exited for his friend. Asa laughed.

”I know it’s boring ASSHOLE! Don’t mock me for it!” She snapped back playfully. “Not all of us were lucky enough to have a job like yours!” She punched his arm playfully. 

“Well, this is the place.” Kian said. “Ill see you after work ok?”

”Alright” Asa replied, “see you around” she said, watching her friend make way towards his own work center, a place far more deeper in the bazar. A place far more darker and a place she wasn’t allowed to go to unless she worked there. A place not even Kian gave her much information about. A place like the world beyond…

She started making her way towards the big black door of the pottery shop. Asa opened the door gently and peeked her head inside. “Travis, are you inside?” 

“Yes” a deep, old voice replied. “I’m by the pottery table, where i always am.” Asa slowly made he way towards him and sat down next to him on the floor. “Your work looks as amazing as always, old man.” Asa said, looking at the spinning dough on the pottery table.

”It hadn’t started off well but it’s beginning to look as it should. Do not worry, as soon as i am done with this plate, i will be teaching YOU how to make one yourself.” He leaned a bit closer and whispered playfully; “This session will have you earn a double a dozen of points!”

”Im glad” Asa replied. “I wish to get my OWN lunch tomorrow.”

”Ah, did young Kian buy some for your sake again?”

”Sadly yes. It wouldn’t be such a problem if he used buying something for me against me when HE wants something from ME!” The old man chuckled 

“Oh you kids and your young minds” he finally said. A silence suddenly filled the room. A loud silence, if you may. A one that could be both soothing and horrifying. For Asa, however, it was confusing. 

“So, my friend” he begun to speak again, breaking the silence “How was your sleep last night?”


[bookmark: _7ctlznphzz1v]4-Old Hag Knowledge
“Pardon?” Asa asked, her voice quieter than intended.
“How did you sleep?” Travis repeated, his tone even, though his eyes now fixed on her with unsettling sharpness. The faint lines of his face seemed to deepen under the dim workshop light, and though his hands still worked the clay, his gaze stayed locked on her.
Asa swallowed hard. “My sleep was ordinary, as always,” she lied. She forced herself to hold his gaze, the words heavy in her mouth, as if the very act of speaking them made her tongue turn to lead. “But what I don’t understand is why you’d ask such a question so… randomly.”
Travis paused, his hands momentarily still on the spinning clay. His playful demeanor had slipped away, leaving something else in its place—something Asa couldn’t quite define.
“The nuns have taught you the sins of not speaking the truth, no?” he asked, his voice low, but carrying an unmistakable edge.
Asa’s heart skipped a beat. The room suddenly felt colder, the air thick with something unspoken. A chill crept along her spine, settling deep in her chest.
“I’m not lying,” she said, steadying her voice. The moment the words left her lips, the lie settled between them like a stone dropped into still water. A sin, she thought bitterly, one I cannot wash away.
" Very well,” he said. “I won’t mention it again.” He stood, the sound of his old bones creaking as he walked over to the oven. With careful hands, he placed the plate inside, closing the door with a soft thunk.  “Now,” he began speaking again “I shall teach you how to make a plate of your own.” He picked up a handful of fresh clay from the sack next to him, handing it to Asa. “Start. I wish to see what you learnt from watching me before I teach you fully.”  Asa hesitated, taking the lump of clay, feeling its weight and coolness in her palm. She set it down on the table, the mechanical foot pedal beneath her giving a soft whirr as the wheel began to spin. 
”Where is the water bucket?” She asked. Travis pulled the water filled bucket from under the table and placed it next to her. She then dipped her hand into the water bucket, and began.  Her fingers worked with careful precision, pressing and smoothing the spinning clay. Slowly, the lump of clay began to take shape, a soft bowl-like form emerging. With each delicate touch, she guided the clay higher, forming the sides of what would soon become a plate. The edges were rounded, not too sharp but with just enough definition to give it character. 
The wheel spun beneath Asa’s hands, but the plate she was shaping began to shift in an unexpected direction. The sides started to collapse, and the smooth surface cracked.
“Damn it,” Asa muttered under her breath, pressing her palms harder against the clay in frustration.
The old man stepped closer, his presence quiet yet unwavering. “It’s okay to let go,” he said softly. “The plate will find its shape in time. But you must trust it, and trust yourself.”
Asa’s hands stilled on the clay. Her breath quickened, not from the work but from the weight of his words.
“I’m not good at trusting things,” she admitted in a rare moment of honesty, her eyes on the plate that was slowly falling apart. “Not... people. Not even myself.”
He smiled gently. “You might find that trust is like clay—it softens with time. Give it space, and it will take shape.”
“Remember,” the old man’s voice broke through her concentration, “smooth out the cracks, or it will be of no use.” 
She stopped the wheel again, her fingers hovering over the plate’s surface as she admired the gentle curve she had formed. It wasn’t finished yet, she knew that. The plate would need to dry, be fired, glazed... but already, it felt like a small victory. A tangible reminder that even in the smallest acts, there was creation, there was change. 
"You did exceedingly for your first try." He said finally. “Now,” Travis said with a clap of his hands, “let’s put it into the oven and see what kind of shape it holds.”
Asa nodded, carefully lifting the damp plate and carrying it toward the oven. As she opened the door and set it inside, the heat radiated out, brushing against her skin like a warning.
The old man’s words echoed in her mind: Smooth out the cracks, or it will be of no use.
She closed the oven door gently, her hands lingering on its cool surface as she stared at the dull metal.
What if I can’t smooth out my own cracks?
But she didn’t say it. She couldn’t. Instead, she turned back to Travis, her face composed, her voice steady.
“What’s next?”

The faculty grounds stretched quiet and dim as Kian and Asa walked side by side, their footsteps echoing faintly against the cobblestones. Asa had her arms crossed, her gaze flickering between the path and the sky, now painted with hues of orange and purple.
“So,” Kian started, stuffing his hands into his pockets. “What’s the rush back to the dorms, huh? Got some secret plans you’re not telling me about?”
Asa shot him a half-hearted glare. “I’m tired, Kian. That’s all.”
“Yeah, yeah, you always say that,” he said with a grin. “But I know you. You’ll go to bed, stare at the ceiling for three hours, and end up more tired tomorrow. What you really need is a little distraction.”
“A distraction?”
He stopped abruptly, pointing toward the dormat rooftop, shimmering with sunlight. It was lined with wildflowers and bathed in the soft glow of the setting sun. “Let’s go that way.”
Asa hesitated. “Kian, we’re supposed to head back—”
“Supposed to, schmoosed to,” he cut her off. “Come on. You trust me, don’t you?” He flashed a lopsided grin that made it impossible to say no.
With a reluctant sigh, she followed him up to the roof. The air smelled faintly of earth and flowers, and the world seemed to hold its breath in this little pocket of peace.
They sat down on the bench, and for a while, neither of them spoke. Kian leaned back, tilting his head toward the sky. “Pretty nice, huh?”
“It’s...quiet,” Asa admitted.
“Exactly. A break from all the noise. You’re welcome.”
Asa rolled her eyes but couldn’t help the small smile that crept onto her face.
“So,” Kian said after a pause, “why’ve you been so out of it lately?”
She stiffened. “I’m fine.”
“Uh-huh. Sure you are.” He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “Come on, Asa. I’m not asking to pry. I just...worry about you, okay? You don’t talk to anyone about stuff—not even me. And I’m your favorite person.”
Asa snorted. “In your dreams.”
He grinned but didn’t push her further, letting the silence stretch between them. Finally, Asa sighed, her shoulders relaxing just a fraction.
“I’ve been having trouble sleeping,” she admitted. “Weird dreams. That’s all.”
“Weird how?”
“Just...weird,” she said, her voice tight. She didn’t want to go into detail—not yet. “It’s nothing, really.”
Kian studied her for a moment, then reached out and gave her shoulder a light shove. “Well, if it gets too weird, you’ll tell me, right? I’m the guy with all the solutions, you know.”
“Right,” Asa said, her lips quirking upward. “Like how you solved that math problem last week by guessing five times.”
“Hey, the fifth guess was correct!”
The two of them laughed, the sound ringing through the clearing. For the first time in what felt like forever, Asa felt a little lighter—like the weight she’d been carrying all day had eased, just a bit.
“Do you ever, like… want to run away?” Kian asked suddenly, his voice quiet but heavy with meaning.
Asa glanced at him, caught off guard by the question. They were walking slowly along the dimly lit path back to the dorms, the soft hum of crickets filling the night air. His face was turned toward the sky, one blue eye visible beneath the edge of his eyepatch, gazing up at the stars like they might hold an answer.
She hesitated before responding, her hands stuffed deep into her pockets. “Run away where?” she asked cautiously. “We’re stuck here. There’s nowhere to go.”
Kian shrugged, kicking a stray pebble down the roof. “Anywhere. Doesn’t matter. Just… somewhere that isn’t this place.” His voice was tinged with frustration, but also something softer—wistfulness, maybe. “Don’t you ever feel like you’re suffocating here? Like the walls are closing in?”
Asa didn’t answer right away. Instead, she stared down at the ground, her thoughts tangled. She wanted to say yes—to scream it, even. To tell him how every day felt like she was caught in a trap, how she dreamed of running through endless fields or standing by the ocean and just breathing for once. But saying it out loud felt too raw, too vulnerable.
“Sometimes,” she admitted, her voice barely audible.
Kian stopped, turning to face her. His usual smirk was gone, replaced by a look of quiet seriousness. “If you ever want to, Asa, you wouldn’t have to do it alone. I’d go with you.”
She blinked, startled by the sincerity in his tone. “You’d... what?”
“I mean it,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck sheepishly. “I don’t know what’s out there, but it’s gotta be better than this. And if you’re gonna leave someday, I’d rather you didn’t go without me.”
Asa felt her chest tighten, a strange mix of gratitude and fear swirling inside her. The idea of leaving—of actually stepping beyond the walls of this place—had always seemed impossible. But hearing Kian say it, like it was something they could really do together, made it feel… almost real.
“Thanks,” she said after a moment, her voice soft. “But I don’t think I’m brave enough for that.”
Kian grinned, his usual mischievousness creeping back into his expression. “Then it’s a good thing I am.”

[bookmark: _earp6b8jbfu]5-Sleeping With Stars
The stars were unusually bright that night, scattering the inky sky like shards of shattered glass. Asa pulled her jacket tighter around her as she and Kian sat on the roof of the dormitory, legs dangling over the edge.
“This place is a prison,” Kian muttered, breaking the quiet. He leaned back, one arm propping him up while the other fiddled with his eyepatch strap. "So I suppose we want out, huh?"
“But then what? There’s nothing for us out there. Just more emptiness.”
Kian turned to her, his good eye gleaming in the starlight. “You don’t know that. Maybe there’s something better waiting for us. It’s gotta be better than this.” He gestured vaguely at the orphanage below, its stark walls glowing faintly under the moonlight.
She shrugged. “I don’t know if I can believe that. What if we run and it’s worse? What if we’re...” Her voice trailed off, the words too heavy to finish.
“Forgotten?” Kian asked softly.
Asa nodded, her gaze fixed on the horizon.
“I get that,” he said after a long silence. “But staying here doesn’t feel much better, does it? Helen’s practically the only person who doesn’t look at us like we’re broken. And even she—”
“Even she what?” Asa interrupted, turning to face him.
Kian hesitated. “Nothing. Forget it.”
“No, say it. What were you going to say?”
He sighed, running a hand through his hair. “Even she seems... I don’t know, off. Lately, anyway. Like she knows something we don’t.”
Asa frowned. “You’re just paranoid.”
“Maybe,” he admitted. “But don’t you feel it? Like something’s wrong here?”
She thought about the dreams, the whispers in her mind, and the unsettling feeling that had been gnawing at her since last week. “Sometimes,” she whispered.
They lapsed into silence again, the weight of their thoughts filling the space between them.
“Hey,” Kian said after a while, nudging her shoulder. “You remember that time we tried to sneak into the kitchen after curfew and got caught by Mrs. Thorn?”
Asa chuckled despite herself. “You mean the time you tried to sneak in and dragged me along? I only came because I thought you’d trip over something and knock yourself out.”
“And then you’re the one who knocked over the flour sack,” Kian teased, grinning.
“Oh, shut up,” Asa said, playfully shoving him. “You were the one who dared me to carry the sack in the first place!”
“Best part was when she made us scrub the kitchen floors for three hours as punishment,” Kian said, laughing. “I swear, you were muttering curses at me the whole time.”
“Because you deserved it!” Asa shot back, but her smile lingered. “That was the worst night ever.”
“Nah,” Kian said, his grin softening. “It wasn’t so bad. At least we were in it together.”
Something about the way he said it made Asa’s chest tighten. She looked away, focusing on the stars again.
“Thanks,” she murmured after a pause.
“For what?”
“For... just being you, I guess.”
Kian raised an eyebrow. “Wow, high praise coming from you.”
“Don’t ruin it,” Asa said, rolling her eyes but smiling.
The two of them stayed there for a while longer, the cool night air wrapping around them like a shared secret.

Asa’s eyes fluttered open, the faint light of dawn painting the sky in soft pinks and oranges. For a moment, she couldn’t remember where she was—the cool breeze brushing against her face, the distant sound of birds chirping, and the hardness beneath her back weren’t familiar.
Then she turned her head and saw him.
Kian was still asleep beside her, his head tilted slightly to the side, the usually sharp lines of his face softened by the morning light. His hand rested loosely against his chest, his steady breathing the only sound breaking the early-morning quiet.
Panic bubbled up as she realized where they were—still on the roof. She sat up quickly, careful not to wake him, and wrapped her arms around herself against the morning chill.
“Kian,” she whispered, nudging his shoulder.
He stirred, mumbling something incoherent before cracking open his good eye. When he saw her, he blinked, then frowned.
“Wait... are we still—” He pushed himself upright, his hair sticking out at odd angles. “We fell asleep here?”
“No kidding,” Asa muttered, glancing around nervously. “What if someone finds us?”
Kian rubbed the back of his neck, his movements sluggish. “Relax. It’s still early. Everyone’s probably still asleep.”
She sighed, her heart still racing. “We’re so dead if anyone catches us.”
Kian grinned, his usual mischief returning despite the grogginess. “Worth it, though.”
Asa shot him a look, but she couldn’t hide the small smile tugging at her lips.
“Seriously,” he said, his voice softer now. “Last night... it was nice.”
She looked at him, surprised by the sincerity in his tone. For a moment, she forgot about the risk of being caught or the cold seeping into her skin.
“Yeah,” she admitted, her voice quiet. “It was.”
They sat there for a moment longer, the silence between them filled with the quiet hum of the waking world.
Finally, Kian stood, brushing off his pants. “Come on, before Mrs. Thorn comes up here to yell at us for something we didn’t even do this time.”
Asa rolled her eyes but stood, following him to the roof’s edge. He climbed down first, holding the ladder steady as she descended.
When they reached the ground, the dormitory still seemed peaceful, the windows dark and the halls silent. Kian turned to her, his usual grin back in place.
“Same time tonight?” he teased.
Asa raised an eyebrow. “Only if you promise not to fall asleep on me again.”
“Deal,” he said, winking.
As they slipped back inside, the morning sunlight catching on their shoulders, Asa couldn’t help but feel lighter. The stars were gone, but something of the night lingered—a quiet understanding that whatever came next, they wouldn’t face it alone.
The two headed towards their dorms said their see you later's and went inside

Kian shoved the dormitory door open as quietly as he could manage, wincing at the faint creak of the hinges. Inside, the boys’ dorm was dimly lit by the pale morning light filtering through the high windows. Most of the other boys were still asleep, sprawled across their narrow beds in varying states of disarray.
He tiptoed to his bed near the back corner, carefully avoiding the uneven floorboard that always groaned under pressure. Sitting down, he leaned against the wall and let out a slow breath, running a hand through his messy hair.
Last night had been... different. Good different. He wasn’t sure how to describe it, but sitting under the stars with Asa had made everything feel less heavy. Like for just a few hours, the orphanage’s suffocating walls didn’t matter.
He glanced toward the far end of the room where his dormmate, Owen, stirred. Owen’s bed was a mess of tangled blankets, and his blond hair stuck out in every direction as he groggily lifted his head.
Owen was sprawled out on his bunk, one leg dangling over the edge as he lazily tossed a tennis ball against the wall. The rhythmic thud of rubber on plaster filled the otherwise quiet boys’ dormitory. His dark curls were perpetually messy, as if he’d just rolled out of bed—and to be fair, he usually had. He glanced up when Kian entered, his single blue eye catching Owen’s sleepy brown ones.
“Finally gracing us with your presence, Cyclops?” Owen drawled, a smirk tugging at his lips. “Where’ve you been? Let me guess—off brooding under the stars, convincing yourself you’re the tragic hero in some romance novel?”
Kian rolled his eye. “Good morning to you, too, sunshine.”
“Hey, don’t knock it,” Owen said, catching the ball mid-air and sitting up. “Someone’s gotta balance out all that angst you’re carrying around. Lucky for you, I’m the comedic genius this place deserves.”
“More like the pain in the ass I can’t get rid of,” Kian shot back, though his lips curved into a faint grin.
Owen laughed, tossing the ball aside and standing up. Though his carefree demeanor made him seem like the least reliable person around, there was something disarmingly genuine about him—an honesty that made you forget how clever he actually was. He had a way of brushing off anything serious with a quip or a joke, but sometimes, in the quiet moments, Kian could catch the flicker of something deeper in his gaze.
“So, what’s next on your agenda?” Owen asked, crossing his arms and leaning against the bedpost. “Plotting your great escape? Let me guess—you’re gonna drag that poor girl Asa along with you. I mean, don’t get me wrong, she’s cool and all, but does she really deserve this level of poor decision-making?”
“Like you’re one to talk,” Kian replied, smirking. “When’s the last time you made a decision that wasn’t ‘nap now or later’?”
“That’s called self-care,” Owen retorted with mock indignation. “Besides, I’m not the one sneaking out and risking my neck on the regular. You’re lucky I’m not nosy enough to ask why.”
Kian paused, debating how much to tell him. He trusted Owen—mostly—but he also knew the other boy was prone to taking things lightly. The last thing Kian needed was for Owen to turn this into a joke.
“Well?” Owen prompted, his eyebrows raised. “What’s the plan, One-Eye? Or is this another one of those ‘Kian broods in silence while the world burns around him’ kind of days?”
Kian snorted. “You’re impossible.”
“And yet, here you are, still talking to me,” Owen said with a cheeky grin.
That was the thing about Owen—he was infuriating, unpredictable, and borderline exhausting, but he had a way of making the unbearable a little more bearable. Whether Kian liked it or not, he was stuck with him—and he didn’t mind as much as he let on. Kian shook his head, ignoring Owen’s jabs as he dropped onto his bunk with a groan. He stared up at the cracked ceiling, his mind still lingering on the rooftop and the way Asa had looked under the stars—calm, almost vulnerable, like the walls she usually kept up had slipped just enough for him to see the person behind them. The memory made him smile faintly, though he quickly wiped it away, knowing Owen wouldn’t let him live it down if he noticed.
“What’s with the smirk?” Owen asked, leaning closer like a curious cat. “Ohhh, don’t tell me. It’s Asa, isn’t it? Did something happen? Did you—wait—did you kiss her?”
“What? No!” Kian shot up, his face flushing a deep red. “Shut up, Owen.”
“Oh my God, you totally wanted to, though!” Owen howled, flopping dramatically back onto his bunk. “This is too good. The lone wolf finally gets a little soft. I never thought I’d see the day!”
Kian glared at him, though it lacked any real heat. “You’ve got way too much time on your hands.”
“Correction: I’ve got too much brilliance and not enough people who appreciate it,” Owen replied, stretching his arms behind his head. “But seriously, man, Asa’s cool. Way cooler than you, anyway. If you’re planning something stupid, like running off into the great unknown, you better bring her with you. Or at least tell her first. She deserves that much.”
Kian stared at him, surprised by the sudden seriousness in his tone. For all of Owen’s antics, he had a knack for cutting to the heart of things when it mattered.
“I’d never leave her behind,” Kian said quietly.
Owen nodded, his grin softening into something more sincere. “Good. ’Cause if you did, I’d have to find you and drag your sorry ass back here myself.”
The two boys lapsed into a rare moment of quiet. The sun was starting to filter through the dorm windows, casting a warm glow over the room.
“By the way,” Owen said after a moment, his playful smirk returning. “If you did kiss her, I’d want all the details. For research purposes, of course.”
Kian groaned, chucking a pillow at him. “You’re the worst.”
“And yet, you love me,” Owen quipped, dodging the pillow with ease.
“Debatable,” Kian muttered, but the faint smile tugging at his lips gave him away. Owen was right...after Asa...he was his favorite person. It was never Helen...
Ever.


[bookmark: _t2wcwp7nauza]6- Meeting The Infamous
The day began in the usual, monotonous way, with Asa trudging through the morning routines. The nuns rang the bell, the younger children shuffled sleepily  to their assigned chores, and the older ones filed into the classroom with varying degrees of reluctance. Asa found herself a seat by the window, letting her gaze drift to the frost-touched glass as she waited for the lesson to begin.
Kian strolled in a moment later, his hair slightly disheveled and his eyepatch strap a little crooked. Spotting Asa, he smirked and slid into the chair beside her without hesitation.
“Morning,” he said, leaning back in his chair.
“Barely,” Asa replied, stifling a yawn. “You look like you fell out of bed.”
“Funny, I could say the same about you,” Kian shot back,
“You aren’t late today! Wow!”
“Well its not like I could Oversleep since I didn’t even get ANY”
His grin softened as he added, “Owen wants to meet you today. Thought we could all talk after class.”
“Owen?” Asa raised an eyebrow, recalling the name he’d mentioned before. “Your dormmate?”
“Yeah,” Kian said. “He’s a bit much sometimes, but you’ll like him. He’s got a good sense of humor… and a knack for asking the kind of questions no one else dares to.”
Asa tilted her head, curious but wary. “Okay. Sure.”
The lesson droned on, the usual mix of arithmetic and scripture that failed to hold Asa’s attention. She glanced at Kian from time to time, catching him scribbling aimlessly in the margins of his notebook or staring blankly at the ceiling. When the bell finally rang to signal the end of class, Asa felt an odd sense of relief.
Outside in the corridor, Kian led Asa to a quieter corner where a boy with tousled brown hair and a mischievous grin leaned against the wall, waiting for them.
“Asa, meet Owen,” Kian said, gesturing casually. “Owen, Asa.”
Owen pushed off the wall and extended a hand, his grin widening. “So, you’re the famous Asa. Kian won’t shut up about you.”
Kian rolled his eye, muttering, “Don’t make it weird.”
“It’s nice to meet you,” Asa said, shaking Owen’s hand. She shot Kian a questioning look, but he only shrugged, looking faintly amused.
As the three began to talk, Owen’s quick wit and infectious energy made it easy to fall into conversation. He cracked jokes, shared small rebellions he’d orchestrated to outwit the staff, and made Asa laugh in a way she hadn’t in a long time. For a moment, it felt almost normal.
Until Helen appeared.
“What are you three chatting about?” her voice cut through the air like a blade, startling them all. Helen’s smile was warm, but there was a curious edge to it as she stepped closer. “It’s always nice to see such camaraderie.”
Kian’s demeanor shifted instantly. His posture stiffened, his gaze turning icy. “Nothing important,” he said flatly, his tone devoid of the usual warmth he shared with Asa and Owen.
Asa blinked, caught off guard by the sudden chill in his voice. Owen, too, seemed taken aback, though he recovered quickly with a lighthearted, “Just swapping war stories. You know how it is.”
Helen’s smile didn’t falter, but her eyes lingered on Kian for a moment longer than necessary. “Of course. Carry on, then.” She turned and walked away, her presence leaving a strange tension in the air.
Kian exhaled sharply once she was gone. “Let’s go.”

At lunch, the usual routine was disrupted. Helen often sat with Asa and Kian, a fact Asa had never questioned before. But as they made their way to the dining hall, Kian stopped abruptly and turned to Helen, who was trailing close behind them.
“Not today,” he said, his voice calm but firm. “We’ve got to talk about big kid stuff.” He threw a pointed look at Owen, who smirked and nodded as if he’d been waiting for his cue.
Helen’s eyebrows lifted slightly, but she only said, “I see. Very well.” Her tone was as sweet as ever, but Asa thought she caught a flicker of something else in Helen’s expression—something sharp and calculating. Before Asa could dwell on it, Helen turned and walked to another table.
“What was that about?” Asa asked as they sat down, still trying to process the interaction.
Kian shrugged, unbothered. “It’s better this way. We’ve got stuff to discuss without her hovering.”
Owen leaned forward, lowering his voice conspiratorially. “So, what’s on the agenda, boss? Are we overthrowing the nuns today or just Helen?”
Kian shot him a look but didn’t respond. Asa, however, couldn’t shake the strange feeling in her chest. Something was changing, and she wasn’t sure if it was for better or worse.

After lunch, Asa lingered at the table with Kian and Owen, her tray pushed to the side as she studied Kian’s unusually tense expression. He was usually so flippant, so casual in his defiance, but today felt different. She turned her attention to Owen, who was recounting a particularly elaborate prank he’d pulled on one of the younger boys last week.
“…and just when Sister Mary thought she’d fixed the lock, I swapped the key again,” Owen finished with a triumphant grin.
Asa forced a laugh, though her mind was elsewhere. “You’re terrible,” she said lightly, glancing at Kian. “Don’t give him any ideas.”
“Too late,” Kian said, smirking faintly.
The moment was interrupted when the bell rang, signaling the end of the lunch period. As students began to file out, Kian stood abruptly, his chair scraping against the floor.
“Let’s take the long way back,” he said, jerking his head toward the side exit.
Owen raised an eyebrow. “What, skipping class now?”
“Not skipping,” Kian replied. “Just…taking a detour. Come on.”

The trio walked in step, the muffled sounds of the orphanage echoing faintly around them. Asa could sense Kian’s restlessness, the way his hands fidgeted with his eyepatch strap. She exchanged a glance with Owen, who gave a subtle shrug as if to say, This is just Kian being Kian.
“So,” Asa said finally, breaking the silence. “What’s really going on with you today?”
Kian stopped walking and turned to face her, his expression unreadable. For a moment, she thought he might brush her off with a joke or a deflection.
Instead, he said, “I don’t trust her.”
Asa blinked. “Who?”
"Helen damn it!"
Owen whistled low. “Oof. Straight to the point, huh?”
Kian ignored him, his gaze locked on Asa. “There’s something off about her, Asa. I’ve felt it for a while, but today… I don’t know. I can’t shake the feeling that she’s hiding something.”
Asa frowned. “She’s always been nice to us. She’s the only one who really seems to care—”
“Is she, though?” Kian interrupted. “Or is that just what she wants us to think?”
The weight of his words hung in the air. Asa didn’t know how to respond. She didn’t want to believe Kian, but there was a small part of her that couldn’t dismiss his suspicion outright.
Owen, leaning casually against the wall, finally chimed in. “Well, I’ll say this: If she’s hiding something, we’ll find out. Nobody keeps secrets from me for long.”
Kian’s smirk returned, but it didn’t reach his eye. “That’s the spirit.” A long silence poisoned the air until finally;
“What could she have to hide?” Asa finally asked, her voice breaking the silence.
Kian leaned his lead back, his single eye narrowing as he twirled cracked his fingers absentmindedly. “I’ve been thinking about that,” he said, his voice low. “There’s always been something weird about this place—how it runs, how strict they are about keeping us here. But lately, it’s like… I don’t know. The rules don’t feel like they’re about discipline. They feel like they’re about control.”
Asa frowned. “Control? Like what? They’re just trying to keep us safe.”
“Are they?” Kian challenged, leaning forward now. “Think about it, Asa. Have you ever heard of anyone leaving this place? Anyone being adopted, even? Because I haven’t. And don’t give me that ‘it’s just a coincidence’ nonsense. There’s something off.”
Owen, who had been watching the exchange with an amused grin, suddenly grew serious. “Now that you mention it… yeah. There’s no success stories here. No ‘this kid found a loving home’ or ‘that one went on to do something great.’ It’s like we’re stuck in limbo.”
Asa opened her mouth to argue but found she couldn’t. She’d never really thought about it before, but now that Kian mentioned it, it did seem odd.
“And Helen,” Kian continued, his voice dropping even lower, “she acts all sweet and maternal, but she knows more than she’s letting on. I can see it in the way she looks at us sometimes, like she’s sizing us up. Watching.”
“That’s a stretch,” Asa said, though her voice lacked conviction.
“Is it?” Kian pressed. “She’s always hovering. Always conveniently showing up when we’re talking about something she might not want us to.”
“She’s a kid,” Asa argued weakly. “That’s normal isn't it?”
“Sure,” Kian said, sitting back again. “But don’t you think it’s weird how she never talks about what happens after this? What happens to us when we’re too old to stay here?”
Asa’s stomach churned uneasily. She had thought about that, but she’d always assumed there was some kind of plan—an apprenticeship, maybe, or a referral to another shelter. But now that Kian mentioned it, no one had ever explained it.
“We’re not just here to be looked after,” Kian said firmly. “We’re here for something else. I don’t know what yet, but I’m going to find out.”
Owen nodded, his expression unusually serious. “Count me in. If there’s a secret, I’m dying to know what it is.”
Asa hesitated, torn between her growing unease and her instinct to trust the people who had cared for her all these years. But as she looked at Kian, his determination unwavering, and Owen, whose curiosity burned just as brightly, she realized something.
Whatever the truth was, she didn’t want to be left behind.
“All right,” she said quietly. “I’m in. But if we’re going to do this, we need to be careful.”
Kian’s smirk returned, though his eye gleamed with something sharper. “Careful’s not really my thing, but I’ll try. For you.”
Owen snorted. “Oh, this is going to be fun.”
And just like that, a plan began to take shape—a plan that would change everything they thought they knew about the orphanage, and perhaps even themselves...
Not that Asa knew anything about herself in the first place...something was gonna happen.
And it wasn't a nice something. It wasn't a nice something at all.


[bookmark: _av9urggwef58]7-The Day Goes On
The rest of the day unfolded in a way that was both eerily normal and tinged with an undercurrent of something unspoken. Asa, Kian, and Owen stuck together through their afternoon chores and breaks, their conversations flowing easily but always circling back to a shared sense of unease. The orphanage hummed with its usual routines—nuns directing children, the dull clatter of chores being done—but it all felt slightly off, like a song played just out of tune.
The three of them found themselves assigned to sweeping the east corridor, a long, echoing hallway that rarely saw much use. Owen balanced the broom on one finger, his grin as mischievous as ever.
“You’d think with all this sweeping, the place would look less depressing,” he said, tilting the broom precariously before catching it again.
Kian smirked. “Maybe we should ask Helen if she has a secret stash of polish for all this wood. Wouldn’t want her precious corridors looking shabby.”
Asa glanced at him, surprised by the bitterness in his tone. “You’re still on that?”
“I’m just saying,” Kian replied, his one visible eye narrowing. “She’s not as perfect as she wants everyone to think.”
“You’re obsessed,” Owen teased, leaning on his broom. “But hey, maybe she’s got some skeletons in the closet. Literally. I mean, have you seen the basement? Creepy vibes.”
“There’s a basement?” Asa asked, her interest piqued despite herself.
Owen’s grin widened. “Oh yeah. Locked up tight, though. Which only makes it more intriguing, don’t you think?”
“Definitely,” Kian said, his voice low. “Locked doors always mean something.”
Asa rolled her eyes but couldn’t help the flicker of curiosity that stirred within her. The orphanage had always seemed so straightforward, its rules rigid and its routines predictable. But now, with Kian planting seeds of doubt and Owen fanning the flames, she couldn’t shake the feeling that there was more to this place than met the eye.
After finishing their chores, the trio headed to the common room, a sparse but serviceable space where the older children were allowed to spend their free time. Most of the furniture was worn and mismatched, and the faint smell of mothballs lingered in the air. A few other kids were scattered around, playing board games or reading dog-eared books.
Kian flopped onto the threadbare couch, stretching out as if he owned the place. Owen claimed the armrest, perching on it like a bird ready to take flight. Asa settled into an adjacent chair, pulling her knees up to her chest.
“So, what’s the plan?” Owen asked, his voice low enough not to carry beyond their little group. “Are we going full detective mode, or is this just a ‘talk about our feelings’ kind of thing?”
Kian shrugged, staring up at the cracked ceiling. “We need more information. There’s too much we don’t know.”
“Like what’s in the basement?” Owen suggested.
“Or why no one ever leaves,” Kian added.
Asa hesitated before speaking. “You really think there’s something wrong here? I mean, I get that it’s strict and all, but—”
“But what?” Kian cut in, his voice sharper than he intended. “You think it’s normal that no one talks about what happens when we age out? That no one’s ever come back to visit-other than Mimiko returning- or even sent a letter? Because I don’t.”
Asa’s mouth snapped shut. She didn’t have an answer for that.
Owen leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “Here’s an idea. Why don’t we start small? See if we can find anything unusual in the records or something. They’ve got to keep files on us, right?”
Kian nodded slowly. “Not a bad idea. The office is off-limits, though. We’d have to be careful.”
“Careful is my middle name,” Owen said, winking.
Kian snorted. “Sure it is.”
Asa hugged her knees tighter. “This feels… dangerous. If we get caught…”
“Then we get caught,” Kian said simply. “But I’d rather get in trouble for trying to figure out the truth than sit around pretending everything’s fine.”
Owen nodded in agreement. “Besides, we’ve got the perfect cover. Who’s going to suspect three kids who just happen to be terrible at sweeping hallways?”
Despite herself, Asa smiled. “You’re both impossible.”
“You’ll thank us later,” Owen said with a grin.
The bell rang, signaling the start of the evening prayer session. As the trio stood and made their way toward the chapel, Asa couldn’t shake the feeling that they were standing on the edge of something much larger than themselves. Whatever secrets the orphanage held, they were about to take the first step toward uncovering them.

The evening prayer session passed in the usual solemn fashion, the children’s voices rising and falling in unison as the nuns led them through the familiar hymns and verses. Asa found herself distracted, her mind racing with the possibilities Kian and Owen had brought up earlier. She stole a glance at Kian, who knelt beside her, his posture unusually rigid. He wasn’t paying attention to the prayer, his one visible eye staring straight ahead with a distant intensity.
After the final “Amen,” the children began to file out of the chapel, their footsteps echoing softly against the stone floor. Asa followed Kian and Owen, her steps hesitant but purposeful. The trio reconvened near the stairwell, where the hum of conversation from the other children faded into the background.
“Alright,” Kian said, his voice barely above a whisper. “We start tonight.”
“Tonight?” Asa echoed, her eyes widening. “Are you serious? What if the nuns catch us? Or Helen?”
“Then we’ll deal with it,” Kian replied firmly. “This place runs on routine. Once lights-out hits, no one’s wandering the halls except Sister Mary, and she sticks to the main corridors.”
Owen grinned, his excitement evident. “Finally, some action. I was getting bored.”
Asa crossed her arms, glancing between the two boys. “And what exactly is the plan? Break into the office and hope no one notices?”
“Pretty much,” Kian said with a shrug. “The records are in the filing cabinet near the head nun’s desk. We sneak in, grab what we can, and get out before anyone knows we were there.”
“This is insane,” Asa muttered, though the flicker of intrigue in her voice didn’t go unnoticed.
Kian smirked. “Welcome to the club.”
Owen clapped a hand on Asa’s shoulder. “Come on, Asa. Where’s your sense of adventure? Worst case, we get caught and spend a week scrubbing pots. Totally worth it.”
Asa sighed, resigning herself to the inevitable. “Fine. But if this goes wrong, I’m blaming both of you.”
“Deal,” Kian said, his expression softening slightly. “Meet me by the staircase after lights-out. And wear quiet shoes.”
With that, the trio dispersed, each retreating to their respective dorms to wait for the cover of darkness. Asa lay in her bunk, staring at the cracked ceiling above her. Her heart raced with a mix of fear and anticipation. She couldn’t shake the feeling that this was a turning point—a step into uncharted territory that could change everything.
And somewhere, deep in the shadows of the orphanage, she swore she could feel the walls watching. That they were listening. And for a brief moment she heard it, the same voice.
"They will find you."

[bookmark: _afz8rfh522]8- The Night
The dormitory was silent, save for the soft, rhythmic breathing of the other girls. Asa sat on the edge of her bunk, carefully lacing her shoes as quietly as possible. The faint glow of moonlight filtered through the frost-covered windows, casting pale streaks across the room. Every creak of the wooden bed frame beneath her made her wince. She glanced around at the sleeping forms of the other girls, her stomach twisting with unease.
This is a terrible idea, she thought. But as much as she wanted to turn back, the insistent pull of curiosity gnawed at her, louder than her fears. Whatever Kian and Owen planned to find, she couldn’t let them face it alone. Whatever this was, it involved all of them.
Asa slipped out of the room, careful to close the door with only the faintest click. The hallway stretched before her, cloaked in shadows, the flickering light from an old wall sconce the only illumination. The cold floor seeped through the soles of her shoes, and the air seemed heavier at night, laden with the quiet hum of an old building settling into itself. She paused at the top of the staircase, where Kian was already waiting, his arms crossed and his familiar scowl firmly in place. His eyepatch strap was slightly askew, but he didn’t seem to care.
“Took you long enough,” he whispered, his voice low but sharp.
“Sorry for not being reckless on command,” Asa shot back in a hushed tone, rolling her eyes. “Where’s Owen?”
“Right here,” came a familiar voice from the shadows below. Owen emerged with his usual grin, holding up a small metal hairpin like it was a trophy. “And armed with the tools of the trade.”
“You actually know how to pick a lock?” Asa asked, raising an eyebrow in disbelief.
“Let’s just say I’ve had some practice,” Owen replied, winking. The glint in his eye suggested there was more to the story, but now wasn’t the time.
“Fantastic,” Kian muttered, already moving down the stairs. “Let’s just get this over with before Sister Mary starts her rounds.”
The three of them descended the stairs in near silence, their movements deliberate and careful. The orphanage felt entirely different at night. The usual sounds of activity—the murmur of voices, the scrape of chairs, the occasional laugh—were replaced by an oppressive, unsettling stillness. Every shadow seemed deeper, every creak louder, and Asa’s pulse quickened with every step.
They reached the office door, its heavy wood looming before them like a final barrier. Kian signaled for them to stop, holding up a hand as he pressed his ear against the door. After a tense moment, he nodded.
“All clear,” he mouthed.
Owen knelt in front of the lock, his fingers deftly working the hairpin. Asa crouched beside him, her eyes darting nervously down the corridor. Time seemed to stretch, each second marked by the distant ticking of an old clock somewhere in the building. Finally, a soft click broke the silence.
“Got it,” Owen said, his grin triumphant.
Kian pushed the door open, and the three of them slipped inside. The office was cramped and dimly lit by the silvery glow of moonlight streaming through the narrow window. Shelves lined the walls, crammed with dusty books and binders, and a heavy wooden desk sat in the center, its surface cluttered with papers and an ancient typewriter. Against the far wall loomed a filing cabinet, its metal surface dull and scratched from years of use.
“Alright,” Kian whispered, moving toward the cabinet. “Let’s see what they’re hiding.”
He tugged at the top drawer, only to find it locked. Owen stepped forward without hesitation, already pulling out his makeshift tool. Meanwhile, Asa began scanning the desk for anything that might be useful. Her fingers sifted through piles of neatly stacked papers—supply orders, maintenance logs, chore schedules—but nothing stood out.
“Bingo,” Owen whispered, breaking the silence as the cabinet drawer slid open. He and Kian began rifling through the folders inside, their eyes scanning for anything unusual.
Asa moved to join them, her gaze falling on a folder labeled Admissions - Restricted. Kian grabbed it first, flipping it open and holding it so she and Owen could see.
The pages were filled with detailed profiles of the children—names, ages, dates of arrival—but something about them felt off. As they skimmed further, a strange pattern emerged. Under the column labeled Disposition, many entries simply read: “Pending.”
“What does that mean?” Asa whispered, her brow furrowing as she tried to make sense of the cryptic notation.
Kian shook his head, his expression darkening. “I don’t know. But look at the dates. Some of these kids have been here for years… and their status hasn’t changed.”
Owen flipped to another page, his finger tracing a line of text. “And this one—look. Transferred. But there’s no location listed. Just… blank.”
A chill ran down Asa’s spine. The word “transferred” appeared multiple times, always without an explanation of where the child had gone. Her eyes met Kian’s, and she could see the tension in his jaw, the unspoken worry in his single visible eye.
“This is wrong,” Owen muttered. “Like, really wrong.”
Kian snapped the folder shut, his movements sharp. “We’re taking this with us. Let’s go.”
As they turned to leave, a faint creak sounded from the hallway beyond the door. All three of them froze, their breaths catching in their throats. Asa’s heart pounded as her mind raced—had Sister Mary already started her rounds? Or worse, had someone been watching them all along?
Kian motioned for them to stay quiet, gripping the folder tightly. Slowly, he crept to the door and peeked through the crack.
The hallway was empty.
“False alarm,” he whispered, though his voice was tight. “Come on.”
The journey back to their dorms was a blur of tension and adrenaline, every creak of the floorboards and rustle of fabric setting Asa’s nerves on edge. When they finally reached the staircase leading to their rooms, the three of them paused, catching their breath in the relative safety of the shadows.
“Well,” Owen said, his voice breaking the tense silence, “that was fun. Let’s never do it again.”
Kian shot him a sharp look but didn’t respond. His focus was on the folder in his hands, the weight of its contents bearing down on all of them.
Asa bit her lip, her gaze darting between her friends. “What do we do now?”
Kian’s eye gleamed with determination. “We keep digging. If there’s something wrong with this place, we’re going to find it.”
Owen grinned, though it lacked his usual spark. “Great. More late-night adventures. Can’t wait.”
As they parted ways and returned to their bunks, Asa couldn’t shake the feeling of unease that had settled deep in her chest. The folder had raised more questions than it answered, and the shadows of the orphanage seemed to grow darker, heavier, as if they were watching.
Sleep didn’t come easily that night.

The next morning came with an uneasy sense of normalcy, the sunlight streaming through the frosted windows doing little to lift Asa’s lingering unease. Over breakfast, Kian and Owen joined her at their usual spot, both looking as tired as she felt. The memory of the previous night clung to the edges of their conversation, unspoken but heavy.
“Alright,” Owen said between bites of toast, “so what’s the plan for today? Act like nothing happened, or—?”
“I don’t think we should rush into anything,” Asa said carefully. “We still don’t know enough.”
Kian nodded, though his expression was distracted. Asa hesitated, then decided it was as good a time as any to bring up what had been haunting her.
“There’s something else I need to tell you,” she began, her voice quieter. “I’ve been having these nightmares. For a few days now.”
Owen raised an eyebrow, his grin fading. “Nightmares? Like what?”
“They’re… strange,” Asa admitted, staring down at her bowl of porridge. “I’m running through the halls of the orphanage, but everything’s different. Darker. The walls feel alive, like they’re watching me. And there’s always this… voice. Calling my name, but I can’t see where it’s coming from.”
Kian frowned, leaning forward. “Have you told anyone else?”
“No,” Asa said quickly. “I didn’t think it meant anything at first, but now… after last night, I’m not so sure.”
Owen exchanged a glance with Kian, his expression uncharacteristically serious. “Well, that’s not ominous at all.”
Kian’s eye narrowed. “Maybe it’s just stress. Or maybe it’s connected to all this.”
Asa bit her lip. “I don’t know. But it feels real, like more than just a dream.”
“We’ll figure it out,” Kian said firmly. “One step at a time. And if those nightmares mean something, we’ll find out what.”
Owen nodded, his grin returning faintly. “In the meantime, maybe lay off the mystery meat at dinner. Could be messing with your head.”Asa managed a small smile, though her unease lingered. Whatever her nightmares were trying to tell her, she couldn’t shake the feeling that they were tied to the orphanage’s secrets—secrets that might be darker and deeper than any of them had anticipated.
As breakfast continued, the trio kept their voices low, their words careful. The other children around them chattered and laughed, blissfully unaware of the tension simmering at their table. Asa envied their obliviousness but couldn’t afford it herself—not now, not after everything they’d uncovered.
Kian leaned in, his voice barely above a whisper. “We need to decide what to do with that folder. If Sister Mary or anyone else catches us with it, we’re done.”
Asa nodded, gripping her spoon tightly. “We should hide it somewhere safe. Somewhere no one will think to look.”
Owen smirked, though his tone carried an edge. “I know just the place. There’s a loose panel under my bed—been hiding snacks there for months. I doubt anyone’s going to search there unless they’re craving stale biscuits.”
Kian gave him a dubious look but didn’t argue. “Fine. But we’ll need to go through everything in it tonight. We can’t let anything slip past us.”
“And what if there’s nothing else?” Asa asked hesitantly. “What if it’s just… records? Weird and unsettling, sure, but nothing that explains what’s really going on?”
“Then we keep looking,” Kian said with quiet resolve. “There’s more to this place than they’re telling us. I can feel it.”
Asa and Owen exchanged a glance, his usual humor absent from his expression. For once, he looked entirely serious. “Yeah,” Owen said finally. “Me too.”
The bell rang, signaling the end of breakfast and the start of their morning chores. As the children shuffled out of the dining hall, Asa felt the weight of the folder—and her nightmares—pressing heavily on her shoulders. The voice from her dreams echoed faintly in her mind, distant but insistent.
Whatever was happening at the orphanage, it wasn’t going to stay hidden much longer.
They would find out. Sooner or later...
They would.
[bookmark: _ujfknfdq1bs1]9-Basement Of Experiments
Every corner of the orphanage seemed to hum with an undertone of tension, as if the building itself was aware of the secrets the three of them had uncovered. Asa found her gaze drifting toward the hallways and stairwells as she worked, half expecting something—or someone—to emerge from the shadows.
By the time evening arrived, the group found themselves back in their usual corner of the dining hall. The chatter of the other children felt muted against the weight of their shared unease. Asa stirred her soup absently, glancing at Owen and Kian, who were both unusually quiet.
Finally, Kian broke the silence. “We need to figure out what those files mean.”
“No shit,” Owen said, leaning in slightly. “But how? If we get caught snooping again, it’s game over.”
Asa hesitated before speaking. “Maybe we don’t have to do it alone. There are adults here who might be able to help… or at least explain.”
Kian frowned, his single eye narrowing. “And risk tipping off the wrong person? No. We can’t trust anyone yet.”
“Not even Sister Mary?” Asa pressed.
Owen chuckled bitterly. “You think she’s gonna admit to anything shady if she’s involved? Face it, Asa, we’re on our own.”
The conversation fizzled out, their shared frustration hanging in the air. After dinner, the trio retreated to the common room, where the other children were busy with games and chatter. Asa’s mind raced as she watched the others. Could any of them know something? Have any of them noticed what she and her friends had?
Her thoughts were interrupted when a younger boy named Felix toddled over, clutching a small wooden puzzle. “Asa, can you help me?”
She blinked, startled. “Oh, sure, Felix.”
As she knelt to help him, Owen leaned closer to Kian. “We’re not going to get anywhere just sitting around. We need a new angle.”
“Like what?” Kian muttered.
“Like the basement,” Owen said with a grin. “There’s got to be more down there.”
Asa looked up sharply. “The basement? Are you insane? That’s off-limits for a reason.”
Owen smirked. “Exactly. Don’t you want to know why?”
“Let’s think this through,” Kian said, cutting off Asa’s protest. “If we’re going down there, we need to be careful. No rushing in without a plan.”
Asa sighed, her hands still working the puzzle pieces with Felix. “Fine. But we’re doing it together. No splitting up.”
“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Owen said, his grin widening. "I don't think any of us has a death wish!"

Later that night, as the orphanage settled into its usual quiet, the three of them gathered near the basement door. The faint glow of a single overhead bulb illuminated the top of the staircase, but below was a pool of impenetrable darkness.
The air in the basement entrance was colder than Asa expected, the chill wrapping around her arms and sinking into her skin. Owen fumbled with his flashlight, its narrow beam dancing across the dusty stone walls. Kian stood at the forefront, his eye fixed on the heavy door before them, the folder of suspicious files tucked securely under his arm.
“This is it,” Kian muttered, his voice low but steady. “The basement. Whatever they’re hiding, it’s got to be down here.”
Owen let out a low whistle. “Spooky vibes and everything. Love it.”
Asa rolled her eyes, though her heart pounded against her ribs. “Let’s just hurry before—”
“What are you three doing here?”
The sharp voice cut through the tense atmosphere, making all three of them jump. Asa spun around, her breath catching in her throat.
Helen stood at the top of the stairs, her arms crossed and her brow furrowed in a mix of confusion and disapproval. The flickering light from Owen’s flashlight painted her features in sharp relief, her ever-watchful expression somehow more intense in the shadows.
“Seriously?” Helen said, her tone incredulous. “Sneaking around in the middle of the night? What are you thinking?”
Kian’s scowl deepened, and he stepped forward, his posture tense. “What are you doing here?” he snapped, his voice sharper than usual. “Following us?”
Helen’s eyes narrowed. “No, I wasn’t following you. I heard noise, and I came to check. Unlike you, I don’t go looking for trouble.”
Kian’s jaw tightened, his frustration boiling over. “Well, maybe you should mind your own business for once! We don’t need you playing hall monitor.”
Helen’s face flushed, but she didn’t back down. “You think sneaking into the basement is a good idea? You don’t even know what’s down there!”
“We know enough,” Kian shot back. “And we don’t need you slowing us down or running to tell Sister Mary.”
Helen’s gaze flicked to Asa and Owen, her expression softening slightly. “Asa, Owen, come on. You know this is reckless.”
Before Asa could respond, Kian’s voice cut through the air again. “Screw off, Helen. We’re not turning back because you decided to play hero.”
For a moment, silence hung between them, thick and heavy. Helen’s expression shifted, hurt flashing across her face before she masked it with a scowl. Without another word, she turned on her heel and stormed back up the stairs, her footsteps echoing in the stillness.
Asa hesitated, her stomach twisting with guilt. “Did you have to be so harsh?” she asked Kian softly. He didn't say a word back.
As Kian reached for the rusted handle of the basement door, the sound of Helen’s retreating footsteps faded into silence. Owen’s flashlight illuminated the door, revealing ancient scratches around the keyhole, as if someone—or something—had tried to claw their way in or out.
“Last chance to back out,” Kian said, his voice tight but laced with defiance.
“Not a chance,” Owen replied, gripping the flashlight like a sword. “This is the most fun I’ve had all week.”
Asa hesitated, a flicker of doubt crossing her face. But the memory of her nightmares—the voice calling her name, the dark, suffocating corridors—pushed her forward. “Let’s just see what’s behind the door.”
With a grunt, Kian pulled the handle. The door groaned as it swung open, revealing a narrow staircase descending into darkness. The stale air that rushed out was heavy, tinged with a faint metallic scent that made Asa’s stomach churn.
“Lovely,” Owen muttered, peering into the abyss. “Anyone else getting bad vibes, or is it just me?”
“It’s not just you,” Asa said quietly, her pulse quickening.
Kian pulled the flashlight from Owen’s hands and took the first step, the beam of light cutting through the shadows. “Stay close,” he instructed, his voice leaving no room for argument.
The staircase creaked under their weight as they descended, the faint sound of dripping water echoing from below. The walls were rough stone, lined with cobwebs and streaked with grime. Asa’s heart raced as they reached the bottom, the narrow passage opening into a larger room.
The flashlight’s beam swept across the space, revealing rows of dusty filing cabinets, scattered papers, and strange equipment that looked like it belonged in a science lab. In the center of the room was a large wooden table, its surface cluttered with jars filled with murky liquids and what appeared to be diagrams of the human body.
“What the hell is this?” Owen whispered, his bravado slipping.
Kian approached the table, his eye scanning the papers. He picked one up and held it to the light. “Experiment logs,” he muttered. “They’ve been... studying us.”
Asa’s breath caught in her throat. “Studying us? What does that mean?”
Kian’s hand trembled as he flipped through the papers. “They’re documenting everything—growth patterns, behavior, dreams...” He paused, his eye narrowing. “And these aren’t new. Some of these date back decades.”
Owen moved to one of the filing cabinets, yanking a drawer open. Inside were folders labeled with names Asa didn’t recognize, but some were familiar. “These are kids who lived here before us,” Owen said. “What happened to them?”
Asa felt a cold sweat break out across her skin. Her nightmares suddenly seemed more real, more sinister. “Kian... what if this isn’t just about keeping us here? What if they’re... doing something to us?”
Kian didn’t respond immediately, his gaze locked on a sheet of paper with a detailed drawing of what looked like the orphanage’s floor plan. “Whatever this is,” he said finally, “it’s bigger than we thought.”
Owen slammed the filing cabinet shut, the sound echoing in the eerie silence. “We need to leave. Now.”
“But we just got here,” Kian protested, though there was a flicker of hesitation in his voice.
“And Helen’s going to tell someone,” Asa added, her voice trembling. “We’ll get caught.”
Kian clenched his jaw, crumpling the paper in his fist. “Fine. But we’re coming back. We’re not leaving this alone.”
As they made their way back up the stairs, Asa couldn’t shake the feeling that something—or someone—was watching them. And as the basement door creaked shut behind them, the faint sound of a whisper seemed to follow.

As they emerged from the basement, the air of the orphanage felt heavier than before. The hallways stretched before them, dimly lit by the faint glow of the moon through the tall windows. Every creak of the wooden floors beneath their feet made Asa’s nerves spike. She glanced at Owen, whose usual smirk had been replaced with a grim set to his jaw, and at Kian, who walked ahead with determination, the crumpled paper still clutched in his hand.
“Do you think Helen’s already told Sister Mary?” Asa whispered, her voice barely audible.
Kian glanced back over his shoulder. “I wouldn’t put it past her.”
Owen groaned softly, running a hand through his hair. “Great. Just what we need. The last thing I want is to explain why we were sneaking into the creepy dungeon.”
“Basement,” Kian corrected flatly.
“Whatever,” Owen snapped back. “It still looks like something out of a horror movie.”
As they turned a corner, the familiar hum of the orphanage at night returned—distant murmurs of wind against the windows, the occasional creak of the old building settling. But something felt off, as if the shadows themselves were thicker, more oppressive. Asa shivered and clutched her arms.
“What now?” she asked, glancing between the two boys.
Kian slowed to a stop, turning to face them. “We need to figure out what those files mean. Why they’ve been studying us, and what happened to the others before us.”
Owen raised an eyebrow. “You say that like it’s an easy task. What if those experiments are still happening? What if we’re—” He broke off, visibly uncomfortable.
Asa felt a chill crawl up her spine at the thought. Her nightmares—the walls closing in, the voice calling her name—felt like more than dreams now. “Do you think they’re... doing something to us while we sleep?”
Owen gave a nervous laugh. “That’s a fun bedtime thought. Thanks, Asa.”
“Focus,” Kian snapped, his voice sharper than usual. “If Helen hasn’t told anyone yet, we might still have time to figure this out before the staff catches on.”
“And if she has told?” Owen countered.
Kian’s jaw tightened, but before he could respond, a faint sound echoed from somewhere down the hall. The three of them froze, holding their breath. The sound came again—a soft, rhythmic tapping, like footsteps. Slowly, it grew louder, drawing closer.
“Crap,” Owen hissed. “Is that—?”
“Quiet!” Kian ordered, motioning for them to follow him. They slipped into the shadows of a nearby alcove, pressing themselves against the wall. The footsteps grew louder, accompanied by the faint shuffle of fabric.
Asa’s heart pounded so loudly she was sure it would give them away. She clutched Kian’s sleeve, her knuckles white. Owen’s breathing was shallow, his eyes darting toward the source of the noise.
A figure emerged from the far end of the hall, a lantern in hand. The flickering light cast eerie shadows across their face—it was Sister Mary. Her sharp features were set in a stern expression, her gaze scanning the corridor with an almost predatory intensity.
“She knows,” Owen mouthed silently, his eyes wide.
Kian shook his head, signaling for them to stay put. Sister Mary paused, her head tilting as if she sensed something amiss. The lantern’s light swept dangerously close to their hiding spot, illuminating the edge of Kian’s shoe. Asa held her breath, willing herself to disappear.
After a long, agonizing moment, Sister Mary turned and continued down the hall, her footsteps receding into the distance. The three of them stayed frozen until the sound of the lantern faded entirely.
“We need to move,” Kian whispered, his voice tense. “Now.”
They crept out of the alcove, moving quickly but silently toward their dormitory. Every step felt like a gamble, every shadow a potential threat. By the time they reached the door to their room, Asa’s legs felt like jelly.
Owen closed the door behind them with a soft click, collapsing onto his bed with a dramatic sigh. “Okay. That was officially the most terrifying thing I’ve ever done.”
Asa sank onto her bed, her hands trembling. “Do you think she knows?”
“She doesn’t have proof,” Kian said, though he didn’t sound entirely convinced. “Not yet, anyway.”
“We can’t keep sneaking around like this,” Owen said, sitting up. “If we get caught... who knows what they’ll do to us?”
Kian sat down at the desk, spreading the crumpled paper out in front of him. His expression was dark, his single eye scanning the diagram intently. “Then we’ll just have to make sure we don’t get caught.”
“And how exactly do we do that?” Asa asked, her voice rising slightly. “They’re watching us all the time. How do we figure this out without them noticing?”
Kian didn’t look up. “We start by figuring out what this place really is. And we don’t stop until we know the truth.”
Asa and Owen exchanged a wary glance, but neither of them argued. Deep down, they knew there was no turning back now.

[bookmark: _6n2h3w8fh4wj]10-A "peaceful" morning
The breakfast hall buzzed with the usual morning chatter, a low hum of clinking cutlery and whispered conversations. Asa entered with her usual guarded demeanor, her sleep still heavy in her limbs after the restless night. She scanned the room, spotting Owen’s unmistakable animated gestures and Kian’s more subdued presence at their corner table. Their eyes met, and Kian gave a subtle nod while Owen waved her over enthusiastically.
As she made her way across the hall, her gaze caught on Helen sitting a few tables away, surrounded by a group of younger children. Her smile was warm, her laugh light and natural—but there was something in her eyes. Something sharp, calculating. For a moment, Asa hesitated, the uneasy tension from the night before creeping back. Helen glanced her way, and their eyes locked. The warmth in Helen’s face faltered for the briefest of moments before she quickly turned back to the children.
“Asa!” Owen’s voice broke through her thoughts, pulling her back to their table.
“Morning,” Asa said, sliding into the seat opposite Kian. She kept her voice low, her unease still lingering. “Did you guys sleep okay?”
Owen snorted. “If by ‘okay’ you mean barely at all, then yeah. Perfect.”
Kian shrugged, his expression unreadable. “Better than you, I’m guessing. You look like you were up all night.”
“Not all night,” Asa muttered, glancing toward Helen again. This time, Helen’s focus remained on her group, but Asa couldn’t shake the feeling of being watched.
Owen followed her gaze, his brow furrowing. “What’s with the stare-down? She’s been acting off, hasn’t she?”
Asa hesitated, debating whether to voice her thoughts. “I don’t know. She was upset last night, and I can’t tell if she’s angry, hurt, or... something else.”
Kian leaned forward, his voice low and sharp. “It doesn’t matter what she’s feeling. What matters is whether she’s going to keep her mouth shut.”
“Do you think she will?” Asa asked, the doubt in her voice evident.
“She doesn’t have a choice,” Kian replied, his tone edged with confidence that felt slightly forced. “She knows if she says anything, she’ll have more to lose than we do.”
Owen sighed, pushing his tray aside. “I don’t know, man. Helen doesn’t strike me as the ‘keep secrets for the greater good’ type. She’s got a thing for rules, remember?”
“She won’t say anything,” Kian insisted, though Asa noticed the way his fingers tapped anxiously against the table.
They fell into a tense silence, broken only by Owen’s attempts to lighten the mood with half-hearted jokes. Asa tried to focus on her meal, but every bite felt heavier than the last. She couldn’t shake the feeling that Helen’s presence in the room had shifted the air, like an unspoken threat lingering just out of reach.
As the breakfast hour wore on, Helen stood and began making her rounds, stopping to check on various tables. Asa watched her, noting the way she moved with an almost deliberate ease, her smile never faltering. When Helen approached their table, Asa’s heart quickened.
“Good morning,” Helen said, her tone even, though her eyes lingered on Kian for a moment too long.
“Morning,” Owen replied, his usual cheer forced.
Kian didn’t bother responding, his attention fixed on his untouched plate. Asa offered a hesitant nod, her stomach twisting.
Helen’s gaze shifted to Asa, her expression softening. “You didn’t look like you slept well. Are you okay?”
The question was innocent enough, but something about the way Helen asked it set Asa on edge.
“I’m fine,” Asa said quickly, avoiding Helen’s gaze.
Helen tilted her head, her smile faint but unwavering. “Well, if you need anything, you know where to find me.”
Without waiting for a response, Helen turned and walked away, her presence leaving a heavy tension in its wake.
“That was weird,” Owen said, voicing what Asa was thinking.
Kian finally looked up, his expression dark. “She’s testing us. Watching. She knows something.”
Asa frowned, her unease growing. “But why wouldn’t she just say something? If she really wanted to stop us, she could’ve told Sister Mary last night.”
“Maybe she’s waiting,” Kian said, his voice low. “Playing a game we don’t understand yet.”
Owen let out a nervous laugh. “Great. Just what we need—another layer of paranoia. Love that for us.”
Asa tried to focus on the rest of breakfast, but her appetite had long since vanished. She couldn’t stop replaying Helen’s expression in her mind, the way her smile seemed both genuine and false at the same time.
Whatever Helen’s intentions were, Asa knew one thing for certain: they couldn’t afford to let their guard down.

The morning routine carried on as expected, but the unease of Helen’s cold glances lingered with Asa, Kian, and Owen. Each of them tried to focus on their day, but breakfast was a quiet affair, their usual banter replaced with cautious glances toward Helen, who sat at a distance, her expression inscrutable.
When it was time for class, Asa found herself seated by the window, her mind still foggy from the restless night. Kian and Owen were seated a few rows back, exchanging whispers that Asa couldn’t quite catch. The teacher droned on at the front of the room, discussing arithmetic problems that blurred together in Asa’s mind.
Her eyelids grew heavier with each passing minute, the monotony of the lesson lulling her into an unintended slumber. As her head rested on her folded arms, the classroom began to fade away, replaced by the all-too-familiar darkness of her nightmare.
This time, the hallways of the orphanage stretched endlessly before her, shrouded in an eerie, suffocating silence. The walls seemed alive, pulsating faintly as though they had a heartbeat of their own. Asa walked hesitantly, her footsteps echoing unnaturally in the stillness. A voice, faint but unmistakable, called her name.
“Asa...”
She turned sharply, searching for the source, but the hall behind her was empty. The voice called again, louder now, and it seemed to come from all around her. “Asa... don’t let them find you.”
A shadow flickered at the edge of her vision, and she turned to see a figure standing at the far end of the hallway. It was indistinct, cloaked in darkness, but its presence filled her with a cold dread. Asa tried to move, to run, but her legs felt rooted to the ground.
“Asa...” The voice was a whisper now, urgent and insistent. “Wake up.”
With a gasp, Asa jolted awake, her heart racing. The classroom was as it had been, the teacher still droning on about numbers on the chalkboard. She glanced around, disoriented, and caught Kian’s eye. He raised an eyebrow, concern flickering across his face. Owen, sitting beside him, gave a subtle nod, as if to say, “You okay?”
Asa nodded back weakly, trying to steady her breathing. But the unease clung to her like a second skin. The nightmare was growing more vivid, more insistent, and she couldn’t shake the feeling that it was more than just a dream. Whatever message it held, Asa knew she couldn’t ignore it much longer.

The bell rang, signaling the end of class. Asa gathered her things, still shaken from her nightmare. Kian and Owen caught up with her in the hallway, their concern evident.
“You looked out of it back there,” Kian said, keeping his voice low. “You alright?”
“Yeah,” Asa replied quickly, though her voice wavered. “I’m fine. Just… another nightmare.”
Owen frowned, his usual smirk absent. “Another one? You sure this isn’t something we should worry about?”
Asa hesitated, glancing around to make sure no one was eavesdropping. The hallway was bustling with students, but no one paid them any mind. She motioned for Kian and Owen to follow her to a quieter corner near the stairwell.
Once they were alone, she sighed and leaned against the wall. “It was the same as before—dark hallways, the voice calling my name. But this time, it said something different. It told me, ‘Don’t let them find you.’”
“‘Don’t let them find you’?” Kian repeated, his brows furrowing. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“I don’t know,” Asa admitted. “But it felt... real. Like a warning.”
Owen crossed his arms, his expression unusually serious. “You think it’s connected to all this weirdness with the orphanage? The locked basement, Helen acting strange—maybe your brain’s piecing things together while you sleep.”
“Maybe,” Asa said, though the explanation didn’t bring her much comfort. “But it’s more than that. The nightmares are getting stronger. I feel like I’m missing something, like there’s a piece of the puzzle I can’t see.”
Kian placed a hand on her shoulder, his touch firm but reassuring. “We’ll figure it out, Asa. Whatever this is, you’re not dealing with it alone.”
Owen nodded. “Yeah. Besides, if your dreams are trying to tell you something, we’ve got the best team here to crack the case. I mean, I am a genius, after all.”
Asa couldn’t help but smile faintly at his attempt to lighten the mood. “Thanks, guys.”
For a moment, the three of them stood there, a quiet solidarity forming amidst the chaos. But Asa’s unease lingered, and she couldn’t shake the feeling that the nightmare’s warning wasn’t just for her. It was for all of them.
As the group stood in the quiet corner, Kian glanced around the bustling hallway. His jaw tightened, and he leaned in closer to Asa and Owen, lowering his voice.
“We need to talk more about this, but not here,” Kian said, his tone firm. “Let’s meet up on the roof after lunch. No one ever goes up there, and we’ll have some privacy.”
Owen raised an eyebrow, a grin tugging at his lips. “The roof? What is this, a secret club now?”
Kian shot him a look. “I’m serious, Owen. If Asa’s nightmares are connected to what’s happening here, we can’t risk someone overhearing us.”
Asa nodded, appreciating his caution. “Okay, the roof it is. I’ll meet you guys there after lunch.”
Owen gave an exaggerated shrug. “Fine, fine. The mysterious rooftop meeting it is. Should I bring snacks?”
Kian ignored the quip, his gaze shifting to Asa. “You sure you’re okay until then?”
“I’ll be fine,” she said, though her voice lacked conviction.
“Good. Keep a low profile for now,” Kian instructed, his tone softening. “We’ll figure this out together.”
The three of them parted ways for their next classes, but the weight of the conversation hung heavy in the air. As Asa walked to her next lesson, she couldn’t help but glance over her shoulder, half-expecting Helen’s icy stare to follow her.
The thought of the rooftop meeting brought a mix of apprehension and hope. If they could piece together the meaning of her nightmares, maybe they’d uncover the truth about what was lurking within the orphanage’s shadows. But deep down, Asa knew that whatever awaited them wouldn’t be easy to face.

"This is my stop." Asa said before she turned to leave for her next class, her mind already swimming with the tension of the day. But before she could take a step, Kian reached out and gently grabbed her arm, stopping her in her tracks.
She looked back at him, surprised by the intensity in his gaze.
“Hey,” he said softly, his voice low enough that only she could hear. “Stay safe, okay? No wandering off, no risky stuff. We’ll talk more on the roof.”
There was a firmness to his words, but also a trace of worry that made Asa pause.
“I’ll be fine,” she assured him, though her own voice sounded less confident than she wanted it to.
Kian’s grip loosened, but he didn’t let go right away. “Just... be careful. Something’s off about all of this, and I don’t want anything happening to you.”
For a moment, the usual stoicism he carried gave way to something warmer, more vulnerable. Asa nodded, offering him a faint smile.
“I will. Promise.”
Satisfied, Kian released her arm, and she turned to head down the hallway. But the feeling of his concern stayed with her, a small but comforting reminder that she wasn’t facing this alone. That she wasn't by herself anymore. And something deep down reassured her...
That they were getting out of here.

[bookmark: _151uiw1fe1bz]11-The Rooftop
Asa climbed the creaking staircase to the rooftop. The air was crisp and cool, carrying the faint scent of damp concrete. Kian and Owen were already there, leaning against the railing with the stolen documents spread out between them on a makeshift surface of overturned crates.
Kian looked up as Asa approached. “Glad you made it. Lock the entrance gate behind you?” Asa nodded, setting her satchel down beside them. The weight of the day hung on all three of them, but the urgency of their mission was enough to keep them going. The documents were old and yellowed, some written in hurried scrawls, others typed with a clinical detachment that made Asa’s skin crawl.
“So,” Owen started, brushing dust from one particularly battered folder, “what exactly are we looking for?”
“Anything that makes sense of this mess,” Kian replied, scanning a page with narrowed eyes. “Whoever these files belonged to, they were keeping tabs on everyone here.”
Asa picked up one of the folders, flipping through its contents. The names and photographs of children she recognized from the orphanage stared back at her, accompanied by notes that ranged from mundane observations to unsettling assessments of “potential” and “progress.” It was as if their lives had been reduced to experiments on paper.
“Here,” Owen said suddenly, holding up a thin file. “Mimikō’s.”
The air seemed to still as the three of them leaned in to examine it. The file was lighter than the others, containing only a handful of pages, but it had a single word stamped in red across the cover: USED.
“Used?” Asa whispered, her heart sinking.
Kian’s jaw tightened as he flipped the file open. Inside were fragments of medical reports, observation logs, and a photo of Mimikō, smiling faintly in her usual shy way. The pages detailed tests and procedures with cryptic codes and terminology that none of them could fully decipher. But one thing was clear: Mimikō had been subjected to something far beyond the normal routines of the orphanage.
“This… this can’t be right,” Asa said, shaking her head. “Why would they…?”
Owen ran a hand through his hair, his usual bravado replaced by a deep unease. “This place is more messed up than we thought. Whatever they did to her, it wasn’t just routine check-ups.”
“Look at this,” Kian interrupted, pointing to a note scribbled in the margin of one report. The handwriting was rushed, almost frantic. It read:
“Subject deemed successful. Further trials postponed due to adverse effects. Monitor for regression.”
The trio exchanged uneasy glances, the weight of the revelation settling over them like a thick fog. Mimikō’s quiet demeanor, she had gotten adopted and then returned they said, then being sent to an asylum...but when they did bring her back...she attend routine checkups far more often
“They used her for… experiments,” Asa said softly, the words bitter in her mouth. “And then they just… what? Tossed her aside when something went wrong?”
Kian’s fists clenched. “We need to find out more. If they did this to her, who knows who else they’ve…” He trailed off, his voice tight with anger.
Owen’s gaze shifted to the darkened horizon. “If this was just the start, we’ve got to stop whatever’s going on here. Before anyone else gets hurt.”
The sound of footsteps below startled them, and they froze. Kian gestured for silence, quickly gathering the documents into a pile. Asa’s heart raced as they listened, the faint echoes of movement growing louder. After a tense moment, the noise faded, leaving them alone once more.
Asa hesitated before speaking again, her gaze lingering on Mimikō’s file. “Normal isn’t going to cut it anymore,” she said quietly. “Not after this.”

“Used,” Asa repeated, her voice shaking. “It’s like she was… a tool or something. But for what?”
“Nothing good,” Kian muttered, his eyes scanning the lines of text. “And they made sure to cover their tracks. Look at how incomplete these records are—like they were trying to erase what really happened.”
Owen’s hands froze on another stack of papers. His face turned pale as he held up a list of names. “Guys,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper. “You might want to see this.”
The list was short but meticulously typed, with dates next to each name. Mimiko’s name was at the top, her date marked a year ago. Below hers were others, some crossed out, others marked with the same bold red word: USED. And then, near the bottom, a name they never expected to see: Owen.
For a moment, none of them spoke. The wind seemed louder, whipping around them as the weight of the revelation settled in.
He stared at it, his usual grin nowhere to be seen. “I—what does this mean? Why am I on here? What did they—” His voice broke off, panic rising.
Kian grabbed his shoulder, forcing him to meet his gaze. “We’ll figure this out. They haven’t done anything to you yet, right? That’s what matters.”
“But how do we know?” Owen said, his voice trembling. “What if they already did, and I don’t remember?”
Asa’s mind raced, piecing together what little they knew. “It could be tied to the nightmares, the strange things happening here. Owen, have you noticed anything unusual? Anything you can’t explain?”
He shook his head, but doubt clouded his eyes. “No… I don’t think so. But now I’m not sure.”
“We need answers,” Kian said firmly. “And we’re not going to find them up here. Let’s go through every file we’ve got. There has to be more.”
Asa nodded, determination overriding her fear. “We’re not stopping until we know the truth. About Mimiko, about Owen, about all of this.”

he trio worked late into the evening, their whispered discussions blending with the sound of the wind rustling across the rooftop. The more they uncovered, the clearer it became that the orphanage was far from the safe haven it claimed to be.
Asa flipped through another stack of documents, her hands trembling slightly. She had stumbled upon another set of files marked with cryptic symbols and codes, paired with dates spanning decades. Many of the names listed had accompanying words like transferred, terminated, or worse—used. The pattern was undeniable, but the purpose remained maddeningly out of reach.
“I think I found something,” she said, sliding a document toward Kian and Owen. “It’s a log of some kind. Look at these dates and locations. They’re not random.”
Kian leaned over, his eyes narrowing as he scanned the paper. “You’re right. They’re spaced out, but all tied to different wards and sections of the orphanage. This is a system.”
“But for what?” Owen asked, his voice thick with frustration. “What kind of ‘system’ involves kids?”
“It’s not just kids,” Kian muttered, pointing to a line at the bottom of the log. The name there was unfamiliar, but the notation beside it was chilling: Resource depleted. Disposal complete.
Owen paled, shoving the file away as if it burned him. “What the hell are we dealing with here?”
Asa stared at the document, her thoughts racing. “This has to be tied to the experiments. Mimiko’s file mentioned treatments, right? What if this isn’t just about control or discipline? What if they’re… harvesting something?”
The words hung in the air, heavy with implication. The trio exchanged uneasy glances, each processing the grim possibility in their own way.
“We need more evidence,” Kian said finally, his voice sharp with resolve. “Something concrete that ties this to the higher-ups. Something we can use to shut this place down.”
“Easier said than done,” Owen muttered. “If this has been going on for years, they’ve probably covered their tracks pretty well.”
“Maybe not,” Asa said, her eyes lighting up with an idea. “What about the restricted areas? The ones we’ve been warned not to go near? There’s got to be something there they don’t want us to see.”
Kian nodded, his jaw set. “Then that’s where we’ll go. Tonight.”
Owen hesitated, glancing at the stack of files. “And what if we get caught? You saw how Helen was acting this morning. What if someone’s already suspicious?”
“Then we move carefully,” Kian said. “We can’t let fear stop us. If we do, they win.”
Asa placed a hand on Owen’s arm, her voice soft but steady. “We’re in this together, Owen. If there’s even a chance we can stop this, we have to try.” He looked between the two of them, his usual bravado replaced with something quieter, more serious.
Finally, he nodded. “Alright. Let’s do it.”
The plan was set. As the trio packed up the documents and prepared to descend from the roof, a new determination filled the air. Whatever secrets lay hidden within the orphanage’s walls, they were done running from them.
Unbeknownst to them, a shadow moved below—a figure retreating into the dimly lit corridors of the orphanage. Helen, her expression unreadable, clutched a small notebook to her chest and disappeared into the darkness.

The orphanage was eerily quiet that night, the usual whispers and creaks of the old building muted as if the walls themselves were holding their breath. Asa, Kian, and Owen moved carefully through the dimly lit corridors, their footsteps soft against the cold stone floor. Each carried a flashlight and a small bag with essentials—just in case.
“We’ll start with the West Wing,” Kian whispered as they huddled near a staircase. “That’s where most of the restricted areas are.”
“Let’s hope the locks aren’t as strong as the rules,” Owen muttered, earning a faint smile from Asa despite the tension.
The trio climbed the staircase, their flashlights casting long, wavering shadows on the walls. The West Wing was quieter than the rest of the orphanage, the air heavier, almost suffocating. They paused in front of a heavy wooden door marked with a faded sign: Authorized Personnel Only.
Kian pulled out a small tool kit from his bag and knelt by the lock. “This might take a minute.”
“Where’d you even learn to pick locks?” Asa whispered, keeping an eye on the hallway.
“Don’t ask,” Kian replied with a smirk, his focus unwavering.
As the seconds dragged on, Asa’s thoughts wandered. She couldn’t shake the image of Mimiko’s file—or the names they had seen, Owen’s included. What did it mean? And why hadn’t there been anything about her or Kian? The questions gnawed at her, each more unsettling than the last.
“Got it,” Kian said, the lock clicking open. He pushed the door ajar, and the trio slipped inside.
The room beyond was cold and sterile, a stark contrast to the rest of the orphanage’s worn and homely atmosphere. Metal shelves lined the walls, filled with labeled jars, binders, and strange equipment. A large desk sat in the center, its surface cluttered with papers and a glowing monitor.
“This is it,” Asa whispered, her breath fogging in the chilly air. “This is where they’re running everything.”
Owen approached the desk, rifling through the papers. “These are lab reports. Blood samples, tissue analysis… this is medical. But why?”
Kian turned on the monitor, the screen flickering to life. It displayed a series of logs and files, each one labeled with a name and a series of numbers. Scrolling through, Kian stopped abruptly and pointed. “Here. Owen, that’s your name.”
Owen froze, leaning in to read the file. “Assigned. Trial phase three. Monitored for compatibility… What the hell does that even mean?”
Asa joined them, her heart pounding. “It means you were part of their experiments.”
“Then why don’t I remember any of this?” Owen’s voice cracked, frustration and fear bleeding into his words.
“They must’ve done something to you,” Kian said, his expression grim. “Something to make you forget.”
Asa’s flashlight beam landed on another binder, and she pulled it from the shelf. Flipping it open, her breath caught. “It’s not just Owen. Look—these are files on everyone in the orphanage. All of us.”
She turned to a page marked with her name, her stomach twisting as she read: Potential candidate. Awaiting trial.
“Why does yours say ‘awaiting’?” Owen asked, his voice sharp.
“I don’t know,” Asa said, flipping the page. “But yours wasn’t the only name marked with trials. Look, Kian’s not here at all.”
“That’s impossible,” Kian muttered, checking the monitor again. “I’ve been here just as long as you two. Why wouldn’t they have a file on me?”
“Maybe you’re not what they’re looking for,” Asa suggested, though the words felt hollow.
Before they could dig further, a creak echoed from the hallway outside. The trio froze, their flashlights snapping off in unison.
Footsteps approached, slow and deliberate. A shadow appeared under the door, pausing just outside.
Owen gripped Kian’s arm, his voice barely audible. “What do we do?”
“Hide,” Kian mouthed, gesturing toward the shelves.
They scrambled into the shadows, hearts racing as the door handle turned. It opened slowly, revealing Helen. She stepped inside, her expression a mask of calm, though her eyes glinted with something sharp and knowing.
“You really shouldn’t be here,” she said, her voice cutting through the silence like a knife.
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Helen’s gaze swept the dimly lit storage room, her sharp eyes glinting as they scanned the shelves and scattered papers. The faintest smirk played on her lips, like she already knew exactly where the trio was hiding.
“Come out,” she said, her voice unnervingly calm. The icy tone sent shivers down Asa’s spine. “There’s no point in hiding. I know you’re here.”
Asa’s breath hitched as she crouched behind a stack of boxes, her fingers trembling against the cold concrete floor. She glanced at Kian, who crouched beside her, his knuckles white as he gripped a metal rod he’d picked up earlier. Owen was on the other side, his jaw tight, fists clenched.
When none of them moved, Helen took another step forward, her boots echoing ominously. “I won’t ask again.”
Kian shot Asa and Owen a warning glance before standing slowly. The metal rod glinted faintly in the low light as he held it in front of him like a weapon. His expression was defiant, his voice steady as he stepped into the open. “What do you want, Helen?”
Helen tilted her head, the smirk widening. “What I want,” she said, her voice dripping with condescension, “is for you three to stop poking your noses where they don’t belong.”
“You mean uncovering the truth?” Kian countered, his eyes narrowing. “About what’s really going on here?”
“Truth?” Helen chuckled softly, the sound chilling in its casual ease. “You don’t even know what you’re looking at, do you? You’re children, playing with fire.”
Asa forced herself to step out from behind the boxes, her heart hammering in her chest. Her voice wavered but carried determination. “Then explain it to us. What are all these files? What happened to Mimiko? And why is Owen’s name on that list?”
Helen’s smirk faltered, her expression darkening as her gaze locked on Asa. For a moment, something unreadable flickered in her eyes—guilt, regret, or perhaps anger. Then it was gone, replaced by cold resolve. “Some truths are better left buried. Mimiko learned that the hard way.”
“What does that mean?” Owen demanded, stepping out of the shadows. His voice shook with a mix of anger and fear. “What did you do to her?”
Helen’s eyes softened briefly as they lingered on him, but her reply was harsh. “You should stop asking questions, Owen. You might not like the answers.”
Kian took a step closer, his grip on the rod tightening. “We’re not leaving until you tell us.”
Helen sighed, as though disappointed. “You’re brave. I’ll give you that. But bravery won’t save you.”
In an instant, she lunged for the monitor, her hand slamming down on a button beneath the desk. The screen went black, and a shrill alarm began to wail, echoing through the corridors like a death knell.
“What did you do?” Asa shouted, panic creeping into her voice.
Helen stepped back, her expression almost pitying. “I gave you a head start. You have a few minutes before they come for you. Use them wisely.”
Before they could react, Helen spun on her heel and slipped out of the room, the door slamming shut behind her. The lock clicked into place, trapping them inside.
“Damn it!” Kian roared, throwing the rod against the door with a loud clang. “She’s working with them!”
Owen rushed back to the monitor, frantically pressing buttons. “The files—they’re gone. She wiped everything!”
Asa grabbed his arm, her voice urgent. “Forget the files. We need to get out of here.”
Kian began searching the room, scanning the shelves and drawers. “There’s got to be a way out. Help me look!”
The alarm’s relentless screech seemed to press down on them, adding to the mounting tension. Asa’s hands shook as she rifled through a desk drawer, scattering papers onto the floor. Her fingers brushed something cold and metallic—a key.
“I found it!” she cried, holding it up.
Kian grabbed it and hurried to the door, fumbling with the lock. His hands trembled as the key turned, and the lock clicked open. The door creaked, revealing a dimly lit hallway.
“Move!” Kian urged, motioning for them to follow.
The three bolted down the corridor, their footsteps echoing loudly. The shadows in the distance seemed to shift—movement that hinted at others approaching.
“This way!” Asa called, leading them toward a stairwell. They sprinted up the stairs, their breaths ragged, until they burst onto the roof.
The cold night air stung their skin, but they didn’t dare stop. They crossed the rooftop, searching desperately for a way down.
“There!” Owen pointed to an old fire escape ladder. They climbed down as fast as they could, their hands freezing against the icy metal.
When they reached the ground, Asa looked back at the orphanage. Its windows glowed eerily in the dark, the wailing alarm muffled but persistent.
“What do we do now?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.
Kian’s face was pale but determined. “We keep running. And we figure out how to fight back.”
Owen nodded, his jaw clenched. “They’re not getting away with this.”
Asa swallowed hard, her hands still trembling. “We stick together. No matter what.”
The trio disappeared into the shadows, their breaths visible in the frigid air. Behind them, the orphanage loomed like a dark sentinel, its secrets now a threat they could no longer ignore.

The trio didn’t dare stop until they reached the safety of the dormitory corridor. Their breaths were quick and shallow, their hearts pounding as the adrenaline from their escape lingered.
“We can’t stay here,” Kian said firmly, his voice low but urgent. “They’ll be looking for us. We need to get what we can and leave. Now.”
Owen nodded, his expression grim. “Yeah, but what do we even bring? We don’t have time for much.”
“Just grab what’s most important,” Asa whispered. Her voice trembled, but her eyes held a steely resolve. “Clothes, food if you can find any, and anything that can help us out there.”
The three split up, each darting into their respective dorms. Asa entered hers, her mind racing. She threw open her small drawer, grabbing a handful of clothes and stuffing them into her bag.
She scanned the room, looking for anything else she couldn’t bear to leave behind. A flashlight she’d kept hidden under her bed caught her eye, and she grabbed it, along with a small notebook and pen. Her bag was barely packed, but she knew she couldn’t waste another second.
In the hallway, Kian and Owen were waiting, each with a hastily packed bag slung over their shoulders. Kian held a utility knife he’d found in the maintenance closet, his jaw set with determination. Owen carried a first-aid kit he’d swiped from the infirmary, his eyes darting nervously toward the stairs.
“Got everything?” Kian asked, his voice sharp.
Asa nodded, tightening the straps of her bag. “As much as I could grab.”
“Good. Let’s go,” Owen urged, already moving toward the nearest exit.
The trio moved quickly but carefully, avoiding the main corridors where they might be spotted. The alarm had stopped blaring, but the silence felt even more oppressive—it meant the staff could be lurking anywhere, waiting for them.
They slipped out through a side door, the cold night air biting at their skin. The orphanage loomed behind them, its dark silhouette imposing against the starless sky. Asa felt a pang of fear as she glanced back, but Kian’s steady presence beside her kept her moving.
They reached the main road, their breaths visible in the freezing air. The world beyond the orphanage stretched before them, dark and uncertain.
“We’re really doing this,” Owen muttered, adjusting his bag. His voice was a mixture of disbelief and resolve.
“We don’t have a choice,” Kian said, his gaze fixed on the horizon. “Whatever’s happening in there, it’s bigger than us. But we’ll figure it out.”
Asa tightened her grip on her bag, her heart pounding. The road ahead was unlit, shadowed by trees on either side. It was daunting, but it was freedom—something none of them had truly known until now.
“Together,” Asa said quietly, more to herself than anyone else.
“Always,” Kian replied, giving her a reassuring glance.
Without another word, they began walking, leaving the orphanage and its haunting secrets behind them. But as the shadows swallowed them, Asa couldn’t shake the feeling that their journey was just beginning—and that the darkest truths were still to come.

The trio walked in silence, the sound of their footsteps crunching on the gravel road the only noise that accompanied them. The chill of the night seemed to seep into their bones, but it was nothing compared to the fear and uncertainty that gnawed at their insides. They didn’t speak much as they moved, each of them lost in their thoughts, the weight of what they had just done hanging over them like a storm cloud.
After what felt like hours, Owen broke the silence. “Do you think they’ll come after us?”
Kian’s jaw tightened, his gaze still fixed ahead. “They’ll try. But we’ll be ready. They won’t expect us to leave. We have the element of surprise.”
Asa’s stomach churned at the thought of being pursued. She glanced back over her shoulder, but all she saw was the dark expanse of trees and the distant silhouette of the orphanage. It felt like a dream, as if they had stepped out of one world and into another, one where anything could happen.
The road began to wind through the forest, the trees growing denser as they walked. The air smelled of damp earth and pine, and Asa felt her senses sharpen in the quiet of the night. She felt like they were being watched, though she couldn’t explain why.
Her thoughts were interrupted when Kian suddenly stopped, holding up a hand.
“Stay low,” he whispered, his voice barely audible.
Asa’s heart skipped a beat. She crouched down, instinctively reaching for the small knife she’d hidden in her bag. Owen followed suit, his eyes scanning the surrounding woods. They remained still, listening.
A distant sound broke the silence—footsteps, crunching on the gravel, growing louder with each passing moment. Asa’s pulse raced. They couldn’t afford to be spotted. Kian motioned for them to move off the road and into the thick trees, where the shadows would help hide them.
They crouched down behind a cluster of large boulders, the cool stone pressing against Asa’s back. She held her breath, trying to steady her racing heart. The sound of footsteps grew closer, and then, just as suddenly, they stopped. Asa could hear muffled voices now, though she couldn’t make out the words.
“They’re looking for us,” Kian muttered under his breath.
Owen’s eyes were wide with fear. “What do we do now?”
Kian didn’t hesitate. “We wait. They won’t expect us to hide so close. We keep quiet, and when they pass, we make our move.”
The tension in the air was palpable. Asa could feel the cold sweat on her palms, and her mind raced, trying to figure out what to do next. She wasn’t sure how long they waited, but it felt like an eternity. The voices grew louder again, then faded as the group of people moved past them, unaware of the trio’s presence.
Asa exhaled slowly, the relief washing over her in a wave. Kian gave a small nod of approval, and the trio slowly stood, carefully creeping back onto the road once the danger had passed.
“Let’s keep moving,” Kian said in a low voice. “We need to put more distance between us and them.”
The group continued on, the road stretching endlessly before them. Every step was a reminder that they had no idea what lay ahead. They were free, but that freedom came at a cost. The orphanage, the staff, and whatever dark secrets they had left behind still loomed large in their minds.
Asa kept her head down, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that something was watching them. Something bigger than the staff, something that had been set in motion long before they’d ever left the orphanage behind.
They walked for hours, the landscape changing from dense forest to a barren stretch of land. The sky began to lighten with the first hint of dawn, casting a faint gray glow over the horizon. Asa’s body ached with exhaustion, but she pushed through it. They couldn’t stop—not now.
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As the first light of dawn crept over the horizon, the trio found themselves on the edge of a small clearing. The barren stretch of land behind them was giving way to a dense thicket of trees ahead. The faint rustling of leaves in the wind and the occasional chirp of birds breaking the stillness of the morning made the forest seem almost inviting.
But Asa knew better. There was no safety here—not yet.
Kian halted and turned to face the others, his sharp gaze sweeping the forest’s edge. “We need to rest. But not here. Let’s find somewhere we can keep watch.” His voice was low, laced with the same urgency that had kept them moving through the night.
Owen glanced behind them, his expression tense. “What if they’re still following us? What if they’ve split up to track us?”
Kian’s jaw tightened. “That’s why we stay alert. But we can’t keep moving without a plan—or food.”
Asa nodded reluctantly. Her legs felt like lead, and her lungs burned from the cold night air. “We’ll take turns keeping watch,” she offered, her voice steady despite her exhaustion. “We can’t afford to be caught off guard.”
Kian gestured toward the trees. “This way. Deeper into the woods. If they’re following, they’ll stick to the main road for now.”
The trio slipped into the forest, their steps crunching softly on the frost-covered ground. The canopy above filtered the weak morning light into scattered beams, casting eerie patterns on the forest floor. The deeper they went, the more the world outside seemed to fade, swallowed by the dense, shadowy woods.
After a while, they came across a hollowed-out tree that had fallen, its massive trunk forming a natural shelter. Kian inspected it carefully before nodding. “This will do for now. We’ll stay hidden and keep watch in shifts.”
Owen dropped his bag onto the ground with a heavy sigh, his face pale and drawn. “Finally,” he muttered, sinking onto the frozen earth. “I don’t think I’ve ever been this tired.”
Asa set her bag down beside him, her hands trembling slightly from the cold. She pulled out the flashlight and notebook she had grabbed back at the orphanage, her thoughts returning to the files they hadn’t been able to save. “We need to figure out what we’re up against,” she said, glancing between the two boys. “Helen said Mimiko ‘learned the hard way.’ What did she mean by that?”
Kian leaned against the fallen tree, his expression grim. “Whatever happened to Mimiko, it was bad enough to scare Helen. That much was clear.”
Owen shuddered, pulling his knees to his chest. “You think they…?” He didn’t finish the question, but the implication hung heavy in the air.
“We don’t know,” Asa said firmly, though the knot in her stomach tightened. “But we’ll find out. Whatever they’re hiding, it’s important. Helen wouldn’t have destroyed those files otherwise.”
Kian straightened, his voice resolute. “We will. But right now, we focus on surviving. Asa, you take the first watch. Owen, try to get some rest. I’ll take the second shift.”
Asa nodded, her grip tightening on the flashlight. She perched on the edge of the hollow tree, her gaze scanning the woods for any signs of movement. The forest was eerily quiet, save for the occasional rustle of leaves or distant call of a bird.
As she sat there, her thoughts drifted to the list she had glimpsed before Helen wiped the files—Owen’s name, and her's too, standing out starkly against the others. Why was he on it? And why had Helen looked at him with such a mixture of pity and... regret?
Her grip on the flashlight tightened. Whatever was happening, she was determined to uncover the truth. But for now, all she could do was watch and wait.

Asa perched on the edge of the hollow tree, her flashlight clutched tightly in her hands. The forest felt oppressively still, as though even the trees were holding their breath. She glanced over at Kian, who sat a few feet away, sharpening the utility knife against a small, flat stone he’d found earlier.
“You don’t have to stay up with me,” Asa said softly, her voice cutting through the silence. “You should get some rest.”
Kian shook his head without looking up. “Can’t sleep. Besides, two sets of eyes are better than one.” His tone was calm, but Asa could hear the undercurrent of tension.
She hesitated, then nodded. “Fair enough.”
For a while, they sat in silence, the faint scrape of the knife against the stone the only sound between them. Asa’s gaze darted between the shadows in the woods, her heart still racing from the earlier growl they’d heard. The forest felt alive with unseen threats, every creak and rustle setting her nerves on edge.
“You’re scared,” Kian said suddenly, breaking the quiet. His voice wasn’t mocking, just matter-of-fact.
Asa flinched, startled by his bluntness. “Of course I’m scared,” she admitted, her grip on the flashlight tightening. “We’re being hunted by people who probably won’t hesitate to kill us if they catch us. And then there’s...whatever that thing was.”
Kian paused his sharpening, his gaze shifting to her. “I get it. I am too. But fear’s not going to help us right now. We’ve got to keep our heads straight.”
Asa turned to look at him, her expression wary. “Is that how you’re staying so calm? Just ignoring the fear?”
He gave a small, humorless chuckle. “I wouldn’t say calm. More like...focused. I’m not ignoring the fear, I’m using it. It’s what’s keeping me sharp. What’s keeping all of us alive.”
She studied him for a moment, noting the tension in his jaw and the tightness in his grip on the knife. Despite his steady demeanor, she could see the cracks—the weariness and worry that he was trying so hard to hide.
“You don’t have to carry it all by yourself, you know,” she said quietly. “We’re in this together.”
Kian’s eyes met hers, and for a moment, the weight he carried seemed to lift just slightly. “I know,” he said after a pause. “But someone has to be ready for whatever’s coming.”
“We’re all ready,” Asa said firmly. “Owen, me...we’ve got your back. You’re not alone in this.”
Kian looked away, the corner of his mouth twitching into a faint smile. “Thanks, Asa. That means more than you know.”
The silence that followed wasn’t tense or awkward—it felt almost comforting, a shared moment of understanding between them. Asa felt the knot in her chest loosen just a little, the fear receding into the background.
After a while, she spoke again. “Do you ever think about what life was like before the orphanage? Before all this?”
Kian’s brow furrowed, and he glanced at the knife in his hand. “Not much. What’s the point? It’s not like we can go back to it.”
“Maybe not,” Asa said, her voice soft. “But...it helps me, sometimes. Thinking about the good things.”
He considered her words, his expression softening. Asa smiled faintly.
Kian chuckled quietly. "Im thankfull we have each other though."
“Yea,” Asa said, her voice tinged with sadness. “Me too.”
For a moment, the two of them sat in the quiet, their memories weaving a fragile thread of connection between them. The forest seemed less menacing, the weight of their situation a little easier to bear.
Then, the stillness was broken by a distant, low growl.
Both of them froze, their eyes snapping toward the sound. Kian gripped the knife tightly, and Asa raised the flashlight, her hand trembling slightly.
“Did you hear that?” she whispered.
“Yeah,” Kian replied, his voice tense. “Stay close.”
They both stood, their backs to the hollow tree, scanning the shadows. The growl came again, closer this time, sending a chill down Asa’s spine.
“We need to wake Owen,” Kian said, his voice low. “If this thing’s real, we’re not facing it unprepared.”
Asa nodded, her pulse quickening as they turned back toward their makeshift shelter. The bond between them had grown stronger, but the dangers around them were just as real—and whatever was out there wasn’t going to wait for them to figure things out.

Kian motioned for Asa to stay close as they crept back toward the hollow tree where Owen slept. The low growl echoed again, closer now, but the forest was so thick with shadows that it was impossible to pinpoint its origin. Asa’s flashlight flickered faintly, casting fleeting glimpses of trees and underbrush that seemed to press in on them.
When they reached the hollow, Kian knelt beside Owen and placed a hand over his mouth before shaking him awake. Owen’s eyes flew open, his body tensing instinctively.
“Quiet,” Kian whispered, removing his hand. “Something’s out there.”
Owen sat up quickly, his eyes darting between Kian and Asa. “What do you mean, something?”
Asa glanced toward the darkness beyond the tree, her grip tightening on the flashlight. “We’ve been hearing something growling. It’s getting closer.”
Owen swallowed hard, scrambling to his feet. “What if it’s them? Or...something worse?”
“We don’t know,” Kian said firmly. “But we’re not waiting around to find out. Grab your bag. We’re moving.”
Owen didn’t argue. He slung his bag over his shoulder and gripped the first-aid kit like a lifeline. Asa stepped out from the hollow first, her flashlight beam sweeping the area. Kian followed closely, keeping the utility knife at the ready.
They moved cautiously through the woods, their steps muffled by the soft earth. The growling sound had stopped, but the oppressive silence that followed was almost worse. Every creak of a branch and rustle of leaves felt like a threat waiting to pounce.
“What if it’s circling us?” Owen whispered, his voice barely audible.
“Then we stay close and keep moving,” Kian replied. “It’s harder to pick us off if we stick together.”
Asa’s stomach churned at the thought, but she nodded in agreement. Her heart hammered in her chest, every muscle in her body taut with tension.
They reached a small clearing, the pale light of the rising moon casting eerie shadows across the ground. Kian raised a hand to stop them, his sharp eyes scanning the edges of the clearing. The hair on the back of Asa’s neck stood on end. The air felt heavy, charged with an unshakable sense of being watched.
And then she saw it—two glowing eyes reflecting the light of her flashlight from the tree line. A low, guttural growl rumbled through the air, freezing her in place.
“Kian,” Asa whispered urgently, her voice trembling. “Over there.”
Kian followed her gaze, his jaw tightening when he spotted the eyes. The creature stepped forward, its form emerging from the shadows. It was larger than any dog Asa had ever seen, with matted fur and a hunched posture that gave it an almost unnatural appearance. Its lips curled back, revealing jagged teeth that gleamed in the dim light.
Owen let out a shaky breath. “What the hell is that?”
“I don’t know,” Kian said, his voice low and steady. “But we’re not waiting to find out. Asa, keep the light on it. Owen, stay behind me.”
The creature snarled, taking another step forward. Asa raised the flashlight higher, the beam steadying as she forced herself to focus. The light seemed to irritate the creature; it flinched but didn’t retreat.
“Back away slowly,” Kian instructed, his eyes never leaving the creature. “Don’t turn your back on it.”
They began to move, each step deliberate and measured. The creature followed, its movements unnervingly smooth, as though it was toying with them. Asa’s throat tightened with fear, but she refused to let herself falter.
Suddenly, the creature lunged, its speed startlingly fast. Asa screamed as Kian shoved her aside, raising the knife. He slashed at the beast, the blade catching its side, but it barely seemed to notice. It swiped at him with a massive paw, knocking him to the ground.
“Kian!” Asa shouted, her flashlight falling to the ground.
Owen rushed forward, grabbing a fallen branch and swinging it wildly at the creature. The beast snarled, its attention momentarily diverted. Asa scrambled to her feet, grabbing the flashlight and aiming it directly at the creature’s eyes. The bright beam seemed to disorient it, and it stumbled back with a furious growl.
“Kian, get up!” she yelled, her voice cracking.
Kian groaned, clutching his side as he staggered to his feet. “Move!” he barked, grabbing Asa’s arm and pulling her toward the tree line. Owen followed, dropping the branch as they bolted into the woods.
The creature’s snarls echoed behind them, but the sound grew fainter as they ran. The forest blurred around Asa, her only focus on keeping up with Kian and Owen. Her lungs burned, her legs screamed for rest, but she didn’t dare stop.
The creature snarled, its glowing eyes fixed on them. But now, as it stepped into the clearing’s faint moonlight, Asa’s heart sank. This wasn’t just a beast. Its form was twisted, monstrous, but its face—half-hidden beneath coarse, patchy fur—had the unmistakable structure of a child.
A human child.
“No,” Asa whispered, her voice shaking. “Kian... that’s not an animal.”
Kian froze, his grip tightening on the knife as the realization dawned. Owen let out a strangled gasp, his voice breaking. “It’s one of them. One of the kids.”
The creature growled, but there was something off about it—a distorted, guttural sound that seemed to war with the faint whimper of pain underneath. It stumbled closer, its uneven gait revealing limbs that didn’t move naturally, like they’d been altered to fit a form they were never meant to have.
Asa’s mind reeled. The experiments. The files they’d seen. The names on the list. She remembered Mimiko, the girl who had vanished, and Owen’s name scrawled alongside hers. This was what they were doing. Twisting children into something inhuman.
“We can’t hurt them,” she said, her voice trembling but resolute. “They’re not our enemy.”
Kian shot her a sharp look, sweat dripping down his brow. “Asa, look at it. If we don’t defend ourselves, it’ll tear us apart.”
“It’s scared,” Asa argued, stepping closer. “It’s in pain. Look at its eyes.”
The creature’s glowing gaze flicked between them, its growl deepening. But Asa noticed the hesitation in its movements, the way it kept glancing at the knife in Kian’s hand.
“It doesn’t want to attack us,” she whispered. “It’s afraid.”
“Asa, don’t,” Kian warned, stepping between her and the creature. But she shook her head, her heart pounding as she slowly lowered her flashlight, its beam dimming.
“It’s okay,” she said, her voice soft and steady. “We’re not here to hurt you.”
The creature flinched, its claws digging into the dirt. But its growls grew quieter, its hunched form trembling as if unsure of its own strength. Asa took a cautious step forward, ignoring Kian’s sharp intake of breath.
“Do you remember who you are?” she asked gently. “What’s your name?”
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The creature snarled, its glowing eyes fixed on them. But now, as it stepped into the faint moonlight, Asa’s heart sank. This wasn’t just a beast. Its form was twisted and monstrous, but its face—half-hidden beneath coarse, patchy fur—had the faint remnants of human features. The realization struck her like a blow.﻿
The creature let out a guttural roar and lunged forward. Its claws swiped wildly, catching the edge of Owen’s jacket as he scrambled backward with a startled yelp.
“Damn it, Asa, move!” Kian shouted, pushing her behind him. The knife gleamed in the moonlight as he raised it, ready to defend them.
The creature’s movements were erratic, its limbs jerking unnaturally as if it couldn’t fully control its body. It slammed into a tree, shaking its head violently before turning its glowing eyes back toward them. There was no recognition, no humanity—only rage and pain.
“It doesn’t know who it is!” Asa yelled, her voice cracking. “It’s lost!”
Kian didn’t take his eyes off the creature. “Lost or not, it’s going to kill us if we don’t stop it!”
The creature charged again, its clawed hands striking the ground near Owen, who barely dodged in time. Kian moved to intercept it, swinging the knife in a wide arc. The blade grazed the creature’s side, eliciting a pained, inhuman screech.
“Stop!” Asa cried, stepping forward despite Kian’s attempts to hold her back. “We can’t just hurt it! It’s not its fault!”
“And what do you suggest?” Kian snapped, his voice strained as he dodged another swipe from the creature. “Talk it down? It’s out of its mind, Asa!”
The creature snarled, its glowing eyes locking onto Asa now. She froze, her breath catching as it crouched low, ready to spring. Its movements were shaky, like it was barely holding itself together, but the raw fury in its gaze was unmistakable.
Kian cursed under his breath, stepping between Asa and the creature. “Stay back!” he barked, his knife raised again.
But before the creature could lunge, Owen shouted, “Over here!” He hurled a rock at its side, the impact drawing its attention away. The creature snarled and turned on Owen, who was already backing away toward the tree line.
Kian seized the moment, grabbing Asa’s arm. “Run! Now!”
“No!” Asa protested, her eyes fixed on the creature. “We can’t just—”
“We’ll die if we stay!” Kian roared, yanking her toward the dense forest. “Go!”
Reluctantly, Asa followed, her heart breaking as she heard the creature’s guttural cries behind them. Owen sprinted ahead, glancing back only to ensure they were following.
The creature’s pursuit was relentless, crashing through trees and tearing at the underbrush. Its snarls echoed in the night, growing louder as it closed the distance.
“This way!” Owen shouted, veering sharply toward a rocky outcrop. They scrambled up the incline, their hands clawing at roots and rocks for support. The creature slowed, struggling to climb the uneven terrain, but its glowing eyes never left them.
Asa’s chest heaved with panic and guilt. “Kian, we can’t just leave it like this!”
Kian shot her a grim look as he reached the top of the outcrop. “We don’t have a choice. Whatever that thing was, it’s not in control anymore. It’s not safe.”
Owen pulled Asa to her feet, his face pale. “We’ll figure it out later. Right now, we survive.”
The three of them pressed on, the creature’s snarls growing fainter as they moved deeper into the forest. But even as the sound faded, Asa couldn’t shake the image of its distorted face from her mind.
They had escaped for now, but the truth was undeniable: whatever horrors the orphanage had hidden, they were only beginning to uncover. And the cost of those secrets had already taken a toll far greater than any of them could have imagined.
The group didn’t stop until the forest grew dense enough to mask their presence entirely. The canopy overhead blocked out what little light the moon provided, leaving them in near-total darkness. Kian finally signaled for them to halt, crouching low beneath the overhang of a moss-covered tree.
“All right,” he panted, barely able to catch his breath. “We’re clear for now.”
Owen collapsed against the trunk of a nearby tree, clutching at his chest. “That thing... it’s still out there, isn’t it?”
Asa nodded, her expression distant. “It’s not just out there,” she murmured. “It’s one of us.”
Owen flinched, his voice barely above a whisper. “What do you mean, ‘one of us’?”
Asa hugged her knees to her chest, her voice trembling. “Think about it. We saw the files, the experiments they were running. It’s not just that they’re turning kids into monsters. That was a kid. Someone we might’ve known.”
The gravity of her words hung in the air, pressing down on them. Kian sat across from her, his knife still in his hand, though his grip had loosened. His jaw was tight, his eyes unreadable.
“What do you want us to do, Asa?” Kian finally asked, his voice low. “It’s not like we can turn back and help them. We barely got out alive.”
Asa looked up at him, her gaze burning with determination. “We can’t just run forever. If we don’t do something, there will be more of them. And who knows what else they’re hiding?”
Kian’s expression hardened. “And what if trying to stop it gets us killed? I’m not saying we give up, but we need a plan. Charging back in blind won’t help anyone.”
Owen shifted uncomfortably, drawing their attention. “What if... what if that thing didn’t mean to attack us?” he asked hesitantly. “It didn’t look like it wanted to hurt us, not at first.”
Asa nodded quickly. “Exactly! It was confused. Scared. What if there’s still a part of them left—something human?”
Kian ran a hand through his hair, his frustration evident. “I don’t know, Asa. I saw what you saw. That thing was more beast than person. And even if there is something left, what are we supposed to do about it? We’re not scientists. We’re just... kids.”
The word hung between them, a stark reminder of how powerless they truly were. But Asa refused to let it deter her. “We’re not just kids,” she said firmly. “We made it out. We know what they’re doing. That makes us dangerous to them.”
Owen glanced at her, a flicker of hope in his tired eyes. “So what’s the plan? Expose them somehow?”
Asa bit her lip, considering. “We need proof. Something they can’t erase or destroy. Those files in the storage room were just the start. There has to be more—other evidence hidden somewhere.”
Kian sighed, leaning back against the tree. “And how exactly do you plan to find that? Walk back into the lion’s den and ask nicely?”
“No,” Asa replied, her voice steady. “But if we can figure out where they keep their records—or maybe track down someone who escaped before us—we might stand a chance.”
Kian studied her for a long moment, his expression softening despite himself. “You’re serious about this, aren’t you?”
“I am,” Asa said, meeting his gaze. “We can’t let them keep doing this. Not to anyone else.”
A heavy silence followed, broken only by the distant rustle of leaves in the night breeze. Finally, Kian sighed and nodded. “All right. I’m in. But we’re doing this smart. No rushing in unless we’re ready.”
Asa felt a swell of relief, a small smile breaking through her exhaustion. “Thank you.”
Owen gave a tentative nod. “If you two are in, I guess I don’t have a choice. Just... no promises I won’t freak out if another one of those things shows up.”
Kian smirked faintly. “Fair enough.”
The three of them settled into an uneasy silence, each lost in their thoughts. They had no idea what lay ahead or how they would even begin to dismantle the dark forces they had escaped. But for the first time, there was a glimmer of hope—a spark of resistance against the looming shadow of the orphanage.
As the night deepened, Asa and Kian volunteered to take the first watch together. They sat shoulder to shoulder beneath the shelter of the tree, the forest quiet around them. Asa glanced at Kian, her voice soft.
“Thanks for trusting me.”
Kian turned to her, his expression serious but kind. “You’ve got a fire in you, Asa. It’s hard not to trust that. Just promise me you won’t get reckless, okay?”
She nodded, a faint smile playing on her lips. “I promise. As long as you keep watching my back.”
“Always,” Kian replied, his voice steady.
For a brief moment, amidst the chaos and fear, there was a sense of calm—a shared resolve that strengthened their bond. Whatever came next, they would face it together.

As dawn broke, pale light filtered through the canopy of the dense forest. The trio had barely managed to rest, their uneasy sleep punctuated by the occasional distant rustle of leaves or crack of a twig.
Kian stirred first, his muscles stiff from the uncomfortable night. He glanced over at Asa and Owen, who were curled up near the base of a tree, their expressions still etched with tension even in sleep. Quietly, he nudged Asa awake.
“Morning,” he said softly, his voice barely above a whisper.
Asa blinked groggily, stretching her sore limbs. “Is it safe?” she asked, her voice hushed.
“For now,” Kian replied. “We need to move before anyone realizes we’re gone.”
Owen woke with a start as Asa shook his shoulder. He sat up, rubbing his eyes. “What’s the plan? Please tell me it doesn’t involve more running.”
Kian smirked faintly. “Not running. Sneaking.”
Owen groaned, but Asa cut him off. “We’re going back to the orphanage. We need proof of what they’re doing.”
“Back there?” Owen’s voice rose before he caught himself. “Are you serious? That thing—whatever it was—it’s probably still lurking around.”
“It might be,” Asa admitted, pulling her bag over her shoulder. “But if we don’t do this, then everything we went through to escape means nothing.”
Kian stood, dusting off his hands. “She’s right. We need answers. And if we’re careful, they won’t even know we’re there.”
Reluctantly, Owen nodded. “Fine. But if I get eaten by a monster, I’m haunting you both.”
The trio made their way back through the forest, sticking to the shadows and moving as quietly as possible. The orphanage loomed ahead, its once-familiar silhouette now shrouded in a sinister aura. Asa felt a chill run down her spine as they approached the perimeter, the building’s dark windows staring back like empty eyes.
They stopped just short of the clearing, crouching behind a thick bush. Kian pulled out the small pair of binoculars he’d scavenged from the maintenance closet before their escape. He scanned the area, frowning.
“No movement,” he said. “But that doesn’t mean it’s safe. Stay sharp.”
Asa nodded, her heart pounding in her chest. “The side entrance is probably our best bet. Less likely to be guarded.”
The trio moved in tandem, slipping through the shadows like wraiths. The side entrance was still slightly ajar, just as they had left it during their frantic escape. Kian pushed it open carefully, the door creaking faintly on its hinges. They stepped inside, their breaths hitching as the familiar musty scent of the orphanage enveloped them.
The hallways were eerily silent, the oppressive quiet broken only by the distant hum of machinery. Asa’s eyes darted to every shadow, her nerves on edge.
“We need to find the records room,” she whispered. “If they haven’t wiped everything yet, there might still be something useful.”
Kian led the way, his knife drawn, with Asa and Owen close behind. The dim corridors seemed to stretch endlessly, every creak of the floorboards amplifying the tension. When they reached the records room, Asa tried the door. It was locked.
“Figures,” she muttered.
Owen stepped forward, producing a bobby pin from his pocket. “Let me try. I’ve been practicing.”
Kian raised an eyebrow but stepped aside. Owen knelt in front of the lock, his tongue poking out in concentration as he worked. After a few tense moments, the lock clicked open.
“Nice,” Kian said, a note of impressed surprise in his voice.
Owen grinned. “I have my talents.”
Inside, the room was dimly lit by a single fluorescent bulb. Rows of filing cabinets lined the walls, and a stack of papers sat on the desk. Asa immediately began rifling through the drawers, her heart racing as she scanned the files.
“Look for anything about the experiments,” she said urgently. “Names, dates, locations—anything.”
The three worked quickly but quietly, pulling out folders and flipping through pages. Asa’s hands shook as she found a file marked “Project Echo”. Inside were photographs of children—some she recognized from the orphanage, others she didn’t. There were charts, medical reports, and something that looked like a list of subjects.
Her stomach turned as she read the notes scrawled in the margins: “Subject 12: High compatibility. Memory degradation observed. Behavioral shifts unpredictable.”
“This is it,” Asa whispered, holding up the file. “This proves it. They’re experimenting on the kids.”
Kian glanced over her shoulder, his jaw tightening. “We need to take that with us.”
Suddenly, Owen froze, his eyes wide as he stared at the doorway. “Guys... we’ve got company.”
Asa and Kian whipped around to see a shadow moving in the hallway, accompanied by the faint sound of uneven breathing. It was the creature—the child twisted by the experiments. Its head tilted as it stepped into the light, its eyes wide and unblinking.
Asa clutched the file tightly, her voice trembling. “It followed us.”
Kian stepped forward, his knife raised, but Asa grabbed his arm. “Wait. Don’t.”
The creature’s gaze flickered between them, its movements slow and hesitant. It didn’t attack—instead, it crouched low, its head cocking to the side as if trying to understand them.
“It doesn’t remember who it is,” Asa murmured, her heart breaking at the sight. “But it recognizes us. It’s confused.”
Kian frowned, his grip on the knife loosening. “What do we do? We can’t just leave it here.”
Asa hesitated, then took a cautious step forward, her hands outstretched. “We can help you,” she said softly. “You don’t have to be alone.”
The creature flinched but didn’t retreat. It made a low, guttural sound—almost like a whimper. For a moment, Asa thought it might actually trust her.
But then, from deeper in the orphanage, the sound of approaching footsteps shattered the fragile moment. Asa’s blood ran cold.
“They’re coming,” Owen hissed. “We have to go.”
Asa looked back at the creature, her heart wrenching. “We’ll come back for you,” she promised, her voice thick with emotion.
Kian pulled her back gently. “Asa, we need to move. Now.”
The trio bolted from the records room, the stolen files clutched tightly in Asa’s hands. Behind them, the creature let out a mournful cry, its voice echoing through the halls as the footsteps of the orphanage staff grew louder.

[bookmark: _oaoprxz7n1h1]15-Back In And Back Out

The trio raced through the labyrinthine corridors of the orphanage, their footsteps muffled by the old, worn flooring. Asa clutched the stolen file to her chest, her breath ragged as she tried to keep up with Kian and Owen.
“We need to find another way out,” Kian said in a harsh whisper, glancing over his shoulder. “They’ll be on high alert now.”
Owen scanned the hallways ahead, his voice strained. “We can’t just run blindly. We’ll get cornered.”
“Then we stick to the side halls,” Asa suggested, her mind racing. “They’re probably covering the main exits.”
The distant clatter of hurried footsteps echoed through the orphanage, growing louder. The staff were closing in. Asa’s thoughts kept flickering back to the creature they’d left behind. The memory of its wide, unblinking eyes and mournful cry lingered in her mind like a weight pressing on her chest.
They turned a corner and came upon a storage closet. Kian yanked the door open and motioned for them to enter. “In here. Just for a moment.”
The three of them squeezed into the cramped space, the scent of cleaning chemicals stinging their noses. Asa fought to steady her breathing as they listened intently to the approaching footsteps. A shadow passed under the doorframe, and all three froze.
After a long, tense moment, the sound of footsteps faded. Kian exhaled quietly, his voice low. “We can’t stay here much longer. They’re sweeping the building.”
“Did you see its face?” Asa asked suddenly, her voice trembling. “The creature—it was scared.”
Owen hesitated, frowning. “It’s not just a creature, is it? It’s... one of us.”
Kian clenched his fists, his voice hard. “It doesn’t matter what it was. Right now, it’s dangerous, and we can’t afford to focus on it.”
“But it didn’t attack us,” Asa argued, her tone insistent. “It could have, but it didn’t. It was confused, lost. What if it’s trying to remember?”
Kian stared at her for a moment, then shook his head. “We can talk about this later. First, we need to get out of here alive.”
Reluctantly, Asa nodded. They waited another moment before slipping out of the closet, moving cautiously through the quiet halls. The orphanage felt like a maze, the familiar paths distorted by the tension and the dim light filtering through dirty windows.
Finally, they reached a small window near the kitchen—a forgotten exit they had used during past escapades. Kian inspected it quickly, then motioned for Owen to help him push it open. The frame creaked, but it slid just wide enough for them to slip through.
One by one, they climbed out into the cold morning air. The orphanage loomed behind them, its oppressive shadow stretching over the yard. Asa couldn’t help but glance back, her heart aching for the creature they’d left behind.
“Come on,” Kian urged, tugging her arm. “We need to put distance between us and them.”
The trio hurried across the open yard, darting into the cover of the surrounding forest. They didn’t stop until the orphanage was a distant shape on the horizon, obscured by thick trees and undergrowth.

They finally collapsed in a small clearing, gasping for breath. Owen slumped against a tree, clutching his side. “This is insane. I can’t believe we went back in there.”
“We had to,” Asa said, her voice firm as she laid the stolen file on the ground. “This proves everything. Look.”
The three of them gathered around the papers, the tension palpable as Asa flipped through them. The files contained names, medical charts, and chilling notes about the experiments. The photos of the children—some of whom were now unrecognizable—were the hardest to look at.
“They’ve been doing this for years,” Asa murmured, her voice thick with emotion. “Some of these kids... they disappeared without a trace.”
Kian’s expression darkened as he studied the notes. “This isn’t just cruel—it’s calculated. They’re testing something, but for what?”
Owen pointed to one of the documents. “Look at this. It’s a schedule. They have shipments listed—equipment, chemicals, supplies. This isn’t just about the orphanage." he paused, "It’s bigger than that.”
Asa felt a cold chill run down her spine. “We have to stop them.”
Kian looked up from the file, his gaze steady. “We will. But first, we need a plan. We can’t go charging back in there without knowing what we’re up against.”
Asa nodded, though her thoughts were still with the creature. If it had once been one of them, what did that mean for the others? For themselves? The realization was like a stone in her gut, heavy and unrelenting.

As the day wore on, the trio began mapping out their next steps. They knew they couldn’t stay in one place for long, but they also knew they couldn’t run forever. The fight against the orphanage’s dark secrets was just beginning—and they would need every ounce of courage, cunning, and strength to uncover the truth.

They slipped back into the forest under the cover of darkness, their breaths quick and shallow as they put as much distance as they could between themselves and the orphanage. Every sound in the woods felt magnified—the rustle of leaves, the snap of a twig—and their nerves remained raw. The stolen documents were safely tucked away, but the horrors they revealed lingered like a shadow over their thoughts.
Kian led the way, his expression set in grim determination, while Owen kept glancing nervously behind them. Asa stayed in the middle, clutching her bag tightly, her mind racing. The creature’s haunting eyes, the fractured humanity she’d glimpsed in it, wouldn’t leave her thoughts.
“They’re too dangerous,” Kian said suddenly, his voice low but sharp.
Asa frowned, realizing he was speaking about the creatures. “We don’t even know what they’re capable of.”
“We know enough,” Kian countered, glancing back at her. “ 
“It wasn’t trying to hurt us,” Asa insisted. “It was scared.”
“Scared doesn’t mean safe,” Kian replied, his voice softening slightly. “Asa, I get it. You want to help them, but if they’re feral—if they’re more animal than human—we can’t risk staying near them.”
Asa opened her mouth to argue but stopped. He wasn’t wrong, and deep down, she knew it. “So, what do we do?” she asked after a pause.
Kian glanced around, scanning the trees for a safe spot. “We lay low. Find a place to regroup and figure out our next move. We can’t go back there until we’re ready.”
Owen nodded, his voice quieter than usual. “We’re out of our depth here. They’ll come looking for us if we’re not careful.”

By the time they found a suitable hiding spot—a shallow cave partially obscured by overgrown foliage—the night had deepened, the air growing colder. Owen immediately set to work securing the entrance with branches, creating a makeshift barrier. Kian dropped his bag and began scanning their surroundings for signs of threats, while Asa sat cross-legged inside, rubbing her hands together for warmth.
As the hours passed, they took turns on watch, but exhaustion eventually won out. Owen was the first to fall asleep, curled up in a corner with his bag as a pillow. Kian and Asa sat near the entrance, their backs against the rough stone wall, keeping their voices low to avoid waking him.
“You should rest,” Kian said, breaking the silence. “I’ll keep watch.”
Asa shook her head. “I can’t sleep. Not after everything.”
Kian sighed, his expression softening. “Yeah. Me neither.”
For a while, they sat in companionable silence, the distant sounds of the forest filling the space between them. Asa glanced at Kian, his face illuminated by the faint light filtering through the branches. There was a tension in his posture—a weight he carried that felt heavier now than it had before.
“You’re always trying to protect us,” Asa said quietly.
Kian looked at her, surprised. “It’s my duty.”
“No, it’s not,” she replied, her voice firm but kind. “We’re in this together."
Kian chuckled softly, though there was little humor in it. “If I don’t, who will? Owen’s scared out of his mind, and you... you care too much. That’s not a bad thing, but it makes you vulnerable.”
Asa’s cheeks flushed at his words, and she looked away. “Caring isn’t a weakness, Kian.”
“I know,” he admitted after a pause. “But out here, it can get you killed.”
They fell silent again, the weight of his words settling over them. Asa hesitated, then reached out, placing a hand on his arm. “You don’t have to do this alone. I’m not as strong as you, but I’m not helpless either. We’ll get through this. Together.”
Kian looked down at her hand, his expression unreadable. Slowly, he covered it with his own, his grip warm and steady. “Together,” he echoed, his voice softer now.
The closeness between them lingered, unspoken but undeniable. For the first time in what felt like days, Asa felt a flicker of warmth—a reassurance that, no matter how dark things got, they still had each other.
The faint light of dawn began to creep into the cave, casting long shadows across the walls. Kian gave Asa’s hand a gentle squeeze before letting go, nodding toward the sleeping Owen. “We should let him rest a little longer. Then we’ll plan our next move.”
Asa nodded, her heart still fluttering from the brief moment they’d shared. For now, they were safe. But the fight was far from over.
"I think I'll rest now too."

The night was cold, the wind howling through the cracks of the abandoned barn where the trio had taken refuge. The air was thick with the smell of dust and decay, but Asa barely noticed. Her mind was far from the present, caught in the web of a nightmare that clung to her like a shadow.
In her dream, she was back at the orphanage. The walls were the same sterile white, the harsh fluorescent lights casting an unwelcoming glow over the cold, linoleum floors. But something was different—there was a heaviness in the air, a quiet that felt unnatural. The usual hum of the building’s machinery was absent, replaced by an eerie silence that set her nerves on edge.
She walked down the familiar hallway, her footsteps echoing too loudly in the oppressive stillness. The doors to the rooms were ajar, but no one was inside. The emptiness felt suffocating, like something was wrong with the air itself.
Then, from somewhere ahead, she heard it—the faint sound of footsteps, growing louder, approaching her. Asa froze, her heart pounding in her chest. She looked around, but the hallway stretched on endlessly, no exits, no windows to escape through.
The footsteps grew closer, and then she saw him—Owen. But something was off. His usually bright eyes were empty, his face pale and hollow. He was walking toward her, slowly, his arms hanging limp by his sides, his steps dragging.
“Owen?” Asa called, her voice trembling. “What’s wrong? Are you okay?”
But Owen didn’t respond. He just kept walking, his eyes locked on her, unblinking, unwavering.
Asa backed away, fear crawling up her spine. She turned, ready to run, but the hallway had changed. The walls closed in, the ceiling lowering, the air growing thicker with each step she took. She couldn’t breathe. Her vision blurred as she stumbled backward, trying to escape, but the walls seemed to shift, bending and contorting around her.
Suddenly, the lights flickered, and the air grew cold. Asa’s breath came out in visible puffs as she turned to see Kian standing at the end of the hallway. But again, something wasn’t right. He was different. His eyes were hard, distant—stranger than they’d ever been.
“Kian?” Asa whispered, stepping toward him, her voice cracking. “What happened? Why are you—”
Before she could reach him, Kian’s expression twisted into something cruel, something unrecognizable. He stepped toward her, his movements jerky, as though something was forcing him forward against his will. His hand reached out, but instead of offering comfort, his fingers curled into a fist, a sharp, glinting blade held in his hand.
Asa froze, fear taking over her body. “Kian… no…”
But it was too late. He lunged forward, and the cold metal of the knife flashed before her eyes.
The scream caught in Asa’s throat as she fell backward, her body colliding with the hard ground. She couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe as the darkness enveloped her. Her heart raced as her eyes darted around, searching for a way out, but all she saw was the cold, empty corridor.
Her throat tightened, and she was suffocating in the overwhelming sense of loss. This wasn’t real. It couldn’t be. But the feeling—the pain, the fear—it felt too real, too familiar.
As the darkness pressed closer, she could hear Kian’s voice, low and haunting.
“You should never have left.”
Suddenly, she was back , gasping for air, her heart thudding painfully in her chest. The sounds of the night—distant wind, rustling leaves—flooded back into her senses as she bolted upright, drenched in sweat. Her breath came in ragged gasps, her body shaking from the intensity of the nightmare.
She looked around, the sky blurry and disorienting in the dim light of early morning. Owen and Kian were still asleep nearby, their forms slumped on the hard ground, unaware of the horror that had just unfolded in her mind.
Asa’s hands trembled as she wiped the cold sweat from her forehead. Her chest ached as if she could still feel the pressure of that suffocating darkness. She could still hear Kian’s voice in her head, still see his face twisted in that unnatural way. It felt too real, too close to everything they had been through—and everything they were trying to escape.
She squeezed her eyes shut, forcing herself to take a slow breath. It was just a dream. Just a nightmare.
But as the fear slowly ebbed away, Asa couldn’t shake the feeling that there was some truth to it—that the threat wasn’t just the people chasing them, but the darkness that had taken root in the people they thought they could trust.
She looked over at Kian, his figure now bathed in the pale light of dawn. The lines of his face, still asleep and peaceful, offered no hint of the cruel figure from her dream. But a part of her still felt uneasy. Was it just the fear of what they had left behind?
First the flowers, then the voice. "Don't let them catch you" it said. What did that mean?
She tried to push the thoughts away, but they lingered in the back of her mind. She needed to focus. She needed to stay alert. But, despite her resolve, she couldn’t shake the chilling feeling that she had seen something true in the nightmare.

[bookmark: _8bbalp9dg728]16-What Do I Want?
Asa sat in the stillness of the area, her hands clutching her knees to her chest as she tried to steady her breathing. The nightmare still clung to her mind, its lingering terror refusing to release its grip. She glanced over at Kian and Owen, both still asleep, their quiet breaths rising and falling in the calm before the storm. But her body felt wound tight, as though every muscle was ready to snap at any moment.
She tried to push the thoughts of the dream out of her head. She couldn’t afford to let fear dictate her actions—not now. Not when they were so close to finding some kind of answers. She had to stay focused, for herself and for the others. They had made it this far together, and Asa wasn’t about to let something as intangible as a nightmare break the fragile trust they had built between them.
Her eyes drifted back to Kian. He lay with his back to her, a quiet rise and fall of his chest in the dim light. She couldn’t stop herself from studying him—his dark hair, tousled from sleep, the faint stubble lining his jaw. There was something comforting in the way he looked so peaceful, so unaware of the world they were trapped in.
The remnants of the dream still haunted her. Kian’s face twisted in cruelty, his voice cold and distant. It felt like the nightmare had peeled away some kind of veil she didn’t want to see—a side of him, of them all, that she didn’t want to confront. She didn’t know what the dream meant, but the unease it left behind was unmistakable.

A soft groan broke the silence. Asa blinked, her heart jolting as she looked over at Kian. He stirred, then slowly sat up, rubbing his eyes. His gaze flickered to her, meeting her eyes across the barn, and for a moment, the world felt like it slowed down. There was a softness in his eyes—something that had been missing before, something more human, more vulnerable.
“Couldn’t sleep?” he asked, his voice hoarse with sleep. His gaze lingered on her, as if sensing something was off.
Asa shook her head, forcing a weak smile. “Just... a bad dream,” she replied, trying to keep her voice steady.
Kian nodded, his expression softening with understanding. He didn’t press her further, but there was a flicker of concern in his eyes. He seemed to sense that it wasn’t just the nightmare that was troubling her. And despite herself, Asa felt a pang of guilt. She wanted to be strong, to be the one who held everything together for them. But right now, with the weight of the dream still heavy on her chest, she felt anything but strong.
They sat in silence for a moment, the air between them charged with something unspoken. Asa wanted to break the silence, to reassure herself that everything was going to be okay. But the words seemed stuck in her throat, her mind racing with fragments of the nightmare and the questions she had no answers to.
Kian finally broke the stillness, his voice quieter now, almost a whisper. “We’ll get through this,” he said, the words simple but heavy with meaning.
Asa nodded, her eyes meeting his. In that moment, it felt like a promise. Like he was offering something—comfort, trust, a sense of solidarity—that she desperately needed.
Her chest tightened, but it wasn’t from fear anymore. It was something else, something that swirled in the pit of her stomach every time Kian looked at her like that. She couldn’t name it. She didn’t want to name it. Not now, not when the world around them was falling apart.
But for a brief, fleeting moment, it felt like maybe the darkness wasn’t just out there, lurking in the distance, but right here, in this connection between them. Maybe it wasn’t just the nightmare that was weighing her down. Maybe it was the uncertainty of what came next, what it would mean if they got through this, if they survived.
“I hope so,” Asa replied softly, her voice barely more than a whisper.
There was a long pause. Kian didn’t say anything more, but he didn’t look away. Asa’s heart beat a little faster as the silence stretched between them, the tension in the air palpable. She tried to look away, to break the connection, but something held her there. The pull between them was too strong, too real.
And in that moment, Asa realized that she didn’t want to look away. Not from him, not from the strength they had found in each other, not from the fragile bond that was slowly, imperceptibly, beginning to form between them.
But before she could gather the courage to say anything more, Owen stirred beside them, groaning as he stretched and blinked awake. His eyes darted around, then settled on Asa and Kian, the sleepiness still lingering in his gaze.
“You two awake already?” he mumbled, rubbing his face with a yawn.
Asa quickly looked away, her face flushed. The moment between her and Kian felt broken, like something had shifted too suddenly. But she couldn’t ignore the strange warmth that still lingered in her chest. The brief connection—whether it was just the stress or something deeper—was something she didn’t want to question. Not yet.
“Yeah,” Kian replied, standing up and stretching. “We should get moving. We need to be ready for whatever’s coming next.”
Owen nodded, still half asleep. “Agreed. We need a plan.”
Asa nodded along, forcing her focus back to the task at hand. The feeling between her and Kian lingered, but she pushed it aside for now. There would be time to deal with everything else later. For now, they had to stay alive. They had to stick together.
The trio quickly gathered their things, their brief moment of calm and closeness shattered by the urgency of survival. But, Asa couldn’t shake the feeling that things had shifted between her and Kian. In the quiet, broken moments of the night, something had changed.
And no matter how much she tried to push it away, Asa couldn’t help but wonder what it would mean when the dust settled. When they were free.

The tight, suffocating cave had offered them a brief sanctuary, but now it felt more like a trap. The walls pressed in, the air stale and damp, and every small sound seemed amplified in the oppressive darkness. They had hidden here to escape the horrors that lurked behind them, but now it was time to leave.
Kian led the way, his movements quiet and measured as he checked the narrow passageway ahead. His flashlight barely illuminated the jagged rocks around them, casting long, eerie shadows. Asa could feel the weight of the moment pressing down on her chest—every breath felt like it could be her last if they weren’t careful.
As they moved forward, her hand brushed against Kian’s arm. Without thinking, she reached for his hand, fingers curling around his. The warmth of his touch was a comfort in the dark, a steady anchor in the chaos. Kian didn’t hesitate to hold her hand, his grip firm and reassuring. Asa’s heart raced—partly from fear, but partly from something deeper, something that had been growing between them ever since the escape. They walked in silence, their breaths the only sound breaking through the stillness of the cave. The creatures they had escaped from were still out there, somewhere in the shadows. The fear of being caught, of being torn apart, was constant—yet the connection between Asa and Kian felt undeniable.
“We’re almost there,” Kian whispered, his voice low but steady. “Just a little further.”
Asa nodded, trying to steady her breathing. But the closer they got to the cave’s exit, the more she felt the weight of the world pushing against them. She didn’t know what awaited them outside the cave, but she knew that the world they’d left behind was nothing like the one they were heading toward.
The trio moved as one, making their way through the last stretch of the cave. The sound of the creatures grew distant, but Asa could still hear the eerie growls echoing in the cavernous space, making her stomach tighten. She squeezed Kian’s hand tighter, feeling the tension in his grip as he guided her through the dark.
And then, they saw it—the opening ahead, faint light creeping through the crack. The night air outside would be their salvation, or so they hoped.
“Stay close,” Kian murmured. They were almost there.
They emerged from the cave, stepping into the cold night air, their eyes squinting in the sudden contrast to the dim light inside the cave. The world outside seemed quieter than they expected, the vast darkness of the forest stretching out before them. But the quiet was only temporary.
They had no time to waste. The creatures weren’t far behind, and every second counted.
Kian took a deep breath, his eyes scanning the horizon. He turned to Asa, his hand still clasped in hers. In the moonlight, she could see the determination in his eyes, but there was something else there too—something softer. He leaned in just slightly, his voice barely a whisper.
“We’re going to make it. Stay with me.”
Asa nodded, her heart pounding in her chest. She didn’t answer with words, but the look in her eyes said it all. She trusted him—trusted him more than anyone else. In this terrifying world, he was the one constant she could count on.
They moved quickly, their footsteps silent against the soft earth. The trees loomed around them, dark and silent, but every rustle in the branches sent Asa’s heart leaping into her throat. Every so often, she glanced at Kian, his presence a calming force despite the growing tension.
And then, as they walked deeper into the forest, Asa felt something shift between them. She had always known Kian was strong, capable, and determined—but now, with the weight of their shared ordeal, something else seemed to blossom. The hand that held hers was no longer just a lifeline—it felt like an anchor, something steady and unwavering.
She glanced up at him, meeting his eyes for a moment. They were close now, closer than they’d ever been, and Asa could feel her pulse quicken. Kian seemed to sense her shift in attention. He slowed his pace, and for a brief moment, he let go of her hand, his fingers brushing against hers before he tucked them into his jacket pocket. The gesture wasn’t cold—quite the opposite. It felt protective, almost as if he was trying to give her space without letting her go completely.
The silence between them now felt charged, as though they were standing at the edge of something neither of them could fully understand. Asa’s mind raced with thoughts of what had just happened, but she couldn’t find the words to say it out loud. There was a rawness to the moment, a sense of vulnerability that neither of them had experienced before.
“Okay, okay, I get it!” Owen’s voice echoed from behind them, his tone exaggerated with mock seriousness. “You two are totally, like, in the zone with the whole ‘let’s face death together’ vibe. But seriously, can we focus on the part where we don’t get eaten by those freaky kids first? Just a thought.”
Asa’s heart gave a little jump at Owen’s interruption. She glanced back at him, and despite herself, a grin tugged at her lips. Owen was always good for a laugh in the middle of chaos.
Kian let out a sharp breath, rolling his eyes, but there was a small, amused smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “We’re not dead yet, Owen. Can we just not get distracted by your commentary?”
“Hey, I’m just saying,” Owen shrugged with exaggerated innocence. “You guys are holding hands and all serious over there, and meanwhile, we’re probably being hunted by mutant kids with glowing eyes. Just trying to keep the priorities straight here.”
Asa couldn’t help but laugh softly, the tension in her chest loosening for a brief moment. Kian shot Owen a look, but it was clear he wasn’t as annoyed as he was trying to seem. There was something comforting about the banter, something that made this nightmare feel a little less like a nightmare.
“Right,” Kian said with a sigh, shaking his head. “Keep it up, Owen. You’re doing wonders for morale.”
Owen flashed them both a grin. “Anytime.”

[bookmark: _mpbu7cs7v273]17-Plan: Don’t Die

The forest was quiet, save for the soft rustling of leaves and the occasional snap of twigs beneath their feet. The trio had walked for what felt like hours, their pace slow and deliberate as they put as much distance between themselves and the cave as possible. Every now and then, Asa would glance back, her heart still pounding from the encounter with the creatures. But for now, the night was calm, and they had a brief moment of respite.
Kian, Owen, and Asa found a small clearing by a stream, the water trickling gently over smooth stones. The soft sound of the water was almost soothing, a welcome contrast to the tense silence that had hung over them since they left the cave.
Kian set down his pack with a grunt, looking around cautiously. “We should rest for a bit,” he said quietly, as though saying it aloud might jinx them. “We can’t afford to push ourselves too hard. We need to plan the next step carefully.”
Owen, already pulling out a small stash of food from his bag, sat down on a nearby rock. “Yeah, because walking around with mutant kids on our tails is definitely the ideal vacation plan. So, what’s next? We just keep running?”
Asa sat beside Kian, pulling her knees up to her chest. She was exhausted, her muscles aching from the constant tension of the past few days, but she knew they couldn’t afford to rest for long. The creatures could be anywhere, and they had no idea how far the orphanage’s influence reached.
Kian looked at each of them in turn, his brow furrowed in thought. “We can’t just keep running forever. We need a plan. We need to figure out where we’re going and what we’re up against. And we need to make sure we’re ready for whatever’s out there.”
Owen tossed a small rock into the stream, watching as it skipped across the surface. “Yeah, but where do we go? The world’s not exactly safe right now, and I’m pretty sure the people who did this to us are still out there.”
Kian nodded, his gaze distant. “We’ll have to find somewhere we can regroup. Somewhere hidden. We can’t keep running through the open like this. The longer we’re exposed, the more likely we are to get caught.”
Asa’s mind raced. They had to figure this out. For the first time in days, she allowed herself to think about something beyond mere survival. “What if there’s a place where we can be safe? Maybe there’s a town or a settlement. Somewhere where we can find answers, or at least people who can help us.”
Kian turned to her, his expression thoughtful. “There might be, but we can’t be sure. We don’t know who we can trust right now.”
Owen scratched his head. “I’m all for getting to a place where we can get food and not have to look over our shoulders every five minutes. But we’re not exactly in the best position to trust anyone, are we?”
Asa looked at Kian. His face was serious, but there was something in his eyes that made her feel like maybe—just maybe—they could find a way to make this work. She had to believe that.
“I think we should head in the direction we think is safest,” Asa said, her voice steady despite the uncertainty in her words. “We don’t know where we are, but we know we can’t stay here. We have to find somewhere, anything—something that isn’t the orphanage.”
Kian glanced at her, then at Owen. “We’re lost,” Kian said, his voice flat. “We don’t know east from west. All we know is that we can’t stay in one place for too long. We don’t have the luxury of maps or directions.”
Owen shook his head. “Great. We’re just walking around, hoping we’ll stumble upon a sign of civilization?”
Kian exhaled deeply, clearly frustrated, but still determined. “We’re not completely blind. The one thing we know is that the farther we get from that place, the better. We just have to keep moving. The first sign of life we see, we’ll head that way.”
Asa nodded, but the uncertainty still gnawed at her. They had no direction, no clear path. But staying where they were was not an option. They needed to move.
“We can do this,” Asa said quietly, trying to steady herself. “We just need to keep our eyes open, be cautious, and stay together.”
Kian gave her a sharp nod. “That’s the plan, then. We keep moving until we find something, or someone. But we don’t get complacent. No matter how good the weather looks, we can’t afford to be caught off guard.”
As they prepared to continue their journey, a strange thing began to happen. The deeper they ventured into the forest, the clearer the sky became. The air, thick with dampness and oppressive fog when they’d first emerged from the cave, was now cooler and fresher. The heavy clouds that had hung over the area seemed to dissipate, giving way to patches of starlit sky.
Asa glanced up, her eyes widening slightly. “It’s... clearing up,” she said, voice filled with awe.
Kian looked up, his expression one of disbelief. “I dont think ive even seen the sky like...this before.”
Owen, looking around as if the world had suddenly changed, let out a low whistle. “Yeah, it feels different. Almost... lighter.”
"And bluer." Asa added, she remembered what the old man had told her aboutwhat he remembered..."the sky was bluer"...they were getting closer.
"Like your eyes." Kian said.
The trio stood in stunned silence for a moment, taking in the fresh air and the surprising shift in the atmosphere. It was as though the oppressive weight they’d carried for so long had begun to lift, even if just a little. The oppressive darkness that had clung to the orphanage and the cave area seemed to be fading, replaced by the calming sounds of the forest at night.
“We’ve got to keep moving,” Kian reminded them, shaking off the feeling of relief. “We don’t know what’s ahead, but this... this feels different. In a good way.”
As they continued walking, the deeper into the forest they went, the clearer the skies seemed to grow. It was a small but significant sign, a fleeting moment of hope in a world that had seemed consumed by darkness.
And for the first time in what felt like ages, Asa allowed herself a breath of relief. Maybe they weren’t as lost as they thought. Maybe, just maybe, the world outside the orphanage wasn’t all bad.
But the thought didn’t last long. The journey ahead was still uncertain, and they were still very much in danger. They didn’t know what lay ahead, but they would keep moving, one step at a time.

The journey had barely begun, and yet, Asa already felt a deep ache in her chest. The road beyond the faculty, the one that had haunted her thoughts for years, was now behind her, but it felt no closer to her than it had before. She had dreamed of this moment, imagined what it might feel like to step into the unknown. But the truth was different. The world beyond wasn’t like the stories the old man had told her. It was a place of uncertainty, a place where decisions had consequences, and no one would guide her hand through it.
The forest was still dark around them, the trees looming tall like silent sentinels, but there was something different in the air. As they walked, Asa could feel the oppressive weight of the clouded sky begin to lift. The farther they moved from the faculty, the more the weather seemed to clear, as if the world itself was giving them a second chance. The clouds thinned, and the distant stars began to peek through, tiny pinpricks of light in the vast black sky. Asa couldn’t remember the last time she had seen stars this bright.
She glanced over at Kian, who was leading them with quiet determination, his eyes scanning the path ahead. She wasn’t sure if he noticed the shift in the air or if it was just her own feelings making it seem that way, but she found herself holding on to the idea that something was changing.
“How far do you think we’ll get tonight?” Owen’s voice broke through her thoughts, his usual bravado masking the uncertainty that had settled over him, too.
Kian didn’t answer immediately. He stopped for a moment, looking up at the sky, his brow furrowed in thought. “We’ll keep moving as long as we can,” he said finally, his tone steady, though his eyes betrayed a hint of concern. “We need to keep ahead of them. We can’t afford to stop for long.”
Asa nodded silently. She couldn’t help but feel that they were still being chased, even though the creatures from the orphanage felt like they belonged to another world entirely. They had escaped—but the fear, that suffocating dread that had gripped her ever since she first arrived at the faculty, was still with her.
“You think we’re really free now?” she asked, her voice quiet but sharp. She hadn’t meant to ask it aloud, but the question had been building in her chest for days, a gnawing uncertainty she couldn’t shake.
Kian turned to her, his expression unreadable for a moment. But then he gave a small nod, his jaw tight. “We’re as free as we’ve ever been, Asa. No one is telling us what to do anymore. We’re not their property.”
“But what now?” Owen chimed in, his voice a little more anxious than usual. “We don’t even know which way to go. What if we’re just… lost?”
Asa felt the same panic rising in her chest, but she pushed it down. They were lost, but they had no choice but to keep moving. She looked up at the sky again, seeing the first signs of a pale dawn breaking through the horizon. “We just keep going,” she said, her voice steadier than she felt. “It doesn’t matter where we go as long as we’re together.”
Kian gave her a brief, approving glance before returning his focus to the path. They hadn’t spoken of it directly, but they all knew the truth: none of them had ever known anything beyond the walls of the faculty. The world beyond the road had been a mystery, and now, it was an ocean of unknowns. No directions. No landmarks. Just the endless horizon and the fragile hope that they would find something better.
As they moved deeper into the forest, the trees began to thin out. The dark shadows of the woods began to give way to open fields, bathed in the soft light of the approaching dawn. The air smelled different here, fresh, untamed. Asa let out a slow breath, feeling the weight of the past few days begin to loosen, if only slightly.
“I think it’s more than just the weather,” Asa murmured, her gaze fixed ahead. The air felt different, too—lighter, somehow. The oppressive weight that had always hung over her at the faculty, that sense of being trapped, was slowly lifting. It was hard to believe, but for the first time in a long time, she could almost see a future ahead of her.
Kian’s footsteps slowed, and he glanced over at Asa. “We’ll find our way,” he said quietly. “We have to.”
“Yeah, well,” Owen grumbled, kicking at a loose stone, “I’m not so sure about that. You guys didn’t see the map, did you? Or even know which way we’re supposed to go.”
“We keep moving,” Asa repeated, her voice a little firmer now. “If we stop, we’ll get stuck. We can’t go back.”
Kian nodded, and without another word, he turned back to the path ahead. They were still lost, but something had changed. The road, once a symbol of her past and the faculty that had controlled her life, was no longer a barrier. It was a path to something new.
And for the first time in years, Asa allowed herself to believe that she might actually find something beyond it. Something real. Something that wasn’t bound by the walls of the orphanage or the fog that had always clouded her view of the world.
They walked in silence, the stars above them growing fainter as the morning light grew stronger. The road ahead was still uncertain, but they would face it together.
And that, Asa thought, was enough for now.

[bookmark: _e9o5x432pjzr]17-Step Taken Into The Unknown
The sun had fully risen now, casting long, warm rays over the fields they walked through. The chill of the early morning air had faded, replaced by a light breeze that seemed to carry a sense of promise. Asa, Kian, and Owen moved through the wild expanse in silence, each of them lost in their own thoughts. The forest had given way to wide, open plains, and the farther they traveled, the clearer the sky became.
For the first time in their lives, the trio was truly alone, no walls, no rules, no looming figures watching their every move. The freedom was both exhilarating and terrifying.
Asa glanced over at Kian. He walked with a quiet confidence, but there was a tension in his jaw that she couldn’t ignore. She caught his eye for a brief moment, but neither of them said anything. They didn’t need to. It was clear they both felt it—the weight of the unknown.
Owen, on the other hand, seemed less at ease. His steps were slower, more hesitant. Every now and then, he would glance back over his shoulder, as if expecting to see something—or someone—catching up with them. Asa could sense his anxiety, but she didn’t say anything. Everyone had their own way of dealing with fear.
“So, where exactly are we going?” Owen finally broke the silence, his voice laced with a nervous edge.
Asa shifted her gaze toward the horizon, where the open land stretched endlessly in every direction. “I don’t know. I’ve never been out here before.”
Kian, walking ahead, gave a short nod but didn’t turn to face them. “We keep moving. We find a place to rest at night, and we keep moving the next day.”
“Right,” Owen said, clearly not satisfied with the answer. “But what if we end up walking in circles? How will we know if we’re making progress?”
“We just have to trust that we will,” Asa replied, her voice steadier than she felt. “We can’t go back. We don’t know what’s out here, but we’re better off taking our chances than staying where we were.”
The sound of Owen’s footsteps slowed for a moment before he sighed and nodded, but the unease didn’t leave his eyes. Asa couldn’t blame him. After all, none of them knew anything about the world beyond the orphanage. They had lived their entire lives confined to that isolated world, taught to believe that there was nothing but the faculty, nothing beyond the road that they could never cross.
But now, here they were—crossing it. And despite the fear, Asa could almost feel the excitement bubbling up in her chest. For the first time, she was free to explore, to learn, to be more than the girl they had molded her to be.
The road ahead remained uncertain, but the world stretched wide and open before them, full of possibilities.
Hours passed, and the trio walked without speaking much. The land had grown more varied, with hills rolling gently toward the horizon. A river appeared in the distance, shimmering like a strip of silver in the sunlight. They were nearing something. Asa could feel it in her bones.
Kian stopped at the edge of a hill, peering down at the landscape below. “We should take a break here,” he said, his voice breaking the silence. “We need to rest before nightfall.”
Asa glanced around. There was no sign of danger, just a quiet, open plain stretching before them. The river they had seen from afar was now closer, winding through the landscape like a lifeline. The air smelled fresh and clean. It was peaceful, but the stillness left Asa uneasy.
“Yeah, we could use a rest,” Owen said, sitting down on a nearby rock. He ran his hands through his hair, letting out a sigh of relief. “I think I’ll actually sleep well tonight.”
Asa sat down on the soft grass, feeling the warmth of the day settling around her. The tension in her shoulders eased a little. She had never realized how much the constant fog of the faculty had drained her until now. Here, under the open sky, she could breathe more freely.
Kian didn’t sit, though. He stood with his arms crossed, eyes scanning the horizon. “We can rest, but we need to stay alert,” he said, his voice calm but firm. “We don’t know what’s out here. We can’t let our guard down.”
“I’m not saying we should ignore everything,” Owen said, his voice slightly defensive. “But we’re out in the open. It doesn’t seem like anyone is following us.”
Kian didn’t answer. He just kept looking out over the land, his expression unreadable. Asa could feel the tension between them, the unease that lingered in Kian’s quiet determination.
It wasn’t just about survival. It was about something deeper. Something more personal. Asa felt it too, but she didn’t know how to voice it. The farther they moved away from the orphanage, the more she realized that she wasn’t just running away from the creatures, from the walls, from the faculty. She was running toward something, but she wasn’t sure what.
“We need to talk about our plan,” Asa said, breaking the silence. Kian turned toward her, and Owen looked up, his expression curious. “We can’t just wander. We need a direction. We need to figure out what comes next.”
Kian nodded, finally stepping toward them. He glanced at the horizon again, his fingers tapping the side of his leg. “I don’t know where we’re going, but I know we need to keep moving. We can’t get stuck in one place. Not after everything we’ve been through.”
Owen shifted uncomfortably, his hands resting on his knees. “Right, but we need more than just ‘keep moving.’ We need to know if there’s a place we can go to... somewhere we might be safe.”
Asa bit her lip, thinking. She didn’t know where they could go. For the first time, the idea of a ‘safe place’ seemed almost... foreign to her. She had never felt safe in the orphanage. She had never felt free. But now—now she had the chance to carve her own path. Even if it meant stepping into the unknown.
 Asa looked up at the sky, the sun now hanging high in the afternoon sky, casting its warm light over everything. The clouds were gone completely, and the world stretched out before them—empty, open, full of possibilities. 

The sun was sinking low, casting long shadows across the land. Asa’s legs burned from hours of walking with little more than determination to keep her going. The roads they followed were unfamiliar, winding and overgrown, with no sign of where they were or which direction they should head. There was no map, no compass, no one to tell them which way was east, west, or even where they had come from.
Asa glanced at Kian and Owen, who were both moving forward just as steadily, but their exhaustion was becoming more apparent. They were out of their element, without any kind of survival gear. There were no clear paths to guide them, and there were still so many unknowns.
“I don’t know how much longer I can keep this up,” Owen muttered, his voice weary as he trailed behind.
“We’ll find somewhere soon,” Kian replied, though his voice lacked its usual confidence. He didn’t have any answers, but they all knew that they couldn’t afford to stop for too long. They had to keep moving.
As the daylight began to fade, they stumbled upon a strange, abandoned area. What had once been a small town or village lay in ruin, its roads cracked and overgrown with grass, and buildings half-collapsed, left to the mercy of time. It was eerily quiet—no sounds of wildlife, no distant voices, just the wind tugging at the broken windows of the derelict buildings.
The trio stood there for a moment, unsure of what to do. They had come so far, but now there was nowhere to hide, no shelter to be found.
“This place is…” Asa trailed off, her eyes scanning the ruins. The broken windows and twisted metal felt like they belonged to another world, one that no longer existed. It was like stepping into a forgotten time, a place that had been left behind. But they didn’t have the luxury to be picky.
“Empty,” Owen finished for her, his voice hushed, almost reverent in the stillness.
Kian looked around, searching for a building that might provide some sort of shelter. He motioned toward a small, crumbling house at the end of the street. “There. We can stay there for the night.”
They moved toward the house, the wind picking up as the temperature dropped. The walls of the building looked weak and hollow, but it would provide them with at least some protection from the elements. The door creaked open with a groan when Kian pushed it, revealing a dusty, abandoned interior. Broken furniture littered the floor, and cobwebs hung from the corners, but it was as safe as they were going to get.
As they sat down on the cracked floor, trying to catch their breath and take in the strange, surreal silence of the place, Asa couldn’t help but feel the weight of the situation pressing down on her.
“What now?” she asked, her voice quiet, almost lost in the stillness of the room.
“We keep moving,” Kian answered simply, though he didn’t sound sure. “We need to figure out where we are, how to survive out here.”
Owen rubbed his eyes. “But how do we even know where to go? We’ve never been this far from the faculty.”
Asa’s gaze shifted to the broken windows, the sky outside growing darker by the minute. “We don’t know anything anymore. We just have to keep moving, like Kian said. We can’t stop. We can’t go back.”
There was a long silence as they all reflected on their shared past. The orphanage had been a cage, but now they were out in the world, free but lost. The cold reality of their situation hung in the air like a cloud, thick and suffocating.
“We’ll figure it out,” Kian said again, though his voice was quieter this time, more uncertain. “One step at a time. We don’t know where we are, but I’m not giving up. We’ll make it.”
The night stretched on, the shadows growing longer and the chill creeping deeper into the house. Asa pulled her knees to her chest, trying to stay warm, but it was hard to ignore the gnawing feeling of dread in her gut. They had escaped the orphanage, but they hadn’t escaped the unknown.
Outside, the air was thick and heavy, and though the sky had begun to clear, it felt like something else was watching them, waiting. They sat there in silence for a long time, the weight of the unknown pressing down on them. And as Asa looked out at the darkening sky, she couldn’t help but wonder what would come next. They were free—but they were also lost.
They had no plan, no destination. Just hope, however faint, and the promise that they would face whatever came next together.

[bookmark: _84xw45th97tj]19-Into The Vast Unknown

The morning light crept in through the cracks in the walls, casting faint streaks of gold onto the dusty floor where Asa, Kian, and Owen had slept. It was cold and silent, the air thick with the smell of decay and dampness. Asa stirred first, her body stiff from sleeping on the hard ground. Her eyes blinked open, and for a moment, she forgot where she was. The ruins around them felt like a dream—or perhaps a nightmare.
She sat up, her gaze moving to the broken window. Outside, the landscape stretched out endlessly, barren and unfamiliar. No roads. No signs. Just wild, open land as far as the eye could see. It hit her again, the same gnawing feeling from the day before: they were truly lost.
Owen woke next, groaning as he rolled over and stretched. His face was pale, his lips cracked. “What time is it?” he mumbled, rubbing his eyes.
“Morning,” Asa replied, her voice low. “Not that it matters. We don’t even know where we’re going.”
Kian was already awake, sitting against the wall with his arms crossed over his knees. He’d been keeping watch, though there was little to watch for. The empty, lifeless landscape didn’t offer much in terms of threats—or comfort.
“We need to move,” he said, his voice steady but tired. “We can’t stay here. There’s nothing for us.”
Owen let out a bitter laugh. “There’s nothing for us anywhere. We don’t even know where ‘here’ is.”
Kian shot him a sharp look. “Complaining isn’t going to help. We’ve got to keep moving.”
“Moving where?” Asa asked, her tone sharper than she intended. “We don’t know what’s out there. We don’t know anything. How are we supposed to find civilization when we don’t even know if it’s close?”
“We keep walking,” Kian said firmly. “We keep going until we find something. Anything.”
Asa sighed, running a hand through her tangled hair. She knew Kian was right. They couldn’t stay in this decaying ruin forever. But the thought of venturing further into the unknown filled her with a cold, sinking dread.
The three of them gathered what little they had—nothing but their will and a few scraps of food they’d swiped during their escape. Asa felt the pangs of hunger gnawing at her stomach, but she ignored it. There was no time to think about how empty she felt.
They stepped out into the morning light, squinting against the brightness. The air was crisp, and for the first time in a long while, the sky was clear. The endless gray clouds that had hung over the faculty like a shroud were gone, replaced by a vast expanse of blue. It was strange, almost unsettling, to see the world so open and untouched.
The trio started walking, their footsteps crunching on the dry, cracked ground. They didn’t speak much. There was nothing to say. Each of them was lost in their own thoughts, their own fears and uncertainties. Asa kept glancing at the horizon, searching for any sign of life, but all she saw was more emptiness.
Hours passed. The sun climbed higher, and the heat began to press down on them. The landscape shifted as they walked—dry grasslands giving way to rocky hills and sparse trees. The land was vast and untamed, untouched by human hands. It was beautiful, in a way, but also desolate.
Asa’s legs ached, and her throat was dry, but she kept going. She didn’t want to be the first to ask for a break. She didn’t want to be the weak link.
Kian stopped suddenly, his gaze fixed on something in the distance. “Look,” he said, pointing.
Asa and Owen followed his gaze. At first, they didn’t see anything. Just more endless terrain. But then Asa spotted it—a faint, dark shape on the horizon, too far to make out clearly. It could have been a building, or a tree, or even just a trick of the light. But it was something.
“What is it?” Owen asked, squinting.
“I don’t know,” Kian said. “But it’s worth checking out.”
The three of them picked up their pace, their exhaustion momentarily forgotten as they moved toward the distant shape. It was strange how even the smallest glimmer of hope could ignite a spark of energy in them.
As they got closer, the shape became clearer. It wasn’t a building or a tree. It was a structure—a tall, weathered metal tower standing alone in the middle of nowhere. It looked like it had been abandoned for years, its paint peeling and its frame rusted, but it was still standing.
“What is that?” Asa asked, her voice filled with both curiosity and unease.
“A water tower,” Kian said after a moment, recognizing its shape. “Or... it used to be.”
Owen frowned. “Why would there be a water tower out here? There’s no town, no people, nothing.”
“Maybe there was a town,” Kian said. “A long time ago.”
They approached the base of the tower, its looming presence making them feel small. The ground beneath it was littered with debris—broken metal pieces, shards of glass, and remnants of what might have once been equipment. It was a relic of a forgotten past, just like the ruins they’d left behind.
Asa ran her hand over the rusted surface, the cool metal rough under her fingers. “Do you think there’s still water in it?” she asked.
“Only one way to find out,” Kian said, looking up at the ladder that ran up the side of the tower. It was old and rusty, but it looked like it might still hold.
“You’re not seriously thinking of climbing that, are you?” Owen asked, his voice filled with skepticism.
Kian didn’t reply. He grabbed onto the ladder and began to climb, his movements careful and deliberate. Asa watched nervously, her heart pounding as the ladder creaked under his weight. But it held.
When Kian reached the top, he peered inside the tank. For a moment, he didn’t move, and Asa held her breath.
“Well?” Owen called up.
Kian looked down at them, his face unreadable. “It’s empty.”
Asa’s heart sank. She hadn’t realized how much she’d been hoping for something—anything—that could help them.
Kian climbed back down, his expression grim. “No water,” he said. “But there’s a good view from up there. We can see further.”
“And?” Owen prompted.
Kian hesitated. “I didn’t see anything. Just more of the same.”
The weight of his words settled over them like a heavy blanket. The world beyond the faculty was supposed to be full of possibilities, full of life. But all they’d found so far was emptiness.
As the sun began to set, painting the sky in hues of orange and pink, the trio sat in the shadow of the water tower, their backs against the cool metal. They were tired, hungry, and lost, but they weren’t ready to give up. Not yet.
“We’ll keep moving tomorrow,” Kian said quietly. “We’ll find something. We have to.”
Asa stared out at the horizon, the vast, open land stretching out before them. For the first time, she felt the weight of what it truly meant to be free. It wasn’t the endless possibilities she’d imagined—it was endless uncertainty. Endless fear. Endless nothing.
But as she looked up at the darkening sky, the stars beginning to emerge one by one, she felt a small flicker of hope. They might be lost, but they were together. And as long as they kept moving, there was still a chance—no matter how small—that they’d find their way.

The night was colder than they expected, a biting chill creeping through their clothes and settling into their bones. Asa, Kian, and Owen huddled close to the water tower’s base, trying to conserve their dwindling energy. The stars above glimmered like fragments of shattered glass scattered across the vast, dark sky.
None of them spoke much that night. Words felt too heavy, too pointless. Even Owen’s usual sarcasm seemed to have lost its edge. Sleep came in restless bursts, interrupted by the wind’s hollow whistle and the nagging fear that this journey might never lead to safety—or anything at all.
When dawn finally broke, painting the horizon in pale hues of pink and orange, the three woke groggily, rubbing stiff limbs and trying to muster the will to stand. Asa was the first to notice it—an unfamiliar sound in the distance, faint but distinct.
“Do you hear that?” she asked, her voice sharp and urgent.
Kian and Owen froze, listening intently. At first, there was only silence, but then they heard it too—a low, mechanical hum, growing louder.
“Engines,” Kian said, his face grim.
“Engines?” Owen frowned. “What does that even mean? There’s nothing out here.”
“It means someone’s coming,” Kian replied, his tone clipped.
For a moment, hope flickered in Asa’s chest. Could it be help? Could someone have noticed their absence and come looking for them? But the hope was short-lived, replaced by a gnawing unease. If someone was coming from the faculty, it wouldn’t be to rescue them—it would be to take them back.
“Run,” Kian said suddenly, his voice urgent.
“What? Why?” Owen asked, but Kian was already moving, grabbing Asa’s arm and pulling her to her feet.
“They’re looking for us,” Kian said. “And we can’t let them find us.”
The trio scrambled away from the water tower, their movements clumsy and frantic. The sound of engines grew louder, and Asa’s heart raced as she glanced back. In the distance, she could just make out the faint glint of vehicles—dark shapes cutting through the barren landscape, moving fast.
“How did they find us?” Owen panted as they ran.
“They must have tracked us somehow,” Kian replied, his tone grim. “We didn’t cover our tracks well enough.”
Asa’s mind raced. The barren terrain offered little cover, and the vehicles behind them were closing the distance quickly. She scanned the horizon, desperate for something—anything—that could give them an advantage.
“There!” she shouted, pointing toward a cluster of jagged rocks up ahead. “We can hide there!”
The three of them pushed themselves harder, their legs burning as they sprinted toward the rocks. The sound of engines grew deafening, and Asa could feel her panic rising.
They reached the rocks just as the first vehicle came into view—a large, black truck with the faculty’s emblem painted on its side. Asa ducked behind a boulder, her chest heaving as she tried to catch her breath. Kian and Owen crouched beside her, their faces pale with fear.
The truck stopped near the water tower, and two more vehicles pulled up behind it. Asa watched as figures emerged—men dressed in dark uniforms, armed and efficient. They moved with purpose, scanning the area and calling out orders.
“They’re searching for us,” Kian whispered, his voice barely audible.
“No kidding,” Owen muttered, his tone edged with panic. “What do we do now?”
“We wait,” Kian said firmly. “They’ll check the water tower first. If we’re quiet, they might move on.”
Asa wasn’t so sure. These men didn’t look like the type to give up easily. They moved with precision, their eyes sharp and their movements calculated. She could feel the weight of their presence, the oppressive force of authority that had kept them trapped in the faculty for so long.
The trio held their breath as the men searched the area, their voices carrying on the wind. Asa’s heart pounded in her chest, each beat louder than the last. She squeezed her eyes shut, willing herself to stay calm, to stay still.
But then, a sharp crack shattered the silence.
Owen had shifted his weight, and a loose rock had rolled down the slope, clattering against the others.
The men froze, their heads snapping toward the sound.
“Over there!” one of them shouted, pointing toward the rocks.
“Run!” Kian hissed, grabbing Asa’s arm and pulling her to her feet.
The trio bolted, their cover blown. The men gave chase, their shouts ringing out behind them. Asa’s lungs burned as she ran, her legs threatening to give out beneath her. She didn’t dare look back—she couldn’t bear to see how close they were.
The landscape became a blur of rocks and dirt as they sprinted, their fear driving them forward. They didn’t know where they were going or how far they could go, but one thing was clear: they couldn’t stop.
Asa’s mind raced. This wasn’t just about running anymore—it was about survival. They had to find a way to lose their pursuers, to disappear into the vast unknown.
And for the first time, she realized the truth: freedom wasn’t something you were given. It was something you had to fight for.

[bookmark: _329dyyyeo7gf]20-Shadows In Pursuit
The sun was relentless, beating down on the barren landscape as Asa, Kian, and Owen pushed themselves to the brink. The men from the faculty were not far behind—shouts and the hum of engines were a constant reminder of their pursuers.
Asa’s legs felt like lead, every step a battle against exhaustion. Her breaths came in ragged gasps, and she could feel her heart hammering against her ribs. Kian, ever the stoic leader, stayed ahead, his gaze scanning the horizon for any chance of escape. Owen trailed behind, his usual sarcasm replaced by grim determination.
“They’re getting closer!” Owen shouted, glancing over his shoulder.
“We need to split up!” Kian called back, his voice steady despite the chaos.
“Are you insane?” Owen snapped. “We barely know where we’re going as it is!”
“We’ll meet back at the tallest hill we can see from here!” Kian insisted. “It’s our best shot. If we stay together, we’ll all get caught!”
Asa hesitated, torn between the urge to stay with her friends and the logic of Kian’s plan. She didn’t have time to think. The roar of an engine grew louder, and the decision was made for her.
“Go!” Kian shouted, veering to the right and disappearing into a thicket of shrubs. Asa and Owen exchanged a glance, then sprinted in opposite directions without a word.

Asa’s world narrowed to the sound of her breathing and the pounding of her feet against the earth. She darted through the sparse terrain, her mind racing. Every shadow felt like a threat, every sound a signal of impending capture.
She stumbled upon a dry creek bed, its rocky bottom offering some semblance of cover. Without hesitation, she slid down into it, pressing herself against the jagged stones. Her chest heaved as she tried to quiet her breathing, her ears straining for any sound of pursuit.
The seconds stretched into minutes. Asa’s heart pounded in her ears as she peeked over the edge of the creek bed. The men were nowhere in sight, but she knew better than to assume they’d given up.
She crawled along the creek bed, keeping low and moving as silently as she could. The sharp rocks scraped against her hands and knees, but she didn’t stop. Her mind was a storm of fear and determination. She couldn’t go back—not after everything they’d done to escape.
As she rounded a bend in the creek bed, she froze. Footsteps.
Asa pressed herself against the wall, her heart racing. The footsteps grew louder, accompanied by the low murmur of voices.
“She has to be close,” one of the men said, his voice cold and authoritative. “Spread out and check every hiding spot.”
Asa’s breath caught in her throat. She glanced around, desperate for a way out. The creek bed was a dead end, the walls too steep to climb quickly.
Then she spotted it—a narrow gap between two large boulders. It was tight, barely wide enough for her to squeeze through, but it was her only option.
She slipped into the gap, her movements slow and deliberate to avoid making noise. The rocks pressed against her, their rough edges digging into her skin, but she didn’t stop.
The footsteps came closer, the voices louder.
“Anything?”
“Not yet. She can’t have gone far.”
Asa held her breath, her body trembling with tension. The footsteps passed by, then faded into the distance.
She stayed in the gap for what felt like an eternity, her body crammed into the tight space, every muscle aching. When she finally dared to move, the sun had dipped lower in the sky, casting long shadows across the land.

Kian wasn’t faring much better. He’d led his pursuers on a winding chase, using every bit of his limited knowledge of the terrain to stay one step ahead. His shirt was torn, his face streaked with dirt, but his determination remained unshaken.
He spotted the hill he’d mentioned to the others, its peak visible above the scattered trees. It wasn’t far, but the sound of footsteps behind him urged him to keep moving.
As he scrambled up the incline, his mind raced with thoughts of Asa and Owen. Had they made it? Were they safe? The guilt of leaving them gnawed at him, but he knew it was the only way to give them a chance.
When he reached the top of the hill, he crouched low, scanning the area for any sign of movement. The faculty’s men were still searching, their figures distant but determined.

Owen, meanwhile, had found himself in a narrow ravine, its steep walls providing some protection. His body ached from the frantic run, and his usually sharp mind felt sluggish.
“Great,” he muttered to himself, his voice a mix of frustration and fear. “Lost in the middle of nowhere, and all I’ve got is dirt and rocks.”
But then he spotted something—a faint trail leading deeper into the ravine. It wasn’t much, but it was something.
Owen followed the trail, his steps cautious but steady. He didn’t know where it led, but anywhere was better than here.

As the sun dipped below the horizon, casting the land in twilight, the trio found themselves scattered and alone, each clinging to the hope that they’d survive the night.
The search group hadn’t given up. Their shouts echoed across the landscape, a constant reminder of the danger that loomed.
But Asa, Kian, and Owen had something the men didn’t: the will to keep going, no matter how bleak things seemed.
They had no map, no supplies, and no idea where they were going.
But they had each other.
Even if they were miles apart, that was enough. For now.

The moon hung low in the sky, casting a pale glow over the rugged terrain. Asa shivered as the chill of the night seeped through her thin clothing. She crouched at the base of a tree, her eyes darting between the shadows, ears tuned to every sound. The men’s voices had faded, but she knew they were still out there.
She needed to find Kian and Owen. But how? She had no sense of direction, no way of knowing if they were even close. Her heart ached with the weight of uncertainty, but she refused to let despair take hold.
A faint rustling nearby snapped her out of her thoughts. Asa froze, her body tensing. The sound grew louder, closer. She clutched a jagged rock she’d picked up earlier, her grip tight enough to make her knuckles ache.
A figure emerged from the shadows. Asa’s breath caught in her throat, but then she recognized the familiar outline.
“Kian,” she whispered, relief washing over her like a wave.
He stumbled toward her, his face a mixture of exhaustion and determination. “Asa,” he said, his voice hoarse. “Are you okay?”
She nodded, her eyes scanning the darkness. “Where’s Owen?”
Kian shook his head. “I haven’t seen him. I thought he’d be with you.”
Asa’s heart sank. Owen was out there alone, and they had no idea where.
“We have to find him,” she said, her voice firm despite the fear gnawing at her insides.
Kian nodded, but his expression was grim. “The men are still out there. If we’re not careful, we’ll all get caught.”

Owen wasn’t faring much better. He’d managed to evade the search group, but now he was completely disoriented. The ravine he’d followed had led him into a dense cluster of trees, their twisted branches forming a canopy that blocked out the moonlight.
He stumbled through the undergrowth, his hands outstretched to keep from colliding with the unseen obstacles in his path. Every sound seemed amplified in the darkness—the snap of a twig, the rustle of leaves, the distant murmur of voices.
“Great,” he muttered to himself, his voice barely above a whisper. “Lost, starving, and probably surrounded by lunatics with flashlights. Perfect.”
But then he heard it—a faint whistle. It was sharp and distinct, cutting through the night like a beacon.
Owen froze, his heart pounding. He wasn’t sure if it was friend or foe, but he had no other options. He moved toward the sound, his steps careful but quick.
The whistle sounded again, closer this time. Owen pushed through the trees, his breath catching as he spotted a familiar figure silhouetted against the faint glow of the moon.
“Asa!” he called out, his voice trembling with relief.
Asa and Kian turned toward him, their faces lighting up as he emerged from the shadows.
“Owen!” Asa ran to him, her relief palpable. “We thought—”
“Don’t say it,” Owen interrupted, his voice shaky. “I’m here, okay? Let’s just focus on not getting caught.”
Kian stepped forward, his expression serious. “We need a plan. We can’t keep running aimlessly. They’ll catch up eventually.”
Asa nodded. “But where can we go? We don’t even know where we are.”
“There’s got to be something out here,” Kian said. “A cave, an abandoned structure—anything we can use as shelter and to hide until they stop looking.”

The search group wasn’t giving up. The men had split into smaller teams, their flashlights cutting through the darkness like searchlights.
“They can’t have gone far,” one of the men said, his tone clipped. “We’ll find them by dawn.”
Another man grunted in response, his gaze sweeping the terrain. “Kids or not, they’re causing a lot of trouble. Why not just let them go?”
The leader shot him a sharp look. “Because they know too much. If they talk, it’s all over for us.”
The man fell silent, but his expression betrayed his unease.

Asa, Kian, and Owen moved through the darkness, their steps light and deliberate. Every sound felt like a warning, every shadow a threat.
After what felt like hours, they stumbled upon a rocky outcrop. It wasn’t much, but it offered some cover from the prying eyes of their pursuers.
“This’ll have to do for now,” Kian said, his voice low.
They huddled together, their bodies pressed against the cold stone. Asa’s mind raced as she tried to make sense of their situation. The men weren’t just trying to bring them back—they were hunting them.
“What if they never stop looking?” she whispered, her voice trembling.
“They will,” Kian said firmly. “They’ll have to. They can’t search forever.”
Owen scoffed. “Yeah, well, let’s hope we’re not skeletons by the time they give up.”
Despite the fear and exhaustion, Asa couldn’t help but smile faintly at Owen’s sarcasm. It was a small reminder of their shared strength—the bond that had kept them going this far.
But as the first light of dawn crept over the horizon, painting the sky with streaks of orange and pink, the trio knew their journey was far from over.
The search wasn’t just about returning them to the faculty.
It was about silencing them.
Forever.

[bookmark: _r7c8x3arrzb2]21-Thank You…

The trio wandered deeper into the forest, the canopy above them thick and imposing. The soft rustle of leaves and distant calls of unseen creatures were their only companions. Asa glanced back occasionally, half-expecting to see the outline of the orphanage in the distance, but it was gone, swallowed by the dense woodland.
“We need to figure out where we’re going,” Kian said, breaking the uneasy silence. He was trying to sound confident, but his voice carried an edge of uncertainty.
“How are we supposed to do that when we don’t even know where we are?” Owen replied, irritation creeping into his tone. “We’ve never been out of the orphanage grounds.”
Asa sighed, brushing her hair out of her face. “It doesn’t matter. We can’t go back, so we just have to keep moving forward.”
Kian stopped and looked around, squinting at the dense underbrush. “Forward to where? We don’t have food. We don’t have water. How long do you think we’ll last out here?”
“As long as it takes,” Asa said firmly. “We’ll figure it out.”
Owen groaned, sitting down on a fallen log. “That’s not a plan, Asa. That’s—”
“Shh,” Asa interrupted, holding up a hand. The forest had grown unnervingly quiet. No birdsong, no rustling leaves—just an oppressive stillness. Her heart began to pound. “Do you hear that?”
Kian and Owen froze, straining their ears. At first, there was nothing, but then, faintly, the sound of distant voices reached them. Not close, but close enough to set Asa’s nerves on edge.
“They’re looking for us,” she whispered. “We have to keep moving.”
Owen’s eyes widened. “How do you know it’s them? It could be anyone.”
“Do you really want to wait around and find out?” Asa shot back. Without waiting for a reply, she started walking again, her pace quick and determined. Kian and Owen exchanged a look before following her.
The forest seemed endless, each tree blending into the next. Asa tried to focus on the path ahead, but doubt gnawed at her. Were they heading deeper into danger? Would they ever find a way out? She shook the thoughts away. There was no turning back now.

By the time night began to fall, the trio was exhausted. They found a small clearing near a cluster of tall trees, their roots forming natural alcoves that provided some shelter. The forest floor was cold and uneven, but it was the best they could manage. Asa and Kian gathered fallen branches to form a crude barricade, while Owen sat slumped against a tree, his head nodding with fatigue.
“I’m so tired,” Owen mumbled, pulling his knees to his chest. “Do you think it’s safe to sleep here?”
“It’ll have to be,” Kian replied. He glanced at Asa, who nodded in agreement.
“Let’s take turns keeping watch,” she suggested. “We can’t risk all of us being out cold at the same time.”
Owen yawned, his eyelids already drooping. “Fine. I’ll take the first shift.”
“You’re barely awake now,” Kian pointed out, smirking. “Lie down, Owen. Asa and I will handle it.”
Owen didn’t argue. Within moments, he was stretched out on a patch of moss, his soft snores breaking the quiet of the forest. Asa watched him for a moment, a pang of guilt tightening her chest. They had dragged him into this, and now they were all adrift, with no idea where to go or what awaited them.
Kian sat down beside her, leaning back against one of the trees. The faint glow of the moon filtered through the leaves, casting dappled light over his face. “He’s out like a light,” he said, nodding toward Owen. “Can’t blame him. It’s been a hell of a day.”
Asa gave a small, humorless laugh. “That’s an understatement.” She stared at the barricade they’d built, though her mind was elsewhere. “Do you think we’ll make it?”
“Make it where?” Kian asked, his tone soft. “We don’t even know where we’re going.”
She hesitated, then sighed. “Anywhere. Just...somewhere better than where we came from.”
Kian shifted closer, his voice low. “You know, I used to think about leaving. Even before all this. I’d watch the older kids leave with their new families and wonder what it would be like to start over somewhere new.”
Asa looked at him, surprised. “You never said that before.”
“I didn’t think I needed to,” he admitted. “You and Owen...you were my family. I didn’t want to leave you behind.”
She felt a warmth rise in her chest, a feeling she hadn’t allowed herself in a long time. “We’ve always been together, haven’t we? Even when things got bad.”
“Especially then,” Kian said, his gaze meeting hers. The intensity in his eyes made her heart skip a beat. For a moment, the weight of their situation seemed to lift, replaced by something softer, something hopeful.
Asa looked away, her cheeks flushing. “We should get some rest. I’ll take the first watch.”
Kian didn’t argue. He stretched out beside Owen, though his eyes remained on her for a few moments longer. “Wake me if you need to,” he said softly.
“I will,” she promised, though she wasn’t sure she would. As the forest settled into silence, Asa kept her vigil, her thoughts a confusing swirl of fear, determination, and something new she couldn’t quite name.

Asa sat in the stillness of the forest, the faint glow of moonlight filtering through the thick canopy above. The world felt alive around her, the distant rustle of leaves, the whisper of a breeze stirring the underbrush, but there was an undeniable silence between each sound. Owen’s soft snores filled the quiet, the rhythm of his breathing steady and calm despite the chaos that had consumed their lives. Asa’s gaze, however, was drawn to the figure beside her—Kian.
He stirred, his broad shoulders shifting as he sat up, his dark eyes catching the fleeting glimmer of moonlight as he looked around, his face slightly shadowed. She turned toward him, her own breath steady despite the undercurrent of tension that never seemed to leave.
“You should be sleeping,” Asa murmured, her voice low but not harsh. Her eyes didn’t leave the darkness that stretched out beyond their makeshift barricade of broken branches and scattered leaves.
Kian gave a small shrug, brushing his hand through his tangled hair, his gaze flicking to the dark shapes of trees that loomed around them like sentinels. “Couldn’t. Something about the night... it makes it impossible to shut my brain off.”
Asa let out a small, almost imperceptible sigh. She could relate—there was something in the air here that kept the mind restless, always aware, always alert.
She smirked, though, her lips pulling into a wry smile as she glanced at him. “What’s on your mind, philosopher?” she teased, leaning back slightly against the rough bark of the tree she sat beside.
Kian chuckled, the sound low and warm, a welcome contrast to the tension that had been building ever since they had fled the orphanage. He leaned back too, his shoulder brushing against hers for a brief second as he adjusted, trying to get comfortable. “Everything. The fact that we have no idea where we are, what we’re doing, or what comes next. It’s like we’re walking through a fog, Asa. Every step forward feels like it could be our last.”
Asa’s eyes softened at his words, though her lips twitched in amusement. She looked out into the dark, her mind not far behind his. “Sounds like you’ve got it all figured out,” she quipped lightly, though her tone lacked its usual sharp edge. The unspoken weight between them, the unrelenting unknown, hung heavy in the air.
Kian’s eyes flickered to hers, the humor fading for a moment as he sighed. “Sometimes I wish I did,” he said quietly, a hint of frustration in his voice. “It feels like we’re stuck in the middle of something we can’t control, and it scares the hell out of me.”
The words hung there for a long moment, and Asa could feel the tension between them. She understood that fear more than he could ever know. It wasn’t just the fear of their uncertain future—it was the fear of being lost, of not knowing what the next day might bring, or who might be waiting for them. But there was also something else, something deeper that neither of them had voiced.
They sat in silence for a moment, the weight of their situation pressing down like the thick, humid air around them. Kian shifted closer, the rustling of the leaves beneath him barely audible, his voice quieter when he spoke again.
“You know, Asa,” he began, his voice soft yet full of meaning. “I don’t think I ever really said thank you.”
She turned her head toward him slightly, a frown knitting her brow as she glanced at him, her pulse quickening. “For what?” she asked, not sure she was ready for whatever words he might say next. Her heart, already raw from the events leading up to this moment, seemed to beat a little faster.
“For keeping us together,” he said, his voice steady but sincere. He didn’t look at her just yet, his eyes tracing the patterns of the leaves above. “Even when things were at their worst back at the orphanage, you never gave up on Owen or me. You always knew what to do. You held us all together when everything else seemed to be falling apart. I don’t think I could’ve done this without you.”
Asa felt the words like a soft blow to her chest, the raw sincerity in his tone pulling at something deep inside her. It wasn’t just gratitude; there was something else there, something that felt both heavy and freeing. She shifted slightly, trying to steady her emotions.
“You don’t have to thank me for that,” she murmured, her voice softer than before. “We’ve always looked out for each other. That’s just who we are.” The words were simple, but the meaning behind them—what they had been through, what they’d survived—was enough to bind them in ways neither of them could explain.
Kian’s eyes found hers then, the intensity in his gaze unmistakable. “Maybe. But it’s more than that, Asa. You’re... you’re the reason I feel like we even have a chance out here.” His voice softened, his breath shallow as he leaned a little closer, his presence surrounding her.
Asa felt her breath catch in her throat, her pulse quickening once again as the weight of his words settled over her. Something flickered in her chest, a mixture of hope and fear, of longing and hesitation. She looked at him, his gaze so unwavering and intense that it was hard to focus on anything else.
“Kian...” she whispered, her voice trembling just the slightest.
Without another word, Kian reached out, his hand brushing against hers, warm and steady. The simple touch grounded her in a way she hadn’t expected. Her heart raced in her chest, and the world seemed to slow as he leaned in, closing the distance between them.
And when their lips met, it was tentative at first, like a question asked and answered in the same breath. Her body responded instinctively, her heart a beat behind his as the kiss deepened, soft and searching. The forest, the fear, the uncertainty—all of it blurred into the background, fading away in the wake of their connection. For those few moments, it was just them. Just the quiet intimacy of shared breaths and unspoken promises.
When they finally pulled apart, the world seemed to rush back around them, but Asa didn’t feel the same weight of uncertainty. Kian rested his forehead against hers, his breath warm against her skin as he whispered, his voice low and steady. “No matter what happens, we’ll face it together.”
Asa’s heart swelled, her own breath shallow as she nodded, a sense of peace settling in her chest for the first time in what felt like forever. “Together,” she echoed softly, her voice steady despite the whirlwind of emotions that had surged within her.
The night was vast, the forest unknown and filled with dangers. But Asa realized something in that moment—the uncertainty, the fear, they were all part of the journey. As long as they had each other, maybe—just maybe—they could find their way through it all.

[bookmark: _uh9pk2s1sna3]22-The Hunt
The first light of dawn filtered weakly through the canopy, casting faint rays of gold and pink across the forest floor. Asa woke to the distant calls of birds, their melodies strange and foreign. For a fleeting moment, she almost forgot where she was. Then, as the weight of the night before settled into her bones, she remembered—this forest, this wild, uncharted life they were struggling to carve out of the unknown.﻿
She shifted, wincing as stiffness radiated through her limbs from sleeping against the rough bark of the tree. Kian lay beside her, still deep in sleep, his arms crossed behind his head. His face was relaxed, the familiar lines of worry softened for the moment. Owen, too, was still curled up, wrapped in the thin blanket they’d scavenged after their escape. Seeing them safe—at least for now—brought Asa a quiet reassurance.
But it wasn’t enough to dispel the reality of their situation. Every day in this wilderness was a gamble—whether they would find food, avoid the unseen dangers lurking in the shadows, or simply survive the long, lonely nights.
Asa pushed herself to her feet, a quiet wince escaping her as the ache in her muscles deepened. Her eyes scanned their makeshift camp, a meager circle of protection made from scattered branches and leaves, barely enough to shield them from the world. It was a miracle they hadn’t been discovered yet, but Asa couldn’t bring herself to believe they were safe. Not for long.
Kian stirred beside her, his eyes opening slowly, still heavy with sleep. “Morning,” he murmured, his voice thick and warm, as if he’d just woken from a deep, undisturbed rest.
“Morning,” Asa replied softly, avoiding his gaze as she focused on Owen, who was beginning to stir as well.
Kian sat up, rubbing his face with one hand. “We should get moving soon. If we stay here too long, we’re bound to be found. I don’t trust that this place is as safe as it looks.”
Asa nodded, her mind already racing with plans. She agreed, though she had no intention of disagreeing with him. They couldn’t just hide—they needed to move forward, to find a way out of this forest, to discover what lay beyond it. As soon as humanly possible.
But where could they go? They were already miles from the orphanage, disoriented and unsure how to navigate this vast, unfamiliar terrain.
“We’ll figure something out,” she murmured, more to herself than to Kian.
Owen yawned, stretching his arms overhead before sitting up. He blinked sleepily, rubbing his eyes. “Is it morning already? How long were we asleep?”
“Long enough,” Kian replied with a small grin. “But we need to get moving.”
Owen surveyed the stillness of the forest, his brow furrowing as he stood. “What if someone finds us?”
“We’ll be ready,” Asa answered, her voice steady despite the gnawing doubt in the back of her mind. “We have to keep moving. We can’t wait for help. We have to make our own way forward.”
They packed up their camp in silence, each one moving quickly but methodically. Every step felt heavier than the last. They had grown used to the uncertainty of their lives over the past few months, but the forest felt different—vast and untamable, as though it might swallow them whole with one wrong move.
Asa glanced at Kian before setting off. His expression was unreadable, but his eyes flicked nervously to the shadows of the trees, alert and scanning the surroundings. She felt it too—the sensation of being watched, the way the wind seemed to whisper secrets just beyond their understanding.
The forest closed in around them as they walked, the thick trees blocking most of the light. The air was damp and heavy, every step muted by the soft earth beneath their feet. Asa would stop occasionally, scanning their surroundings, trying to sense if they were being followed. There was nothing. The forest was alive with small noises—the call of birds, the rustle of leaves—but it was also eerily quiet, as though the very earth held its breath.
After a while, they came across a small stream, its water bubbling softly over the rocks. Asa crouched at the edge, cupping her hands to drink deeply, the coolness of the water spreading through her, though it did little to ease the gnawing hunger and weariness that clung to her.
“We need food,” Owen said, his voice low but edged with impatience. He was crouched beside the stream, rummaging through the backpack for anything they could eat, anything that might stave off the hunger that had been creeping up on them since the day before.
“We’ll find something,” Kian said, scanning the area around them. “Just keep your eyes peeled for anything edible.”
Asa stood, wiping her hands on her pants and pulling out the few basic tools they had managed to keep. She was about to suggest they move on, hoping to find berries or small game, when Kian’s voice stopped her.
“Look,” he said softly, his finger pointing toward a dense patch of underbrush.
At first, Asa thought it was just another trick of the light and shadows, but as she focused, she saw it—a small, wide mushroom with pale, translucent edges, nestled at the base of a tree and surrounded by moss and ferns. It was a potential meal, but also a risk. They had learned the hard way that not everything in this forest was safe.
“Is it safe?” Owen asked, squinting at the mushroom.
Kian crouched down, examining it closely. “Not sure. I can’t tell just by looking. We’ll need to be cautious.”
Asa took a step closer, her stomach growling in protest, but her instincts told her to be careful. “Let’s keep moving,” she said quietly. “We don’t know if we can trust that. We’ll find something else.”
Just as they prepared to leave, something—no, someone—moved in the distance.
A shadow flickered between the trees.
It was too far to be certain, but Asa’s breath caught in her throat. She met Kian’s gaze, and for a moment, their eyes locked in shared understanding.
“Stay quiet,” he whispered.
They froze, hearts pounding, waiting in the suffocating stillness of the forest, unsure of the dangers it might hold. The rustling sound was faint, barely audible over the chorus of distant birds and the hum of the forest’s life. But it was there. Asa’s heart skipped a beat as her eyes darted to the shadows between the trees, trying to pinpoint the source of the disturbance. Kian’s hand shot out, subtly grabbing her arm, signaling for them to remain still.
Owen, who had been fidgeting with the remnants of their supplies, froze as well, his wide eyes scanning the surrounding trees. He didn’t speak, but his fear was palpable, his body tense as if he, too, could feel the change in the air.
For a long moment, no one moved. The forest around them seemed to hold its breath, as though the very trees were listening. Asa’s pulse raced in her ears, her body poised like a coiled spring, waiting for any sign of danger.
Kian was the first to break the silence, his voice barely a whisper. “Stay down. Move slowly. We need to get to higher ground.”
Without waiting for a response, he crouched low, his eyes scanning the area, his movements deliberate and controlled. Asa followed his lead, doing her best to keep her steps light and quiet, aware of the weight of each movement. Owen, silent as ever, stayed close behind her, his expression a mix of fear and determination.
They moved deeper into the thicket, towards a cluster of low trees where the ground began to rise. The cover was sparse here, but the elevation would give them a better vantage point. Asa’s breath came in shallow gasps as they climbed, her hands brushing against the rough bark of the trees for balance. Every creak of the branches above felt like it could be the sound of something creeping toward them.
As they reached the top of the rise, Kian signaled for them to stop. His eyes were sharp, scanning the horizon through the gaps in the trees. Asa followed his gaze, but saw nothing but dense forest stretching endlessly in every direction.
“Do you think we’re being followed?” Owen whispered, his voice tight with anxiety.
Kian didn’t answer immediately, his jaw clenched in thought. “I’m not sure. But we can’t take any chances. Whoever—or whatever—is out there might be hunting us.”
Asa nodded grimly. The idea of being hunted had become their reality the moment they escaped the orphanage. The people who had been after them—those faceless, shadowy figures—weren’t just going to give up. And the forest was vast, its secrets as deep as its shadows. She knew the forest wasn’t a safe haven; it was a place where both life and death coexisted in an uneasy balance.
The breeze shifted, carrying with it a faint scent. Asa’s eyes narrowed as she caught a familiar, bitter smell in the air. “Do you smell that?” she asked.
Kian turned his head sharply, his nostrils flaring. He nodded. “Yeah. It’s animal musk. Something’s nearby. And it’s not a rabbit.”
Her stomach tightened with the realization. They were being stalked. And it wasn’t by people.
“Can we outrun it?” Owen asked, his voice tight with uncertainty.
Kian turned to face them, his expression hardening. “No. We can’t outrun what’s out there, and running could make things worse. We need to prepare, make sure we have an advantage.”
 A twig snapped behind them. 
Kian immediately signaled for them to move. “Move. Get to the trees. We need cover.”
They bolted toward the thicker trees, their feet barely making a sound on the soft earth as they ran. Asa’s breath came in quick gasps as she glanced over her shoulder, seeing nothing but the dark shadows of the forest closing in around them. The sense of being hunted intensified. She could feel it now—the eyes watching them from the underbrush, the unseen predator that was tracking their every move.
They reached a dense cluster of trees, and Kian gestured for them to crouch down, his eyes flicking constantly to the edges of the forest. Asa’s heart raced in her chest, the beat loud and frantic, but she forced herself to stay calm. They couldn’t afford to panic.
“Keep quiet,” Kian whispered urgently. “Whatever it is, it’s close. Stay down. Stay still.”
Asa sank to her knees, her back pressed against the rough bark of the tree, her body trembling with the tension in the air. Owen crouched next to her, his face pale, his hands gripping the earth. Kian moved a few steps away, crouching behind a thick root and pulling out the crude knife they’d managed to fashion from a rock and a stick.
The silence stretched, broken only by the faint rustle of leaves and the occasional snap of a twig underfoot. Asa strained her ears, trying to hear any sound that might indicate where the predator was. She could feel the air shift, the subtle change that signaled something was moving toward them.
Then, there was a noise. A low growl, barely audible at first but growing louder, more menacing. Asa’s breath caught in her throat.
Kian’s eyes locked onto hers, his expression tense. He motioned with his hand, indicating that she and Owen should stay down, keep quiet. But Asa’s eyes didn’t leave the shadows ahead.
The growl came again, closer this time.
She could see something now. A shape moving just beyond the trees, its eyes gleaming in the dim light. A large creature, fur matted and dark, its body low to the ground as it stalked toward them with deliberate precision. It was an apex predator—she could tell from the way it moved, the muscles rippling beneath its fur.
Asa’s breath hitched in her throat, but Kian remained still, his hand gripping his knife, waiting. They couldn’t make a sound, couldn’t give themselves away.
Then, with a low growl, it moved again, its gaze still lingering just long enough for Asa to catch a glimpse of its teeth, sharp and glinting in the dim light.
It wasn’t hunting them... yet. But it was too close, far too close.
Kian’s voice was barely a whisper, his breath coming in shallow bursts. “We move now. Don’t make a sound.”
And without waiting for another moment, they sprinted again, hearts pounding, the forest swallowing them whole. The predator had made its move, but so had they. They were no longer just running from their past—they were running for their lives.
And the hunt had begun.
[bookmark: _usc7cyt5mx0s]23-A “Dream” Come True
The sun had climbed higher, casting the forest in patches of golden light that flickered through the gaps in the canopy. Asa’s legs ached, and her lungs burned with the effort of running, but she refused to slow down. They had no time to lose. The creature was still out there, but there was a way out of the forest—there had to be. The endless cycle of hiding and running in the woods couldn’t continue. It was time to take their chances on something else.
Kian, who had been leading the way, signaled for them to stop. They had reached the edge of the forest, where the dense trees started to thin out, revealing a long, narrow dirt path that cut through the wilderness. The air was clearer here, the scent of pine and earth replaced by a faint smell of moss and fresh air.
For a brief moment, they all paused, catching their breath. The sudden shift from the dense forest to this open path felt like stepping out of a suffocating fog. The road stretched before them, uncertain and winding, but it was a way forward.
“We can’t stay here,” Kian said, his voice low but firm. “We’re too exposed. But this path… it has to lead somewhere. It’s our best chance.”
Asa nodded, glancing back at the dense trees they’d just emerged from. The forest had been their refuge for so long, but it had also been a trap. They had hidden in its shadows, always on edge, never knowing what would come next. And now that the creature had found them, she knew they couldn’t stay.
“We follow the road,” Asa said, her voice resolute. “There’s no going back.”
Owen, his face pale and eyes wide with a mix of fear and hope, took a hesitant step forward. “You think we’re safe out here? The road could lead us into more trouble.”
Kian turned to him, meeting his gaze. “It’s better than staying in the forest. We need to move. If we keep hiding, we’ll only be hunted. We need to find out where this road leads.”
The path ahead was winding, but they could see it stretched onward, disappearing into a distant horizon. It felt like a lifeline, a promise of something more than endless days in the woods. With no more hesitation, Asa started walking, and Kian followed close behind, with Owen trailing just a few steps behind him.
The first mile was uneventful, and for a moment, Asa allowed herself to relax just a little. The feeling of open space, of having a direction, was a relief. The forest had been pressing in on them for days, and now there was the faintest glimmer of hope.
But Asa knew better than to be fooled by the calm. The road might seem like an escape, but the world beyond the forest was unknown. She had no idea who—if anyone—was out there. Were they still being pursued? Were there others like the people who had hunted them before, those cold faces in the shadows, waiting for them to slip up?
Still, they pressed on, knowing they couldn’t afford to stop.
As the hours passed, the road began to narrow, the trees giving way to patches of open land. A wide, grassy field stretched before them, the horizon line hazy with the heat of the midday sun. They walked in silence, each of them lost in their thoughts, though the occasional glance exchanged between them said everything. They were all thinking the same thing: what came next?
“Do you think anyone knows we’re here?” Owen asked suddenly, breaking the silence.
Kian looked ahead, his face grim. “Not likely. We’re too far off the map, and the people who’d be looking for us wouldn’t be out here. But I’m not trusting that for one second. Whoever was after us at the orphanage… they’re still out there.”
Asa’s stomach tightened. She had never known who the people were that had been chasing them. All she knew was that they had eyes everywhere. The orphanage had been their last stop on the run, and they had barely escaped with their lives.
“There’s a town up ahead,” she said quietly, pointing to a distant shape rising on the horizon. It was just a faint outline, but the presence of something man-made felt like a sign. “We can’t stop until we reach it.”
The path wound toward it, and despite the unease that tugged at her, Asa felt a small flicker of hope ignite. They had escaped the forest, but they still had to survive whatever lay ahead. And the closer they got to civilization, the more real the dangers of the world would become.
But they couldn’t stop. They had to keep moving forward.
By late afternoon, they reached the outskirts of the town. The buildings were small and weathered, their wooden frames sagging beneath years of neglect. The streets were empty, eerily so, and the quiet was unsettling. There were no sounds of people, no cars or animals. It was as though the town had been abandoned long ago.
Kian was the first to speak. “This place doesn’t feel right.”
Asa glanced around, her hand instinctively reaching for the knife she kept hidden beneath her jacket. “No, it doesn’t. But we don’t have a choice. We need food, shelter… maybe we can figure out what’s going on here.”
They moved carefully through the streets, the silence pressing in around them. The buildings loomed over them like giants, their windows dark and vacant. They passed what looked like an old inn, its sign hanging crookedly, its doors swinging open on rusted hinges. Asa’s heart pounded in her chest as they ventured deeper into the town.
A faint sound reached her ears—an almost imperceptible scraping, like metal on stone. Asa stiffened, her senses immediately alert. She motioned for the others to stop.
“What is that?” Owen whispered, his eyes darting around.
Before Asa could respond, a figure emerged from behind one of the buildings—a tall, gaunt man, his face covered by a hood. He stepped into the dim light, his posture rigid, like he was watching them.
Asa’s breath caught in her throat. Was he a threat? Was this another trap? They had no idea who this man was, or if he was friend or foe.
The man stood there, motionless for a moment, his gaze locked on them.
Then, without a word, he turned and walked away, disappearing around the corner of a nearby building.
For a long beat, no one spoke. The silence felt even more oppressive now, and Asa couldn’t shake the feeling that they were being watched—again.
“We need to move,” Kian said, his voice low and urgent. “We’re not alone here.”
And with that, they quickened their pace, moving deeper into the town, unsure if they were escaping the forest—or running straight into something far more worse.

The dirt road stretched endlessly, surrounded by barren fields that gave way to a distant horizon. The oppressive silence was broken only by the sound of their footsteps crunching against the gravel. For miles, there was nothing but the wind whispering across the open expanse and the occasional call of a distant bird.
Asa’s stomach growled, a sharp reminder of how long it had been since their last meal. She scanned the sides of the road, searching for anything edible. The monotony of their surroundings made every small discovery feel monumental, and when she spotted a cluster of bushes with wild berries, she practically jogged to them.
“Over here,” she called softly, crouching to inspect the fruit.
Kian and Owen joined her, their expressions wary but hopeful. The berries were plump and dark, their faintly sweet scent promising relief.
“Are they safe to eat?” Owen asked, glancing at Kian.
Kian plucked one and held it up to the light, squinting. “They look like blackberries, but…” He hesitated, then popped it into his mouth. Asa held her breath as he chewed, waiting. After a moment, he nodded. “Tart, but fine. We need the energy.”
They ate sparingly, mindful not to overindulge. The berries were a small comfort, a brief reprieve from the gnawing hunger that had been their constant companion. Once they had their fill, Asa led them back to the road, their water skins clinking softly as they walked.
Not long after, they stumbled upon a narrow river winding its way through the dry landscape. The water glistened in the sunlight, clear and inviting. Asa knelt by the edge, cupping her hands to take a cautious sip. The cool liquid was refreshing, washing away the dryness in her throat.
“We refill here,” Kian said, taking out his water skin. “No telling when we’ll find another stream.”
The three of them worked quickly, their movements efficient. The road ahead offered no promises, and every small preparation felt like a safeguard against the unknown.
As they continued walking, the emptiness around them began to take on a sinister edge. The landscape was unnervingly still, the kind of silence that felt unnatural, oppressive. Then, as the sun dipped lower in the sky, Asa spotted something lying in the middle of the road up ahead.
“Do you see that?” she asked, her voice low.
Kian squinted, shielding his eyes from the glare. “Yeah… looks like—”
“A body,” Owen finished, his voice trembling.
The three of them approached cautiously. The figure was sprawled on its side, unmoving. Its clothing was tattered, and dark stains marred the fabric. As they drew closer, the stench of decay hit them, sharp and cloying. Asa gagged, covering her mouth with her sleeve.
Kian crouched down, inspecting the corpse without touching it. The body was shriveled, almost skeletal, but what stood out was the deep claw marks that raked across its torso.
“This wasn’t an accident,” Kian muttered, his voice grim. “Something got to him.”
Owen’s eyes darted around, his breathing quickening. “We should keep moving. What if… whatever did this is still out there?”
Asa nodded, her grip tightening on the knife at her side. “He’s right. Let’s go.”
They pressed on, their pace quickening as the road stretched endlessly ahead. The sight of the body lingered in their minds, a grim reminder of what could happen if they weren’t careful.
As the first stars began to dot the night sky, the road seemed to grow darker, the shadows deeper. And then, in the distance, Asa thought she saw movement—a shape slithering across the edge of the road before vanishing into the tall grass.
Her heart pounded. “Did you see that?”
Kian turned sharply, his eyes scanning the horizon. “What?”
“There, by the side of the road,” she whispered. “Something moved.”
For a moment, they all stood still, their breaths shallow as they strained to listen. The wind carried no sounds, but Asa couldn’t shake the feeling that they were being watched.
“Keep moving,” Kian said quietly, his voice firm. “Stay close, and don’t look back.”
They walked faster now, their eyes constantly darting to the sides of the road. The night pressed in around them, the vast emptiness no longer a relief but a threat. Whatever lay ahead, they could only hope it was better than what they had left behind.
"I always wanted to walk down here, ever since I got here..." Asa said, her voice quiet, and thoughtful. Kian and Owen turned their heads to face her as she continued, "not sure if this is my dream come true though..."
And that was true,
This wasn't her dream at all…
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The moon hung low in the night sky, its pale light casting long shadows across the empty road. Every step Asa, Kian, and Owen took seemed to echo into the vast stillness around them. The night was colder than it should have been, a chill that seeped into Asa’s bones.
“We should stop soon,” Owen murmured, his voice trembling slightly. “We’ve been walking for hours.”
Asa glanced at Kian, who was walking a few paces ahead. He didn’t respond immediately, his eyes fixed on the horizon. Finally, he spoke, his voice low and steady. “Not yet. Not here.”
Asa understood his caution. The emptiness of the road was unnerving, but the thought of stopping in the open, with no cover and no way to defend themselves, was even worse. She tightened her grip on the knife at her side, the weight of it a small comfort.
They continued walking until they came across a slight dip in the terrain. The road sloped downward, and at the bottom, a cluster of large boulders offered some semblance of shelter. It wasn’t much, but it would do.
“We’ll stop here,” Kian said, his voice firm.
They settled into the shadow of the largest boulder, its rough surface cold against their backs. Asa and Kian took turns filling the silence with soft reassurances to Owen, who had grown quieter with every mile.
“Here,” Asa said, handing him the last handful of berries they’d gathered earlier. “Eat. You need your strength.”
Owen nodded, taking the berries without a word. His face was pale, his eyes distant, and Asa couldn’t help but worry about him. He was only thirteen—too young to be facing the horrors they’d seen.
Kian sat beside Asa, his posture tense as he scanned the darkness around them. His eyepatch glinted faintly in the moonlight, a stark reminder of everything they’d endured.
“Do you think we’ll make it?” Asa asked quietly, her voice barely above a whisper.
Kian didn’t answer right away. He stared into the distance, his jaw tight. Finally, he said, “We have to.”
It wasn’t the answer she wanted, but it was enough.
They took turns keeping watch, the hours dragging by as the night deepened. Asa was just beginning to nod off when a sound jolted her awake—a faint rustling, like something moving through the tall grass by the side of the road.
She stiffened, her hand instinctively going to her knife. “Kian,” she hissed, shaking his shoulder.
He was instantly alert, his good eye scanning their surroundings. “What is it?”
“Listen,” she whispered.
The rustling grew louder, closer. Asa’s heart pounded in her chest as she peered into the darkness. At first, she saw nothing. Then, a shape emerged—a hulking, shadowy figure that moved with an unnatural grace.
“Kian,” she breathed, her voice barely audible.
“I see it,” he said, his tone sharp. “Owen, get behind me.”
Owen scrambled to his feet, his eyes wide with fear. The creature stepped onto the road, its form partially illuminated by the moonlight. It was massive, its skin a sickly gray, its limbs unnaturally long. Its eyes glowed faintly, a predatory gleam that sent a shiver down Asa’s spine.
“What is that?” Owen whispered, his voice trembling.
“Something we don’t want to mess with,” Kian replied, his voice steady despite the tension in his posture.
The creature sniffed the air, its movements deliberate. Asa could see the sharp glint of its teeth as it opened its mouth, emitting a low, guttural growl.
“Don’t move,” Kian said quietly. “Stay perfectly still.”
The three of them froze, their breaths shallow as the creature’s glowing eyes swept over them. It took a step closer, its long claws scraping against the road. Asa’s grip on her knife tightened, her mind racing.
Then, suddenly, the creature stopped. It sniffed the air again, its head tilting as if listening for something. A moment later, it turned and slinked back into the tall grass, disappearing as quickly as it had appeared.
Asa let out a shaky breath, her body trembling with the adrenaline coursing through her.
“What the hell was that?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.
“I don’t know,” Kian said, his expression grim. “But it’s not the last one we’ll see.”
They didn’t sleep for the rest of the night. The encounter left them on edge, their nerves frayed. As soon as the first rays of sunlight broke over the horizon, they were back on the road, moving quickly.
The day passed in a blur of endless walking. The road remained barren, the landscape unchanged. The monotony was maddening, but Asa forced herself to focus on putting one foot in front of the other.
By midday, they came across another body. This one was fresher, the wounds still oozing. Deep gashes marred its chest, and its face was frozen in a mask of terror.
“Don’t look,” Kian said sharply, stepping in front of Owen.
But it was too late. Owen had already seen it. He turned away, retching into the grass. Asa placed a hand on his shoulder, her heart aching for him.
“We have to keep going,” she said gently.
They pressed on, the oppressive heat of the sun beating down on them. The road stretched endlessly ahead, and Asa began to wonder if it would ever end.
As the day wore on, they began to notice more signs of death—discarded belongings, splatters of blood, and the occasional corpse. The air grew heavier, the stench of decay almost unbearable.
By the time the sun began to set, they were exhausted. Their legs ached, their throats were dry, and their nerves were frayed.
“We need to rest,” Owen said, his voice hoarse.
Asa nodded, her own body screaming for a break. They found a small clearing by the side of the road, the tall grass providing some cover. It wasn’t much, but it was better than nothing.
As they settled in for the night, Asa couldn’t shake the feeling that they were being watched. The shadows seemed to move, and every rustle of the grass set her on edge.
Kian sat beside her, his posture as tense as hers. “We’ll get through this,” he said quietly.
Asa nodded, though she wasn’t sure she believed him. The road ahead was long, and the dangers they faced were unlike anything they’d ever encountered. But they had no choice.
The only way out was forward, and they all knew, that even if forward meant death...
The option to go back didn't really have a diffrence.

The night deepened, the world around them cloaked in darkness. Asa lay on her side, her knife gripped tightly in one hand. Her other hand rested on the cool earth, grounding her as her mind raced. Kian and Owen were beside her, their breathing slow but restless. Every sound—the chirp of a distant insect, the rustle of leaves in the breeze—felt amplified, each one a potential threat.
“We can’t keep going like this,” Asa snapped, breaking the silence.
Kian, who had been staring up at the stars, turned his head toward her. “What do you mean?”
“This.” She gestured to the road, the emptiness around them. “Walking endlessly, finding corpses, running from the faculty, Helen, Sister Mary, all the other nuns or whatever they are and..." She paused "that...thing. We need a plan.”
Kian sighed, his hand brushing against the eyepatch covering his left eye. “What kind of plan? We don’t even know where this road leads.”
“Exactly,” Asa replied. “We don’t know what’s ahead, but we can’t just keep wandering blindly. There has to be something—landmarks, clues, anything to help us figure out where we are and where we’re going.”
Owen shifted beside them, his voice small. “What if there’s nothing? What if this road just... ends?”
Asa’s chest tightened at the thought. She had no answer for him, no reassurance to offer. All she could do was reach out and squeeze his hand. “If it ends, we’ll find another way. Together.”
Kian sat up, his silhouette sharp against the faint light of the moon. “We’ll keep an eye out for anything—a river we can follow, tracks, anything that shows signs of life. But for now, we need to focus on surviving the night.”
Asa nodded, her resolve hardening. They couldn’t afford to fall apart. Not now.
The hours dragged on, the oppressive stillness of the night broken only by their quiet breathing. Asa took the first watch, her eyes scanning the road and the surrounding grass for any sign of movement. The memory of the creature they’d encountered the night before lingered in her mind, its glowing eyes burned into her thoughts.
When her shift ended, she woke Kian, who nodded silently and took her place. Asa leaned against the boulder, exhaustion pulling her into an uneasy sleep.
She dreamed of the orphanage—of laughter echoing through the halls, of Kian and Owen racing through the courtyard. But the dream shifted, the walls crumbling, the sky darkening. Shadows crept in, and Asa found herself running, the sound of claws scraping against the ground behind her.
She woke with a start, her heart pounding. Kian was still on watch, his figure silhouetted against the dim light of the early dawn.
“You okay?” he asked, his voice low.
Asa nodded, brushing a hand through her hair. “Just a dream.”
Kian glanced at her, his expression unreadable. “We should get moving soon.”
By the time the sun crept over the horizon, they were back on the road. The heat of the day was relentless, the sun beating down on them as they walked. Asa’s legs ached, her throat dry despite the water they’d taken from the river.
The monotony of the road was broken only by the occasional discovery—another cluster of berries, a half-buried backpack containing a few crumpled maps and an empty water bottle. The maps were useless, offering no information about their current location, but Asa tucked them into her bag anyway.
“Maybe we’ll find a use for them,” she said when Kian raised an eyebrow.
The hours passed in silence, the weight of their situation pressing down on them. Then, as the sun began its descent, they saw something in the distance—a shape on the horizon.
As they drew closer, the shape became clearer. It was a vehicle—a rusted, abandoned truck sitting in the middle of the road.
“Do you think it works?” Owen asked, his voice tinged with hope.
Kian shook his head. “No way. Look at it.”
The truck was in bad shape, its tires flat, the windshield shattered. Still, they approached cautiously, their weapons at the ready. Asa peered inside, her heart sinking. The cab was empty, save for a few scraps of paper and a dried-up soda can.
“Nothing useful,” she said, stepping back.
Kian circled around to the back of the truck, prying open the rusted doors. Inside were crates filled with what looked like canned food.
“Jackpot,” he said, a rare smile breaking across his face.
They worked quickly, loading as much as they could into their bags. The cans were heavy, but the promise of real food was worth the extra weight.
As they prepared to move on, Owen froze, his eyes wide. “Do you hear that?”
Asa and Kian stopped, their ears straining. At first, there was nothing. Then, faintly, a sound reached them—a low, guttural growl.
“Get ready,” Kian said, his voice tense.
The growl grew louder, closer. Asa’s heart raced as she drew her knife, her eyes scanning the road and the surrounding grass.
The creature emerged from the tall grass, its form even more grotesque in the daylight. Its skin was a mottled gray, its limbs too long, its glowing eyes fixed on them.
The growl grew louder, closer. Asa’s heart raced as she drew her knife, her eyes scanning the road and the surrounding grass.
The creature emerged from the tall grass, its form even more grotesque in the daylight. Its skin was a mottled gray, its limbs too long, its glowing eyes fixed on them.
“Run,” Kian barked, his voice sharp.
They didn’t hesitate. Asa grabbed Owen’s hand, pulling him along as they sprinted down the road. The sound of the creature’s claws scraping against the pavement filled the air, a horrifying reminder of how close it was.
Kian brought up the rear, his blade glinting in the sunlight. “Keep going!” he yelled.
Asa glanced back, her stomach twisting at the sight of the creature lunging toward Kian. He turned abruptly, planting his feet and raising his knife.
“Kian, what the hell are you doing?!” Asa shouted.
“Just go!” he snapped, his voice raw with urgency.
But Asa didn’t move. Her legs froze as she watched the creature swipe at Kian. He ducked, the claws missing him by inches, but the second strike connected. Kian stumbled back, blood blooming across his arm.
“Shit!” Kian hissed through gritted teeth, gripping his injured arm.
Asa’s heart dropped. She let go of Owen’s hand.
“Kian, you goddamn idiot!” Owen yelled, his voice a mix of anger and fear.
“Stay back!” Kian barked, but she was already running toward him.
The creature snarled, its focus shifting between Kian and Asa. It lunged again, its claws aiming for Kian’s chest. He raised his knife, slashing out wildly and catching the creature’s arm. It shrieked, its glowing eyes narrowing with rage.
Asa didn’t stop. She ducked under its swipe and drove her knife into its side.
The blade sank deep, and the creature let out a guttural roar, staggering back. Kian grabbed Asa’s arm, pulling her away as the creature writhed in pain. Owen soon joined them, stabbing the creature right in the left eye.
"Now you can match Kian you little shit!" He yelled laughing
"Not the time for jokes ya nuthead!" Asa yelled back, retreating from the fight slightly to catch her breath.
“Run, damn it!” he yelled.
This time, neither of them argued. Asa and Kian turned and bolted, Owen already several paces ahead. The creature’s cries echoed behind them, but it didn’t follow. Whether it was injured or simply retreating, None of them cared.
They didn’t stop until they were sure the creature was gone. When they finally collapsed by the side of the road, Asa noticed the blood dripping from Kian’s arm.
“Holy shit, you’re bleeding,” she said, her voice shaking.
“It’s nothing,” Kian replied, though his face was pale.
“It’s not nothing, you idiot!” Asa tore a strip from her shirt, pressing it against the wound. Kian winced but didn’t protest.
“Thanks,” he muttered, his voice softer now.
Owen hovered nearby, his face pale. “You good man?”
Asa nodded, though her hands trembled as she tied the makeshift bandage. “He’ll be fine. Right, Kian?”
“Of course,” Kian said, forcing a smirk. “Takes more than that to take me down.”
“Yeah, well, next time, don’t try to play hero, you reckless bastard,” Asa snapped, though her tone was more exasperated than angry.
Kian chuckled softly, though the sound was strained. “You’re bossy, you know that?”
“And you’re a pain in my ass,” she shot back, though the corners of her lips twitched upward.
Owen sat beside them, his knees drawn to his chest. The tension in his shoulders slowly eased as he realized Kian wasn’t in immediate danger.
For a while, they sat in silence, the only sound the faint rustling of the wind through the grass. Asa kept her eyes on Kian, watching for any sign that his condition was worsening.
“We’ll make it,” Kian said suddenly, his voice quiet but steady.
Asa met his gaze, the faintest hint of a smile on her face. “We’d better. I didn’t drag your sorry ass out of that fight for nothing.”
Owen snorted, the sound breaking the tension. “You two are ridiculous.”
"Sais the one that joked mid fight."
"Girl I know for a fact you thought that one was funny."
"Eh, you've said better before."

The sun was beginning to set, casting the road in a warm, golden light. Despite the danger, despite the uncertainty of what lay ahead, they still had each other.
They were battered and bruised, but they were still standing. Together.
As long as they stayed that way, they all knew they could face whatever came next.
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The moon hung low in the night sky, casting eerie shadows across the road. The vast emptiness of the landscape stretched out before them, as if the world had forgotten this place. Asa, Kian, and Owen walked on, their footsteps the only sound in the silence.

Asa’s mind was elsewhere, the weight of everything pressing on her. It had been days since they’d left the orphanage, and yet, they were no closer to understanding what the hell had happened to their world. All they knew was that they couldn’t go back. They couldn’t trust Helen anymore, not after what she’d done. She had betrayed them—ratted them out to the nuns, those damn monsters who haunted their every step.

Kian, his eyepatch glinting in the pale moonlight, glanced over at Asa. “You okay?” he asked, his voice low, barely audible over the crunch of their footsteps.

She forced a small smile. “I’m fine. Just... thinking.”

Kian nodded but didn’t press further. Owen, walking beside him, looked exhausted, his face pale under the dim light. It had been a long day, and the tension from their last encounter with the creature still hung in the air.

They reached a small dip in the road, a slight incline leading to a cluster of boulders. It wasn’t much, but it was shelter enough for the night.

“We’ll stop here,” Kian said, his voice firm but not unkind. As they settled into a tense silence, Asa couldn’t stop her mind from returning to the events back at the orphanage. The way Helen had smiled at her, so sweetly, so deceptively. The look in her eyes when she had betrayed them... it was as if she had been planning it all along, working with the nuns, feeding them information.

The anger rose in Asa’s chest, but she pushed it down. There was no point in dwelling on it now. They had to keep moving forward.

Kian, who had been watching the darkness, broke the silence. “Do you think she’s still alive?” His voice was low, tinged with a curiosity that bordered on dread.

Asa stiffened. “Helen? You think she’s still out there?”

“She could be. But then again...” Kian trailed off, glancing over at Owen. “The nuns are out there too.”

“Yeah,” Asa murmured, staring into the distance. “I can’t believe she did that. After everything, after we all went through...”

“It’s not your fault,” Kian said, his voice soft but firm. “She made her choice. You didn’t.”

Asa let out a breath, the weight of his words sinking in. Kian was right, of course. But it didn’t stop the sting. It didn’t erase the betrayal.

They sat in silence for a long while, the hours stretching on like the empty road before them. Owen, too, seemed lost in his thoughts, his gaze unfocused.

The wind picked up, rustling the grass around them, and Asa shivered slightly. She turned her attention back to Kian, catching him glancing at her again. He opened his mouth to say something but was interrupted by a low, distant sound.

A growl.

Asa’s heart skipped a beat. Kian’s head snapped up, his eyes alert.

“Not again,” he muttered.

They rose quickly, their weapons drawn. The creature had been lurking in the darkness for too long. The growl grew louder, closer.

“Get behind me,” Kian ordered, his voice sharp.

Asa and Owen complied, moving quickly behind him as Kian took a step forward, his knife at the ready.

The creature emerged from the shadows, its silhouette large and menacing. Its skin was a sickly gray, and its glowing eyes pierced the darkness. Asa’s blood ran cold as she took in the sight of it.

“What the hell is that?” Owen whispered, his voice barely audible.

“I don’t know,” Kian replied, his voice grim. “But it’s not something we want to mess with.”

The creature growled again, taking a step forward. Its long limbs seemed to stretch unnaturally, its claws scraping against the road. Asa’s heart raced, her grip tightening on her knife.

“Stay still,” Kian ordered quietly. “Don’t make a sound.”

The creature sniffed the air, its eyes scanning the three of them. Asa held her breath, praying it wouldn’t see them. But after a moment, the creature tilted its head, as if listening for something else. It sniffed again, then turned, disappearing into the tall grass with an unsettling screech.

Asa let out the breath she hadn’t realized she was holding.

“That was too close,” she said, her voice trembling.

Kian nodded, his face pale. “It won’t be the last one we see.”

The night dragged on in oppressive silence, and they took turns keeping watch, their exhaustion a heavy weight that none of them could shake. The hours crawled by, and when the first light of dawn began to break, they set out once more.

The road remained unchanged, the endless stretch of nothingness weighing heavily on their minds. The further they walked, the more disorienting it became. No landmarks, no signs of civilization. Just the same endless road, stretching out ahead of them.

By midday, the hunger was starting to settle in. The berries they’d gathered earlier had long been eaten, and the water they had taken from the river wasn’t enough to stave off the thirst. But they pressed on.

Asa could feel the weight of the situation pressing down on her, the hopelessness creeping in with every step. They were alone, and worse, they were being hunted. It wasn’t just the creatures anymore. It was the whole damn world that seemed to be closing in on them.

They came across another body that afternoon—this one was even fresher than the last. The wounds were deep, the person’s expression frozen in a mask of terror.

Asa stopped in her tracks, her stomach churning at the sight of it. “What the hell happened here?” she muttered.

Kian stepped forward, his gaze sweeping the area. “Whatever it is, we need to keep moving.”

They pressed on, the oppressive heat of the day beginning to take its toll. By the time the sun began to set, they were all exhausted, their bodies aching, their spirits worn down.

“We need to rest,” Owen said, his voice hoarse.

Kian nodded, his eyes scanning the road. “We’ll stop here. Just for the night.”

They found a small patch of grass, enough to lay down and rest for a few hours. But Asa couldn’t shake the feeling that they weren’t alone. The hairs on the back of her neck stood up as she glanced over her shoulder.

“Do you feel that?” she asked, her voice low.

Kian was already alert, his hand resting on his knife. “Yeah. I don’t like it.”

They sat in silence for a long time, the night pressing in around them. It felt like they were being watched, their every move scrutinized by unseen eyes.

“We need to keep moving,” Asa finally said, breaking the tension.

Kian nodded. “Tomorrow. For now, we rest.”

And with that, they huddled together, trying to find some semblance of peace amidst the chaos. But as the night deepened, Asa knew that tomorrow wouldn’t bring answers. It would only bring more questions—and more danger. But they had no choice. The only way out was forward.

And no matter how much she wanted to scream, to stop running, she knew there was only one thing that mattered now—survival.

The day broke quietly, the sun a pale disc rising above the horizon, casting long shadows across the desolate road. Asa awoke first, her body stiff from sleeping on the hard ground. The remnants of a nightmare still clung to her, its foggy edges lingering in the corners of her mind. She could barely remember the dream, only that it had been full of shadows and whispers, voices she couldn’t place.

She sat up slowly, rubbing her eyes. Owen and Kian were still asleep, their figures curled in the grass, exhaustion weighing them down. Asa’s thoughts returned to the betrayal of Helen. How could she have done that to them? To Asa, who had trusted her with everything? And worse, how could she have worked with the nuns, knowing what they did?

The questions gnawed at her, but she forced them down. There was no time for this. She had to keep moving.

Carefully, she stood, trying not to disturb the others. She glanced at the horizon, the vast emptiness stretching in every direction. The road seemed endless, like a vein running through a dying world. Where were they even going?

Asa began to gather her things quietly. Her knife, the few remaining berries, and the canteen, half-full of water. She wasn’t sure how long they could survive on what little they had. She knew they needed food—real food—soon.

A rustling noise caught her attention. She tensed, her hand instinctively going to her knife. But it was only Kian, sitting up and rubbing his face groggily.

“You’re up early,” Asa said quietly, offering him a tired smile.

Kian didn’t return the smile, his expression hard. “I couldn’t sleep.”

“I didn’t think you could,” Asa replied. “The creatures, right?”

“Yeah,” Kian muttered, staring out into the distance. “There’s something wrong with this place.”

"Yea no shit." Kian rolled his eyes to her comment. They had been walking for what felt like days, and yet, nothing had changed. No shelter. No signs of life. Not even a bird in the sky. It felt like the world itself was holding its breath.  Kian nodded and stood up, stretching his arms above his head. 

“Is Owen still asleep?”

“Yeah. Nothing really changed, he's still the lazy guy he was in the orphanage.” Asa said mockingly, receiving a quiet scoff from Kian.

The two of them moved quietly, each lost in their own thoughts as they packed up their things. Asa glanced at Kian, noticing the way his hand hovered near his knife, as though the tension in the air hadn’t yet left him.

“You still think about Helen?” Asa asked, her voice quiet.

Kian hesitated. “I try not to. But yeah... It’s hard not to.”

"You were right."

"Asa don't-"

"-should have belived you in that very second..."

"Asa it isn't your fault." Kian snapped.The two stayed quiet for a while after that.

Just then, Owen stirred. He groggily opened his eyes, blinking in the soft morning light. “You guys already up?” he muttered, sitting up and rubbing his eyes.

“Had to be,” Kian replied with a shrug.

"Right."



Asa watched them both, the weight of what lay ahead settling heavily on her chest. Every step they took felt like it was leading them deeper into a nightmare, and she had no idea how to escape it. They were running, but there was nowhere to run to.

They fell into step beside each other, the silence between them only broken by the crunch of their feet against the gravel.

Hours passed. The landscape remained unchanged: endless road, barren fields, the occasional twisted tree. They had seen no other travelers, no signs of life at all, and the emptiness around them felt suffocating.

As they walked, they encountered another body—this one was less fresh than the last, a decaying corpse sprawled on the edge of the road. The stench hit them before they even reached it. Asa stepped around the body, trying not to look at it, but she couldn’t help but feel the weight of its presence.

“What happened to them?” Owen asked quietly, his voice trembling slightly.

“Doesn’t matter,” Kian replied gruffly. “It’s just one more reminder that we can’t stop. We can’t be like them.”

Asa looked at Kian, the sharpness in his voice pulling her attention. He had been quiet about his thoughts, but she knew he was struggling, just like her. Just like Owen.

They kept walking. Another hour passed. Another body. The road felt colder, emptier.

Asa’s eyes began to feel heavy, exhaustion creeping up on her. But just as she thought she might collapse, she saw it—a flicker in the distance. A silhouette, barely visible against the horizon. Something—or someone—moving.

Kian saw it too, his body tensing.

“Get ready,” Kian muttered, his hand instinctively reaching for his knife.

They slowed their pace, trying to remain unnoticed as the figure approached. It wasn’t a creature. It was a person—another survivor, maybe?

As they got closer, Asa’s heart skipped a beat. She could see the person more clearly now, and she recognized them.

It was Helen.

Asa’s breath caught in her throat. There she was, standing in the middle of the road, as if nothing had changed. Her face was pale, eyes wide, but there was no sign of remorse. Only a cold, calculating look that made Asa’s blood run cold.

“Helen?” Asa whispered, taking a tentative step forward.

Helen’s lips curved into a small, cold smile. “I didn’t think you’d still be alive.”

Asa’s chest tightened. “What are you doing here?”

“I’m just following orders,” Helen said, her voice flat. “And you... you’re in my way.”

A chill ran down Asa’s spine. This wasn’t the Helen she had known. This was someone else—someone who had given up everything they once shared for a lie.

Kian stepped forward, his hand still gripping his knife. “Get out of the way.”

Helen laughed softly, her eyes glinting with something dark. “I’m not the one in your way, Kian. You’ve all been running for far too long.”

And then, with a sudden movement, she turned and disappeared into the brush, leaving them standing there, frozen.
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The group trudged forward in silence, the road stretching endlessly ahead of them. Each step felt heavier than the last, weighed down by the memory of betrayal. Asa’s thoughts spiraled, replaying the moment Helen had smiled—a smile that had hidden daggers.

Kian, as always, walked ahead, his lone eye scanning the horizon for any sign of trouble. His hand stayed close to the knife at his side, his posture rigid. Owen trudged beside Asa, his face pale and drawn.

The silence was broken by a sharp rustle behind them.

“Stop!” Kian barked, spinning around with his blade drawn.

Asa froze, her heart racing as footsteps drew closer. From the gray haze of the road, a figure emerged.

Helen. Again.

She looked disheveled but composed, her hair pulled back, her blue eyes fixed on them. She raised her hands in a mock gesture of surrender, her lips curving into a slight smile that didn’t reach her eyes.

Kian didn’t lower his knife. “Turn around. Now. Didn't you leave a moment ago?"

Helen tilted her head, unfazed. “Relax. If I wanted you dead, you wouldn’t have made it this far.”

“Generous of you,” Asa said, her voice trembling with fury. “After what you did to us.”

Helen’s smile widened. “What did I do to you? Don’t act so innocent, Asa. We all do what we have to in order to survive. Some of us are just better at it.”

“You betrayed us!” Asa snapped, stepping forward despite Owen’s warning hand on her arm. “You didn’t just survive—you sold us out!”

Helen’s gaze turned icy. “And look where it got you. Still alive, aren’t you? Do you think that’s by accident?”

Kian snarled, his grip on the knife tightening. “Spare us the self-congratulation. You’re nothing but a snake, Helen.”

Helen rolled her eyes. “Oh, please. Spare me the moral high ground, Kian. You’ve done worse. Or do you want me to remind Asa and Owen of the things you’ve done to keep them alive?”

Kian’s jaw tightened, but he didn’t reply. Asa glanced at him, but whatever Helen was hinting at wasn’t her focus now.

“What do you want?” Asa demanded.

Helen’s expression shifted, turning serious. “I came to warn you.”

“Warn us?” Owen echoed, incredulous.

“Yes, warn you.” Helen’s gaze swept over them, calculating. “You think you’re clever, running off into the middle of nowhere. But they’ll find you. They always do.”

“Then why are you here?” Kian growled.

“Because I know what’s coming,” Helen said, her voice low and dangerous. “And if you don’t want to end up like the others, you’ll listen to me.”

Asa’s stomach churned. “What do you mean, ‘like the others’?”

Helen’s smile returned, cold and predatory. “Oh, Asa. You haven’t seen the bodies yet, have you?”

The air seemed to freeze around them. Asa’s mind raced, flashes of the past—the bodies they’d passed on the road, the hollowed-out eyes, the missing limbs.

“What do you know?” Kian demanded, his knife inching closer.

“I know where they’re going to search next,” Helen said calmly. “And I know where you’re heading is a death sentence.”

“Why should we believe anything you say?” Owen said, his voice trembling.

Helen shrugged. “You don’t have to believe me. But when they catch up to you—and they will—don’t say I didn’t try to help.”

“You’re not helping,” Asa said, her voice shaking. “You’re toying with us.”

Helen’s smile widened. “Maybe. Or maybe I’m the only thing standing between you and certain death.”

Kian took a step closer, his blade catching the light. “You’ve had your fun. Leave. Now. For good this time.”

Helen’s expression darkened, the mask of civility slipping just enough to reveal the menace underneath. “Fine. I’ll go. But you should know one thing before I do.”

They waited, tense, as Helen stepped closer, her voice dropping to a whisper. “You’ll never outrun them. Not as long as you carry her with you.” She nodded toward Asa. “She’s their prize. And they’ll burn the world to get her back.”

The words hit Asa like a punch to the chest. Helen’s gaze lingered on her, sharp and unrelenting. Then, without another word, she turned and walked away, disappearing into the haze.

For a long moment, none of them moved. The road ahead felt longer, darker. No one argued.

Asa’s legs felt like lead as she followed, Helen’s words echoing in her mind. They’ll burn the world to get her back.

And in the pit of her stomach, Asa feared it might be true.

The group moved in tense silence, the horizon blurring into an endless gray expanse. Helen’s parting words clung to Asa’s thoughts like a suffocating fog.

“She’s their prize.”

Asa’s chest tightened. What did Helen mean? Why her? Questions swirled, but the answers felt just out of reach, tangled in the web of Helen’s betrayal.

Owen, walking beside her, finally broke the silence. “Do you think she’s lying?”

“She’s always lying,” Kian said sharply from ahead, his voice cutting through the stillness.

“But what if she’s not?” Asa pressed. “What if she’s right about them coming for us?”

Kian stopped abruptly, turning to face Owen. His single eye burned with frustration. “What do you want me to say? That we trust her? That we stop and wait for them to find us?”

“No,” Owen said, his voice quieter now. “I just... I don’t think we can ignore it either.”

“We’re not ignoring anything,” Kian snapped. “We’re staying alive. That’s what matters.”

Asa shifted uncomfortably, the tension between the boys palpable. “She said I was their prize,” she said softly, drawing their attention. “What does that mean?”

Kian’s jaw tightened, and he looked away.

Owen frowned. “Maybe it’s just more of her games, trying to mess with us.”

“Or maybe it’s true,” Asa said. “Maybe there’s something I don’t know.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Kian said firmly. “We don’t have time to figure it out.”

“It matters to me!” Asa snapped, her voice rising.

Kian flinched but held her gaze. “Look, I don’t have answers, okay? But I know we can’t let her get inside our heads. That’s what she wants.”

Asa clenched her fists, frustration bubbling beneath the surface. “What if she’s right? What if there’s more to this—more to me?”

“She’s not right,” Kian said, his tone final. “End of story.”

Asa opened her mouth to argue, but Owen’s quiet voice cut through. “What if she’s right about something else?”

They both turned to him.

“What if the place we’re heading to is a trap?” he said. “If they’re really coming after us, maybe Helen knows where they’ll look first.”

Kian sighed heavily, rubbing a hand over his face. “We don’t have anywhere else to go, Owen. Unless you’ve got a secret hideout up your sleeve?”

Owen shrank back slightly, but Asa stepped forward, her voice steady. “He’s right. We need to think this through.”

Kian looked between them, frustration etched across his face. For a moment, he seemed ready to argue, but then he let out a slow breath.

“Fine,” he said reluctantly. “But we keep moving while we talk. No stopping.”

They resumed their trek, the silence broken only by the crunch of their footsteps. Asa’s mind churned as they walked, Helen’s words replaying over and over.

She glanced at Kian, who walked ahead, his back rigid and his grip on his knife tight. He was trying to protect them—trying to protect her. But at what cost?

“Kian,” she said hesitantly.

“What?” he replied without turning around.

“If there’s something you’re not telling us—about me, about any of this—you need to say it.”

Kian stopped, his shoulders tense. He turned slowly, his expression unreadable.

“I don’t know anything,” he said flatly. “Not about why they want you, not about Helen’s games. All I know is that we have to survive. That’s all that matters.”

Asa stared at him, searching for any hint of deception. His eye was steady, his face impassive. But there was something in his voice—a note of something unsaid.

Owen shifted nervously beside her. “We should keep moving,” he said quietly.

Kian nodded, turning away again. But as they walked, Asa couldn’t shake the feeling that Helen had been right about one thing.

They couldn’t outrun the truth forever.

The day dragged on, the road ahead stretching endlessly into the horizon. The group moved with weary determination, but the weight of Helen’s words hung over them like a storm cloud.

Asa’s thoughts churned, restless and unresolved. She felt like a puzzle missing too many pieces. Helen’s cryptic remark had stirred something deep inside her—a fear she couldn’t name, a truth she couldn’t grasp.

She quickened her pace, moving to Kian’s side. He glanced at her but said nothing.

“Kian,” she said softly, “what if I’m the reason this is happening?”

He didn’t answer immediately, his steps steady and deliberate. Finally, he sighed. “What makes you think that?”

Asa hesitated. “Helen called me their prize. She sounded... convinced. What if she knows something I don’t?”

Kian stopped walking and turned to face her. His single eye was intense, his expression unreadable.

“You’re not the reason,” he said firmly. “Whatever they want, it’s on them, not you.”

“But—”

“No.” His voice was sharper now, cutting through her doubts. “They’re monsters, Asa. They don’t need a reason to destroy people. Don’t give them more power by thinking this is your fault.”

She swallowed hard, his words settling like stones in her chest. He meant well, but the uncertainty gnawed at her.

Owen had stopped a few paces behind them, watching the exchange with a worried expression. “We should rest,” he said hesitantly. “Just for a bit.”

“We can’t stop,” Kian replied immediately.

“We’re exhausted,” Owen countered. “If they’re chasing us, we won’t stand a chance if we can’t even run.”

Kian hesitated, his jaw tightening. Finally, he relented with a curt nod. “Fine. Ten minutes.”

They moved off the road to a small patch of grass near a cluster of trees. The air was heavy and still, the silence broken only by the occasional rustle of leaves.

Asa sat down, her legs aching. She watched as Owen rummaged through their small pack, pulling out the last of their dried fruit. He handed a piece to her, then offered one to Kian, who took it without a word.

They ate in silence, the tension between them unspoken but palpable. Asa’s gaze drifted to the horizon, her thoughts wandering.

“What if there’s more to me?” she murmured, almost to herself.

Kian’s head snapped up. “What do you mean?”

She hesitated, then shook her head. “Nothing. It’s just... I don’t remember much about my life before all of this. What if there’s something I’ve forgotten? Something important?”

Owen shifted uncomfortably. “We all lost things when the world fell apart,” he said quietly. “Memories, people... it doesn’t mean you’re—”

He trailed off, glancing nervously at Kian, who was watching Asa closely.

“You’re not a mystery to me,” Kian said finally. “You’re Asa. That’s all that matters.”

Asa met his gaze, searching for reassurance in his words. But his face was guarded, his eye revealing nothing.

Before she could respond, a distant sound cut through the stillness—a low, guttural growl.

All three of them froze.

Kian was on his feet in an instant, his knife drawn. “Stay close,” he said sharply.

Owen scrambled to his feet, clutching a makeshift spear. Asa rose more slowly, her heart pounding. The growl came again, closer this time, followed by the crunch of footsteps.

The group backed up instinctively, moving toward the trees for cover. Kian motioned for silence, his gaze fixed on the direction of the sound.

A shadow appeared at the edge of the road, its shape distorted and unnatural. Asa’s breath caught as the creature stepped into view—a monstrous amalgamation of limbs and twisted flesh, its eyes glowing faintly in the dim light.

The creature let out a piercing shriek, and Asa’s blood turned to ice.

“Run,” Kian ordered, his voice low and urgent.

Without hesitation, they turned and bolted into the trees, the creature’s shrieks echoing behind them.
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The forest was a labyrinth of shadows and tangled underbrush. The air hung thick with tension as Asa, Kian, and Owen sprinted deeper into the trees, their footsteps muffled by the soft earth. Behind them, the monstrous shrieks grew louder, the creature crashing through the undergrowth with terrifying speed.

Kian took the lead, his sharp eye scanning the terrain. “This way!” he barked, veering to the left where the trees thickened. Asa and Owen followed without hesitation, their breaths coming in ragged gasps.

“It’s gaining on us!” Owen hissed, clutching his spear like a lifeline.

“Just keep running!” Kian shot back.

The trees began to thin, revealing a clearing bathed in pale moonlight. Kian slowed to a halt, motioning for the others to stop. Asa doubled over, hands on her knees as she tried to catch her breath. Owen leaned against a tree, his face pale with fear.

“Why did we stop?” Asa demanded between gasps.

Kian didn’t answer immediately. He stood at the edge of the clearing, his posture rigid. His gaze wasn’t on the monster behind them but on something ahead—a sound, faint but distinct, echoing through the trees. A rustling that wasn’t caused by them.

“What is it?” Asa asked, her voice trembling.

Kian raised a hand to silence her. His eye darted between the shadows, every muscle in his body tense. “I think… I think there’s more than one.”

Owen’s grip on his spear tightened. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

The guttural roar of the creature behind them shattered the stillness, and moments later, it burst into the clearing. The moonlight illuminated its grotesque form—a hulking, twisted thing with too many limbs and glowing, predatory eyes. It let out a deafening screech, its gaze locking onto the trio.

Kian shoved Asa and Owen back. “Get behind me!”

Asa hesitated. “What are you going to do?”

“Just trust me!” Kian snapped.

The creature lunged, its claws tearing through the air. Kian dodged with practiced precision, slashing at it with his knife. The blade glanced off its hide, drawing a thin line of dark ichor but doing little to slow it down. The monster roared again, swinging its massive arm in a wide arc. Kian barely managed to duck in time.

“We need a plan!” Asa shouted, panic rising in her voice. She gripped the small dagger she carried, but it felt useless against something so large.

Owen stepped forward, his spear raised. “I’ll distract it. You two get out of here!”

“Are you insane?” Kian snarled, blocking another swipe from the monster. “We stick together. No one’s playing hero!”

The monster suddenly shifted its attention to Asa, its glowing eyes narrowing. It lunged at her with terrifying speed. Asa froze, her mind blank with fear. At the last second, Kian threw himself between her and the creature, shoving her to the ground as the monster’s claws raked across his arm. He hissed in pain but didn’t falter.

“Move!” Kian yelled at Asa.

She scrambled to her feet, her heart pounding. Owen circled around the creature, jabbing at it with his spear to draw its attention. The tactic worked—the monster turned toward him with a snarl, giving Kian and Asa a moment to regroup.

“This isn’t working,” Asa said, her voice shaking. “We’re not going to make it.”

Kian wiped the blood from his arm, his jaw clenched. “We don’t have a choice. We’re not dying here.”

Before anyone could respond, a low growl echoed from the trees. Another creature stepped into the clearing, its form just as twisted and horrifying as the first. Asa’s stomach dropped.

“Two of them?” Owen said, his voice breaking.

“Run,” Kian ordered, his tone leaving no room for argument.

“We can’t outrun them,” Asa said. “We need to fight.”

Kian’s gaze flicked between the two monsters, calculating. “Fine. But stay close. We work together.”

The fight that followed was chaos. Kian and Owen coordinated their attacks, trying to keep the monsters off balance while Asa darted in to strike when she saw an opening. The creatures were relentless, their movements almost impossibly fast. Every second felt like an eternity.

Finally, with a well-placed thrust of his spear, Owen managed to pierce the heart of one of the monsters. It let out a final, ear-splitting screech before collapsing into a heap. But the victory was short-lived. The second creature, enraged, lashed out wildly, catching Owen across the chest and sending him flying into a tree.

“Owen!” Asa screamed.

He didn’t get up.

Kian’s face twisted in rage. He charged at the monster, his knife flashing. Asa joined him, her fear replaced by a desperate determination. Together, they fought with everything they had, their movements fueled by adrenaline and sheer willpower. Finally, Kian landed a decisive blow, driving his knife into the creature’s neck. It collapsed, its body dissolving into ash.

The clearing fell silent except for their ragged breaths. Asa rushed to Owen’s side, her hands trembling as she checked for a pulse. Relief washed over her when she felt it, faint but steady.

“He’s alive,” she said, her voice breaking.

Kian knelt beside her, his face pale and bloodied. “We need to get out of here. There could be more.”

Asa nodded, wiping tears from her face. Together, they lifted Owen, supporting him between them as they stumbled back into the forest. The weight of what they’d just survived hung heavy in the air, unspoken but undeniable.

None of them knew what the future held, but one thing was certain: the nightmare was far from over.

The forest grew darker as the trio moved, each step a struggle under Owen’s weight. Kian gritted his teeth, his injured arm throbbing with every movement. Asa kept her free hand on Owen’s chest, as if by touch alone she could anchor him to life.

“I can’t believe we made it out of there,” Asa muttered, her voice laced with exhaustion.

Kian glanced at her, his lips twitching in a half-smile despite the situation. “You’re telling me. I thought for sure we were done for.”

Asa rolled her eyes, though there was a faint glimmer of amusement in her tired expression. “Well, you’re not exactly known for your optimism, are you?”

“I’m more of a realist,” Kian replied with a shrug, his tone playful despite the tension in his voice.

Asa gave him a sidelong glance, catching the hint of something deeper in his words. “Realist? Or just… grumpy?”

Kian snorted, though it quickly turned into a grimace. “Keep talking, and I’ll show you grumpy.”

She smirked at him, but then quickly turned her attention back to Owen, her hands trembling slightly as she helped him down to the ground.

“We’ll rest here,” Kian said, his voice steady, the humor from before gone as he focused on getting Owen settled. “Just for a bit.”

Asa nodded, a quiet sigh escaping her lips as she dug through their supplies. She found a strip of cloth and moved to Kian’s side, her eyes scanning his arm.

“Let me see,” she said, her voice soft but firm.

“I’m fine,” Kian replied, brushing her off with a half-hearted wave. “Really.”

“Stop lying,” Asa muttered, pushing him gently down onto the cave floor. “Sit down.”

Kian hesitated, glancing at her, then sighed and sat. “Fine, fine. You’re like a broken record.”

Asa didn’t respond, just moved swiftly to clean the wound on his arm. Her fingers were quick, but there was an odd gentleness to the way she worked, as if each motion mattered more than just the task at hand.

“This is going to scar,” she said quietly, her voice almost distracted as she wrapped the cloth around his arm.

“Add it to the collection,” Kian replied, his usual dry tone slipping into something more casual, more comfortable.

Asa paused, meeting his gaze for a moment. There was something unspoken in the look she gave him, something that wasn’t entirely exhaustion or concern. “You know, you don’t have to take the hits for us all the time.”

“I’m not complaining,” Kian said, though the words held a quieter edge. “It’s what I’m supposed to do.”

Asa opened her mouth to argue, but the words caught in her throat. Instead, she glanced at Owen, her eyes softening.

“Do you think he’ll be okay?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

Kian’s gaze shifted to Owen, his face unreadable. “He’s tough. He’ll pull through.”

The silence between them thickened, heavy with more than just the weight of their situation. Asa’s eyes flickered to him, a sudden uncertainty creeping in.

“Do you ever wonder how we got here?” she asked, the question lingering in the air.

Kian turned his head to her, his expression guarded. “What do you mean?”

“I mean everything,” she said, waving her hand vaguely toward the cave, their ragged breaths, the darkness closing in. “Why we’re stuck in this... mess. The monsters. The nothingness. Us.”

Kian’s jaw tightened, and he shifted uncomfortably. “Does it matter?” His voice had a sharper edge than usual, but there was something else there, something he wasn’t saying.

Asa raised an eyebrow, a teasing glint in her eye. “Doesn’t it? You’re awfully good at pretending everything’s fine.”

Kian’s gaze snapped to hers, and for a moment, there was something more in his eyes—something raw. “Maybe I don’t want to get your hopes up. It’s better if you just focus on surviving.”

She studied him for a beat, then shrugged, her lips curling into a small smile. “You’re such a mystery, Kian. I don’t know whether to find you frustrating or... charming.”

Kian smirked back, though it was a little less sure. “Yeah, well, I don’t do easy.”

“Clearly,” she muttered, but there was warmth in her voice, something that made his chest tighten just slightly.

Before the moment could stretch too long, Owen’s weak voice interrupted them.

“Stop... arguing.”

Both of them turned at the same time, as if they’d been caught in a private world.

“You’re awake!” Asa exclaimed, rushing to his side. There was an urgency to her touch, something protective, though she still managed to smile.

“Barely,” Owen muttered with a weak grin. “You two are loud.”

Kian dropped beside him, his earlier sharpness fading in an instant. “How do you feel?”

“Like I got hit by a monster. Twice.” Owen winced, but made an attempt to sit up. Kian put a hand on his chest, pushing him back down gently.

“Stay down, Owen. You’re not getting up anytime soon.”

“Yeah, no kidding.” Owen closed his eyes, but his voice softened. “Thanks for... getting me out of there. Both of you.”

Asa smiled faintly, brushing a stray strand of hair from her face. “We’re a team. We stick together.”

Owen nodded, his breathing evening out as exhaustion took over. He was asleep again within minutes.

Asa sat back, shoulders sagging, her gaze flickering back to Kian. “I don’t know how much longer we can keep this up.”

“We’ll figure it out,” Kian said, his voice quieter now, more uncertain than before.

“Will we?” Asa asked, her voice thick with doubt. “Because sometimes it feels like we’re just surviving, not living.”

Kian didn’t respond right away. He stared out of the cave, his lone eye catching the faint glow of moonlight filtering through the trees. Then, quietly, he spoke again.

“I don’t have all the answers,” he said, his voice soft. “But I do know one thing: we’re not alone in this. Not completely.”
Asa frowned. “What do you mean?”
Kian hesitated, his hand brushing the edge of his eyepatch absentmindedly. “I’ve seen things. Shadows of people. I don’t know if they’re real, but they’re out there.”
“Why didn’t you tell us?” Asa asked, the words coming out sharper than she intended.
“I wasn’t sure what it meant,” Kian said, a trace of frustration in his voice. “And I didn’t want to scare you.”
Asa’s gaze softened, her tone quieting. “Kian... you don’t have to carry everything on your own.”
He looked at her, his expression conflicted, but there was a flicker of something—something vulnerable. “Maybe not. But I will if I have to.”
They sat there, the silence stretching between them like a taut rope. The air felt heavy with things unspoken, and yet, there was an undeniable pull between them.
Outside, the forest remained still, but the sense of being watched lingered. Asa leaned against the cave wall, her mind swirling with confusion and unease. Kian sat beside her, his gaze fixed on the darkness beyond, but the quiet moments they shared felt like something more than just survival.
For now, they had a moment of peace. But they both knew, deep down, that peace was fleeting.
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The night had settled into a heavy silence, the kind that only came when everything else had been drained away—hope, energy, and even words. Asa sat across from Kian, her legs curled up beneath her, and her gaze unfocused, lost in the thoughts she hadn’t voiced. Kian, as usual, was staring into the flames, though his thoughts weren’t much different than hers.

Owen, thankfully, was asleep for now. His labored breathing was soft but steady. The fever had him on the edge, but they couldn’t afford to slow down too much.

“I keep thinking about her... I can't stop,” Asa said suddenly, breaking the silence.

Kian’s hand tightened around a nearby stone, his jaw clenching at the mention of her name. He didn’t want to think about Helen—not after everything that had happened. Not after the betrayal.

“Don’t,” Kian muttered, his voice low, almost a growl. “We don’t have time to waste on her.”

Asa glanced at him, surprised by the intensity in his voice. “I’m not wasting time on her, Kian. I’m trying to make sense of what happened. I thought—” she paused, biting her lip. “I thought she was our friend. I thought we could trust her.”

Kian’s eyes narrowed as he leaned forward slightly, the firelight casting flickers across his face. “You’re still hung up on her? After everything she did? She’s the reason we’re in this mess, Asa.”

She looked at him, her brow furrowed. “I’m not saying I’m still blindly trusting her, Kian. I’m saying I trusted her, and it was hard to face that she was never who I thought she was. I’m just... trying to make sense of it.”

Kian’s jaw tightened, and he let out a sharp breath. “You should’ve listened to me. I told you. I told you Helen was dangerous from the start.”

Asa’s lips pressed together in frustration. “You think I don’t know that now? You think I don’t see how right you were? You were right, Kian. She did betray us, and it hurts. But you—” she clenched her fists, standing up abruptly, “you acted like I should just trust Owen without knowing anything about him. You expected me to just—what?—take your word for it?”

The words hit Kian harder than he expected. His eyes shot up to meet hers, and for a moment, a flicker of guilt crossed his face. “I didn’t expect you to blindly trust him, Asa. I just—he’s my friend. He’s been through things, too. I thought you’d understand that.”

Asa’s breath came in sharp, angry bursts. “You expected me to trust someone I didn’t know. Someone who I never met before, someone who was thrown into this mess with us, all because he was your friend. You didn’t even give me a choice, Kian!”

Kian rose to his feet as well, a storm of frustration building in his chest. “I didn’t give you a choice because I thought it was the right call! Owen’s not like Helen. He’s not out to screw us over. He’s been through hell and back just like we have. But you—you kept your distance, shut him out. You didn’t even try to give him a chance.”

“I didn’t shut him out!” Asa’s voice cracked with emotion. “I didn’t know him! You told me nothing about him except that you trusted him, and that was supposed to be enough for me to—what?—just accept him into our group? You didn’t think about how that felt, did you? You didn’t think that maybe I needed time to trust someone who was just thrown into our mess, too.”

Kian’s anger flared. “He’s not just anyone, Asa! He’s my closest friend. And if I trust him, you should, too. He didn’t ask for any of this either. Just like you didn’t.”

Asa shook her head, her eyes wide with frustration. “You’re not listening! It’s not about whether or not I trust Owen—it’s about you pushing me into it like I had no other choice. You were so focused on defending him, you never stopped to think if I was ready to do that. You didn’t give me the time I needed to even get to know him. And now, look at us. We’re barely holding it together, and it’s not just because of Helen. It’s because of you too, Kian!”

Kian’s chest heaved with each breath, the weight of her words hitting him like a physical blow. His hand went to his eyepatch instinctively, a nervous habit. “I’m sorry you feel like that,” he said, his voice quieter now. “But I didn’t think—”

“Of course you didn’t think,” Asa cut in bitterly, her voice trembling. “You only thought of what you wanted, what you needed. You’re the one who’s been carrying this burden for so long that you can’t see anyone else anymore. I trusted you, Kian. I trusted you to know what was best for us, to not make these decisions on your own.”

“I never wanted to make decisions on my own,” Kian snapped, his frustration rising again. “But I’ve been doing this alone for so long. I don’t know what’s best for any of us, but I just—”

“You can’t keep doing this by yourself!” Asa shouted. “We’re supposed to be in this together. But you keep shutting us out, making decisions without consulting anyone, and it’s tearing us apart.”

For a long moment, the silence stretched between them, both of them breathing hard, their emotions raw. Kian closed his eyes, the weight of his own guilt settling over him like a thick fog.

“I didn’t want to drag you into this,” Kian muttered, his voice quieter now. “I didn’t want to make you part of this world I’ve been living in. But I didn’t know how else to do it.”

Asa softened, but her frustration still lingered. “But that’s the problem, Kian. You don’t have to do it alone anymore. You can’t. Not with me. Not with Owen.”

Kian looked at her, his gaze conflicted. “I’m not trying to push you away, Asa. I just—” He stopped, unsure how to continue. His heart was heavy, the burden of responsibility weighing on him more than ever. “I’m not used to... relying on anyone.”

“I get it,” Asa said softly. “But you have to start somewhere.”

Just then, a weak voice interrupted them. “You two done yelling?”

Owen’s eyes fluttered open, his face flushed with fever but his grin still there, as usual. Kian and Asa both turned to him, their argument suddenly feeling insignificant.

Asa sighed, her shoulders sagging. “Yeah. We’re done. For now.”

Kian let out a small chuckle. “For now,” he echoed. “But we’ll talk about this more later.”

Owen’s grin faded into a tired smile. “Don’t make me get up... just... let me sleep. You two really are exhausting.”

Asa shook her head with a small smile, but her thoughts were still heavy. She glanced at Kian, her voice quieter now. “We’ll figure it out. Together.”

Kian nodded slowly. “Together.”

And for the first time, he wasn’t sure if that was enough, but it was all they had.
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The cave had grown colder as night deepened. The fire had died down to embers, casting flickering shadows on the walls. Owen, still unconscious, was curled up near the warmth, his shallow breaths the only thing that could be heard besides the occasional rustle of leaves outside.

Asa sat cross-legged near the dying fire, her thoughts as scattered as the ashes at her feet. She had been trying not to think too much about Kian—about the way his eyes had hardened when she had pressed him earlier. About the way she had felt his hesitance, the wall he had built between them. But no matter how hard she tried, her thoughts always circled back to him.

And now, Kian was standing by the entrance of the cave, his silhouette barely visible in the dim light. He had been quiet for the past few hours, more distant than usual, and Asa couldn’t tell if he was trying to protect her or if something else was keeping him away.

She couldn’t stand the silence anymore.

“Kian,” she called softly, her voice just above a whisper.

He didn’t turn around at first. But then, after a long pause, he stepped back inside, his movements deliberate but careful. He didn’t say anything, just stood there in the shadowed space between them. Asa didn’t know if she was relieved or disappointed that he wasn’t avoiding her entirely, but she wasn’t sure how much longer she could hold herself back from saying everything that had been weighing on her heart.

She took a breath.

“Kian, we need to talk.”

He raised an eyebrow, his usual guarded expression flickering for just a second. “About what?”

Asa couldn’t stop herself from standing up, walking toward him until there was barely any space between them. The closeness of his presence made her heart race, but she forced herself to stay calm, even though her words were coming faster than she expected.

“About us,” she said, her voice steadier than she felt. “About everything that’s been happening. You can’t keep pushing me away every time we fight or something gets hard.”

Kian’s jaw tightened, and for a moment, he looked like he might walk away, but then he stopped himself. The silence between them stretched on, both of them caught in the tension of unspoken things.

“I’m not pushing you away,” Kian said finally, his voice low. “But I can’t—”

“You can’t what?” Asa cut him off, frustration creeping into her tone. “You can’t let me in? Or you can’t let me be a part of this? I don’t need you to protect me all the time, Kian. I can fight, I can handle it. I just want you to trust me.”

Kian looked at her, his eyes hard but something softer beneath the surface. He opened his mouth to speak, but the words seemed to falter. Instead, he took a step closer to her, his hand brushing her arm gently, a touch that seemed almost hesitant.

“You don’t understand,” he murmured, his voice strained. “I don’t know how to do this. I don’t know how to just... let go.”

The rawness in his voice made Asa’s chest tighten, and before she could stop herself, she reached out, her fingers brushing against his cheek. The touch was light, tentative, but it was enough to make Kian flinch slightly, his gaze flickering down to her hand before meeting her eyes again.

“Let go of what?” she whispered. “Of me?”

Kian didn’t answer right away. He took another step forward, his breath shallow. The space between them, once filled with tension and distance, seemed to vanish in an instant. Asa’s heart pounded in her chest, the words on the tip of her tongue, but she couldn’t seem to find the courage to speak them.

Instead, Kian spoke first. His voice was barely above a whisper.

“I’ve been carrying this... this guilt for so long, Asa. I pushed everyone away because I didn’t want anyone to get hurt. But I can’t keep doing that with you. I can’t pretend like I don’t want this... don’t want you.”

Asa’s breath caught in her throat as his words sank in. She didn’t know whether to smile or cry, but there was a sudden, overwhelming sense of relief in knowing that he had been feeling the same way. They had been circling each other for so long, dancing around the truth, and now, finally, it was out there between them.

Kian took another breath, his hand reaching for hers. “I... I’m sorry, Asa. I’ve been scared. Scared of letting anyone get too close. But I don’t want to be scared anymore.”

Without thinking, Asa stepped closer to him, closing the space entirely. Her heart was beating so loudly she was sure Kian could hear it, but when she reached up to touch his face again, the fear, the uncertainty, all of it seemed to disappear.

“Kian,” she said softly, her voice thick with emotion. “I’m not going anywhere. I’m right here.”

And then, before either of them could second-guess it, she kissed him. It was slow at first, tentative, as if they were both trying to gauge if this was real. But then, as Kian’s hand slid around her waist, pulling her closer, it deepened, and Asa finally felt the warmth and the weight of everything that had been held back between them. The kiss was everything they hadn’t said, everything they’d been avoiding. It was all the promises they hadn’t been able to make with words.

When they finally pulled away, both of them were breathless, their foreheads resting against each other.

“I’m not letting you go either,” Asa whispered, her voice barely audible.

Kian smiled, a rare, genuine smile that made Asa’s heart flutter. “Good. Because I don’t know what I’d do if you did.”

They stayed there for a long moment, just breathing, just being. The outside world, with its monsters and dangers, seemed so far away, and for the first time in days, Asa didn’t feel like she was just surviving. She felt like, with Kian beside her, they could actually have something that was theirs.

The fire had long since gone out, but the warmth between them lingered, pulsing in the quiet moments they shared. Asa’s hand was still resting on Kian’s chest, feeling the steady beat of his heart, a rhythm that grounded her in the midst of everything that was uncertain. The world outside, with its dangers and threats, felt far away for the first time in ages.

Kian didn’t pull away. Instead, he rested his forehead against hers, both of them catching their breath, their hands finding each other in the quiet dark. There was something comforting in the stillness between them—an understanding that they didn’t have to explain everything, didn’t have to have all the answers, but that together, they could face whatever came next.

“I never thought I’d feel this... calm,” Asa whispered, her voice barely audible.

Kian’s laugh was soft, almost a chuckle, though it was laced with the same exhaustion that hung around them. “Yeah, me neither. But... maybe that’s what makes it real. The calm after everything we’ve been through.”

He pulled back just enough to look her in the eyes, his gaze serious but tender. “I’ve been running, Asa. Running from people, from the past... from what could happen if I let anyone in. But now... now I know I don’t have to do it alone.”

Asa smiled, a warmth spreading through her chest. “You don’t, Kian. You never did.”

There was a long pause as they simply looked at each other, the weight of the words hanging between them. Neither of them needed to say more; the connection was enough.

But then, the silence was broken—not by words, but by a faint rustling outside the cave.

Kian’s muscles tensed immediately, his instincts kicking in. Asa stiffened beside him, her body still close to his but now alert. They exchanged a brief glance, their moment of peace shattered, but they didn’t need to speak to know what to do.

“Stay here,” Kian said, his voice a low command. He moved toward the cave entrance, his movements sharp and practiced, every sense on high alert. Asa, however, didn’t stay back. She followed him silently, her heart pounding, both with the adrenaline of the moment and the need to protect each other.

Kian held up a hand as they reached the entrance. “Quiet,” he whispered.

They stood in the shadows of the cave, listening intently. The rustling had stopped, replaced by an eerie stillness. Asa felt her breath catch in her throat. There was something unnatural about the silence now, as though the very air had changed, become heavier.

Kian’s eyes narrowed. “Stay close,” he said, not taking his eyes off the darkened forest outside.

Asa did as told, her hand instinctively reaching for the dagger she kept hidden at her side. She was ready. She had to be.

And then she heard it.

A faint, distant whisper—a voice, soft and yet carrying through the still night air. Her breath hitched, her body tensing with recognition.

“Kian... do you hear that?” Asa whispered, her voice shaking slightly.

He turned to her, his brow furrowed. “What do you mean?”

But before she could respond, the whisper grew louder, clearer, no longer a distant murmur. It wasn’t a voice she recognized, but the words it spoke made her blood run cold.

“We know you’re here.”

Kian’s eyes went wide, and in an instant, he pulled Asa back into the shadows of the cave. “Stay down,” he hissed, his tone sharp, urgent.

The voice came again, closer now, as though whatever—whoever—was outside had drawn nearer. But it wasn’t just one voice. Asa could hear more, like a chorus, whispering in unison.

“We know what you’ve done. We know what you are.”

Kian’s breath was shallow, his body rigid with tension. His grip on Asa’s arm tightened, as though grounding her, keeping her still in the face of the growing fear that surrounded them.

“Stay low,” Kian muttered, his voice barely above a whisper. “We can’t let them find us.”

Asa nodded, her heartbeat echoing in her ears. They had been running from this for so long. From Mrs. Thorn. From Sister Mary. From whatever horrors they had left behind in the orphanage. But now, it seemed they weren’t running far enough.

The voices outside seemed to draw closer, the whispers growing louder, more insistent. The air around them felt heavier, suffocating. Asa’s thoughts raced—who were they? What did they know? Had Helen told them everything? Or was this something worse?

“I can’t stay here,” Asa whispered urgently. “We need to leave now, while we still have the chance.”

Kian’s eyes met hers, his expression hard but thoughtful. He could see it in her face—the same determination that had driven them both for so long. They couldn’t wait for danger to reach them.

But before they could make a move, the voices stopped.

And then came the sound of something else.

A footstep.

The faintest rustle, just outside the entrance of the cave.

Kian’s hand went to the dagger at his side, pulling it out in one swift motion, the cold steel a comfort in his grip. Asa did the same, but her eyes never left the entrance.

For a long moment, the cave was silent once more. Neither of them dared to breathe too loudly, but the tension was thick, heavy. The slightest noise could tip them off.

Then, a figure appeared in the shadows just beyond the entrance.

It wasn’t human.

Asa’s blood ran cold as the figure stepped forward, its shape barely visible in the darkness. A tall silhouette, its movements jerky and unnatural, like it didn’t belong in the same world they did.

Kian’s grip tightened on his dagger. “Get ready,” he whispered.

"Can't wait till the day you can stop saying that."

"I might say it for other reasons."

"What?"

And Asa did, her heart pounding as the figure came closer, the sense of danger looming over them like a storm.
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The figure in the shadows moved closer, its unnatural, jerky movements sending a chill down Asa’s spine. Her hand tightened around her dagger’s hilt, her fingers steady, no hint of hesitation. She wasn’t about to let whatever that was get the better of her—not now, not when she had come so far.

Kian’s gaze flicked to her, his expression a mix of concern and admiration. “Asa,” he whispered, his voice barely audible, “we need to be careful.”

But Asa wasn’t listening. The words didn’t sink in, not when the threat was so tangible, so close. She was done being the one who hesitated, the one who waited to be protected. Kian had his own battles to fight, and she wasn’t going to be the one who held him back anymore.

“I’m fine,” she whispered back, her eyes never leaving the creature. “I’ll take care of this.”

Kian frowned but didn’t argue. Instead, he moved a little closer to her, his stance defensive. The two of them stood side by side, waiting for the creature to make its next move. Asa’s heart was steady, her mind razor-sharp. She’d been through too much to let something like this rattle her now.

The figure’s face, or what passed for a face, came into view—a twisted, pale shape with dark, empty eyes. It seemed almost human, but the way it moved, the way it was far too tall for any person she had ever seen, made it clear that this was something else entirely. Something dangerous.

It stopped just outside the cave, standing in the doorway, its presence looming. For a second, Asa thought it might speak, but instead, it let out a low, guttural growl that sent an electric shock of fear through her.

Kian’s body tensed beside her, but Asa didn’t flinch. She knew what had to be done, and she wasn’t going to wait for the creature to make the first move.

Without a word, she stepped forward, positioning herself between Kian and the creature. Her voice rang out, firm and commanding.

“Come any closer, and I’ll put you down. I don’t care what you are.”

The creature’s head tilted at her words, its eerie gaze scanning her as if trying to decipher the boldness in her eyes. For a moment, the forest outside the cave was silent, the tension in the air thick and palpable. Then, with an almost mocking twist of its mouth, the creature lunged.

Asa didn’t hesitate.

With a speed and precision that could have rivaled any trained fighter, she moved, her dagger flashing through the air as she sidestepped the creature’s grasping hands. The thing had been expecting her to recoil, to hesitate, but she was already three steps ahead. She slashed at its side, the blade biting into the flesh. It screeched, a horrible, high-pitched wail that made Asa’s skin crawl.

But she didn’t stop.

The creature staggered back, momentarily stunned, and Asa took advantage of its disorientation. She pressed the attack, quick and sharp. The thing lunged again, but this time, Asa was ready. She dropped to the ground, sweeping her leg beneath it, sending it sprawling. It hit the cave floor with a sickening thud, and Asa was on it in an instant, her knee pressing into its chest as she drove her dagger into its throat.

The creature’s screeches turned to gurgles as it struggled, but Asa didn’t give it a second chance. With one final, forceful push, she drove the blade deep into its heart. It went still.

For a moment, there was only the sound of her ragged breathing, the echo of her heartbeat loud in her ears.

Kian’s voice broke through the silence. “Asa… you—”

She stood up, wiping the blood from her dagger with a cloth she had pulled from her bag. Her face was calm, almost unreadable, as she turned to face Kian, who was watching her with wide eyes.

“I told you I could handle it,” Asa said, her voice steady, unwavering. She wiped a smear of blood from her cheek, the only sign of the battle she’d just fought. “I’m not just some damsel in distress.”

Kian took a step toward her, his eyes still filled with disbelief, but now there was something else there too—respect, admiration. “You’re not,” he said, his voice low, his gaze never leaving hers. “You’re not that at all.”

Asa didn’t respond immediately. Instead, she sheathed her dagger, still calm but now feeling the weight of everything that had just happened settle into her bones. The fight had been instinctive—there hadn’t been time to doubt, to hesitate. She had done what needed to be done.

But now that it was over, she allowed herself one quick glance at Kian, and something in her chest softened. Maybe he had been right to worry, but this wasn’t a world for weakness. They were both fighters now, no longer the children they had been when they ran away from that cursed orphanage.

“We should move,” Asa said, her voice low. “More could be coming.”

Kian didn’t argue. Instead, he nodded, his expression still lingering with that mixture of awe and something more. “You’re right. But… Asa…”

She turned to him, her eyes narrowing, wondering if he was about to say something about what had just happened. The way she’d handled the fight. The way she had shown him that she could be as strong as him, if not stronger.

But all Kian said was, “You’re incredible.”

Asa didn’t respond with words. Instead, she just gave him a small, knowing smile—a smile that conveyed everything she felt: I’m not going to stop. I’m not going to let you or anyone down.

And that was enough for both of them.

They gathered their things quickly, the tension still hanging in the air, but there was no fear in Asa’s eyes now. No uncertainty. She had made her choice. She was done with running. She was done with being afraid.

And Kian, for the first time, was looking at her as though he knew it too—he knew she was a force to be reckoned with.

Together, they weren’t just surviving anymore.

They were living. And they were going to keep moving forward.

The air felt lighter after the fight, though the weight of their circumstances still hung heavily between them. The creature was dead, but Asa knew that it wouldn’t be long before they encountered more like it. Whatever force had twisted the world around them wasn’t done yet—and neither were they.

As they made their way out of the cave, the sun had already begun to rise, casting a pale light over the dense forest around them. The shadows were still thick, but the promise of a new day brought with it a strange sense of hope. For once, it felt like they were not just running, but moving forward.

Kian walked beside Asa, his eyes scanning the path ahead with an intensity that never seemed to wane. She could tell he was still processing what had just happened—the way she had handled herself, how quickly she had taken charge. But there was no hesitation in his steps now, no doubt in his mind about her strength. She had proven herself, and he knew it.

Asa caught a glimpse of Owen, who had been quietly following them, his steps sluggish but determined. His injury was still fresh, but there was something else about him now, a new understanding in his gaze. He had seen what Asa was capable of—and maybe, just maybe, he respected her more for it.

Kian glanced over at Owen. “You good back there?”

Owen nodded, though his face was pale, and sweat still dotted his brow. “Yeah... just a little slower than I want to be, but I’ll live.”

Asa slowed her pace just enough to fall into step with him, offering a small, reassuring smile. “We’ll take it easy today. No rush.”

Owen gave a weak grin, though the humor didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Thanks, Asa. Couldn’t have done this without you.”

Her smile widened. “We’re a team. Always will be.”

There was a moment of quiet as they walked on, the weight of their words settling in. Asa couldn’t help but think back to how everything had changed in such a short time. A few days ago, she had barely known Owen, and now they were all bound together, a makeshift family. Their connection had grown, even through the tension, even through the fights, but there was still something unsaid between her and Kian. A question that hung in the air like the fog over the trees.

“You know,” Asa said suddenly, her voice breaking the quiet, “I’ve been thinking.”

“Uh-oh,” Owen muttered, his voice light but tinged with fatigue. “What now?”

Asa shot him a glance, smirking despite herself. “It’s not bad, I promise.”

Kian raised an eyebrow, sensing the shift in her tone. “What are you thinking?”

Asa hesitated, but then, with a deep breath, she pushed forward. “I’ve been thinking about what we’re doing, what’s really next for us. We’ve been running from this place, running from everything, but there has to be something more than just surviving.”

The air grew still, the weight of her words sinking in as she paused, meeting Kian’s eyes. “We need to take a stand. Not just run from the things that are after us, but find a way to end it.”

Kian’s expression hardened, but his eyes softened at her words. “You’re right. I’ve been thinking the same thing. Running’s only getting us so far. It’s not enough anymore.”

They walked for a few more minutes, the sound of their footsteps the only thing breaking the stillness. Asa could feel Kian’s presence beside her, his thoughts clearly racing.

“Then we’ll do it,” Asa continued, her voice steady, her determination palpable. “We’ll stop running. We’ll find out what’s behind all this. We’ll take back control.”

Owen, hearing the seriousness in her voice, straightened up a bit, his gaze flicking between Asa and Kian. “You’re really thinking about going back? To the orphanage?”

Asa didn’t look away from the road ahead, but her jaw tightened. “I’m thinking about ending it. Whatever Mrs. Thorn and Sister Mary are doing, it ends with us.”

Kian was quiet for a long moment, weighing her words. Then he nodded, a slow but resolute movement. “I’m with you. We’re in this together.”

Asa felt a flicker of relief at his words, but she didn’t let herself feel too comfortable. She wasn’t backing down. This was no longer about just surviving. It was about taking control, about making sure the past didn’t define their future.

“We’ll need a plan,” Asa said, the leader in her rising to the surface once again. “We can’t just march in there without knowing what we’re up against.”

“We’ll figure it out,” Kian replied, his voice firm, unwavering. “We have to. But first, we need rest. We’re no good to anyone if we’re dead on our feet.”

Asa nodded in agreement, but she knew that resting wouldn’t be enough. They had to be strategic. And more than that, she had to be prepared to do whatever it took.

The path ahead wasn’t clear, but Asa felt something she hadn’t in a long time: a sense of purpose.

They found a small clearing in the forest a few hours later, a perfect place to stop for the night. The shadows lengthened as the sun sank low in the sky, and Asa set up camp with practiced efficiency, her mind still spinning with thoughts of the orphanage and the twisted experiments they had left behind.

She looked up to see Kian and Owen gathering firewood. They weren’t speaking much, but Asa could feel the unspoken bond between them growing stronger.

They weren’t just surviving anymore. They were changing the game.

When they sat down around the fire that night, Asa took a deep breath, the warmth from the flames reaching into her bones. For the first time since they had fled, she felt like they were more than just a group of runaways. They were something more.

And whatever came next, Asa knew one thing for sure: they were ready for it.
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The world felt impossibly still, as if nature itself was holding its breath, waiting for the storm to come. But Asa, Kian, and Owen knew the storm was not just something that would happen—it was something they were about to create.

They had made a decision: they weren’t running anymore. They would face what haunted them head-on. But even with that resolution, they knew the road ahead would be treacherous. The orphanage—their prison, their tormentor—was not just a place. It was a fortress, fortified by twisted rituals and dark secrets. To take it down, they would need more than just their wits and willpower. They needed a plan.

And that was where their work began.

The first step in their plan was research. It felt like the only thing that could keep their minds from spiraling out of control—an attempt to regain a sense of agency in a world that had stripped them of it. They needed to understand everything about Mrs. Thorn, Sister Mary, and the twisted experiments that had been conducted on children like them. Every detail, every scrap of information, was crucial. Their lives depended on it.

It wasn’t easy. They didn’t have access to libraries or records, and the internet was a distant dream. No, they had their memories—the dark, fragmented images of their childhood in the orphanage—and the bits of knowledge they had gathered over the years. Every encounter, every whispered conversation, every odd symbol and ritual they had witnessed. But even that had its limitations. They needed more.

Kian had been the first to speak up about it, his voice low, yet filled with that signature intensity. “We can’t just walk in there without knowing what we’re up against. Mrs. Thorn didn’t get to where she is by playing fair. We need everything.” His words carried the weight of someone who had lived through enough treachery to know how dangerous underestimating an enemy could be. And Mrs. Thorn was no mere enemy—she was a force, a monster cloaked in authority, a puppet master pulling strings from the shadows.

Asa had already been scribbling furiously in her notebook, her brows furrowed as she thought through every piece of the puzzle. “The rituals—they can’t just be for show,” she murmured, barely above a whisper. “There’s power there, real power. We need to figure out how they’re doing it, what they’re using. We can’t risk underestimating them.” Her fingers hovered over the notebook as she made a rough sketch of the symbols she had seen in the orphanage, the ones she had never been able to make sense of. She had been haunted by those strange markings and cryptic words for so long. Could they be the key to everything?

Owen was lounging nearby, still trying to ease the sharp, persistent pain from his chest injury. Despite the strain, his mind was whirring, never fully idle. He could sense the tension in the air, the weight of the moment. His usual jokey demeanor had been replaced by a grim sense of purpose. “We don’t have to do it all by ourselves, though, right?” he said, breaking the silence, though his voice carried a thoughtful edge. “What if there are others out there who know more? Like... survivors from the orphanage. There has to be someone who escaped.”

The idea made Kian pause. It was a thought he hadn’t wanted to entertain. They hadn’t exactly left with a welcoming crowd of allies. Most of the children in the orphanage had been too far gone—too broken, too terrified, to even think of rebellion. But there had to be others. There had to be someone who had seen something, who knew something they could use.

Kian leaned forward, elbows on his knees, his expression serious. “We didn’t exactly leave with a lot of friends,” he said, his voice low, guarded. “But we might be able to find information from outside sources. The nuns—especially Sister Mary—have their network. They can’t keep their operations completely secret, not from the outside world. If we can get to someone who knows about the rituals, we might have a fighting chance.”

The air felt heavy as Asa processed the suggestion. It wasn’t exactly a reassuring thought. The idea of putting their trust in anyone—even those who might be potential allies—felt like a gamble. They had already learned the hard way not to trust so easily. Helen had been their friend. Their confidante. Or so they thought. The memory of her betrayal still lingered like an open wound.

Asa’s gaze fell to the fire, the flames flickering like a reflection of her inner turmoil. She bit her lip, trying to push back the wave of frustration threatening to consume her. “We’ll have to be careful about who we trust,” she said, her voice steady but filled with a quiet intensity. “Helen—” Her breath hitched for just a second, and for a moment, Kian could see the pain flash in her eyes. She swallowed it down, forcing the words out. “Helen was a friend. I thought she was one of us.”

Kian’s jaw clenched, and the flicker of anger in his eyes mirrored Asa’s pain. He leaned back against a rock, his arms crossed over his chest as he glanced over at her. His voice was quiet but firm. “We’re not making that mistake again,” he said, his tone cold, steel cutting through the raw emotions that clung to him. “We trust who we can trust. If we need to get information, we do it cautiously. No more blind faith.”

The words hung in the air like a dark promise. Asa’s gaze flicked up to meet Kian’s, and for a long moment, neither of them spoke. There was too much history between them—too many broken pieces. They both knew that this wasn’t just about surviving the coming fight anymore. It was about surviving each other, about navigating the shifting dynamics of their fragile alliance. Trust wasn’t something they could take for granted anymore.

But Owen, as always, cut through the tension with his trademark humor, albeit with a more serious edge than usual. He shifted uncomfortably on the ground, his chest still sore. “Yeah, no more blind faith,” he said, trying to lighten the mood, though the heaviness of the conversation clung to his words. “I mean, look what happened when I trusted you two to help me with my wardrobe choices. Last time I checked, I didn’t sign up for this ‘outlaw’ look.”

Kian couldn’t suppress a small smile at Owen’s attempt to deflect. It was a welcome moment of relief, a reminder that, despite the gravity of the situation, they were still fighting this together. But Asa, still with that quiet fire in her, wasn’t done yet. She turned her attention back to her notebook, her fingers tracing the margins.

“I’ll find a way,” she muttered to herself, more than anyone else. “I’ll find a way to track down the ritual, the power. We need to know what we’re dealing with. How do they bind the children to their will? How do they use that power?”

Kian watched her, his thoughts dark and heavy. “Whatever it takes,” he said, his voice low, determined. “We’re not running anymore. We’ll get what we need. But for now, we need to prepare ourselves. We can’t keep running on empty.”

The words landed with finality. Asa nodded, though her mind was already spinning with ideas. There was no time for second-guessing. They had a goal, and it was time to put everything into motion. If they were going to confront Mrs. Thorn and the nuns, they needed every edge they could get.

The three of them fell into silence, the weight of their thoughts pressing down on them. The crackling fire was the only sound that filled the space between them. Outside, the world was still, but inside, everything was about to change. They had made their choice. Now it was time to act.

"Preparation" meant more than just gathering information—it meant physical and mental training. If they were going to survive the coming battle, they needed to be stronger, faster, more capable than they had ever been before. They could not afford to be complacent. Every step they took, every move they made had to count.

Kian was the first to start. Despite his injury, he had spent years training himself, honing his combat skills in secret. Every day had been a lesson in survival, a lesson he was now determined to pass on. He knew he couldn’t just rely on brute strength. Speed, agility, and strategy would be key.

The next morning, after a light breakfast of dried fruit and water, Kian stood, looking at Asa and Owen. His gaze was hard, his expression serious. He knew what was at stake. “We start with the basics,” he said, his voice steady, almost like a drill sergeant. “We’re not going to be able to fight if we can’t move.”

He began with a series of stretches, each one designed to loosen up the muscles and prepare for the physical toll of the training to come. His movements were fluid and precise, and Asa quickly followed, her body stiff from exhaustion but determined to push through. Owen, groaning with the strain of his injury, reluctantly joined in. Kian watched them both closely, noticing how their bodies reacted to the exertion. Asa, despite her earlier fatigue, was already calculating every movement, her eyes flickering with focus.

Kian could tell she was in her element. She had the focus of a survivor, honed by years of living through terror. She moved with a kind of grace that came from having fought for everything she had. But Kian saw the gaps too. Speed, yes. But there was still the issue of technique. “Good,” Kian said, nodding. “Now, we’ll start with hand-to-hand. This is just as important as anything else. The nuns, they’ll use anything at their disposal. Weapons, magic, whatever they can throw at us. But we have to be able to take care of ourselves up close. When it’s a one-on-one, no distractions, just us.”

He squared off against Asa first. She immediately moved, attacking with a series of quick jabs aimed at his chest and face. Kian blocked each one with practiced ease, his body shifting like a shadow in the early morning light. She was fast, but he was faster, anticipating her moves, turning each attack into an opportunity for a counter.

“You’re too predictable,” Kian said, his voice calm, his eyes focused. He dodged to the side as Asa’s right fist whistled past his ear. With a sharp, quick pivot, he aimed a low kick to her midsection. Asa grunted and leapt backward, narrowly avoiding it.

“Not bad,” Kian said, a rare compliment. “You’ve got speed. But don’t forget to stay grounded. You move too fast, and you’ll miss the openings.”

Asa smirked, her eyes narrowing. “I’m not missing anything,” she replied, and for a moment, Kian saw a flash of fire in her that made him take a mental note. She was more than just speed—there was a depth to her that would make her formidable if she could harness it.

“Good,” Kian said again. “You’ll need to use that aggression. But you can’t let it control you.”

Asa took a step back, taking a deep breath. She didn’t take her eyes off Kian, already preparing for her next move. But before she could advance, Kian turned to Owen, who was still trying to recover from his chest injury. He had been watching the sparring closely, his brow furrowed in concentration.

“Owen,” Kian called. “Your turn. Show me what you’ve got.”

Owen groaned but slowly got to his feet, his face contorted with frustration. “I’m not exactly at my best today,” he muttered, looking down at his injured chest, “but I’ll give it a shot.”

“You don’t need to be at your best,” Kian replied with a shrug. “Just do your best.”

Owen hesitated for a moment before stepping into position, his stance wide, trying to mimic Kian’s form. Kian sighed inwardly. Owen wasn’t the most graceful of fighters. His raw power and size had always been his advantage, but he didn’t have the control or the finesse to make it count in a fight. He was more of a blunt force, like a hammer to Kian’s scalpel.

“Don’t try to outmuscle me, Owen,” Kian instructed. “It’s not about strength. Focus on technique.”

Owen frowned but gave a reluctant nod. “I know. I’m just trying to keep up,” he said, his voice tinged with a hint of frustration.

The fight started slow, Owen throwing broad, lumbering punches, each one missing Kian by inches as the smaller, quicker fighter danced around him. Kian ducked under one punch, moving with a fluidity that left Owen struggling to keep up.

“Too slow,” Kian said, spinning on his heel and landing a quick, sharp jab to Owen’s ribs. Owen staggered but immediately recovered, turning back to face his opponent, more determined than ever.

“Come on, Kian! Give me something to work with!” Owen growled, trying to close the distance. His movements were becoming more erratic, a mix of frustration and determination. It was clear that Owen’s pride was at stake now.

Kian didn’t give him an inch, dodging another wild punch and responding with a swift strike to Owen’s shoulder. Owen grunted, finally starting to adjust, his mind working faster now. He began to see the rhythm of Kian’s moves, the way Kian flowed instead of forcing.

It was then that Owen finally connected. He faked a left hook and, in a blur of motion, twisted his body to land a clean blow to Kian’s midsection. It wasn’t powerful enough to take Kian down, but it caught him off guard, making him stumble backward.

“Not bad,” Kian admitted, wiping a trickle of sweat from his forehead. “You’ve got the right idea, Owen. Just remember—don’t rush it. Wait for the opening, don’t force it.”

Owen was panting, but his grin was wide. “About time you noticed I’m not as useless as I look,” he joked, though there was a clear sense of pride in his voice.

“Alright,” Kian said, taking a step back and raising his hand. “Enough for today. You’re both improving, but there’s still a lot of work to be done.”

The training continued throughout the day, stretching into the evening, with brief moments for food and water. Asa’s movements were becoming sharper, her strikes more controlled, her balance steadier. She had learned how to harness her speed and use it to her advantage. Owen, while still rough around the edges, was beginning to grasp the fundamentals of technique—he was still raw, but there was a flicker of potential in him now.

By the time nightfall came, Asa and Owen were exhausted, their bodies sore from the constant training. But they had made progress. Each of them had gained something—whether it was improved technique, sharper instincts, or a clearer understanding of the mental and physical strain they would face.

Kian sat down by the fire, his face hard, yet proud. “Tomorrow, we start with weapons training. We need to be prepared for anything. But this is a start. We keep pushing. Keep improving.”

As the flames flickered in the distance, Kian could see in the eyes of both Asa and Owen that they weren’t backing down. The road ahead would be difficult, but they were ready. The training would only get harder from here, but it had to. If they were going to face Mrs. Thorn and the nuns, they had to be more than just survivors. They had to be warriors.

[bookmark: _pfgtido8jpt0]32-Plan To End
That night, after their intense training, the trio sat around the fire, the flames crackling and flickering, their warmth contrasting with the cold, quiet night air. The shadows stretched long around them, the only light coming from the fire. This moment—this quiet, fragile moment—was where everything would change. They had trained hard. They had gathered their intel. Now, it was time to make the final decision. The plan.

Asa sat with her legs crossed, the fire casting a warm glow on her face as she flipped open the worn notebook she had kept since they first ran. Each page was filled with frantic scribbles, hastily drawn maps, sketches of the orphanage grounds, and notes about the nuns and their practices. Her handwriting was neat but urgent, as though each line carried the weight of their lives.

Kian sat to her left, his posture stiff, his eyes intense as he watched her work. Owen was across from them, his face tired from the day’s training, but his expression remained sharp, listening closely. The fire crackled again, sending a spark into the air.

Asa exhaled slowly, collecting her thoughts before speaking. “We need to find out how we can disrupt whatever power they’re using,” she said, her voice low but confident. She placed her finger on the map of the orphanage grounds that she had sketched, the lines and markings betraying the countless hours she had spent studying every inch of that place. “There has to be a source. If we can destroy that, we cut off their strength. If we sever the link to whatever dark force they’re using, it weakens them. It’ll give us a chance to strike.”

Kian leaned forward, narrowing his eyes at the map, his face illuminated by the firelight. He traced a line with his finger, moving across the walls, past the garden, to the center of the orphanage where the ritual room was located. “The ritual room,” he muttered. “That’s where the real power is. All the symbols, the sacrifices—they all point there. But…” His voice trailed off. “We don’t know what we’re dealing with in there. If we go in blind, we’re dead. We might as well walk into their hands.”

Asa clenched her jaw, not flinching at the harsh reality of Kian’s words. “Then we don’t go in blind,” she said firmly, tapping the notebook with a purposeful movement. “We do everything we can to gather more intel before we act. We find someone who knows the ritual. If there are survivors—someone who’s escaped or knows what they’re doing—we get to them. We’re not just going to rush in and hope for the best. Not again.”

Her words were sharp, her resolve cutting through the night air like a blade. Owen, who had been leaning back with his arms crossed, nodded slowly, the flickering light catching the edges of his face. His eyes were thoughtful, his usual humor replaced by a rare, serious tone. “So, we gather the information first. But when it comes down to it—how do we stop the ritual? How do we destroy what they’re using to channel this power?”

“Disrupt it,” Asa replied without hesitation. “If we can get inside the ritual room, we need to destroy the altar. Whatever they use to channel the power—the symbols, the artifacts, the dark relics—they’re the key. We hit it hard enough, and it’ll break. They won’t be able to use it against us anymore.”

Kian’s jaw tightened as he considered the implications of what Asa was saying. He had seen firsthand what they were capable of—the power that flowed from the ritual. That power had twisted their lives beyond recognition. He clenched his fist, his voice low but filled with an anger that simmered beneath the surface. “We hit them where it hurts,” he muttered, his eyes darkening.

Owen leaned forward then, his expression turning more serious. “It’s not going to be that simple,” he said, the weight of the moment sinking in. “We’ve got no idea how many of them are still there. If Sister Mary is there, she’s not going to go down easily. Mrs. Thorn—she’s the one pulling the strings. She’s dangerous, even without whatever rituals they’re doing.”

“I know,” Asa said, her voice unwavering. “But we can’t keep running forever. We’re not just going to survive this. We’re going to end it.” Her voice was filled with something fierce—a promise, a pledge. She looked at Kian, her eyes locking with his, searching for the same fire, the same unrelenting determination. The flames of the fire danced in her gaze, flickering with the same intensity that burned inside her chest.

Kian met her eyes, and for a long moment, they were silent. The weight of their past—the betrayal, the years of suffering—hung heavily between them. But the resolve that passed between them was undeniable. This was their fight. Together.

“We will,” Kian said finally, his voice quiet but filled with an unshakable certainty. The pain, the doubt, all of it faded in the face of that one, steadfast promise.

The fire crackled again, casting an orange glow over the three of them as they sat, united in their determination. They weren’t just running anymore. They weren’t just surviving. They were taking back their lives.

The silence stretched for a moment as each of them considered the magnitude of what they were about to do. Each of them carried the scars of the past, the weight of what had been done to them, but none of them flinched. This was their chance to end the madness. To take control.

Asa broke the silence with a deep breath. “We know the layout of the orphanage. We know where they keep their power. Now, we just need to figure out how to get in without getting killed.”

Kian glanced at the map again. “The entrance is heavily guarded. They’ll be expecting us. But if we can get to the back, we can slip through the old servant’s entrance. It’s barely used. From there, we work our way to the ritual room.”

Owen’s eyes lit up. “That sounds like a solid plan. And once we’re in, we make sure we’re ready for anything.”

“We can’t afford mistakes,” Asa added, her voice grim. “We move quickly. We move quietly. We don’t waste time. The longer we’re in there, the more danger we’re in.”

The trio sat in the quiet darkness for a moment, the weight of their plan hanging in the air. They were no longer just fleeing. They were striking back.

Asa felt a surge of emotion course through her—fear, yes, but more than that, an intense wave of purpose. This wasn’t just about survival anymore. This was about reclaiming their futures. This was about taking back everything they had lost.

“We can do this,” she said quietly, her voice steady but filled with resolve. “We have to do this.”

“We will,” Kian said, his voice unyielding, carrying the promise of everything they had suffered, everything they had fought through. “This ends now.”

And in that moment, Asa knew it was true. They weren’t just a group of runaway kids anymore. They were a force to be reckoned with. And when they walked through those doors again, it would be the last time anyone would ever use them as pawns.

The fight was coming. And this time, they weren’t going to lose.

[bookmark: _qm7n948gju06]33-Into The Lion’s Den
The trio crouched in the shadows just outside the orphanage’s rear gate, their breath forming faint clouds in the cool night air. The imposing building loomed ahead, its jagged silhouette stark against the moonlit sky. It looked just as it had when they fled—foreboding, oppressive—but tonight, it felt even darker. The place where nightmares were born.

Kian turned to Asa and Owen, his expression a mix of determination and unease. “This is it. You know your roles. If anything goes wrong…” He trailed off, unable to finish the sentence.

“Nothing’s going wrong,” Owen whispered, twirling his lockpicks between his fingers. “Not with me here. Relax, Cyclops.”

Kian shot him a glare, but Asa intervened before he could retort. “Focus,” she hissed. “Both of you. We’re wasting time.”

Owen smirked but nodded, slipping toward the gate. The lock was old, its iron hinges rusted, but he worked with practiced precision. The silence stretched thin as the seconds dragged by, every faint click echoing in their ears. Asa’s heart raced, her eyes darting between Owen and the darkened windows of the orphanage. Any moment, she expected a light to flicker on, a shadow to move.

Finally, the lock gave a faint click. Owen eased the gate open just wide enough for them to slip through.

“See? Piece of cake,” he muttered.

Inside the grounds, the familiar scent of damp stone and mildew hit them. It was hauntingly nostalgic, and not in a good way. The trio moved in silence, Asa leading the way with light, deliberate steps. Her smaller frame allowed her to blend into the shadows, slipping through the narrow paths between overgrown shrubs and crumbling stone walls. Behind her, Owen and Kian moved as quietly as they could, their heavier footfalls muffled by the dirt.

Reaching the side entrance, Asa pressed her ear to the door, listening for any sign of movement inside. When she was satisfied, she motioned for Owen. He knelt down, his tools ready. This lock was more complex than the gate, and Asa could see the faint tension in his hands as he worked.

“Faster,” Kian whispered, his voice barely audible.

“I’m working on it,” Owen snapped back, though his tone lacked its usual bravado.

Asa’s eyes darted to the shadows around them. The silence felt oppressive now, heavy with the threat of discovery. She swore she could hear faint whispers carried on the wind, though logic told her it was just her imagination.

Just as her nerves began to fray, the lock gave a faint click. Owen exhaled sharply, pushing the door open. “After you,” he said with a grin, but his voice was quieter than usual.

They slipped inside, the air colder and staler than they remembered. The faint light from the hall lanterns barely reached their position, casting long, shifting shadows on the walls. Asa led them down the corridor, her footsteps soundless on the stone floor. Every creak of the old building made her heart leap, but she pressed on, her focus unwavering.

They reached the first locked door—the archive room. Owen knelt again, his tools moving deftly, but this time his movements were slower. The lock was newer, sturdier. Asa bit her lip, her eyes flicking back toward the hallway behind them. She felt exposed, vulnerable.

“Hurry,” she whispered.

“I am hurrying,” Owen muttered, his voice tight with concentration.

A faint sound reached Asa’s ears—the creak of a floorboard in the distance. She froze, her hand gripping the strap of her satchel. Kian noticed her reaction, his body tensing as he stepped forward slightly, his hand on his knife.

“Someone’s coming,” Asa hissed.

Owen’s hands faltered for a split second before he redoubled his efforts. The seconds stretched into an eternity, the tension so thick it was almost suffocating. Just as Asa was about to tell him to abandon it, the lock clicked open.

“Go,” Owen whispered, pushing the door open.

Asa slipped inside first, scanning the shelves and cabinets. The room was dimly lit, but she didn’t need much light. Her fingers flew over the spines of ledgers, searching for anything useful. She found a stack of folders labeled “Ritual Subjects” and “Viability Analysis.” Her stomach churned as she skimmed the contents, but she forced herself to focus, stuffing the documents into her satchel.

“Cabinet,” she whispered to Owen, pointing to a locked storage unit labeled “Chemical Inventory.”

“On it,” he said, already moving.

Kian stayed near the door, his eyes fixed on the hallway. He could hear faint footsteps growing louder.

“Owen, faster,” Kian growled.

“I’m going as fast as I—there!” Owen swung the cabinet open, revealing rows of vials and jars, their contents glowing faintly in the low light. Asa grabbed several, her hands shaking slightly as she packed them into her bag.

The footsteps grew louder, closer. Kian motioned for them to stop.

“Hide,” he mouthed.

They pressed themselves into the shadows, their breaths shallow. A figure passed by the doorway—a nun, her face obscured by the dim light. She paused for a moment, her head tilting as though she sensed something was amiss. Asa’s heart pounded in her ears, the seconds dragging like hours.

The nun moved on.

Kian motioned for them to move. They slipped back into the hallway, retracing their steps as quickly and quietly as they could. But just as they neared the side exit, the sound of voices stopped them in their tracks.

“Did you hear that?” one voice said, sharp and suspicious.

Asa motioned for them to duck into a nearby alcove. They pressed themselves against the wall, holding their breath as two nuns approached.

“We’ll check the archives,” one of them said. “If someone’s in here—”

They didn’t finish the sentence. The nuns passed, their footsteps echoing down the hallway. Asa exhaled slowly, her body trembling with the effort to stay still.

They reached the door without further incident, slipping outside into the cold night air. But they didn’t stop. Asa led them to the empty bazaar, its stalls abandoned and silent under the moonlight. They ducked behind a stack of crates, finally allowing themselves to collapse.

“We did it,” Asa whispered, though her voice was tinged with disbelief.

Kian nodded, his face hard but proud. “We’re not done yet. This is just the start.”

Owen grinned, though his hands were still shaking. “You can thank me later.”

"Shut the fuck up Owen, you messed up right off the chart." Kian snapped back in a whisper.

"That's how it is huh?"

"Hell yea."

"Damn" Owen said acting hurt, the two boys laughed together silently while covering their mouths to stop any noise from coming out.

Asa managed a faint smile, but her mind was already racing. They had what they needed—documents, chemicals, evidence. But the danger was far from over.

They had done it, they had survived...for now.

The three of them crouched behind the crates in the empty bazaar, the stillness around them amplifying the sound of their rapid breathing. The cold stone beneath Asa’s knees pressed through her clothes, a grounding reminder that they weren’t safe yet.

Kian leaned slightly out of cover, scanning the labyrinth of stalls and alleys. The moonlight barely illuminated the area, casting long, twisting shadows across the deserted marketplace. He clenched his fists, his eyes darting back toward the orphanage in the distance. Asa wondered how Travis, the old man was doing. She had known him for such short time but he was most likely her favorite elder around the place, however after everything that happened, she wondered if he also might have been a victim of the Nuns.Or, who knows, maybe he was an ally...maybe even he was untrustable. Her thoughts where soon disturbed however.

“They’ll figure out we were there soon enough,” Kian muttered. “We can’t stay here.”

Asa nodded, her hands still gripping the straps of her satchel. The weight of the stolen documents and chemicals felt like a ticking bomb on her back. “Where do we go? The forest?”

“No,” Kian said, his tone sharp. “Too predictable. They’ll search the outskirts first.”

“Great,” Owen muttered, leaning back against the crates. “So, we just hang out here in plain sight and hope they don’t look for us in a creepy, empty bazaar?”

Asa shot him a glare. “Unless you have a better idea—”

“Quiet,” Kian hissed. He motioned for them to listen.

Faint voices echoed in the distance, accompanied by the unmistakable shuffle of footsteps. They froze, their bodies tensing as the sound grew louder. Asa’s breath hitched as she heard the harsh bark of orders.

“They’ve realized,” she whispered. Her voice was barely audible, but the weight of her words was crushing.

Kian gestured toward the back of the bazaar, where the shadows deepened into a narrow alley. “We move now. Quietly.”

They slipped into the alley, the darkness enveloping them. Asa took the lead, her small frame weaving through the tight space with practiced ease. Behind her, Owen and Kian followed, their larger builds making their movements slower but no less careful.

The alley led them to another section of the bazaar, where an overturned cart provided temporary cover. Asa crouched behind it, motioning for the others to do the same. Her mind raced, analyzing their options. The nuns were organized, relentless—they wouldn’t stop until they found them.

“We need a distraction,” Asa whispered. “Something to throw them off.”

“And what do you suggest?” Owen asked, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “Set the whole place on fire?”

Kian raised an eyebrow. “Actually, that’s not a bad idea.”

Owen blinked. “Wait, what?”

Kian ignored him, his gaze fixed on Asa. “We need chaos. Something to buy us time. The documents and chemicals—they’re too important to risk losing. If they catch us, it’s over.”

Asa hesitated, glancing at the stolen vials in her satchel. “The chemicals,” she said, her mind clicking into gear. “Some of these are volatile. If we can rig something to explode—”

“Wait, explosions?” Owen’s eyes widened. “That sounds like a one-way ticket to getting ourselves killed. And IM saying that. ME."

Asa opened her mouth to respond, but Owen held up a hand. “No, wait. I’ve got this. I used to work in the medication lab, remember? I know how to handle chemicals.”

Kian glanced at him, his expression unreadable. “Can you do it without blowing us up?”

"Well something is gonna be blown up."

With that, he knelt and opened Asa’s satchel, pulling out the vials with practiced hands. His movements were quick and sure, a stark contrast to his usual careless demeanor. Asa watched, impressed despite herself.

“You actually know what you’re doing,” she murmured.

Owen glanced up, his grin widening. “Don’t act so surprised. I’m full of hidden talents.”

He mixed the chemicals with precision, his fingers steady as he combined them in an empty jar Asa had found earlier. The concoction fizzed and glowed faintly, a dangerous beauty in the moonlight. Owen corked the jar and wrapped a strip of cloth around it, creating a makeshift fuse.

“Done,” he said, holding it up. “Now, where do we want the boom boom pow?”

Asa peered over the cart, scanning the area. She spotted a stack of crates near the edge of the bazaar. “There. It’ll give us enough time to slip out the other side.”

"If we don't die that is"

"Thanks for the comment smart ass."

"Anytime"

Owen nodded, his usual cockiness replaced by a rare seriousness. “Alright. Light me up.”

Asa lit the cloth with a match, and Owen took a deep breath before standing. He hurled the jar with surprising strength, the glass arcing through the air before shattering against the crates. For a heartbeat, there was silence.

Then the explosion tore through the night, a deafening boom that sent a shockwave rippling outward. The crates disintegrated in a fiery burst, flames licking at the surrounding area. Splinters of wood and debris rained down, the chaos swallowing the bazaar in an instant.

“Go!” Kian barked, grabbing Asa’s arm and pulling her into a sprint.

The explosion had the intended effect. Shouts erupted behind them as the nuns scrambled toward the noise, their search patterns thrown into disarray. The trio used the chaos to their advantage, slipping through the shadows and weaving between the maze-like alleys.

As they ran, Asa’s lungs burned, but she forced herself to keep moving. The satchel bounced against her back, a constant reminder of what was at stake. Kian stayed at her side, his grip firm and reassuring, while Owen trailed just behind, muttering curses under his breath.

Finally, they reached the outskirts of the bazaar, where the narrow alleys opened into the sprawling, empty plains. They didn’t stop running until they were far enough away that the lights and sounds of the orphanage were mere flickers on the horizon.

When they finally collapsed to the ground, the adrenaline began to fade, replaced by a heavy silence. Asa clutched her satchel, her mind racing with everything they had just done.

Kian was the first to speak. “You did it.”

Owen let out a breathless laugh, collapsing onto his back. “Yeah, and nearly got ourselves killed in the process. But hey, points for style.”

Asa didn’t respond immediately. Instead, she looked at Kian, her expression hardening. “We’re not done. This was just the first step. They’re going to come after us even harder now.”

Kian nodded, his jaw set. “Let them. We’ll be ready.”

“This is revenge.”
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It didn’t feel real. Not at all. Everything had happened in such a whirlwind of chaos and urgency that none of them could fully comprehend the events unfolding before them. But there they were—fighting back, stealing, and manipulating the very people they had once trusted with their lives. Days of running, unknown plans, and too many close calls with death had led them to this moment. And now, here they were. Fighting back.

The distant roar of panicked voices echoed through the halls as faculty members rushed the children outside, their shouts barely audible over the growing hysteria. The sky was painted with an ominous orange glow, and a grand mushroom cloud loomed in the distance, its form growing and curling like an apocalyptic flower. Asa, Kian, and Owen climbed up the water spout, their breaths ragged, until they reached the roof. They crouched low, peering over the edge, watching the chaos below.

From their vantage point, they could see the children—some barely five years old—huddling together, their small faces streaked with tears and confusion. Faculty members shouted orders, some desperately ushering the kids away from the main building while others froze in shock, staring at the rising cloud.

Asa’s heart clenched. “We have to save them,” she whispered, her voice trembling but resolute. Her blue eyes darted between the frightened children. “We have to save as many as we can.”

Kian nodded, his jaw tight. “I agree.” His voice was steady, but there was a fire in his eye. They all knew the truth: leaving these kids behind meant leaving them to die. And none of them would do that. Not in a million years. Never.

The trio slipped back down the water spout, hearts pounding, sneaking back inside through the backdoor they had pried open earlier. The air inside was heavy with smoke and fear. Every creak of the floorboards felt deafening in the suffocating silence.

“I’m so scared and so hyped right now,” Owen whispered, his voice barely audible as they crept through the dimly lit hallway. His usual humor carried an edge of nervous energy. “We’re actually doing this.”

“Hell yeah, we are,” Kian muttered, a quiet chuckle escaping him despite the tension.

But then a familiar voice cut through the air, stopping them dead in their tracks.

“You three sure love to play hero, huh?”

The voice was calm, almost mocking, and it sent a chill down Asa’s spine. She turned, her heart dropping. “Helen,” she hissed, her tone as cold as ice. Her former friend stepped out from the shadows, her face illuminated by the faint glow of the emergency lights.

“Get lost,” Asa snarled. “This is not a warning. It’s a threat.”

Helen sighed, a hint of sadness flickering in her eyes. She glanced behind her, as if checking for pursuers, before speaking quickly. “There’s a big vehicle at the back,” she said, her voice low but urgent. “It’s really long, like a truck or something. You might be able to fit everyone. The babies don’t take up much space anyway.”

Kian frowned, his brow furrowing in confusion. “What are you talking abo—”

Before he could finish, the sound of heavy footsteps echoed through the hall. Asa’s blood ran cold as she saw a mob of faculty members, led by none other than Mrs. Thorn and Sister Mary, marching towards them with grim determination.

“Go,” Helen said sharply, her voice cracking slightly. She pulled a ring of keys from her pocket and tossed them toward Asa. “These are the keys to the garage and that truck. You have to act fast. Take everyone.”

Asa caught the keys, her fingers trembling. “Helen, what are you doing?” she asked, her voice breaking. The weight of the moment was crushing.

“Every baby and infant,” Helen continued, ignoring the question. Her tone was rushed, almost frantic. “Take them. Save them. You don’t have time.”

“Helen, don’t do this,” Asa pleaded, her voice rising in desperation. But Helen cut her off with a shout.

“GO!” she yelled, her voice echoing through the hallway. Her eyes locked onto Asa’s, filled with a mix of pain and something Asa couldn’t quite place. “At least you won’t remember me as a traitor.”

Before Asa could respond, Kian grabbed her arm. “C’mon,” he said firmly, his voice devoid of emotion. “We have to go.”

“THEY’RE REALLY CLOSE, GUYS!” Owen shouted, pointing at the mob that was now alarmingly close.

Helen turned to face the crowd, drawing a long, curved blade from beneath her jacket. Her movements were precise, practiced, and unyielding. “I’ll distract them,” she said, her voice cold and resolute. “Go. Save everyone.”

“No!” Asa screamed, trying to break free from Kian’s grasp. But he held her tight, dragging her away even as tears streamed down her face.

Asa barely registered Kian’s voice shouting at her to move. She didn’t see Helen fall. She didn’t see the blade’s final arc. But the image of her old friend standing there, sacrificing herself to buy them time, burned itself into her mind. Tears blurred her vision, but she let Kian pull her forward. They had to move. They had to save the others. They had to honor Helen’s sacrifice.

The sound of the mob’s shouts and the clash of steel faded as the trio disappeared into the shadows, their mission clearer than ever: save the children. At any cost.

The trio reached the garage, Kian scanning the area with a sharp gaze while Asa clutched the keys Helen had thrown to them. The truck was massive, an old, rusting vehicle that seemed as though it hadn’t been used in years. Owen let out a low whistle.

“This thing’s a beast,” he muttered, already circling around to inspect it. “Let’s hope it still runs.”

“It has to,” Asa said, her voice still shaking. Her hands trembled as she fumbled with the keys, finally unlocking the garage door with a loud metallic screech. The sound echoed ominously, but there was no time to worry about being overheard.

Owen yanked the door open, his strength making quick work of the rusted hinges. “Kian, you know how to hotwire if the keys don’t work?”

“Do I know how to hotwire?” Kian scoffed, grinning despite the tension. “Who do you think you’re talking to?”

Asa climbed into the driver’s seat, turning the key in the ignition. For a moment, nothing happened. Her heart sank. Then, with a sputtering growl, the engine roared to life. Relief flooded through her. “It works. Get the kids.”

Kian and Owen bolted back towards the orphanage. The sight inside was chaos. Children huddled together, their faces streaked with tears and dirt. The older ones tried to comfort the younger ones, but fear was palpable in the air. They had seen it to. Helen's death.

“Everyone listen!” Kian shouted, his voice cutting through the din. “We’re getting you out of here. You have to follow us, stay quiet, and move fast. Understand?”

A few of the older children nodded, their eyes wide with fear and hope. Kian lifted two toddlers into his arms while Owen grabbed a bag of supplies from a nearby shelf. “Let’s move!”

The children followed in a trembling line, their small feet shuffling against the cold floor. Owen and Kian guided them to the garage, where Asa was already opening the truck’s rear doors. She helped the children climb in, her hands steady despite the adrenaline coursing through her veins.

“Is this everyone?” Asa asked as Kian hoisted another child into the truck.

“Almost,” he replied, his voice tight. “There’s a few more.”

“I’ll get them,” Owen said, darting back inside before either of them could argue. Time was running out. The shouts of the mob were growing louder, and Asa could see shadows flickering against the walls outside.

“We need to go,” Asa urged, her voice breaking. “Kian—”

“Not without Owen,” he snapped, his jaw clenched. “We don’t leave anyone behind.”

Seconds felt like hours as they waited, the children’s quiet sobs filling the air. Finally, Owen emerged, carrying two infants wrapped in tattered blankets. “Let’s go, let’s go!” he shouted, running towards the truck.

Kian slammed the doors shut as soon as Owen climbed in. Asa didn’t hesitate, throwing the truck into gear and flooring the gas pedal. The vehicle lurched forward, its tires screeching against the ground. Behind them, the mob burst into view, their shouts ringing out in fury.

“They’re coming!” Owen yelled, glancing out the back window.

“Let them try,” Kian growled, positioning himself near the rear doors with a makeshift weapon in hand. “They won’t touch these kids.”

As the truck barreled down the narrow road, Asa kept her focus on the horizon. The mushroom cloud loomed in the distance, a grim reminder of the destruction they were fleeing from. But ahead lay hope—however slim it might be. For now, they had a chance. And that was all they needed.

The truck rattled and groaned as Asa drove it down the uneven road, her knuckles white against the steering wheel. Every bump jolted the children huddled in the back, but there was no time to slow down. The shouts of the mob behind them were fading, but Asa knew they weren’t out of danger yet.

“How far do you think we need to go?” Owen asked, his voice tense as he peered out a small window in the back.

“Far enough that they can’t find us,” Asa replied, her voice sharper than she intended. She didn’t look back, keeping her eyes locked on the road. The horizon stretched endlessly ahead, a mixture of barren landscapes and distant shadows.

Kian sat near the rear doors, his makeshift weapon still in his grip. His broad shoulders rose and fell with each breath, the weight of the responsibility pressing heavily on him. “We need a plan. A real plan. They’re not going to stop coming after us.”

Asa exhaled sharply, glancing at him through the rearview mirror. “You think I don’t know that? First, we get somewhere safe. Then, we figure it out.”

“And if there’s no safe place?” Kian countered, his voice steady but grim. “What then?”

“We make one,” Owen interjected, his usual humor replaced with an unfamiliar determination. “We didn’t just do all that to let it fall apart now.”

The truck hit a deep rut, and Asa cursed under her breath as she fought to keep it steady. The children whimpered, and one of the infants began to cry softly. Owen moved quickly to soothe the baby, his expression softening as he rocked the tiny bundle in his arms.

“Shh, it’s okay. We’ve got you,” he murmured, his voice surprisingly tender.

The sight made Asa’s chest tighten. For a moment, the weight of everything threatened to crush her. Helen’s sacrifice, the children’s terror, the unrelenting danger—they were all depending on her to keep moving forward. She couldn’t falter now.

“Up ahead!” Kian’s voice snapped her out of her thoughts. He pointed to a cluster of trees in the distance, their thick canopy promising some cover.

Asa nodded, steering the truck toward the grove. The vehicle rumbled to a halt beneath the trees, and the trio quickly climbed out, assessing their surroundings.

“This’ll do for now,” Kian said, his voice low. “Owen, check the perimeter. Asa, see if the kids are okay.”

Asa opened the back doors, helping the children climb out one by one. Their small faces were pale and tear-streaked, their clothes tattered and dirty. But they were alive. That was what mattered.

“You’re safe now,” she said softly, her voice as steady as she could make it. “We’ll keep you safe.”

Kian joined her, lifting the younger ones into his arms and guiding them toward a shaded area where they could rest. Owen returned a few minutes later, his expression serious.

“No immediate threats, but we shouldn’t stay too long,” he reported. “They’ll figure out which direction we went soon enough.”

Asa nodded, glancing at the horizon. The sun was beginning to set, casting long shadows across the ground. They had a long night ahead.

“What’s next?” Owen asked, his usual energy tempered by exhaustion.

Asa looked at the children, then at her two companions. “We keep moving. We find somewhere better. And we don’t stop until we’re free.”

Kian rested a hand on her shoulder, his gaze steady. “We’ll make it. Together.”

Owen grinned, a flicker of his old self shining through. “Damn right we will.”

As the trio prepared to lead the children further into the unknown, Asa allowed herself one final thought of Helen. Her sacrifice had bought them this moment, this fragile chance at survival. And Asa vowed to make it count.
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The night was colder than any of them had anticipated. The wind sliced through the trees like a razor-sharp blade, its howling whispers seeming to come from the very earth itself. Asa, Kian, and Owen huddled together with the children, trying to shield them from the cold as best as they could. Their small bodies shook with exhaustion, the kind of weariness that gnawed at your bones and left you feeling hollow inside. Fear clung to the air like a dense fog, but it was the cold that made everything feel sharper, more immediate.

They had built a makeshift shelter from the truck’s remnants—some broken planks of wood, a few sheets of tattered canvas, and whatever else they could scavenge from the sparse trees and underbrush. It wasn’t much, but it was better than nothing. For now, it was enough.

Kian crouched by a small fire he’d managed to start, using sticks and dry leaves, his broad frame blocking most of the wind from hitting the children. The flames flickered, casting long shadows that danced across his face, giving him an almost eerie look in the dim light. He could feel the heat on his hands, but it didn’t cut through the cold as much as he would’ve liked. Still, he kept feeding it, knowing how important this fire was—both for warmth and for a sense of normalcy.

Asa sat close by, her knees pulled up to her chest, her arms wrapped around them protectively. Her dark brown hair, slightly disheveled from their frantic escape, fell in messy waves around her shoulders. She didn’t speak much, but her sharp eyes were constantly scanning the surroundings, ever vigilant. It wasn’t just the cold or the fear of being hunted that kept her alert—it was the nagging feeling that something more was out there. That the darkness wasn’t just a lack of light, but something living, something lurking.

Owen returned from the edge of their small clearing, his footsteps light but purposeful. His face was unusually serious, his brow furrowed as he surveyed the area one last time. “Checked the perimeter again,” he said, his voice low but steady. “No signs of anyone… yet. But we shouldn’t get too comfortable.” His eyes met Asa’s briefly before they drifted to the group of children huddled near the fire. “We need to stay ahead of them. They won’t stop coming after us.”

Asa nodded but didn’t speak. She didn’t have the energy for more words tonight. The past few days had blurred together in a whirlwind of violence, betrayal, and escape. Her mind kept replaying the events, each moment becoming sharper, more vivid. Helen’s last words, her tear-streaked face before she sacrificed herself to help them escape. The blood and chaos as they fled, taking the children with them, running for their lives with no real plan, just the barest hope that they might survive.

“We’re not safe here,” Owen continued, crouching beside Asa, his expression more serious than she had ever seen. “We can’t let down our guard. Mrs. Thorn and her people—” He paused, as if tasting the name, as though it was something foul on his tongue. “They’re not going to stop. They’ll come for us. All of us.”

“I know,” Asa replied quietly, the weight of those words settling on her chest. “But they need rest. These kids… they’re barely holding it together. I can’t ask them to keep running on empty.”

Owen let out a long breath, his gaze drifting to the children. “Yeah, I get it. But we don’t have time to waste. We need a plan. A real one. And we need it now.”

Kian, who had been silently poking at the fire, his face unreadable, finally spoke. His voice was steady, unwavering. “We need to think beyond just survival. If we keep running, we’re gonna wear ourselves out. Sooner or later, we’ll get cornered. We need somewhere safe. A place they can’t find us.”

Asa’s gaze hardened, her eyes distant. “Safe doesn’t exist anymore,” she muttered bitterly. “Not for us.”

Kian’s expression softened slightly, but his resolve didn’t falter. He leaned in, his one good eye locked onto hers, firm and unyielding. “Then we make it exist,” he said, his voice steady. “We’ve made it this far. We’re not giving up now.”

For a moment, there was silence between them. The crackling fire was the only sound, but Asa could feel the weight of Kian’s words hanging in the air, pressing down on them like the sky itself. She didn’t know how they would make a safe place out of thin air, but the sheer determination in Kian’s voice made her believe—just for a moment—that they could.

Owen, ever the one to break the tension with a joke, grinned as he leaned back against a nearby tree. “Well, if we’re making plans, I vote for somewhere with a beach. Or, you know, maybe somewhere with fewer murder nuns chasing us around.”

Asa let out a small laugh, shaking her head. “I’ll add it to the list,” she said dryly, her lips curling into a faint smile.

Kian glanced at Owen, his face still serious. “Speaking of plans,” he said, shifting the conversation back to their immediate needs, “we need to figure out supplies. Food, water. And weapons. That truck won’t run forever. We need to keep moving.”

Asa looked over at the truck they had salvaged the children from, now parked at the edge of the clearing, barely recognizable after the rough ride. Fuel was the least of their worries at the moment, but they couldn’t ignore it. “And we need to keep these kids alive,” she added softly, her voice tinged with the weight of responsibility. “They’re counting on us.”

Owen gave a small, lopsided grin, though it was weighed down with more sincerity than usual. “No pressure.”

The mood shifted then, and the trio fell into thoughtful silence. Kian stared into the fire, his expression grim, while Owen kicked a small stone, his eyes far away. Asa kept her focus on the children. Their small forms, so fragile, seemed so much younger than they had any right to be. Each one of them had a story, a life that had been stolen from them by Mrs. Thorn and her twisted plans. They had no choice now but to survive, to fight for something better.

The quiet was shattered by a soft cry from one of the youngest children, a girl no older than six. Asa was on her feet in an instant, her body moving without thought, just instinct. She knelt beside the child, brushing the hair from her tear-streaked face. The girl’s wide eyes locked onto Asa’s, full of fear and confusion.

“It’s okay,” Asa whispered, her voice gentle, even as her heart clenched. “You’re safe. I promise. Nothing’s going to hurt you here.”

The child sniffled, wiping her nose with the sleeve of her tattered shirt, but she seemed to calm under Asa’s steady presence. She snuggled back into the warmth of the group, her breathing slowing as sleep finally claimed her once again.

“You’re good with them,” Kian said quietly from his place by the fire, his voice almost unreadable.

Asa nodded, sitting back down, her gaze never straying far from the children. “Someone has to be.”

Kian didn’t say anything more, but his presence was a quiet reassurance. 

“We’ll figure this out,” Kian said after a beat, his voice soft but resolute. “All of it. Together.”

Owen flashed a grin, his usual bravado creeping back into his voice. “Yeah, what he said. And hey, worst-case scenario, I’ll charm our way into a mansion somewhere. Kids love mansions.”

Asa rolled her eyes but couldn’t help the small laugh that escaped her lips. “Let me know how that works out for you.”

They fell into silence again, but this time it wasn’t as heavy. The fire crackled, the shadows danced, and the world beyond their small camp felt just a little more manageable. For tonight, they would have a small moment of peace. Tomorrow, the fight would continue. But for now, they had each other—and that was enough.

The road ahead was uncertain, but they would face it together—because that was all they could do.

The fire crackled and popped, but something else now punctuated the quiet—a faint rustle from the woods. At first, they thought it was just the wind, but it came again, clearer this time, like someone—or something—was moving through the trees with deliberate care.

Asa’s instincts went on high alert. Her body tensed, every muscle wound tight, ready for anything. Kian and Owen both rose in unison, their movements sharp and precise. They gripped their weapons, eyes scanning the darkness beyond the firelight.

“It’s not the wind,” Asa whispered. “Someone’s out there.”

Owen’s usual smirk faded as he crouched low, his eyes scanning the woods. “Well, at least it’s not Mrs. Thorn’s people… yet.”

Kian shook his head, his expression grim. “Stay alert. We don’t know who—or what—this is.”

The rustling grew louder, followed by a low, rasping sound—a faint breathing, heavy and labored. It wasn’t the wind or an animal. Someone was coming, and they were close.

Suddenly, a figure emerged from the shadows. A woman, cloaked in tattered black robes, her face hidden in the darkness. She moved slowly, almost as if she were in a daze, her eyes glazed, her expression vacant. The trio immediately tensed, weapons at the ready. But something was wrong. The woman didn’t have the sharp, alert presence of an enemy. She was stumbling, like she didn’t know where she was.

As she stepped into the firelight, Asa’s breath caught in her throat.

It was Helen.

But not the Helen they knew. This Helen looked… different. Her once vibrant eyes were now clouded, and her skin was pale, almost deathly so. Her hair hung in tangled, dirty strands around her face, her lips slightly cracked. There was no warmth in her eyes, no recognition. It was as if she were a ghost, a shadow of the person they had once known.

Asa stepped forward, her heart pounding. “Helen?” she called, her voice barely above a whisper, as if afraid that speaking too loudly would shatter the fragile moment.

Helen’s head tilted slightly, her gaze empty as she looked at Asa, but there was no sign of the Helen they had trusted—only a hollow stare.

“Helen…” Asa repeated, voice shaking. “What happened to you?”

Helen’s mouth moved, but the words that came out were jumbled, disjointed. “They… They took me. I— I couldn’t stop it. It— it’s not me. I…”

The trio exchanged uneasy glances. Owen, ever the skeptic, stepped forward, his hand raised in warning. “What do you mean, ‘it’s not you’?”

Helen’s voice was weak, almost a rasp, but it was enough to send a chill down their spines. “The serum. The nuns… They did something to me. It’s... inside me now. It controls... everything.”

Asa’s pulse quickened. The serum. The same one they had been forced to endure. But this… this was different. There was something wrong, something unnatural about the way Helen spoke. She wasn’t herself. Something had twisted her.

“I... I tried to fight it,” Helen continued, her voice shaking. “But I... I couldn’t. They… they put something inside me, and now... I can’t think for myself. I’m... I’m not me anymore.”

Kian stepped forward cautiously, his eyes narrowing. “What do you want from us?”

Helen’s gaze flickered over the group, but there was no recognition in her eyes. She wasn’t pleading for help. She wasn’t the friend they had known. “You have to… you have to stop them. The others… the children… they’re next. You have to stop the serum before it’s too late. Before…”

Before she could finish, her body convulsed violently, and she collapsed to the ground, her hands twitching in the dirt as though something was trying to claw its way out of her. The firelight flickered and danced in her wide, unseeing eyes, her mouth twisting into a silent scream.

Asa moved to kneel beside her, but before she could reach her, Helen’s body jerked unnaturally, and something burst from her chest—something dark and alien. A shadowy tendril of smoke, like black mist, spiraled out of her, whipping toward the sky. It hissed as it tore through the air, as if it were alive.

The black mist continued to swirl, thickening and darkening the air around them. The tendrils seemed to stretch out, moving like living creatures, and with each moment, the shadows in the forest deepened, becoming more oppressive, as if they were being surrounded by something ancient and malevolent.

And then, just as suddenly as it had appeared, the mist began to retract, dissolving into the air with an eerie hiss. Helen’s body lay still on the ground, her eyes lifeless and her skin now ashen. It was clear she was gone.

Asa felt a pang of grief, but it was overshadowed by the overwhelming terror of what they had just witnessed. Owen wiped his hand over his face, eyes wide with shock. “So this is what Mrs. Thorn’s been doing… turning people into weapons. Just like we expected.And now she’s coming for the rest of the kids.”

Kian stood rigid, his fists clenched at his sides. “We have to stop this. We can’t let it happen again. No more kids will turn into...that”

The weight of their situation settled over them, heavier than before. Helen had never betrayed them—not in the way they had thought. She had been another victim of Mrs. Thorn’s experiments, just like the rest of them. And now, her tragic fate had become their new reality.

Kian’s voice was low and firm. “We don’t have a choice. We fight. And we end it. Now.”

And with that, they knew their course was set. There was no going back. The fight for survival had just turned into a war—one that they couldn’t afford to lose.
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The operations room was a world unto itself, buried deep beneath the orphanage’s unassuming facade. Stark white walls stretched high into the vaulted ceiling, broken only by panels of blinking lights and rows of monitors. The air smelled of disinfectant and metal, sharp and sterile. There was no softness here, no humanity. Everything served a purpose: control, observation, and, if necessary, destruction.

Mrs. Thorn stood at the center of it all, her presence as cold and commanding as the room itself. Her tailored black suit was pristine, her every movement measured. A faint, humorless smile tugged at the corners of her mouth, but it never reached her steel-gray eyes. Those eyes swept across the room, taking in every detail: the technicians hunched over their consoles, the blinking indicators on the biometric monitors, the faint hum of the machinery that powered their surveillance.

Behind her, Dr. Caldwell was engrossed in his work. His hands moved deftly over the central console, his fingers tapping out commands with the precision of a concert pianist. His lab coat hung loosely on his wiry frame, and his glasses reflected the glow of the monitors as he adjusted them. His expression was one of detached focus, as though he were solving a particularly interesting equation rather than orchestrating the destruction of a group of children.

Sister Mary stood to the side, clutching her clipboard tightly against her chest. Her habit, a stark white against the room’s metallic sheen, seemed out of place here, as though it belonged to another world entirely. Her wide, nervous eyes darted between Mrs. Thorn and Dr. Caldwell, her lips pressed into a thin line.

“Their escape has been… inconvenient,” Mrs. Thorn said, breaking the silence. Her voice was low and sharp, each word cutting through the room like a scalpel. “But not unexpected.”

Dr. Caldwell didn’t look up from his work. “Indeed. They’ve always been clever, particularly those three. The serum amplifies cognitive function as much as physical capabilities. It’s no surprise they managed to disable the trackers and elude the initial search teams.”

“Cleverness is irrelevant,” Mrs. Thorn replied, her tone dismissive. “What matters is that they are no longer in control. And that cannot be allowed to stand.”

Sister Mary hesitated before speaking, her voice quiet and hesitant. “But, Mrs. Thorn, they’re just children—”

“They stopped being children the moment they became assets,” Mrs. Thorn interrupted, turning her piercing gaze on Mary. “Do not delude yourself, Sister. These children are weapons. And a weapon out of its master’s hand is a danger to everyone around it.”

Mary flinched under the weight of her gaze but didn’t back down entirely. “Some of them are barely old enough to understand what’s happening. The youngest—”

“The youngest,” Mrs. Thorn cut in, her voice as cold as the room, “are liabilities. They’ve seen too much, and they’ve learned too quickly. If we allow them to grow, to adapt, they will become threats. Is that what you want, Sister? A future where these... experiments come back to destroy everything we’ve built?”

Mary didn’t respond. Her fingers tightened around her clipboard, her knuckles turning white.

Dr. Caldwell, uninterested in the moral debate, pulled up a 3D model of a human brain on the central screen. The image rotated slowly, glowing nodes scattered across its surface. He gestured to the screen, his voice taking on the tone of a lecturer addressing a particularly dense class.

“The serum’s secondary function is a marvel of modern bioengineering,” he began, his tone almost reverent. “While its primary purpose is to enhance strength, reflexes, and cognitive processing, the secondary function is where the true genius lies. By binding to the subject’s neural architecture, the serum allows us to influence their behavior remotely.”

Mrs. Thorn’s eyes narrowed. “Influence how?”

Caldwell tapped a key, and the image zoomed in on a cluster of glowing nodes near the amygdala—the brain’s aggression center. “By stimulating these regions, we can amplify aggression to the point of overriding conscious thought. It’s not direct control, per se, but the result is the same. They’ll act on instinct, attacking anything or anyone they perceive as a threat.”

“And you’re confident this will work?”

“Confident enough,” Caldwell said, his tone measured. “The science is sound. We’ve tested the protocol extensively in controlled environments. Once activated, it will cascade through their neural networks within seconds, inducing a hyper-aggressive state. They won’t even realize what’s happening until it’s too late.”

Sister Mary’s voice trembled as she spoke. “You’re talking about making them kill each other.”

Caldwell shrugged. “It’s simple biology. Amplify aggression, and the results are inevitable.”

Mary turned to Mrs. Thorn, her voice rising in desperation. “There must be another way. They’ve already lost so much. Helen—”

“Enough,” Mrs. Thorn said, her voice cutting through Mary’s protests like a whip. “Helen made her choice, and she paid the price for it. The rest of them will, too, if they continue to defy us.”

Mary fell silent, though the weight of her disapproval hung heavy in the air.

Dr. Caldwell turned back to his console, entering a series of commands with practiced ease. “The activation process is simple. Once I input the command sequence, the serum will respond. The protocol will engage, and they’ll do the rest.”

Mrs. Thorn stepped closer to the monitor, her eyes fixed on the heat signatures clustered together on the screen. The children were huddled in what appeared to be the shell of an abandoned truck, their faint outlines glowing softly against the dark backdrop of the forest.

“They think they’re safe,” she said, her voice quiet and venomous. “They think they’ve won. But they’ve forgotten one crucial detail.”

“And that is?” Caldwell asked, glancing at her.

She turned to face him, her expression cold and unyielding. “They’re still mine.”

Caldwell smirked, clearly enjoying her ruthlessness, and pressed the final key. The room was filled with a low, ominous hum as the system engaged. A progress bar appeared on the central screen, creeping slowly toward completion.

“Activation will take ninety seconds,” Caldwell said, his tone almost casual. “Once it’s complete, the serum will trigger a chain reaction. Aggression levels will spike, and the rest will take care of itself.”

Mrs. Thorn watched the screen intently, her expression betraying nothing. Sister Mary, however, turned away, unable to bear the sight. Her hands trembled slightly as she clutched the clipboard to her chest.

“You don’t have to watch, Sister,” Mrs. Thorn said without looking at her. “But do not forget: this is necessary.”

Mary didn’t respond.

On the monitors, the children’s biometric readings began to spike. Heart rates soared, adrenaline levels surged, and neural activity lit up like fireworks. The heat signatures on the screen began to shift as the children stirred, their movements erratic and uncoordinated.

“It’s working,” Caldwell said, a note of satisfaction in his voice.

Mrs. Thorn allowed herself a small smile. “Good. Let them tear each other apart.”

But as the progress bar reached 100% and the hum faded into silence, something unexpected happened.

On the screen, one of the heat signatures flared brighter than the rest, then dimmed abruptly. Another followed suit, and then another.

“What’s happening?” Mrs. Thorn demanded, her voice sharp with irritation.

Caldwell frowned, his fingers flying over the keyboard as he pulled up more data. “It’s… not possible. The aggression protocol is functioning as intended, but the neural activity—it’s too high. They’re resisting.”

“Resisting?” Thorn’s voice dropped to a dangerous whisper. “You told me that wasn’t possible.”

“It shouldn’t be,” Caldwell said, his voice tinged with both frustration and disbelief. “The serum should have overridden their conscious thought entirely. But instead, it’s—”

He stopped mid-sentence, his eyes widening as the data on his screen shifted.

“What?” Thorn demanded.

Caldwell turned to her, his face pale. “It’s mutating.”

Dr. Caldwell’s fingers trembled over the keyboard as lines of code and data scrolled across his monitor faster than he could comprehend. The numbers didn’t add up. Neural pathways weren’t just lighting up—they were reorganizing, adapting at a speed that defied everything he thought he understood about the serum.

“What do you mean, mutating?” Mrs. Thorn demanded, her voice slicing through the rising tension in the room.

Caldwell gestured toward the monitor, frustration etched into his features. “The serum’s neural link wasn’t supposed to behave like this. It’s reacting to their resistance by rewriting itself, almost like it’s learning.”

Mrs. Thorn’s icy composure cracked just slightly, her lips tightening. “Learning? Don’t be ridiculous. It’s a chemical compound, not artificial intelligence.”

Caldwell shook his head, his voice rising with alarm. “This isn’t just chemical. The serum integrates with their biology on a molecular level—it’s essentially a part of their DNA now. If their brains are pushing back against the aggression protocol, the serum is evolving to compensate. But instead of forcing compliance, it’s…”

His voice trailed off as another heat signature on the monitor flared brightly before stabilizing. One by one, the children’s movements slowed, the erratic bursts of aggression fading into eerie calm.

“It’s what, Caldwell?” Thorn snapped, her patience thinning.

Caldwell turned to face her, his expression pale and haunted. “It’s amplifying their cognition, giving them more control, not less. They’re overriding the protocol entirely.”

For the first time, Sister Mary looked up, her trembling hands clutching her clipboard. “You mean… they’re fighting back? They’re winning?”

“Not just fighting back,” Caldwell muttered, his voice almost reverent. “They’re adapting to the serum in ways we never anticipated. Their neural patterns are synchronizing. It’s like they’re… communicating on a subconscious level.”

Mrs. Thorn’s eyes narrowed. “You’re telling me these children, these so-called assets, are now connected?”

Caldwell hesitated before nodding. “It’s possible. The serum binds to their neurological systems and enhances certain cognitive functions. If they’re resisting as a group, they could be forming some kind of collective response.”

A collective response. The words hung in the air like a curse.

Mrs. Thorn’s jaw tightened. “Cut the signal. Shut it all down.”

Caldwell hesitated. “The activation protocol is already in motion. If I sever the connection now—”

“Then do it,” Thorn barked. “Whatever the risk, I won’t have these children gaining the upper hand. Do you understand me, Caldwell?”

Reluctantly, Caldwell moved to comply, his hands flying over the console. But as he attempted to terminate the protocol, the system responded with a sharp, blaring tone. On the screen, the progress bar reset, accompanied by a flashing red warning:

ERROR: REMOTE OVERRIDE DETECTED.

“What is this?” Thorn demanded, leaning over Caldwell’s shoulder to glare at the screen.

Caldwell’s voice was barely a whisper. “They’ve taken control.”

Inside the abandoned truck, Asa sat bolt upright, her head pounding with a strange, rhythmic pulse. Around her, the other children stirred, their movements slow and deliberate. Kian was crouched nearby, his fists clenched as he stared at the others, his expression a mix of confusion and determination.

“What’s happening to us?” Kian muttered, his voice rough.

“I don’t know,” Asa replied, pressing a hand to her temple. She felt… different. Stronger, sharper. It was as though a fog had lifted from her mind, revealing a clarity she hadn’t known was possible.

Owen staggered to his feet, clutching his head. “Guys, is it just me, or does it feel like someone’s trying to crawl inside your brain and redecorate?”

Asa didn’t answer. She was too focused on the strange, almost electric sensation coursing through her veins. She could feel the others—not just see them or hear them, but feel them, like their emotions and thoughts were brushing against the edges of her consciousness.

“We need to get out of here,” Kian said, his voice urgent. “Whatever they’ve done, it’s not good.”

“No,” Asa said, surprising herself with the firmness in her voice. “We need to stay together. Something’s happening, and we need to figure it out before we make a move.”

Owen glanced at her, his usual smirk absent. “Yeah, well, let’s figure it out fast, okay? Because whatever they’re doing, it feels like it’s about to get worse.”

As the children huddled closer, their movements oddly synchronized, Asa closed her eyes and reached out with her mind. She didn’t know how or why, but she could sense the others’ thoughts flickering just beyond her reach. Fear, anger, determination—it was all there, swirling in a chaotic storm.

“They’re trying to turn us against each other,” Asa said, her voice steady despite the chaos in her head. “But we’re stronger than they think. If we stay connected, we can stop them.”

“How do you know that?” Kian asked, his one good eye narrowing.

“I don’t,” Asa admitted. “But I can feel it. Can’t you?”

Kian hesitated, then nodded slowly. “Yeah. I can.”

Owen let out a shaky laugh. “Great. Hive mind of traumatized kids. Just what we needed.”

Asa ignored him, her focus sharpening. “We need to fight back. Together.”

And for the first time, the children began to realize that the serum, the very thing meant to control them, might be the key to their survival.

Back in the operations room, chaos reigned. The monitors flickered wildly, biometric data spiking and falling in unpredictable patterns. Caldwell frantically typed commands into the console, but nothing worked.

“They’ve severed our control,” he said, his voice tinged with panic. “I don’t know how, but they’re overriding the system.”

Mrs. Thorn’s expression darkened. “Then we move to the next phase. Deploy the strike team. I want them eliminated, do you understand me?”

Caldwell hesitated, glancing at Sister Mary. “But if we do that—”

“Do it,” Thorn snapped. “Or I’ll find someone who will.”

Sister Mary stepped forward, her voice trembling but firm. “This is wrong. They’re just children, Mrs. Thorn. We’ve already taken everything from them. How much more blood do you need on your hands?”

Mrs. Thorn turned to face her, her expression cold and unyielding. “This isn’t about morality, Sister. This is about control. And if you can’t stomach that, then you’re no longer useful to me.”

Mary’s resolve faltered, but she didn’t back down. “There’s still a chance to stop this. To save them.”

Thorn’s eyes narrowed. “Save them? They’re beyond saving. The only question now is whether we destroy them before they destroy us.”

As Thorn issued her orders and the strike team mobilized, Sister Mary made a decision. Clutching her clipboard tightly, she slipped out of the room, her heart pounding. If no one else would save those children, then she would have to do it herself.
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The quiet murmur of breath from sleeping children had shifted into something primal—low, guttural sounds that clawed at the edges of sanity. Asa pressed herself against the wall of the vehicle, heart pounding as screams echoed through the cold night air. The smell of blood was sharp and metallic, overpowering the damp wood and rust of the truck’s interior.

“Stay with me!” Asa shouted, grabbing a small child, a boy no older than six, and pulling him close. Her arms trembled as she fought to shield him from the madness erupting around them.

Kian stood in the center of the chaos, his broad frame blocking an older girl who lunged at him with feral rage, her hands clawing wildly. “Asa, they’re losing it!” he shouted, gripping the girl by the shoulders and forcing her back. Her strength was unnerving, her eyes bloodshot, and her teeth bared in a snarl.

“They’re killing each other,” Owen said, his voice unusually grim. He had managed to pin a boy to the ground, but his usual humor was gone, replaced by the grim reality that the situation was spiraling out of control.

Asa’s mind raced. The connection she had felt earlier was fractured now, a chaotic web of fear, anger, and aggression tearing through the group. The serum wasn’t amplifying their unity anymore—it was dismantling it. She could feel the discord like a physical weight in her chest, but she, Kian, and Owen remained untouched, as if the serum had no hold over them.

One of the older boys, Derek, turned his gaze toward a younger child hiding in the corner. His face twisted into something unrecognizable, and with a guttural scream, he lunged.

“No!” Asa darted forward, slamming her shoulder into Derek before he could reach the younger boy. They crashed to the ground, and Asa scrambled to her feet, her voice breaking as she shouted, “We’re not your enemy, Derek! Stop!”

Derek only growled, his eyes wild, before convulsing violently. Blood spilled from his mouth as he fell limp, his body twitching before going completely still.

Asa staggered back, her breathing ragged. Around her, the chaos intensified.

“Is it the serum?” Kian asked, his voice strained as he pinned another child to the ground.

“Has to be,” Owen replied, shoving another kid away with surprising gentleness despite the circumstances. “They’re all losing it, Asa. What do we do?”

Asa’s mind raced, but before she could answer, another scream tore through the truck. She turned to see one of the younger girls, blood dripping from her hands, standing over the body of another child.

Kian cursed under his breath. “This is getting worse by the second.”

The scene played out on the monitors like a macabre theater. Children, once hopeful and desperate for survival, turned into vicious, unrelenting predators. Mrs. Thorn stood with her arms crossed, her face a mask of cold indifference.

“It’s working,” she said flatly.

Caldwell looked visibly shaken, his fingers trembling as he adjusted the controls. “Working? They’re dying, Thorn. This isn’t control; it’s chaos.”

“Chaos,” Thorn replied, her tone icy, “is a necessary step toward order. The serum is weeding out the weak. The ones who survive will be stronger, more malleable. Perfect weapons.”

“You’re a monster,” Caldwell muttered, his voice barely audible.

Thorn turned her steely gaze on him, her lips curling into a faint smile. “No, Doctor. I’m a realist.”

In the corner of the room, Sister Mary watched the monitors in horror, her hands clenched into fists. “This isn’t what we agreed on. You said the serum would enhance them, not turn them into…” She trailed off, unable to find the words.

Mrs. Thorn turned toward her, an eyebrow arched. “Not turn them into what, Mary? Tools? Weapons? That’s exactly what they were always meant to be. You knew that from the beginning.”

“They’re children!” Mary shouted, her voice trembling with fury. “You can’t just strip them of their humanity and expect nothing to come of it. This isn’t right!”

Thorn stepped closer, her expression darkening. “Right?” she hissed. “Don’t lecture me on morality, Mary. Not when you’ve had blood on your hands since the day you walked through these doors.”

Mary’s breath hitched, but she held her ground. “I won’t let you do this,” she said, her voice quieter but resolute.

Thorn’s smile faded, replaced by cold calculation. “Won’t let me?” she repeated. “What exactly do you think you’re going to do?”

Mary didn’t answer. She turned abruptly, heading toward the door.

“Stop her,” Thorn ordered, but the guards hesitated, glancing at each other.

Mary was already out the door, moving quickly down the corridor. Her heart pounded as she clutched her clipboard tightly, her mind racing. She had to find a way to shut it all down—disable the monitors, sever the signal, something to stop the nightmare unfolding in that truck.

But before she could reach the control hub, Thorn’s voice echoed behind her.

“You won’t make it far, Mary.”

Mary turned, only to see Thorn standing a few feet away, a gleaming knife in her hand.

“You knew this would end badly,” Thorn said, her voice eerily calm as she advanced. “You knew the price of stepping out of line.”

Mary backed away, her hands raised. “It doesn’t have to be this way, Thorn. We can still stop this. Save the ones who are left.”

“Save them?” Thorn’s laugh was hollow, cruel. “From what? From me? From you?” She took another step forward. “Don’t act like you’re innocent in all this, Mary. You knew what this program entailed. You knew when you birthed your daughter that she would die here. You killed her, Mary.”

Tears welled in Mary’s eyes, but she didn’t flinch. “Wasn’t it enough, Thorn?” she whispered, her voice breaking. “Wasn’t it enough that you took Mimiko from me? That you took everything?”

Thorn’s expression hardened, and with a swift motion, she plunged the knife into Mary’s abdomen.

Mary gasped, her hand flying to the wound as she staggered back. Blood seeped between her fingers as she fell to her knees, her vision blurring.

Thorn crouched in front of her, her voice low and venomous. “You’re the one who handed Mimiko over. You knew exactly what would happen, and you did it anyway. Don’t pretend you’re any better than me.”

Mary’s lips moved, but no sound came out. Her hand slipped from the wound as her body crumpled to the floor, lifeless.

Thorn stood, wiping the blade on her sleeve. She glanced back at the hesitant guards, her voice cold. “Clean this up.”

As they moved to obey, Thorn returned to the control room, her expression as unyielding as ever. The chaos in the truck continued to unfold on the monitors, but Thorn’s attention was elsewhere. She had already begun calculating her next move.

For Mrs. Thorn, there was no room for sentimentality. Only results.

The screams inside the truck reached a deafening crescendo, and the chaos felt like it would swallow them whole. Blood splattered the walls, and the air was thick with fear and rage. Kian wiped sweat from his brow, his single eye scanning the scene for any semblance of control.

“Kian, we can’t stay in here!” Asa shouted. “They’re going to tear this truck—and each other—apart!”

Kian’s jaw clenched. His hands balled into fists as he took a deep breath, forcing himself to think. The serum may have driven most of the kids into madness, but he, Owen, and Asa still had their wits. They had to act.

Kian barreled forward, his powerful frame smashing through the chaos. He shoved aside a boy who lunged at him with wild eyes, his sheer size and strength making him an unstoppable force. Blood pounded in his ears as he reached the driver’s seat.

For a second, everything was quiet.

But the quiet was short-lived. One of the older boys let out a guttural scream, his eyes blazing with murderous intent.

“They’re still going,” Asa said, her voice tight. “Stopping the truck isn’t enough. We have to end this.”

“How?” Owen asked. “They’re stronger, faster… insane!”

“We’re still standing,” Kian said firmly, stepping back into the center of the truck. His presence was commanding, his voice resolute. “We take control. Together.”

Asa nodded, determination hardening her features. “We focus on the ones who are the most aggressive. Take them down without killing them if we can.”

“And if we can’t?” Owen asked, his voice uncharacteristically grim.

Asa’s eyes flickered with sadness. “Then we do what we have to.”

The first wave came almost immediately. A group of older kids, their faces twisted with rage and desperation, charged at the trio. The air around them crackled with tension as they prepared for battle.

Kian moved first, his eyes locked on the boy wielding a jagged piece of metal. The boy swung wildly, his aim shaky but dangerous. Kian ducked under the wild arc, his hand snapping out to catch the boy’s wrist mid-swing. With a swift, brutal twist, Kian forced him to drop the weapon, the sound of bones cracking in the boy’s wrist echoing in the tense silence. Before the boy could react, Kian delivered a lightning-fast punch to the temple, sending him crashing to the ground, unconscious before he hit the dirt.

Asa was already in motion, her small frame a blur as she darted low, slipping between two older girls who were coming at her from either side. One lunged with a vicious kick, but Asa was faster, sidestepping and grabbing the girl’s ankle, tripping her so she crashed into the wall with a sickening thud. The second girl swung a wooden plank at Asa, aiming for her head, but Asa ducked just in time, the plank whistling through the air above her. In a fluid movement, she dropped to one knee, sweeping the girl’s feet out from under her with a well-placed kick to the knee. The girl screamed in pain as she crumpled to the floor, clutching her leg.

Owen, always the comic relief in the chaos, let out a loud laugh as a taller boy charged at him. “You wanna dance?” Owen taunted, spinning out of the way just as the boy’s fist whizzed past his ear. With a grin, Owen pivoted, delivering a solid jab to the boy’s ribs. The boy staggered back, but Owen wasn’t done. He grabbed the boy by the collar and headbutted him with a sickening crack, leaving the boy dazed and swaying on his feet.

The trio fought like a well-oiled machine, their strengths complementing one another in a seamless dance of violence. Kian held the line, his imposing figure a wall of muscle and fury, pushing back against the most dangerous of the older kids. Every punch from him landed like a sledgehammer, and the others seemed to fall before his overwhelming strength.

Asa, nimble and swift, darted around the battlefield, moving like a shadow. She dodged, weaved, and disarmed, taking down opponents twice her size with the grace and precision of a predator. She tripped, twisted, and incapacitated without breaking a sweat, her eyes locked on each target as if she could predict their every move.

Owen, though less graceful, was no less effective. His improvisation kept the enemies on their toes. He threw sand in one boy’s face, blinding him just long enough to tackle him to the ground. He used his quick thinking to grab a broken pipe, swinging it like a club and knocking back two kids at once. He cracked jokes the whole time, his voice full of bravado even as he dodged a knife swipe. “You call that an attack? Come on, I’ve seen toddlers hit harder!”

Despite their combined efforts, the tide seemed unrelenting. For every child they took down, another appeared to take their place, driven by the serum’s maddening effects. The group grew more desperate, their attacks becoming fiercer and more chaotic.

Kian blocked a heavy blow from an older boy wielding a crowbar, his muscles straining against the force. He countered with an elbow to the boy’s gut, knocking the wind from him. But before he could follow through, another figure appeared, a girl who looked eerily calm despite the chaos. She had a strange, almost unnatural strength, and as she charged at Kian, he realized just how outnumbered they were.

Asa saw it too. Her eyes darted around, scanning for the next threat, but they kept coming, one after another, each one more brutal and relentless than the last. She ducked under a punch and kicked the leg out from under one attacker, but the next was already on her heels, forcing her to fight even harder.

Owen caught sight of the ever-growing swarm and knew they couldn’t keep this up forever. “We need to go,” he shouted, grabbing Kian by the arm as the two exchanged a quick glance. But Kian hesitated, his fists still clenched, ready for the next fight. “Not yet,” he growled, his voice a low rumble. “We’re not leaving anyone behind.”

The fight raged on, each blow, each kick, each maneuver pushing the trio to their limits. The noise of the battle—crashes, shouts, and the sickening thuds of bodies hitting the ground—seemed to echo forever in the hot, oppressive air.

They fought not just for survival, but for each other, and with every second that passed, it became more and more clear: they wouldn’t be able to hold out much longer.

The silence after the battle was suffocating. The only sounds were the faint crackling of the ruined truck’s frame and the labored breathing of Asa, Kian, and Owen. Around them, the floor was a graveyard of broken bodies, the blood pooling and sticky beneath their boots.﻿

The surviving children—the ones who hadn’t completely succumbed to the madness—were gone now too, either from their injuries or by each other’s hands in the moments before the serum had burned itself out.

Owen slumped against the wall, his face pale. “They’re all gone,” he said softly, his voice breaking the oppressive quiet. “Every single one of them.”

Asa was crouched by one of the youngest, a boy no older than six. His chest no longer rose and fell. She touched his small hand, her own trembling as she closed his unseeing eyes.

“I tried,” she whispered, her voice cracking. “I tried to save him.”

Kian stood near the driver’s seat, his back to them. He stared out into the endless dark, his broad shoulders stiff. When he spoke, his voice was devoid of emotion.

“It wasn’t your fault.”

Asa’s head snapped up. “Wasn’t it? They were counting on us, Kian! They needed us to protect them, and we failed.”

Kian turned then, his expression hard, his single eye glinting in the dim moonlight. “We didn’t fail. This wasn’t an accident. Someone did this to them—someone did this to us.”

Owen wiped at his face with the back of his hand, smearing dirt and blood. “Doesn’t change the fact they’re gone, does it? The kids, Helen… everyone. It’s just us now.”

The weight of his words settled over them like a shroud. Asa sat back on her heels, her face pale and hollow. “Do you think… do you think we’re the only ones?”

Kian crossed his arms, his gaze distant. “I think so,” he said finally, his voice cold and sharp.

The three of them sat in silence, the enormity of their losses pressing down on them. But then, from outside the truck, a sound broke the quiet—a faint, rhythmic scuffing.

Asa’s head snapped up. “Did you hear that?”

The sound grew louder, unmistakable now. Footsteps, deliberate and slow, approached from the dark.

Kian reached for the metal pipe he’d been wielding, his grip tightening. Owen stood as well, his face drawn but alert.

The footsteps stopped just outside the truck, and for a moment, all was still.

Then a figure stepped into the light.

At first, Asa thought it was a trick of the shadows, but as the figure stepped forward, she saw it clearly—a girl, ragged and bloodied, her clothes torn and caked with dirt. She couldn’t have been older than sixteen, her eyes wide and haunted.

Behind her, more figures emerged from the shadows. Two boys, bruised and thin, their faces grim. And then three more girls, each with the same hollow eyes, each just as broken.

They stood in silence, their eyes locked onto the trio inside the truck.

One of the girls, the one who had spoken first, finally broke the silence. “We made it too.”

The words hung in the air, cold and final.

“You’re not alone,” she continued, her voice low and steady. “And there isn’t just one of us.”

Asa, Kian, and Owen stared at the group in stunned silence, the weight of the revelation sinking in. There were others. They weren’t the last.

But even in this moment of discovery, the darkness pressed in on them.

The first girl stepped closer, her eyes steady. “We thought you were the only ones who made it. But we’ve been here, hiding, waiting.”

“We’re the survivors,” another boy said, his voice almost hollow as he spoke. “Just like you.”

The weight of that word—survivors—felt like a curse now.

Asa stood, her chest tight with the knowledge of how much more there was still to face. More kids, more survivors, but what had they survived? What was left in the world for them?

Kian swallowed, his voice thick with exhaustion. “Then what now?”

The girl who had spoken first glanced back at the others, her face hardening. “Now? Now we keep fighting. We keep surviving.”

“You’re not alone anymore. But that doesn’t mean it’s over. It’s never over.”

And in the cold, empty silence of the truck, Asa, Kian, and Owen were left to contemplate the dark truth of their situation.

The world had taken everything from them. The children who had fought beside them were gone, taken by the madness. They were survivors, but for what?

The shadows outside were deep, the future even darker. But one thing was certain: the road ahead was not one they would walk alone.

And that, perhaps, was the most terrifying thing of all.



