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F O R W A R D

It all started with a virus. It unlocked a world of pure make-believe. It drove us down to our knees, and what we all believed to be pure genuine fiction escaped into the world - a nightmarish fairytale of vivid nightmares made of flesh and blood.
       It didn't take long for our world to go down in flames. Cities were decimated. Family and beloved friend’s dead.  Our society became dominated with howls, screams, bloodshed, and destruction.  Blame rested on our shoulders for this global carnage. Yeah, we were at fault for it.
The creation of what became known as the R-V-4 Virus took place in our own labs. The government wanted a super soldier with a pack mentality delivered to them. They decided to play mother nature and mix wolf DNA with that of a human. With it, the R-V-4 Virus was born, and they got what they wanted.
With time, it found its way to populate. It somehow got loose and wiped out more than 80% of the world's population. What it didn't kill, it turned.
The government has denied any involvement with it. They claimed it was just some strain of a virus that mutated. The end result, people, either turned into creatures or dropped dead. Playing Mother Nature had nothing to do with it. They lied. Lied about so many things.
They once again took things into their own hands. They assisted with the destruction; to kill the infected and isolate the plague, they bombed city after city. It didn't work. It didn't help. Mother Nature prevailed.
Soon the rules and laws ceased. The military and government are a thing of the past. It was everyone for themselves.
A new society was born from the ashes of our own destruction - Lykens.  Some humans chose to live within the territories, others within their own communities. Some run.
I'm Nikki. I'm eighteen years old. And this is my horror story.
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DAY ONE

Walking into the living room, I stopped in my tracks. I bite my lip as an uneasy feeling engulfs my body. The lady on the news looks like death is pounding at her door. Her makeup has run down her ghostly pale face, and her eyes are wide and frightened. The look of them even scared me. I walk further into the room, gaping at the TV screen, standing behind our brown couch.
"This is just coming in folks. Live footage of what is happening in many cities across the world. Please if you have small children in the room remove them."
The lady disappears and is replaced with absolute utter chaos.
You can hear people screaming in the background as cars crash and buildings burn. The streets are full of kids and adults running from something. The camera zooms in to the right. I jerked back, and my cereal bowl full of fruity pebbles falls onto the floor. Filling the camera screen is something right out of that movie The Underworld.
It's a werewolf, standing up on two legs, a limp, lifeless person hanging from its black clawed hand. Blood is smeared across the creature's face.
The screen changes and a different city appears. More of the same destruction rained down upon it. Dead bodies are all over the place. Houses and buildings burn.
Another city, this one has fighter planes dropping bombs on areas. There's a loud boom, and the whole scene goes up in a roaring fireball of destruction.
The now black T.V. screen flickers and the news lady from before reappearing, tears streaming down her face: "It's some type of mutated rabies virus. It's spreading faster than anything we've ever encountered before. More than half the states have been overturned or are on the verge of being completely infected. It infects the human host, and within minutes they turn into the same wolf-like creature you see on the live feed. The government has issued Marshal Law for all citizens. Stay in your homes. Do not go near other people and help will be coming. Other than that, we don't know much more. We will continue to bring you updates as we get them. This is Anna Lee with your world news."
As the video changes from one thing to another, I see that the infected wolf people come in different sizes. Some are huge. Some skinny. Some look more human looking than others. The colors go from the deepest black to the brightest white.
"Mum," I whisper and grip her shoulder, "Call Dallas.”
A skinny, lanky-looking wolf uses its claws to slash the belly of some poor kid running by. I shut my eyes right as tears formed and streamed down my cheeks. I wish I could keep the image out as quickly as I can close my tearful eyes. But wishes are made of fairy dust and fairy dust isn’t real.
I lean over the back of the couch, and my heart pounds hard in my chest.  Mum sits there with tears streaming down her face in waves. She has the phone gripped in her white-knuckled fist, and my little sister is curled up on her lap asleep.
"Mum." I snap my fingers in front of her face. Her brown eyes look up, "Call Dallas." I repeat, this time breathlessly. This is a huge joke. It has to be.
She slowly shakes her head.
My eyes widen, "What?"
"The..." She clears her throat, "It was bombed."
I look at her, not seeing or hearing her. Bombed. My eyes flick up to the T.V. just as the screen goes black and stays that way.
It can't be. No. I start to shake my head and back away from the couch and step into the cereal I dropped earlier. The milk soaks into my fuzzy socks.
“Shit, shit, shit,” I mumble under my breath.
My older brother, Dallas attends college in New York. Why would they bomb New York? This is not happening. Stuff like this isn't real. I race to the front of the couch and rip the phone from her hand. Mum clutches Amy like a lifeline and rocks back and forth.
I hit the talk button waiting for the dial tone so I can enter the number to hear Dallas on the other end. Like any other typical day. This is like any other average day. Stuff like this does not happen in real life. It can't. I won’t let it happen.
Nothing. I look at the phone. I gasp for air, nothing. I dropped to my knees and keep checking the phone. Over and over and over again. There's no dial tone. No matter how many times I check, the dial tone isn't there.
The lights flicker, the lit lamp on the stand table snags my attention, and I stare at it. Once. Twice. A third time and it hasn't come back on.
"I'm hungry." Amy's hoarse voice sounds like a gunshot going off in the living room.
I look at my sick ten-year-old sister curled up on mum’s lap. This can't happen. I jerked back as the realization of this situation truly strikes me in the gut.
Amy is sick like really sick. She has a white blood cell disease that makes her weak and looks like a starved six-year-old. She has to go to the hospital four times a week. More tears are pouring down my face as I see the world for how it is. How it will be. She won't survive this.
"I'll get you something, Amies." I smile like usual, well with tears and go back into the kitchen. Leaning up against the wall, my breath comes fast and loud. What the hell is going to happen to us?
Hearing a car start outside, I move toward the small window above the sink. Slowly, carefully I open the curtain. My eyes lock onto the yellow house to the right of us. It's the Johnson's. Mr. Johnson is loading bags into his car as his wife straps their two-year-old twins into the back seat.
I just stare and shake my head. They shouldn't be leaving. The news said to stay in your homes. Don't go near people. Help will come. They shouldn't leave.
I grab an apple and a knife and proceed to slice it up, ignoring what was happening across the street. Once all the apple pieces are on the plate, I grab the tub of creamy peanut butter and dump a huge scoop on the plate as well.
"Here hun," I say to get Amy's attention when I’m back in the living room.
"Why do you have a knife?"
I look down at my right hand, and sure enough, the knife I used to cut up the apple is clenched tight in my fist, my fingers turning white.  Again, I stare at Amy and shrug my shoulders. I don't know why I self-consciously brought the knife, but my heart is no longer trying to beat itself out of my chest, so I'm keeping it.
Dropping down on the other side of the couch from mum, I look out at the big windows behind the flat screen T.V. Nothing moves outside, and that's a good thing.  Maybe?
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DAY ONE

"Mum, what are we going to do?"
When no answer comes, I look up at her.  She’s vacant. What else did she see before I walked into the living room with my evening cereal?
“Your dad, we need to wait for him," she whispers, eyes trained on the blank T.V.
“Hey, why did the electricity shut off?" My twelve-year-old sister, Cora, asks as she rushes down the steps.
She stops dead in her tracks, eyes wide, looking at the three of us on the couch. I bet we're a sight.
I still clutch the knife and the phone that is still not working. Mum continues to stare at the blank TV, tears streaming down her face. Amy’s eating apples and peanut butter, her gaze switching between mum and me.
“What’s going on?" Cora asks, strolling into the living room.
“Just sit-down Cora," I mumble, still looking out the window. My eyes are moving around like a ping-pong ball on everything outside.

I should tell Cora about what's going on. What our world is turning into, but I don't think she will believe me. Hell, I even saw it with my own eyes and I still don't really believe it.

A virus attacking people, turning them into things from the Underworld. Massive wolf-like creatures are destroying the city and to top it off the government bombing places. Would you believe something like that? It's a horror movie coming to life.

I freeze, as I hear a knock at the front door. My hand gripping the knife even harder.

I hold my breath as I look at our door. Please no. I bite the inside of my cheek, eyes drilling holes into our wooden door. Please no. Go away.

The sound of two faster raps on the door fills our silent house. I shake my head; don't these people know they’re supposed to stay inside their homes? That they don't understand how the virus is spreading. It could be in the air we breathe in.  More people.  More chances of catching it.

"You guys are being weird," Cora mutters as she stands up.

My pulse jumps in fear. As I scrambled to my feet, the knife held out with a hissed yell. "No." At the same time, mum waves her arms around.

What the crap is she doing?
Cora eyes the knife and slowly sits back down, "Crazy. The whole lot of you."
I giggle. If only she knew what was going on. If only she knew the crazy going on outside these walls.
Knock. Knock. Knock.
Go away.
"Mrs. Lewis, it's Tom from next door." Tom’s old rusty voice whispers through the thick door.
Ah dang. I like the old man. I'm going to have to see what he wants.
I see mum's arms start to fly again as I move to the stable oak door. I ignore her, standing on my toes. I peer out the small diamond shaped window of the door. Old man Tom is shifting from foot to foot looking around. His hands wringing together.
I tap on the glass with my french tip nails. Old Tom jerks around looking slightly up at the window. What's left of his greying hair, seems like he ran his fingers through it non-stop. It’s sticking up every which way.
"Yeah?" I murmur while looking down the street.
"Is your father home Nikki?"
I shake my head no. What is that? I squint my eyes past Tom, pressing my nose into the glass, trying to see further down the right side of the street.
I gasped and was shocked at what I’m seeing.
"Go back home, Tom. And be quiet." I whisper harshly as the grey spot moves closer. It's on all fours, it's snout in the air.
I can't wait for Tom to answer nor do I stay to see if he listened. I'm already moving back into the living room.
"UUP UP!" It runs together into one word as I tug Amy on my way past the couch, mum and Cora on our heels.
"What…" Cora's voice is cut off by a menacing howl echoing throughout our street.
I twitch and shiver from fear. Sweat beads on my forehead.
Oh my god, oh, my god. I freeze for a split second and then start to run down the hallway, hooking a right turn past the downstairs bathroom. Amy and Cora's voices run together in whines and words I don't make out.
This can't be happening. How is it here so fast? I thought we would have more time or the government would do something before it reached us. The news lady said it was happening in every major city, but this is not a major city. It's a decent sized town but no city. We're an hour and a half away from any major city in any direction. How can this be happening so damn fast?
I look behind me as I skid to a halt in the spare bedroom.
Everyone's behind me. It has me breathing easier until a scream fills the evening air. Shit! My eyes close and I swallow hard, old man Tom. He didn't listen.
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DAY ONE





"Mum, help!" I yell, not caring to keep my voice down as more howls and screams are heard outside. People should have listened. They should have stayed in their homes. How stupid could they be? Why does nobody ever listen? It’s not that hard to freaking listen to the damn rules!
I think Amy's cries and Cora's yells bring her back to the here and now.
She rushes over to me, where I'm bent over in the back of the closet, hands roaming the old wooden floor for the hatch.
"Yes." I do a fist pump and grip the barely-there dent in the floor. If you didn't know what you were looking for, you'd never find it. It's almost entirely level to the floor. There's nothing to give it away but a tiny indent on the side.
I grunt and tug, mums grunts join mine as we slowly slide the hatch across the floor, just enough for everyone to slip in.
I'm out of breath, and my arms are shaky from the thick slab. Usually, we'd push a button and the slab slides on its own, but the power being off that was so not happening.
I move my hand motioning for Cora and Amy to go first. I drop down next, with mum following.
Grabbing the steel bar attached to the bottom of the hatch, we pull until it snaps into place. It used to be a rope, but mum had dad replace it.
I grunt as the light from the setting sun disappears, and it's entirely black. There's a clicking sound, and a small flame lights up the dark. Cora grips a pink lighter and looks guilty.
"We'll talk about this later." Mum snaps at Cora as she moves on to the cement stairs which lead down into the basement.
It's not safe. It's still not safe. It runs through my mind. Hurry mum, I want to yell. I don't. I chew on the inside of my jaw instead.
Mum and Cora move to the right side of the basement, and I hurry to the far left.
We live in an old two-story house. That's not why mum loved it though. She liked the history of the place. Liked the hidden basement for one. It was used as a hideaway during prohibition days and alcohol was illegal. They used the basement to store and run it. That's all I know, not really paying attention when she tried explaining the beautiful history of the old house. Her words, not mine.
I flip on the computer monitor, booting it up. Mum must not have been down here today, or everything would already be on.
I'd like to say mum's one of those ends of the world preppers and that's why we have a solar power monitoring system that links to four cameras outside the house and why we have all kinds of canned foods, water, toothpaste and pretty much everything stashed in the basement. She's not, though.
Mum has three hobbies she sticks to religiously. History. Extreme couponing and being nosy. Yep, my mum is so curious she had four cameras hooked up to each corner of the house. She said it's for the protection of her girls and her. It's good to know what's going on but that's not her real reason. She's just really nosy. Which was a good thing during the summer. Our school star pitcher mows yards during the summer. I smile. It's such a good thing to watch.
"Reed. Reed, can you hear me?" Mum's English accent is definitely more present than usual.
It pulls me away from my daydreaming. My smile fades, and I’m dominated by anxiety and fear.
My eyes lock onto the high-frequency hand radio she's on. Come on, come on. Please, Dad.
Nothing but static comes from the small speaker. My heart drops into my tummy.
"Maybe he's busy." Amy's voice is full of tears.
"Ahh! What is that?" Cora screeches into my ear.
I twist around in the low-back computer chair and follow her shaky finger with my eyes. The monitors are finally on.
The wolf beast person is slowly walking up onto our front porch, on two animal-like legs. My breathing turns into pants like I ran a marathon full throttle.
"A virus." I gasp while watching the grey creature. It's tall, maybe six feet, something tall, not really that big from what I've seen on the news. It's slim with hardly any muscle, and black drool drips from its razor-sharp mouth.
"A virus, are you blind? It's a Lykan. Is it real?" Cora asks, bouncing on her toes.
I look back at the screen; Lykan, that's those wolf people from the Underworld movie. This thing looks sort of like them.
"Mmmmm," is all that escapes my lips as the Lykan looks right at the camera. Its eyes are weird. Where we have a black pupil, it has a white one surrounded by a muddy brown color that fills up the rest of the eye.
"It's looking at us!" Cora screeches, jumping back away from the screens.
"Don't be silly," Mum says, moving to stand at my back.
I glance over my shoulder at her. "Thank you," I whisper.
She nods her head, and we both go looking back at the screen.
I didn't know if she was going to come back to us, but I'm so glad she did. I'm not so sure what we should do next.
A growl blares through the speakers, and four different screams fill the basement.
"Turn it off!" Amy wails, and I flip the switch, turning the speakers off.
The grey Lykan taps the lens with a long black claw, thankfully the sound is off. It then smiles, or at least I think it does. The dang screen goes out.
"What the hell?" I breathe.
"Don't cuss Nikki," Mum says, poking me on the back of my shoulder.
I look at the other screen where the camera is on the left side of the house pointing down the road.
"Is that a person?" Cora whispers.
Maybe. I don't know. My head twists looking for a better angle. All I see is a blood blob?
"Animal." I nod my head trying to convince myself.
"What is happening?" I ask as this camera goes out too.
That just leaves the one at the back of the house and the one on the right side.
"It's the Lykan," Cora says as the back camera goes out following the last one.
"How do you know?"
"I saw a flash of grey." Cora answers, smiling proud.
"Don't smile," I snap, “This isn't a movie, it’s real. There's a virus out there turning people into beasts and said creatures eat people."
"Nik!" Mum says harshly holding onto a now crying Cora.
"She’s right dear. That's what the news said." I can sense Mum doesn't even believe it herself.
"Sorry," I mumble as I walk towards my locker on the back wall.
A whine I can't hold in bursts from my lips as I see Dallas written in big block letters on the locker next to mine. He can't be gone.
"Daddy. Daddy. Where are you!?" Cora yells into the handheld.
Dad is a doctor at the local Army base two hours away from us. He gave us the radio in case of an emergency if we couldn't get him on the phone.
Tears stream down my face. I’m crying again! This is a god-awful nightmare. What are we going to do? I wipe my face with my arm, sucking in a breath of musky air.
The locker door squeaks as I open it and I start to pull out the hiking pack that's as heavy as a small person, followed by a drawstring bag and black boots. We camp a lot. Mum was tired of our camping gear tossed around everywhere, so she had dad put in the metal lockers for each of us.
"What are you doing dear?" Mum asks me.
"Getting dressed." I pull off my tank and shorts, replacing them with one of those body armor tank tops and cargo pants, both in black. Next, comes a long sleeve tight black shirt.
"You should too," I say after looking at everyone's sleep clothes.
Plopping down on the cold concrete floor, I pull off my milk-soaked socks and put new ones on. Next I pull on my knee-high leather boots, lacing them up.
"We'll wait for your father." Mum's voice shakes.
"Mum! He's not answering." I grab the titanium water bottle from the side of my black bag and fill it up with one of the many water bottles up against the main wall.
Mums never been a take action kind of person when a crisis comes up. It's always dad. I know she's afraid. I am too, but sitting here like sitting ducks is not helping. I may only be fourteen years old, but I'm not stupid. People who sit still when the monsters are around usually die.
"But--"
"No buts mum. That thing out there was smart enough to tear down the cameras. What's to say it isn't smart enough to get in here?"
"She's right." At least Cora has some common sense and starts getting dressed too.
Flipping the lid open to one of the bins, I start to sort through the MRE - meals ready to eat - looking for the most appealing ones and stashing them in my already full pack. I stuff until there's no more room. Dad liked to keep some on hand when we went camping. It was our dinner if we couldn't catch anything.
I smile as Cora comes to stand beside me, decked out in the same clothes as me, just pale pink. We look like some kind of fashion strike team.
"Do you want me to braid your hair?"
"Yeah." I turn around letting Cora reach my frizzy black hair. I feel a tug letting me know she's done and turn around to braid hers. I pause with my hands in her hair.
Life is never going to be the same again.
"Nikki?"
"Sorry." I quickly do her hair and pat her on the shoulder.
"Mum." I try one last time. "Please come with us. We'll go to dad's base."
She just shakes her head no, clutching Amy to her.
I pull my pack on and buckle it up. My back is going to kill me before long.
I bend down on my knees in front of the cot where Amy and mum are sitting.
"Be strong for mum. Okay." I say with a tear clogged voice as I pull Amy into my arms and hug her tightly. I kiss the top of her head as frightened eyes stare back at me.
"Mum please," I whisper one last time looking into her face that looks like it aged ten years since yesterday.
"We will wait for your father."
“I’m not waiting mum.” I plead at her with my teary eyes.
When she looks away from me, I nod my head. So be it. Maybe it's better for them to stay here. Cora and I can bring my dad back. It'll be safer. I keep telling myself that. Over and over while I strap on a hunting knife around my thigh and grab my bow and quiver of arrows.
I look at Cora. Her tanned skin has gone pale. I nod my head again. We can do this. Just a normal hike.
We both make our way to the door behind the staircase. It's a tunnel that leads to a barn and a chunk of land two miles out from us. Mum had the tunnel redone. History, she said, needs to be preserved. I'm thankful for her history hobby now. It helps us get out of here.  Helps us get to dad.
With a heavy heart and body full of dread, I leave the hidden basement behind with Cora on my heels down the brick inlaid tunnel.
"Do you think they will be okay?" Cora mumbles out.
I nod. But that's all I can really give her. Because if I'm honest with myself, then the answer is no. I don't think they will be okay. I clench my eyes shut for just a minute, not letting the tears out. I don’t think we will either.
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ONE MONTH IN

“Do you think it’s safe?” Cora whispers out from beside me.
Do I think it’s safe, hell no! But what else can we do? We need to eat, and the snares we’ve had set up in the woods aren’t catching anything.
The world went to shit one month ago. We’re dirty and hungry and plain tired of this. I crawl closer to the edge of the road, through the bushes me and Cora are hunkered down in. I have no clue where we are. We just keep moving. Avoiding people and towns and everything really. But we’re tired and hungry and the little gas station Cora spotted an hour ago looks so good. Too right if I'm honest with myself.
It’s a ma and pop store, seriously. The red sign hanging on the building reads Ma and Pops’. The little store is sitting by itself. Nothing’s around, and the store seems not to have been looted yet. All the windows are intact. But that doesn’t mean anything. The front door could be unlocked or a backdoor, we can’t spot from our hiding place in the bushes and tree line.
Cora’s stomach growls. I bite my lip.  It never seemed this hard for people on TV to survive the world when it goes to hell. Why is it so hard for us?
“We have no choice,” I mumble and stand up.  Cora grabs hold of my hand, and we dash across the road to the right side of the gas station.
I’m breathing so hard I can’t hear anything else which is bad. I try to calm myself but can’t. The fear of running into other people or worse, the creatures has me a wreck.
My eyes dart around the trees looking for movement. We’ve been lucky so far not running into anything in the last week but I don’t except our luck to keep going like this. Sooner or later something bad is going to happen.
“Cora!” I hiss as she slowly moves to the front of the building.
I growl under my breath and follow on her heels.
“It looks untouched,” Cora whispers with her hands cupped around her face peering into the gas station.
I gulp. That’s not good. Everything has been affected these days.
“Get your bow out and stay behind me,” I whisper and pull open the glass door.
The little bell rings making me freeze. A minute passes and I move into the store.
The bell rings again as Cora lets the door shut behind us.
My mouth waters looking at all the chips and candy still on the shelves.
Cora rushes forwards, and I laugh.
Something hard pushes on the side of my head and my heart jackhammers in my chest. My eyes close.
“Over here.” The boy's voice says.
My eyes open looking at my sister. Her eyes are wet with tears. The bag of chips she had in her hands fall to the floor as she walks slowly towards me.
The gun leaves my head, and I turn to face the boy as Cora reaches my side.
My eyes widen. He’s young, maybe nine or ten years old with shaggy brown hair and a dirty pair of overalls on.
“We just want some food,” I say, softly moving slightly in front of Cora.
“Get out!” The boy screams, lifting the shotgun higher.
I bite my lip, looking at the way his thin arms shake from the gun and the way he holds it.
“Please,” Cora whispers from behind me.
The boy's eyes move to her, and I run forward. The boy yelps as I jerk the gun from his hands.
I cock the gun and take aim. His arms go up in the air.  “Please don’t.” He whispers.
“We just want some food, that’s it.”
I nod at Cora and twenty minutes went by as she goes through the store taking anything we might need.
“Were you really going to shoot us kid?” I ask.
He nods, and I grunt.  Well then.
“I’m done,” Cora says walking back to my side.
“Then let's go.” I mumble still keeping the kid in my sight.
Cora goes first, and I walk out backwards. The bell rings twice, and I look at the kid on the other side of the glass door. The look in his eyes breaks a little piece of me. I toss the gun to the side and take off at a run, following Cora back into the woods.  This world is going to change me.
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SIX MONTHS AFTER

My legs pulse with fatigue and my feet are a constant soreness that won’t go away. I stink too. Gag worthy stink. Beyond words, like rotten potatoes left out in the sun. If there are any of those beasts out here, we are toast. They could smell me and Cora from miles away. Hell, even my teeth are furry.
I grunt falling backwards, sending Cora falling to the side. My legs gave out on me. We’ve been walking for so long.
I lay there at an intersection staring at the light blue sky. My breathing is labored and I hurt so damn much. Not only physically but mentally too.
They’re dead. Mum, Amy, Dallas and maybe even dad. All that’s left is me and Cora and who knows how long we will survive in this godforsaken place that used to be home.
Hell has officially came to planet earth and we are just the meat.
“Sorry.” I mumble to Cora. “Are you alright?”
I’ve been dazing at my feet for the last five miles. Cora must have stopped and I walked right into her. Me slamming into her having caused my legs to fail. I’m just so damn tired. Tears of frustration start to leak from my eyes.
“Cora?”
I roll over on my side and look at Cora. She’s sitting in the middle of the road, her hands in her hair.
I lay back down on my back, looking up at the sky again. Of course, we’re not okay. How could we be? We’ll never be okay ever again.
“Nik?”
I lick my dry, cracked, bleeding lips, “Yeah?”
“Do you think we’re close to Gran’s?”
“I don’t know.” I mutter and hear Cora start to cry.
I squeeze my eyes tight.
“Cora, please stop.” I whisper into the air.
“Why don’t you know anything!” She wails and I jerk up to a sitting position.
God no! She needs to be quiet. I roll over onto my hands and knees, crawling quickly over to Cora.
I wrap my too thin arms around her boney body. “Shh, someone might hear you. Shh.” I whisper, rocking us back and forth.
“Why don’t you know?” She mumbles between sobs.
“I’m just a kid Cora and so are you.” I pause, taking an unsteady breath.
The air grows still as her weeping comes to a halt.
“There’s a Love’s.”
I let go of her, looking into her red and puffy eyes.
We gaze at each other and she sways her head, pointing behind me. I twist my neck and sure enough there’s a Love’s Truck Stop right behind me. I look at her with alarming eyes.
“No Cora.”
She gulps, “We’ve done it before and maybe the water is working. Showers Nikki. Showers.”
I look behind me once more, chewing on my dirty thumb nail.
“We could die.” I whisper hoarsely, squinting at the tremendous concrete building.
There’re gas pumps on both sides and the back-parking lot is full of big trucks. But it’s a truck stop meant for truckers. There could be a lot of things in there we need, if it hasn’t already been ransacked. It’s right off of the interstate, there could be a very real possibility that there’s nothing in there.
“We could die right here.” Cora argues.
I look back at her and gradually climb to my feet.
“Our risk of dying increases ten folds by going into that dark building.”
“I know.” She whispers.
I stare at the huge building. They like the dark. The wolf creatures. You scarcely see them out in the daylight. We think it has something to do with their unearthly eyes.
“Showers Nik. A map. Showers.” She moans.
I look at her pleading eyes and back to the building.
I groan, resigned. “Okay.”
She squeals girlish, jumping up and down.
“Cora.” I hiss at her.
“Sorry.” She says meekly, but she's still grinning.
“If we do this, we have to do it right.” I demand.
She nods quickly, her hands folded in front of her chest.
“We have to scout around it first and go in like we’ve practiced. Okay?”
“Yes. Let’s do this.” Excitement shines in her eyes.
There is nothing to be excited about. We could very well be walking to our death.
I stare at the building again, my heart battering wildly in my chest.
“Let’s do this.” Dread fills me up from my toes to my head.




6

ONE YEAR AFTER SHIT HIT THE FAN

The heavy silence has my eyes popping open and my heart thudding painfully. I look out into the thick darkness.
I slowly turn my head to the left, looking for Cora. She’s asleep leaning on the driver's side door.
I reach over and gently shake her. My eyes strain to see past the window and into the night. The small gold car ran out of gas half way through the night and we just decided to camp in it for the night. But something has my spidey sense going on high alert.
“Don’t say a word.” I whisper, my mouth barely open.
My eyes flick around. To the front, to the side and out the back window as I slowly reach down to the floor board for the ax.
I see Cora moving just as slowly reaching for her machete on the dashboard. “What is it?" She whispers.
“I don’t know. Something.” I mutter back as I keep looking out into the night. There’s something out there. I’ve learned to trust myself and this feeling I get.
Seconds tick by then minutes and I start to relax as something slams into my door. Cora screams and I’m halfway over the console when what my eyes are seeing registers with my brain.
“It’s a girl.” Cora says quivering
People are just as bad. Maybe worse.
My eyes take in her frightened face. Her bloody hands pressed up against the window. The slice on her cheek, showing muscles.  “Help me!” She screams, banging on the window, smearing blood across it.
My eyes flick to the lock and back up. “Don’t Cora.” I snap out harshly, staring at this lady, who brings nothing but death with her.
Cora has a caring heart. Which I love. Don’t get me wrong, but her soft side could get us killed.
“She’s running from something. Don’t unlock the damn door!”
I grip the axe, looking over the woman's bloody shoulder. The moon is not out tonight and I can’t see a damn thing or hear for that matter.
“Shut up.” I say. She doesn’t hear me. Her own screams are drowning me out.
“Shut the fuck up!” I scream and that does it. Tears and snot fall down her face but she’s not yelling anymore.
Her head turns to the side and she whimpers. I look too and see glowing blue eyes in the darkness.
“Cora.”
“I see.”
I slid back into my seat and fought to get my backpack on my back, watching the creature prowl on all fours to the woman. She presses herself into the car with her head turned away and her eyes closed.
I flinch when those blue eyes lock onto me and I swear the damn thing smiles.
It puffs out air, fogging up the glass beside the woman. It snorts, shakes its head and slowly looks at me and Cora.
I climb into the back seat helping Cora. We both pressed up to the driver's side door in the backseat.
Its mouth opens showing sharp black teeth and flesh caught between them.
“When it attacks, bolt.” I mumble watching it, watch me.
Cora whimpers and I press closer to her.
“Unlock that door.” I mutter, watching its ears flick towards us.
I grit my teeth. We can usually avoid them. Run from them. There were enough people in the beginning for us to get away. Not so much now.
I flinch when it raises its huge paw and I swear to god it smiled that time. I watch it carefully and squeeze the ax as one claw slowly comes out. It’s silver, like metal. The thing cocks its head and swipes its claw across the woman's neck. She gurgles falling to the ground. Her blood splattering the creatures face. Its black tongue comes out and licks around its mouth as it presses its head into the window.
“We’re going to die.” Cora whimpers.
“No, we’re not.” I grind out between my clenched teeth. We've survived to fucking much to just end up meat in a can.
It’s ears flick and it turns its big head. I push the door open, shoving Cora out and falling over the top of her. The thing growls as I tug her up and take off at a full out sprint into the trees. Its howl goes up into the air and I just run.
Something snaps behind me and I push myself harder. Faster. Then the worst thing happens. Cora falls with a scream. I skid to a stop and pull her to her feet, but just that few seconds was all it needed.
I stand up and grip the ax and watch as the beast stalks forward. I push Cora behind me and start backing up.
I grip the ax like a baseball bat and just wait and watch. Its heated breath fogs the cool night air as it comes closer. I choke the ax in my grip. One more step. Just one more you fucker.
I swing with a tazan yell and get jarred. It feels like I hit metal. I pant hard, looking at the beast who howls. I sculpted it. I can see the bone of the skull.
“What the hell.” I mutter and gear up for another swing when it pounces.
A scream falls from my lips as it lands on top of me. I jerk the ax up just in time. Slamming it between its jaws. Saliva drips onto my face as I push and the bastard pushes back.
“Cora no.” I whimper seeing her rounding on the creature from the corner of my eye. She stops and looks at me with dread. Tears falling on her sun-tanned cheeks.
The thing shakes its head and the ax goes with it. I close my eyes as it pushes its wet nose onto mine. A whimper comes out of me as it slowly starts to growl.
It rubs its nose from my face to my shoulder, smelling me the whole time. I slam a fist in its ribs. A furious howl screams in my ear then it bites down.
I shriek in pain. The bite is on fire and I stretch down to reach for the knife strapped to my calf. With tears pouring from my eyes, I stab the thing repeatedly in the eye.  Blood and gore coat me but I keep digging the small blade into it. Its teeth release my shoulder and still I slam and dig the knife in.
“Nikki.”
I scream and push with all my might into its eye.
“Nik. It’s dead. Stop!”
It feels like a thousand pounds lying on my chest. Tears, snot and blood cover my face.  My breathing is a laboring thing.
“Get it off.” I wheeze.
“Get it off!”
Cora pushes and I pull. When the thing is no longer laying on top of me, I scoot back on my ass, getting away from it as much as I can in this moment.
Cora falls to the ground beside me. She pulls a shirt from her bag whipping off my face as I stare, shell shocked at the wolf creature.
I whence and screech as pain flares from my shoulder all down to my hips.
“Sorry.” Cora mumbles pouring more alcohol into the bite.
“We don’t have time for this. Wrap it as best as you can Cora and lets go.”
She does just that and helps me as I struggle to my feet. I glance back at the thing one more time and stumble away from it, wiping more tears from my face.
What’s going to happen to me now? Will I turn? Will I die from an infection?
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ONE YEAR AND SIX MONTHS OF THIS BULLSHIT

“What do you think?” Cora questions lying down on her stomach beside me.
“I don’t know.” I mumble.
I crawl closer into the scrub and peek the very edges of the binoculars out of the thin branches. It’s a prison. That’s what I’m looking at. The clues we think our dad left us led, too. We could be wrong. The simple clues that we thought were meant for us could very well be for everyone, leading them here. To this place.
It’s huge. Think of that prison in the Walking Dead, it looks just like that, just without the walls blown out, oh, and there's a lake separating us from it.
“What do you see?” Cora groans. Her patience is growing thin.
“People. I see a lot of people and guns.” I state.
I grimace. People are bad. We’ve been camped out here since sunrise.  Trucks come and go. But no one walks on foot. I don’t hear any screams so that’s something, but still people.
“You’re going to have to decide.” Cora snarks at me.
“I know that.” I snap, still staring.
“The sun will set soon.”
“Damn it Cora, I know this.”
I scoot backwards out of the bush and sit on my ass. I stare at the prison in the distance and worry eats me up inside.
“What if it wasn’t him?” I ask, still looking at the cement giant.
“But what if it was?” Cora stresses.
“What if it’s a trap.” I say looking at her tired face.
The hollowness of her cheeks. We’re dying out here. Whether I like it or not we need to do something. We need a safe place to rest for a while, to regroup. We need to be able to sleep without the stress of something ripping into our bellies.
“What if it is. So what? Life out here is death anyways.” Cora emphasized, tossing a rock into the trees.
“You’re right.” I say.
She looks at me and smiles. I just shake my head and climb to my feet.
“We’ve got an hour, maybe two before dark hits.” I mumble. “We’ll have to hurry.”
◆◆◆
 
The sun disappears behind the mountains as we walk the wide bridge to the front gate. My breath is trapped in my lungs as the floodlights follow our slow journey to the huge chain link gate.
“It looks like you’ve seen better days!” A man hollors out at us and laughs.
Big jolly laughter and my hands curled into fists and a snarl forms on my face as we stop three feet from the gate. Cora clenches my wrist. Her fingernails biting into my skin. I keep my mouth shut at her silent warning.
“We need help.” She calls out to the men behind the lights.
“Has any of you been bitten?” A woman demands.
My heart skips a beat. Cora squeezes harder on my wrist. I tangle my fingers up with hers and I keep my damn mouth shut. Nothing came from the bite on my shoulder, but a nasty scar.
“No.” Cora clears her throat. “No bites.”
We cling to each other like our lives depend on it and it very well could. I don’t have a clue why they would ask that, but we stay away from people. That means we stay away from gossip. Could getting bit mean something? And if so, what does that mean for me?
It’s been a while since the bite happened. And I’m normal, well, somewhat.
There’s a loud grinding sound as the lights shut off and I immediately look behind us, across the bridge and to the tree lines. Loud noises are a big no. Don’t even think about it. The sounds, no matter what they are, bring them here faster.
My heart beats too fast and the spit in my mouth dries up as Cora tugs us through the gate and to the soldiers leering at us.
I keep my mouth firmly shut, knowing if I speak, we could be in big trouble here. A small lady in black scrubs with graying hair steps forward.
“I’m doctor Hansley. If you would follow me please.”
I cling to Cora’s sweaty fingers as we follow the doctor along the winding path. Two of the soldiers fall in behind us that has me stiffing up.
“I’m surprised to see such young people by themselves.”
“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” I snarl. Cora grips my fingers harder and the Doctor looks over her shoulder with a cocked eyebrow.
“I was just saying, it’s a nice surprise. We don’t see many young people.” She states and turns back around.
“Nik, you have to stop it.” Cora whispers harshly in my ear and I grit my teeth, nodding my head.
Sure thing, yeah. Stopping is much easier said than done.  I get this madness that bubbles up in my body and it’s hard to control. I can’t explain it other than it’s utter madness and not really me.
“Leave your bags out here. And throw your clothes in the trash. Inside you’ll find some clothes. Showers with hot water and cleansers. Someone will be waiting on you when you get done.”
And with that she leaves us at a small metal building. Cora gapes at her back and I look around. The two soldiers are standing close but not too close to where they would over hear us if we speak. But I keep my eyes on them all the same.
“This was a fucking mistake Cora.” I grumble, unhooking the snaps in front of me that helps hold my pack on. “A damn mistake.” I toss my bag down hard on the ground and eyeball the soldier coming closer.
His dark hair is shaved to the scalp. His bushy eyebrows are bunched up and his green eyes stare right into mine.
“What?” I snap, my arms crossing.
“You don’t have any weapons on you?” He asks. A small smile on his wide lips.
A red flag flashes in my head and I pull out the small axe at the bottom of my back and drop it to the ground without taking my eyes off him.
“That’s it?” He cocks an eyebrow and I nod.
No, that’s not freaking it. I’m not stupid. I have a small knife strapped to my calf, one in my boot and one underneath my jacket on my arm. I’m not giving those up.
He looks at Cora and she drops her own bag bending down to unstrap the machete to her thigh.
“Nothing else.” She says meekly and I just stare at this man. Daring him to state otherwise.
He nods and gestures with his hand for us to go into the building.
Cora steps forward, “Sir, is there a man here named Reed Lewis.” Cora holds her breath and so do I.
Surprise lights up the man's features. “Yeah, but he won’t be back till tomorrow.”  He looks at us and just waits.
“Can you radio him?” Cora asks, her hands shaking.
The man starts to shake his head, “Stop.” I say, “He’s our dad. We’ve been trying to find him when all this bullshit started. Please.” I breathe it out. My pulse throbbing wildly.
He stares at us and tears start to slowly drip down Cora’s' face. He sighs, looks behind him and unclips his radio.
“Home base to scouts. Come in.”
We wait in silence when a voice comes through the speakers.
“Jared what are you doing man?” A man bites back with frustration.
Jared closes his eyes, “I need to speak with Reed. He around?”
He opens his eyes. His gaze flickers between me and a tearful Cora.
“Reed here.”
Cora gasps and falls to her knees. I grip my arms for all I’m worth.
“We have a couple of new intakes today. Two kids.” Jared says.
“Have they been tested?” Dad asks, curiosity in his voice.
Tested. Tested for what? Fear flutters through my body as I watch Jared, watch me.
“Not, yet there just getting ready for the showers.”
“Then what do you need? We’re out in the field. You know this.” My dad snaps, not sounding like my dad at all, and my blood rushes to my face.
“Yeah well, here's the thing.” Jared says scratching his head, “It’s two girls. They say you’re their dad.”
The radio is silent and I hold my breath.
“Nikki? Cora?” Dad whispers.
Tears finally break from my eyes and Cora quickly climbs to her feet.
“Is that...” Jared doesn’t get to finish when I jerk the radio out of his hands. He went to reach for it and I glare at him.
“Dad?” I clear the tears from my throat.
“Daddy?” Cora cries while leaning into me.
“Oh my god. Girls.” We can hear him crying from the radio and I fall to the ground clutching the radio and taking Cora with me.
“Dad, we found you. We finally found you.” I mumble shell shock.
“How? What?” There’s a pause. “You’re mother? Amy?”
Cora cries harder and I stare at Jared.  My tears dry up when I hit the button again. “The first day. It was a bomb.” I state.
I don’t know if it was the first day or the second but it felt like we lost them when we left our basement.
He doesn’t say anything and I just keep looking at the frown on Jared's face.
“Okay. I’ll get this done as soon as possible and I will be there. I love you girls.”
“Yeah, we love you too.” I mumble and hand the radio back.
“Jared.”
“Yes, Sir?”
“You take care of my girls. You hear me. Do not let anything happen. I’m coming back.”
“Yes Sir.” Jared says, hooking the radio back to his belt.
He clears his throat, “Showers, then a hot meal.”
I nodded and pulled Cora up from the ground. We stumble into the metal building leaning on each other. We found our dad. We really found him.
I should feel at ease. Happy even. But I’m not. Not really. The word Tests keeps blaring in my head over and over again. It leaves a nasty taste in my mouth. What is really going on here?
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ONE YEAR AND SIX MONTHS AND ONE WEEK OF LIES

I'm in the most epic stare down of my teen life and I'm not fucking around. He's truly batshit crazy if he thinks I'm going to let this nonsense happen.
My arms are crossed on my chest and I’m slunked down in my chair with my legs sprawled out underneath the round table in the mess hall. My lunch was a forgotten bowl of nasty left to rot in front of me. I look at Cora out of the corner of my eye.
Her head is down and she's moving her spoon in slow circles in her bowl. No help there.
I look around the big lunch room and see people looking at us without trying to look. I scoff and look back at my father.
His own arms are crossed too and he glares at me. This isn't our first epic stare down, but I'm not the same sweet little girl I once was. I've done terrible things in this life to keep me and Cora alive and I would do it again in a heartbeat. But those things change people and from the tic in my father's jaw he doesn't like it much.
"Please Nikki. Everyone has their blood tested. Cora had hers done on the second day, yet you're still holding out."
I look at Cora and see her hunch over more. I roll my eyes and look back at my dad keeping my mouth shut. I've already told him once. I'm not telling him again. No damn way are thoses scientists coming near me.
"Nikki, you will do this." He states finally pissed off at me.
I still stay silent.
"Nikki Len…
He doesn't get to finish his sentence. I'm up and standing as soon as my middle name falls from his mouth. I knock the bowl of sludge off the table and slam both my hands down on the table.
The mess hall goes silent and I can feel everyone's eyes on us.
"You do not get to do that." I declare eerily calm looking at my dad’s wide eyes. "You don't get to use my middle name like that."
"Nik." A softness takes over his face.
"No!" I yell, slashing my arm through the air.
"While you were being a savor to the human race with your army, you left your family to fucking rot!" I'm breathing hard and my face is red from rage. Cora tries to reach for my hand but I jerk away.
"I had to make the hard choices. Your fourteen-year-old daughter. I had to make the choice to leave mum and Amy behind to try and find you. I had to watch them fucking burn to death as the government dropped bombs." Cora whimpers and tears gather in my dad's eyes, but I didn't stop. "The same very people that you work for. That you're still working for. I had to get a gun pointed at my head from a ten-year-old boy. I had to watch as Cora went hungry. I had to shoot an old lady in the face as she held Cora at gunpoint. I had to slash open a man's belly as he tried to rip my pants off me. I had to watch as little kids were slaughtered from the windows in places we hid. It was either them or us. And I'd pick us every damn time.  I had to turn a woman away and watch as she was gutted by those things. Cora might have forgiven you. But I have not and I never will.  So, no. You damn well don't get to use my middle name or tell me what I can and can't fucking do!" I scream and walk out of the mess room.
Everyone stares. Some cry. Some look away with shame. And I don't give a damn.  What I did turned me into a monster. Someone less than what I once was. But Cora is breathing. I’m breathing. We are still alive and that's the only thing that matters.
◆◆◆
 
"Took you long enough." I mumble sitting crossed legged, leaning on the concrete wall, in the high grass outside the prison building.
"I'm sorry." Cora says quietly, sitting down beside me.
I keep shredding the long piece of grass with my dirty fingernails.
"I don't forgive him you know." Cora says, surprising me and I look at her. "I just wanted something normal for a while Nik. Just something normal."
I sigh and go back to my shredding. "Nothing will ever be normal again Cora."
"I know that. I'm not delusional. I just want a little happiness for as long as I can get it."
I drop the long thick piece of grass, “This makes you happy?” I ask gesturing around us. The many campers lined up in neat rows not far from us. The garden to our left. People are milling about doing who knows what. The soldiers patrolling. The Prison, a big hulking menace looming over all of it.
“Just a little bit Nikki. I can sleep. I can take a hot shower. We don’t have to worry about where our next meal is coming from. It’s not perfect nor will it ever be but it’s better than what we had.”
I straighten my legs and watch a group of kids playing with a kick ball, “Me, getting my blood test will make you happy.”
“It’d add to that little bit.” She says.
I sigh, “Do you even know why we have to do this?”
“I’m not stupid Nikki. I asked, and they said it was to check to see if we are healthy. Of course, I didn’t believe them. You taught me in these last few months never take anything at face value. And I have Nikki. But nothing came from giving blood. They took two vials and gave me a cookie and an orange juice after.”
I look at Cora. She has a gentle smile on her face and understanding in her eyes.
“Okay.”
“Thank you.”
I climb to my feet and follow Cora through the maze of Campers and people too soon we’re at the entrance to the Prison.
I cross my arms, stopping in front of my dad. He opens his mouth but Cora beats him. “Don’t dad. Just dad.” Cora says, shaking her head.
He sighs, nods his head and leads me and Cora into the belly of the beast.
We went through three locked doors and finally come to a room that looks like a normal ER. I sit down on one of the small white beds as a tech comes over and drawls my blood. The red liquid seeps into the vail and my heart thunders in my ears. I get the cookie and juice just like Cora said and we walk out of the room. No one stops us. Nothing bad happens, but then why do I have this dark cloud hanging in my thoughts.
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ONE YEAR AND SEVEN MONTHS OF WAITING FOR SHIT TO HIT THE FAN

Dad left two days ago to go on an outing for medical supplies and Cora is working the garden. I already did my assigned work in the kitchen this morning. That’s why I'm stretched out on the bottom bunk in cell A12 with an open book in my hands. 
I found it in the Prison’s library and I laughed so hard that I had to read it. Who puts new adult books in a prison library? Whoever you are, thanks.
It’s called Avery and has two wolves on the cover. I thought it was a fitting read considering the creatures that now walk this land.
I’m four chapters in when I hear footsteps coming close to my cell. I laid the book down and sat up just as two soldiers come to stand outside of my door.
They stare at me and I stare at them. I won’t be the first to speak. My pulse thuds painfully in my ears as I watch their stony faces.
“Miss Nikki, come with us.”
I stand up and cross my arms, “What for?”
“The doctor would like a word with you.”
Dread and adrenaline flow through my body. It’s been a month and I haven’t heard a peep out of the white coats. Why now?
I shrug my shoulders and step out of the cell. One soldier leads while the other one follows right behind me.
We pass through this cell block and into a central room, I see Jeff and hollor out to him, “Jeff! Find my sister.” His eyes go wide and he takes off like the hounds of hell are on his heels. 
The guard behind me mumbles something under his breath, “What was that?” I snark from over my shoulders. He glares but doesn’t say anything.
Sweat starts beading on my forehead and down my spine. This is not good and there isn’t a damn thing I can do about it.
It’s a ten-minute walk before we get where we’re going. The back side of the prison where no one is allowed.
I step into a central room and the guard’s step back to guard the door we just walked through.
“Nikki?” A slim man with no hair steps forward.
I don’t say anything. My eyes flick around the room and count a total of seven people.
“I’m doctor Smith. We’d like to talk to you about your blood work.”
I still don’t speak and he looks behind him. The woman, this time, steps forward with blonde waves to her shoulders and brown keen eyes.
“We’ve been looking for someone like you.” She smiles.
I scoff.
“You have the very genes in your body that we think will help us in this War.” She tries again, smiling.
“Does this have anything to do with the men that came to the gates last week?” I ask.
They share a look and the lady speaks again, “Yes it does, but not all. Our sister compound was the one who first found this particular mutation and passed the word to us.”
“Did they now?” I drawl between my clenched lips.
“We’d like for you to help us.”
“Do I even have a choice?” I snap.
They share another one of those looks and I laugh, “Of course not.”
That’s the last time I saw the light of day.
I was escorted deeper into the building to a little room with a locked door and a small window. A small cot was in the center of the room with all kinds of medical equipment on either side.  A small shower in the left corner where they could watch me take a shower and the toilet was in the opposite corner. My own little piece of heaven.
At first it wasn't too bad. I had CAT scans, x-rays and MRI scans done every day along with a daily blood draw. They even collected my shit and piss.
Nurse Jackie was my daily companion. She ran the tests, took my blood and collected everything from the toilet.  She was in here from morning to night. Bringing me my food and monitoring the medical screens.
“So, Jackie.” I say as she drawls my blood for the millionth time. “How long have I been here now.”
I ask her every day and every day she doesn’t answer me.
“Two months.” She mumbles under her breath as she throws away her gloves.
My eyes just about bug out of my head. I know I’ve been here awhile but two months? Where is my dad? My sister? Why hasn’t something been done?
“How...”
I stop when her blue eyes shine with fear, “Listen Nikki, it’s going to get worse.”
“What do you mean?” I whisper back. My heart was pounding too hard setting off the machines.
She doesn’t get to answer when the soldiers come to the door.
I was taken out of the room and down the hall.
“Nope. Now way in hell. This is not happening!” I screech backing out of the room. It’s an operating room. I’m not going in there. But apparently, I don’t get a fucking choice.
I turn around and slam my knee into the left one’s balls and slam my fist in the other one’s nose. I make it all of two feet before I’m grabbed from behind. Five soldiers and I fought like hell.
They dragged me by my arms. I’m kicking and screaming and they slammed me down on the metal table. I lash out with my hands. My feet, even my damn teeth as the strap me down, leave me breathing hard and tears falling down my cheek.
Three people and in surgical gear come into the room and stare down at me. I don’t see a bit of remorse in their eyes.
A buzzing noise grabbed my attention and I look to the left. A fourth person has a drill and I beg in my restraints. Jerking and pulling on them.
“Please don’t do this. Please!” I scream as the drill comes down on my left hip.
I scream a blood curdling scream that doesn’t stop until I’m hoarse and coughing up blood.  They do both of my hips and both of my thighs. When the drill finally stops, I’m barely conscious.
Out of swollen tear-filled eyes, I see Nurse Jackie come and start badging me up. With the help of the four soldiers, I’m taken back to my room. Pain meds are delivered and I’m out like a light. I wish I could say that’s the worst they do. But it’s not. Not at all.
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TWO YEARS AND SIX MONTHS. AM I EVEN ALIVE?

The lights flash this god-awful blue color and I shut my eyes. A siren blares from somewhere in the building and I try to lift my hands to cover my ears. They move maybe an inch off the bed before they fall back down. I grimace and whimper in pain from that small movement.
I slowly, inch my devastating inch, turn my head looking for Nurse Jackie. There isn’t much that Nurse Jackie does nowadays, other than patch me up when the real monsters are done with me. I lay in this bed, a skeleton of my former self and wait for the pain to start all over again.
I close my eyes as tears fall from them. A sharp pain shoots through my head. The last thing I remember is Jackie wrapping the right side of my head, injecting me with thick black sludge and giving me a small dose of pain meds. They cut into my head this time. I’m surprised it took them this long to do it.
The door slams open and I watch under heavy eyelids as a teenage girl steps into the room. She looks around, her gaze passes right over me. I’m nothing but skin, bones and scars laying underneath thick blankets.
She steps further into the room, hope shines in her bright eyes. She’s wearing a tank top with ripped jeans and black combat boots.
She goes to turn and I try to speak, a whimper comes out instead and she whips back around. Her long brown braid swinging in the air behind her.
She walks slowly to the bed and looks down. She gulps and tears fall from her eyes.
“Jason!” She yells and falls to her knees beside me.
“Oh my god! Nikki, what have they done to you?” She whispers, heartbroken.
My eyes close on their own. I’m not strong enough to keep them open. I wish I could just pass out but that’s something that hardly ever happens to me.
“Cora!” A man’s concerned voice yells over the sirens.
“In here!”
My eyes snap back open as I look at this girl. She’s older. Her cheekbones are high and a scar cuts through her right eyebrow.
I lick my cracked and bleeding lips, “Cora bear?” I whisper breathlessly and whimper from the pain in my throat.
She scoots closer and her hand is mere inches from my face. She’s afraid to touch me. “Yes Nik. I’m so sorry.” She cries.
“Did you find her?”
My eyes flick behind Cora to a dark-skinned man in tan fatigues. He keeps checking behind him with a rifle in his hand.
Cora wipes the tears from her face and stands up, “Yeah, but she’s in worse shape than I thought.”
He rushes forwards and looks down at me with dark eyes, “We’ll do damage control later. Right now, we have to go. Get a wheelchair.”
Cora nods and runs over and grabs the wheelchair.
The man pulls the blankets from my body and Cora gasps.
I’m naked. I have been for so long. Instead of peeling my clothes off of me each time to get to my bones and flesh, they decided to leave me naked. I’m just their guinee pig after all.
“Jason.” She whimpers and he grimaces.
I try to move but nothing happens. I haven’t moved in so long.
The man, Jason, untangles one of the blankets and lays it on top of me.
“Grab any bags hooked up to her. We have to go.”
He scooped me up in his arms and I tried to scream. My mouth opens and nothing comes out. Pain flares throughout my body. Cora looks on with horror in her eyes as Jason tries to settle me in the wheelchair as easily as he can.
“Give her one of the shots Cora.” Cora nods and grabs a syringe from her pockets and she injects it into the IV bag and the next thing I know is darkness.
◆◆◆
 
I wake to the sound of gunfire, screams and howls in the backseat.
“What?” I can barely hear my own voice but somehow Cora hears it.
“She’s awake.”
“She should have been knocked out for at least an hour or two.” Jason mumbles.
Cora climbs into the back seat and grabs a hold of my hand.
“It’s going to be okay Nikki. I promise.” She wipes tears off her face as the sounds fade in the distance along with me.
◆◆◆
 
The next time my eyes open I'm lying on a bed in a dark room. Pain is my constant friend as it hits me full force. I look around without moving an inch of my body.
Cora. A sad smile pulls at my lips.
She's asleep in a chair. The moonlight filters through the tattered curtains. She's grown up so much. My heart breaks all over again. What has she had to endure without me being there to keep her safe?
"Here." A whispered voice has my eyes flicking over to Jason.
He's bent down next to the bed. A water bottle in his hands with a straw. He brings it up to my lips and I suck down the warm water. As I pull away the straw slips from my blood and a little bit of blood turns the water a pink color.
Jason stares at it. A frown on his face.
"It's from all the screaming." My whispered voice cracks and I cough.
"What did they do to you?" He whispers still looking at the bottle. He seems confused.
"What didn't they do is the question." I mumble weakly.
He shakes his head and looks at Cora still sleeping.
"You're all she ever talks about. I thought she was delusional." He shakes his head and looks back at me, "Guess she wasn't."
"Guess not." I croak.
Tears fall from my eyes.
"You should try to get some more sleep. We have to leave soon."
He gets up but my whimper of pain stops him when I try to move.
"What happened?"
He looks tired and his eyes flicker back to Cora.
"The Prison was over-run. We’ve been fighting with those animals for weeks when the gate finally fell. Cora wouldn't leave without you."
He shakes his head and leaves the room.
I don't know what to think about that.  I just want to know how long I've been kept as a lab rat. I want to know where our dad is. I want to know what I've missed.
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TWO YEARS, SIX MONTHS, 3 DAYS. I’M STILL BREATHING.

I wake up to heated whispers and crack my eyes open. Cora and Jason are standing in the doorway. He tucks a piece of her hair behind her ear as she talks.
“We can’t. Not yet. She’s not strong enough.” Cora whispers.
Jason sighs, like they’ve been over this already. “We have no choice. We’re lucky no one has found us yet. We have to leave today Cora.” He kisses her sweetly on the lips and walks away. Cora stares after him in a daze.
“Who knew you’d have a boyfriend before me?” I cough as I get the words out of my mouth.
Cora rushes to my side and holds a water bottle in front of my face. I reach for it with my hand. Surprise widens Cora’s eyes as she hands it over. I haven’t been able to move these last few days but I’m healing. I always heal. That was the down side of this. Whatever they did to me, I always healed at a fast rate.
I drink the bottle empty and handed it back to Cora.
“How long have I been gone?” I asked, wiggling my fingers.
“A year and eleven months.” Cora mumbles as fresh tears pool in her eyes.
“What happened?” I ask and grunt when I try to sit up.
Not there yet, but I will be.
“They took you. Just took you.” Cora gasps out.
“I know that Cora but what happened after?” I ask, I'm already fighting off sleep.
“Dad came back a week later and tried to get you out.” She looks lost in thought and I stretch my thin legs from underneath the blankets.
“They killed him.” She looks at me with tear filled eyes.
“I thought so.” I say softly for Cora. But I’m glad. If it wasn’t for him, I wouldn't have had to go through what I did. I wouldn’t have changed so damn much.
“And him?” I ask, nodding towards the door.
“That’s Jason.” She looks down at her hands. “He got stationed with us about six months after they took you.”  I nod my head but I feel like I’m missing so many pieces of the puzzle. “We’re close.”
“More than close.” I say smiling at her.
She blushes and looks away.
“You’re going to have to tell me.” I say, knowing she’s keeping stuff from me.
“Not yet. You don’t need to worry. Let me get you something to eat.”
She tries to leave the room but I stop her.
“Cora.”
She pauses in the doorway keeping her back to me.
“You need to tell me. I’ve been held a prisoner for so long and I know there are things going on that I need to know. I picked up bits and pieces from my butchers, but not enough to really understand anything.” I’m breathless when I get done and I wait.
A minute passes while I watch my sister fight with herself in the broken down door way, finally she turns towards me.
“Are you sure?”
I nod and watch as she slowly walks to the bed and sits down.
“We were wrong.”
I cock my head watching my sisters frowning face.
“They’re not beasts in the sense that we thought. About a year ago someone came to the gate wanting to talk to the Leader of the Prison. They had one wild tale to tale.” She chuckles darkly.
“The stronger ones, they call themselves the Alphas and are able to transform back to looking like a human.”
My eyes narrow but I don’t interrupt her. The butchers said I had the Alpha gene and they were looking for a way to recreate it or make it stronger.
“But they’re not human at all. They are strictly a beast. The Alpha of this territory called it The Core Territory. That’s where we are at. Anyways.” She shakes her head and starts picking at her thumb nail. “What we thought we were trying to survive is so much worse. Apparently, there are different territories and each has a different Alpha with their own set of rules and laws. I don’t really know much more than that. We’ve never ran into another Alpha or his human pet. I do know that they wanted our people to join them and follow their rules. That wasn’t happening. We’ve been at war with them ever since.  They’re different sectors of rebels in and around the territories.”
I just stare at her. I don’t know what to fucking think about that.




12

THREE YEARS. LIFE SUCKS.

“This looks like a cluster fuck of epic proportions.” I snarl down at the city below us, kicking the dirt with frustration.
We ran out of gas, half a mile back and we’ve been walking ever since.  The road we’re on wraps around a mountain and down below us look is a Valley with mountains on all sides except for this road and what I think is one on the opposite side of the town.
Jason snorts, kneeling down in the dirt, and Cora throws her hands up in the air.
“What do you want to do then? Backtrack?” Cora snaps.
“I can’t handle your damn drama right now Cora. You’re the one who got us into this mess in the first place. ‘Oh, look a shortcut. Let’s take it’.” I say sassy.
She ignores me, digging her boot into the dirt.
I groan, with my hands on my hips looking down at the valley below us. There are lights. I’m not talking a few either. There’s flickering fire all over the damn place. The thing is, are they friendly? I snort at that. No one is really freaking friendly any more. They either want to kill you or capture you.
“I’m not going back.” I state, shifting on my feet. I look up at the sky.
“It’ll be dark soon.” Jason says.
“Then we’ll sneak in and out the other side.” Cora mumbles and sits down.
I look at her out of the corner of my eyes. Sure. This is not going to go the way we plan. This is a death trap. We all know it. But no one wants to say or turn back. We need food. Water. God, don’t we always.
◆◆◆
 
“This is such a bad idea.” Cora mumbles under her breath.
I give her a look and she flips me off.
The three of us are currently hiding behind a burnt-out car in the town center and these people are fucking crazy.
I say about fifty people stand around a large stage wearing sheets across their backs.  Their laughter makes me grind my teeth and the smell. I try to breathe as shallow as I can. The smell of rotten meat is everywhere.
It quiets down when an older man in a tarnished suit steps onto the stage.
“Brothers!” He yells while holding his arms in the air. “Sisters!”
The crowd cheers and Cora gives me a terrified look.
“It’s time to feed on the weak. For only the strong can prosper and protect this valley.”
Oh, my fucking god.
“Who here volunteers to keep this valley and your people safe!” He yells, smiling, showing off his black rotten teeth.
Cora looks shell-shocked. Jason grits his teeth and I watch. There’s movement from the left side of the crowd.
“I do.” A small voice says.
I start to stand when Cora pulls me back to the ground. A small child, maybe nine- or ten-years old, walks to the front of the stage. He bends down on one knee looking at the older man in the center.
“Very well. Come child.” He waves his hand and meets the child beside the stage. They walk to the right and the crowd slowly follows them. It’s eerily quiet as they leave the town center.
“We have to do something.” Cora whispers, looking horrified.
I shake my head and stand up. “We can’t. There’s too many of them. Now’s our chance let's go.” I say walking low to the ground, heading straight for the road from the town center that leads out of this damn mess.
◆◆◆
 
I’m munching on a stale bag of chips watching Cora stare out of the window of the gas station we found.
“Stop it.” I say around a mouthful of chips. “You never should have let him go.”
We’ve been camped out at this gas station for forty-five minutes now, waiting for Jason to come back. He went for the kid. The stupid ass and Cora didn’t stop him.
Cora turns around with tears in her eyes, “What was I supposed to do? Tell him no?”
“Hell yes! That’s exactly what you should have done.” I snarl.
Cora opens her mouth but I shush her. I hear something on the side of the building. I walk slowly towards the wall and lean up against it. My ear is flush with the wall when I hear panting breaths.
I look at Cora and pick up the axe by the front counter.
“What are you going to do?” She whispers, following me, with an ax of her own.
“Something.” I mumble, “Unless you want to leave?” I question stopping at the door.
She shakes her head no and I slowly open the door.
“Don’t let it shut.” I whisper, gradually walking to the corner of the building.
My heart beats in my chest too fast. What’s around the corner?
I close my eyes, breath in deep, and open them. I grip the ax and twist around the corner bringing the ax up to take a swing.
I freeze.
“What is it?”
I drop the ax to my side and turn my head to look at my sister, “It’s Jason.”
She rushes forwards and I stop her with my hands on her shoulders, “Cora no.”
She pushes past me and screams. I shake my head and turn around. I walk to Cora and Jason.
She’s kneeling on the ground beside him. Tears falling from her eyes. Her hand softly touches his cheek.
Jason’s leaning up against the wall. Blood covers his mouth and his left arm is gone. I look around and see the blood trail. I slowly walk around the building and see it coming from the road. A trail leading to the right of us.
I walk back to Cora and I honestly don’t know what to say to her. He’s dead. He tried to save the boy and died because of it. Yet he made it back here, to Cora only to die a few feet from her.
“Cora. We have to go.” I say after an hour has passed. I’d like to give her all the time in the world to say good-bye but that is something we don’t have. We need to leave now. We should have already left.
She stands up with blood and her knees and hands, “I loved him.”
I wrap her in my arms. My hand running through her ponytail. “I know Cora. I know.” I say softly, “He loved you too.”
I kiss her cheek and step away from her.
We pull on our bags and start the long walk to who knows where.  Nothing is safe.
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FOUR YEARS INTO HELL

On my hands and knees, I work furiously to scrub the hardened mud off the hallway floor.  Several people rush past me, and I pay them no mind. I dip the now filthy rag into the dirty water, wring it out and go back to scrubbing. I smile. Can't help it. This is the last damn thing I have to do for these people. After this, I'm done. My debt paid in full. After that, I can finally leave after two months of working nonstop. Of being surrounded by idiots.
Another group of people passes by, almost at a run. On my knees, I watch with narrowed eyes as they rush for the right corner which leads to the double doors, spilling into the front of the compound.
“What's going on?” I ask the next person to pass me.
“The greys are here,” she says without stopping, fear in her eyes.
I took the liberty to ask around when I first got here. You can never be too careful with anyone these days. Be it the young or the old. Man or woman. No one can be trusted like it once was.
The greys as I came to understand are another group they trade with, but by the fear, in the woman's voice, I'm wondering if I came to the wrong conclusion. Did I not ask around enough? Did I not question everything these people did enough? Only time will tell.
I stand, a sickening feeling in my gut, turn and head for the doorway at the end of this hall that leads to the stairs. The rag and dirty water left forgotten in the hallway.
This place used to be some type of school. Its once white walls are now a dull grey and splattered with mud. The blue checked floor is covered in years' worth of dirt, grime and dry blood. The leaders gave me the task of cleaning it since I stumbled upon this place two months ago. There are two levels and plenty of small rooms for everyone to be spaced out. The stairs take me up to the second floor, and I bypass the door and continue up to the roof.
This isn't the first compound I've come to stay at, there are others like it out there in the world. It always comes at a price to get in if you’re not a part of the community and it's not always the safest place to be. I would have skipped this site in a heartbeat if it wasn't for the deep cut on my right arm getting infected. I needed medicine, and the pharmacy in this tiny town was looted. My only other options were here or cutting off my arm. I couldn’t afford to do that since I desperately need it to survive.
I had to bargain to get in. Bargain for the medicine I needed. It's always the same in these places. You either deal, trade or work. I've done all three these past two months. It took a month of working in the gardens to pay off the medicine along with whatever else they wanted me to do for a room and food. Any spare time I had I was doing any other work I could get to earn vouchers for the small market they have inside; replenishing my pack and getting anything else I would need when I leave this hell hole. Which is in the morning.
When I reach the door to the roof, I quietly place my small book bag in front of the door, keeping it open and slowly walk to the ledge of the roof that is facing the gate. I take my bag everywhere with me. It’s my lifeline and to lose your lifeline is to lose your life and I don’t plan on doing that anytime soon.
There’s a large black truck and plenty of men in camo standing around it. I've come to learn that it's best to think the worst at all times.                   
Pets, that's what I've come to call the men and women who live within the territories. They're the ones that hunt for the runners or go to the community collecting new people. They also fight the rebels.  What they want with new ones is beyond me. I stay clear away from any known territory. They also attack places like this depending on their mood unless they have some type of deal worked out.
The pets live in the territories under the rule of whatever Alpha, who has laid claim to that area. They are protected, somewhat from outside threats and any creature they come into contact with outside their territory lines. Most stay behind their lines except the hunter pets, and if my luck is horrible, they have a hound hunter with them. And it looks like this isn't a friendly discussion.
The guy at the head of the group raises his gun and pulls the trigger. I feel no sorrow for the man, Paul Garrison. He’s the leader of this place, and he’s taken out with a shot to the head. He was one of the ones, I had to watch out for and never be alone with. The touchy sort.
The gunman points his gun at the next man, Ben, Paul's son and says something. Ben nods and gives the signal for the gates to open. This is so not looking good.
I always take a chance of something like this happening when I stop at small communities like this one. That's why I avoid them as much as possible. Runners are what everyone calls people like me. We're always on the go. Never laying down any roots. Always on the move. From one place to the next. Why? I couldn’t tell you. I just feel the need to keep moving, keep looking. For what? Who knows? I think I’ve gone a bit metal over the years.
The woman screams and lashes out, followed by another gunshot. I take a glance at the door that’s still open.
I've come to think the worst of everyone. You would too if you'd lived the life I have and lost just as many people.
I glance around and try to figure out how the hell I'll get out of this mess as people start to pour from the building. They form a line, girls on the right. Boys on the left. A collection. I knew this place gave me bad vibes for a reason. So, I was right thinking the worst. It's not the greys, but the pets that come to get what they think they deserve.
I head over to the edge, where the building backs up about a foot or two next to a river. I scan my eyes along the fence line in hopes of finding a way out of this prison. The truth is, I’d rather not climb the 8ft fence and fight with the barbed wire at the top and trying to go through the front gates is worse than death if caught. Staying here is not an option either.
I've seen it happen far too many times when it was me, Cora and Jason together in places like this. They think they're safe behind the wire and fencing and yeah, they will be for a little bit. That is until the pets call for backup and everyone is majorly screwed. It's also another reason why I avoid places like this, it brings back bad memories and people I no longer have in my life.
I no longer hear the screams or any more gunshots. It’s a green light to move my ass. I jog to the door, but stop when a pain filled yell reaches my ears.
“There are two. A girl and an old man!”
Rage boils up in my blood and I snap my teeth. So, this is an agreed upon trade. Not them forcing their way in and scooping up anyone they want. They have a deal with these people, turning in any runners. By the sounds of it though, they haven't met their quota.
I sling my pack up and onto my back, heading down the stairs. I will not be collected. I'll kill myself first. I've heard stories from others and none of them are pleasant. I run down as fast as my size seven converse clad feet can carry me. I'm almost to the first level when I collide with something.
There's a scream. Okay, so it's not something, it's a someone.
A sweaty hand latches onto my arm as I fall backwards. I'm hitting the floor with an oomph. I shoot a nasty glare at whoever knocked me down. It makes me feel like an idiot. It's not like the person can see my death stare with it being pitch black in the stairwell.
What little air I have in my lungs gets expelled through clenched lips when someone lands on top of me. Wincing in pain, I managed to grunt out, “Get off.”
A meek, “Sorry,” comes from above me.
From the sound of the voice, I know it’s a girl.
She scrambles off me and sits down on my other side.
Now that I'm able to breathe somewhat, I sit up and suck in a sharp breath. Damn, that hurts. My lower back will be a nice blue-black in a couple of hours.
I turn my head to where the girl sat down, her panting breaths giving her away.  “Who are you?” I spit it out. Fuming mad. I don’t like people at all. People are trouble. Big trouble, and the girl that just slammed into me must be worse than normal.
I'm more than sure she can hear the anger lacing through my words. I hear a whisper, “It's me Tara.”
Wonderful.
Trying to tone down my anger this time, I ask, “What are you doing here?”
There's a slight pause before she answers. “I was looking for you,” she mumbled.
Okay, I get that, but why was she looking for me is what I was wanting to know. This shouldn't surprise me either. She's been two steps behind me once she realized I'm a runner. Being a runner and a female was a curiosity to her and most people here. What does surprise me is that she didn't follow me to the roof; that should have been my warning she'd show up sooner or later.
“I was in the bathroom when you left.”
I think she shrugs her small shoulders, there's a rustle of clothes, “I went looking for you and the greys are here. Where are you going in such a hurry?”
“I'm leaving,” I inform her and open up the metal door, which leads down the dirty hallway towards the gym. The sun’s setting, casting the hallway in a red tone.
“What. Why?” Tara rushes out, catching up with me.
“I'm not getting captured,” I snap turning the corner.
“But-”
I stop in front of the big double doors leading into the gym and look at Tara. Her big brown eyes are wide with confusion.
“You can't. The greys don't capture people. It's an honor to go with them.” She says in a confused tone. Her head tilted to the side.
An honor yeah right.
“How can that be an honor to go with the hounds? And why do you call them greys?”
“Because of their markings and the Elders said it's an honor. It helps out the whole of the compound.”
I look at her more closely and see that she actually believes that. How is that even possible? How have the old people in this place wrapped the minds of the young ones?
“It's not,” I say and pull open the right-side door to the gym. I head to the far side where the market place is set up. Running my hands on the tables, I stop when I touch a flashlight. I smile. I didn't want to do this in the dark and the windows are too high up to offer any light to see by and even if it did, the light wouldn’t last much longer. I click it on and glance at the various tables for what I need.
Two of everything I need is in a pile on the dirty wood floor in a matter of minutes. I don’t have time for games, I need to get my ass moving. Always moving. Always running. Never stopping. That’s my life.
I drop my shoulder bag down on the ground. The stuff I want to keep goes into the green hiking pack I picked off of one of the tables.
Seeing Tara standing still, I motion for her to fill the other pack. The sleeping bag goes on top of my personal belongings along with a coil of rope, a tiny first aid kit, some fishing twine, and a couple of cans of food and the dried-out meat. I shove a box of crayons in there too.
“Are you going with me or not?” I ask and don’t bother to look up from packing. “If you are, you need to start packing, like now.” After this, I shove the pocket knife in my jeans pocket and zip up the pack.
“What do you mean it's not an honor?” Tara whines. She gets on the floor and starts to load up her own pack.
If I never knew she was twelve, I'd think she was a lot younger. If she didn’t remind me of Amy, I'd leave her here.
The thought of Amy causes one lone tear to fall from my eyes. Her and mum never had a chance. It took me and Cora two days to reach the base. By the time we got there, we looked for dad, who we didn't find and headed back home. It was too late. We could see the dark thick smoke billowing up into the sky miles away from our home. The government bombed our small town and with that we lost not only Dallas that first day but also mum and Amy and Dad. We didn’t know where he was. It was a mess.
The storage door of the gym bangs open pulling me out of my memory. I jump a little at the noise. Shit that scared me, at least I didn't scream like Tara.
Vanessa and Tony walk out and look just as stunned to see us as we do to see them.
Tara recovers first and I stare like a fool. I was not expecting anyone to be here.
“What were you guys doing in there?”
Tony and Vanessa share a glance.
Vanessa smiles and giggles.
“Nothing,” Tony says. He tries to sound innocent, but fails miserably with his smirk.
I roll my eyes. Idiots. The whole lot of them are nothing but idiots.
“What are you two doing?” He crosses his arms looking at us like we were in the wrong by being in the gym.
And we are. No one is supposed to be here when the market closes down.
“The greys are here,” Tara rushes out as she steps forward. “Nikki is leaving. She says it's not an honor to go with them like the elders told us. Umm... I'm going with her.”
Vanessa's face goes white as a sheet, the more Tara talked. She obviously knows the real reason for the greys.
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I leave all three of them in the middle of the room staring after me as I go through the door to 'their love shack'.
I scan the shelves with the flashlight, I grab what I was after and head back out of the small room. My heart pounding too fast to be considered normal.
Tony's asinine laugh follows the click of the door closing behind me.  
“You’re crazy Nikki.”
“Maybe I am,” I reply as I walk towards the three of them standing by mine and Tara's packs.
When they finally see what I have clutched in my hands, Tony laughs again and Tara's eyes go wide.
“Maybe she's not crazy Tony,” Vanessa's says in a quiet tone that stops his laugh.
“Wait. What?” He asks, looking confused.
Picking up the pack I made sure everything was zipped up and start strapping it on, listening to the two of them.
“The greys are here,” Vanessa gasps. “I just turned twenty. They'll take me.”
“What, no. You’re with me. They can't take you. That's not the deal,” Tony shouts.
I look at Tara just standing there and snap my fingers. She looks at me and I point to her pack. She scrambles for it, never looking away from Tony and Vanessa. Her mouth was gaping wide, eyes flickering between the two.
“I'm the only female within the age range.”  Vanessa whispers, her hands clutched at her chest.
Tony's face grew pale. “No. They can have Nikki.” He says, pointing a finger my way. His face is red with frustration or fear. Who knows when it comes to him?
I snort. Like I'd let that happen, maybe over my dead body, but I’d put up one hell of a fight.
“But I thought it was an honor to be chosen. Why are you so afraid?” Tara asks, tears shining on her cheeks.
“They lie to the younger kids Tara. How can you not know this?” Tony snaps out, pulling at his short blond hair.
Now that my pack is on, I slide the metal baseball bat, I took from the storage room in-between my lower back and the pack. I tighten up the straps. I don't want the ball bat to fall out.
“You know Josie?” Vanessa asks quietly.
“Loon Josie?” I say making sure she's talking about the same person I'm thinking of.
She turns away from Tony and snaps at me, “She is not a loon. She's traumatized.”
“Ain’t we all.” I mumble.
"What. Why?" Tara gasps.
Does she even know what traumatized means?  
“She was one of the honored ones,” Vanessa says darkly, doing air quotes.
I hook the bow and arrows on the hooks hanging off the pack. I clip them on several different places. I'll have to come up with something different when I can. At the moment I just want miles of trees to be between me and this damn place.
“How long?” I ask.
“She was there for two years. The only one who ever came back and she doesn't talk about it.”
“She doesn't talk at all. She just looks at the sun all day.” I reply.
“Who knows what happened to her to make her that way.” She turns to Tony, “She's a runner, we can make it out there with her help,'' she says with a begging tone to her voice.
“Tara get your pack on and go grab a bat.” I snap seeing her holding onto her pack with both her hands, still watching the mess of Tony and Vanessa.
Tara grabs the flashlight I hold out as she passes by me.
I stoop low to the floor, and pick up the thick blue blanket I had laid down earlier. Hooking it through the left shoulder strap and making sure it doesn't hang down in the way of my legs. It would be stupid to trip over a damn blanket.
With Vanessa and Tony still talking, they paid me little mind as I eat up the distance between me and the side door leading right to the back fence. Which leads to my freedom.
“I'm leaving,” I say a little loudly to get everyone's attention. Tara hurries to my side as Tony and Vanessa look towards me.
“Please Tony,” Vanessa pleads.
“How do we even know it's a collection? Because the snotty brat says so,” Tony sneers at Tara who in turn whimpers, scooting closer to me.
Why can't they just leave us alone? I'm running on a small window of time and it's shrinking by the seconds.
“They killed Paul,” I sneer back and watch both Tony and Vanessa grow pale. “There's at least twenty pets out there and who knows how many hounds.” I say pointing out the window above us.
“I thought the greys were here. What are you talking about?” Vanessa asks.
I don't even answer. I turn towards the door and look down. A nice shiny chain with a lock is threaded through the double doors. Preventing anyone from entering or leaving. A groan slips past my lips.
“What! What is it?” Tara says, jumping from foot to foot looking everywhere.
“A lock.” I snap out.
“Oh.” A small smile comes on Tara's face but in seconds it's gone, replaced by a frown, “What are we going to do now?”
I reach in the top of my shirt and pull out two thin lock picks stashed in my bra. Kneeling in front of the evil lock I insert both lock picks slowly and going by feel I try to find the grooves inside the lock, hoping to pop it open without the damn key. It's a hit or miss sometimes.
“Wow, you know how to pick locks,” Tara gushes, looking over my shoulder.
“Yeah, kind of.” I bit the inside of my check till I taste the coppery flavor of my blood. “I taught myself. It came in handy.”
We. Cora. God, how I miss her. Miss them.
“Fine,” Tony mutters in defeat.
“Where are you even going?” He snaps out at my back.
“Away from here,” I mumble.
“You don't know where you're going?”
“No.”
“See. I told you V. She's crazy.”
I smile when the lock pops open and look over my shoulder at Tony. “Yeah and the crazy ones live.”
There's more heated whispering between the two.
“We're coming with you,” Vanessa says.
My hand pauses on the door handle. I turn around, narrowing my eyes. She looks like she's about to go on a trip to Disney and Tony looks plain pissed off.
A sneer breaks out on my face. “You two don't have any packs. You're not using what's in mine.”
It's harsh, I know that. But I aim to survive as long as I can. My eyes close as our last moments fill my vision.
◆◆◆
 
My arms are hooked around Cora’s thin shoulder. Hers around my neck as we hobble, skip, and run down the cracked asphalt. I swallow hard as I see the trail of blood we're leaving behind. Cora's right arm is wrapped around her stomach.
“I can't.” She gasps, falling to her knees and taking me with her.
“Please Cora.” Tears run down my face, leaving tracks in the soot as I look at my sister. My last family member.
Her pale face scrunches up in pain as a racking cough shakes her body. Her other arm wraps around her stomach, which is cut open like a gutted fish.
I watch as dark blood drips on the road.
I clench my fists and hold back my screams. It wouldn't help. The screaming. Sure, it might make me feel better for a few seconds, but it wouldn’t help.
I look towards the small yellow house across the street. Most of the paint is gone and the windows are busted out. It will have to do. It's better than staying on the road. Staying out in the open where anything could see us.
“Just a little longer,” I whisper, pulling her back to her feet. She whimpers but helps me help her climb back onto her shaky legs.
I take most of her weight as we head up the broken stairs and through the once white door hanging on by one lonely screw. We walk right into the living room and I gently lower her on the couch. The only furniture left intact.
She looks up at me from the dusty couch. I wince at her bloodshot eyes and the line of blood trailing out of the corner of her mouth.
“Don't quit,” she whispers, fresh tears glistening in her eyes.
“I won't.”
I go to get up. I need to find something to help. Anything. We're not new to cuts or the like. Surviving like we are. Living like we are, you’re sure to have your share of battle scars.
There might be something in this house that someone missed. They took our bags when they jumped us and not having time to look for them when we escaped, we have nothing to help her with. Nothing! I haven’t felt this damn hopeless in a long time.
“Nikki.”
I stop and bend back down, so I can hear her speak. She's already so weak. My heart clenches, bringing more pain than I've felt in a while.
“You can't fix this.”
I open my mouth.
“No Nik.”  She shakes her head and a gasp comes from her bloody lips. “You can’t fix it this time.” Her eyes close as she grimaces in pain. 
“This is it. I'm going to see mum and Amy. Dad and Dallas. Jason” A smile lights up her face.
I grip one of her bloody hands with both of mine, our blood mingling together, sitting down on the couch beside her. Shaking and trying to breathe from my fear. From the dread and the helplessness.
“It will be ok.” She gasps, which turns into a coughing fit.
I just squeeze her hand tighter. Knowing she's right, that this is it. And there's nothing I can do to stop it. I can't stitch her up and close the wound. I bite my lip.
“You have to survive Nik. Keep on going. Be alive. Live.” Her voice is nothing but a murky whisper. A dying breath.
I shake my head. Tears run down my face as my heart battles to burst from my chest.

“Do it for me. Do it for them. Live Nikki.”

I look into her honey brown eyes and finally see a sense of peacefulness that's been missing for so long. Maybe she's the lucky one.

I nod.

“I'll live,” I whisper hoarsely as the light dies from her eyes.

◆◆◆
 
“Nikki.”

Snapping fingers in my ears brings me out of my memories.

I look up at Tara who shuffles backwards. There was a strange look on her face.

I wipe the tears off my face and look around.

I'm not at that house anymore with my dying sister. I'm here in this gym. Leaving so I can live. Because of Cora. Because of them.

Her voice still echoes in my head. “Do it for them. For me, Live.”

“Are you okay?” Tara whispers, frightened.

I nod. I'm not okay. And that's fine, but I'm going to live.

“Where did they go?”

“To get their things,” Tara says looking at me with glossy eyes.
I nod and turn back to the door. My hand is on the cool metal handle. This is it. It's time to run. It's time to live.
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Cracking open the door, I peek out into the darkness. It looks as clear as I can tell. I don't dare to flick on the flashlight though. It would help, but it's a beacon from us saying, ‘'We're here. Right here. Come and get us.'
Taking in a much-needed deep breath, I hold it and listen. The night sings with its normal songs. The crickets chirp, the frogs croak and the rushing sound of water in the river fills my ears. Normal sounds. Here goes nothing.
Without taking my eyes from the blackness stretching out around us I whisper, “We are leaving. Climbing over the fence, across the river and up the hill into the trees. You need to be fast. Quiet.”
The hair-raising howl is like a gunshot starting a race. I bolt from the brick building, sprinting as fast as I can. Keeping the noise of my pounding feet as quiet as I can.
“Keep close,” I breathe out.
I turn the corner of the building and Tara is right on my heels emitting a quiet whimper. I don't blame her for the whimpering fear. I feel it as well in the back of my mind. Fighting for dominance over me. I won't let it win, at least not yet. I need to get out first, far away from this place and then I'll let my whimpers out and probably a few tears too. I’ve survived worse. I’ll survive this.
I skid into the fence, hitting it with a soft cling. I wince at the noise, holding my breath. When I don’t hear anything, I let my air out.
Standing on my tip-toes, I reach up high to the first oval link, slipping my fingers through the small hole. The metal is warm against my sweaty palms. Shoving the tips of my shoes through the holes I start to climb. It's a lot harder than it sounds. Barely holding on with a few fingers and the tips of my toes with a twenty-pound pack attached to my back.
My arms start to shake too soon and I feel sweat break out on my body. My stomach muscles are tense, hell my whole body is, straining to hold my weight as I climb. Staying in this place has made my body go soft. It's not good when you're trying to survive out here on your own.
Tara's soft grunts reached my ears. A small smile comes to my lips. At least I'm not the only person this place made soft.
We've crossed the halfway point on the fence, almost there, when I hear Ben's words.
“One left. A girl named Nikki.”
I bite my lip and move faster. My heart is pumping furiously in my body.
“Look inside,” someone barks.
Idiots, the lot of them. If they had any brains, they never would have made the kind of deal they did with the greys.
It won't be long before they start searching outside.
“Faster Tara.”
I gasp at the fear in my own voice and that scares me even more. I don't have time for this fear. Fear makes you do stupid things and I cannot afford to be stupid.  I start moving faster. Grunting and cursing softly under my breath.
Reaching the top, I slip my right hand into the narrow space between the top of the fence and the barb wiring. I clench my already overworked muscles tighter. Holding on with one hand and the tips of my toes, I start untwisting the blanket around the packs strap. It goes faster than I thought and I breathe a sigh of relief when I toss the blanket across the barb wire. God, I hope the blanket is thick enough. I don't feel like getting sliced and diced tonight.
Bringing up one hand, then the other, I squeeze the blanket covered barb wire and begin to pull myself up higher. My left leg swings over the top and hauntingly I go to sit down, straddling the fence. I don't feel any pokes and a breath of hot air whooshes from my mouth. I keep moving. Swinging my right leg over and twisting my torso, my hands are the only thing keeping me from falling. I move my legs and feet, finding the oval opening in the fence. Slipping the tips of my shoes in, I make my way down. Moving much faster than the climb up.
Pausing to take a breather, I raise my head up looking at Tara still on the wrong side of the fence.
“Come on Tara, you gotta move,” I whisper.
I start moving down. I hear her frightened whisper as my feet thump on solid ground.
“I can't. I don't want to get cut. I can't.”
I look up and squint my eyes. I see her small body trembling. She really is scared.
“Okay,” I breathe out as calmly as I can. “Deep breath. That's good Tara. Do what I did. One leg at a time. And you’re not going to get cut.”
“Yeah, okay,” she says in a trembling voice and finally gets one leg over.
“You're doing good. Now just get your other leg over and work your way down. It's easier coming down. I promise.”
She listens and very slowly works her way across and down the fence.
There's the sound of victory screams that stop my breath. My heart.  They seem to come from every corner of the compound. Shit, they must have found something or someone.
My eyes close. Or they found us.
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“Come on Tara. Faster,” I snap out, becoming more nervous.
Bouncing from foot to foot, I hear it. Oh god, my heart just stopped. The howls. One right after the other, it all blended together in a terrifying song. I stop bouncing and with dread boiling in my body, I look up.
I see glowing eyes on the roof of the compound, staring at us.        
Brown eyes.
Grey eyes.
Red eyes.
Green eyes.
Copper eyes.
Blue eyes.
Six. Six sets of eyes on the roof, locked onto us with their freaky glow in them.
I start to pace back and forth from the fence to the river. My pulse thundering in my ears.
“Jump damn it!” I screech out at Tara. I no longer need to be silent. They know where we are.
She looks at me with wide eyes, silently saying I've lost my mind.
I haven't, not yet and I’m sure as hell not going to lose my life tonight.  My head is turning in every direction looking for the glow of eyes.
“Tara, if you don't jump. I'm leaving you on that fence.” I grind out, my hands clenched at my sides.
I'm not going to get caught even if she reminds me of my sister, she's not her. She’s not Amy. Amy died that first week.  I told Cora I would live and if that means leaving Tara behind on that fence then so be it. Still a little part of me hopes she will jump. That she will be able to stay with me. And it's not like it's that long of a jump. It's similar to leaping out of a second story window.
She whimpers and lets go of the fence.
“Yes,” I mumble.
Rushing over, I grab her hand, helping her off the ground. I take off running towards the river bank, pulling her behind me.
I plop down on my butt at the edge of the bank. The water is dark, fast rushing with the current. I bet it's cold too.
I start to lower myself down when the sound of metal grinding and howls have me frozen. Fear shoots through my body. My heart feels like it's trying to beat its way out of my chest. We share a wide-eyed look of fear.
“That was the gate, wasn't?” Tara whispers.
I think she might be going into shock. She trembles and the color drains out of her face.
I shake my head, yes. More than likely it was the gate and they'll send a team out of it and over the same area of the fence we crossed.
“Hurry,” I say, sliding into the water.
I suck in a harsh breath of air as cold bumps break out along my skin. The water is freezing, but at least it only reaches mid-thigh on me.
"Look, it's Tony and Vanessa,” Tara says in a normal voice.
Snapping my head around to see where she's pointing, sure enough, I can make out two figures crossing the top of the fence. It must be them. Please let it be them.
I turn and start wading through the water. Slow small steps, not wanting to lose my balance and have the current carry me off. When I hit the middle, I turn back to make sure Tara was doing alright.
Yep, she's doing dandy still standing on the river bank.
“Tara.”
She jerked around to look at me with a smile.
“Get in the water. Pay attention. I can't keep telling you what to do,” I snap harshly.
I’m at the other edge of the bank when I hear her drop in the water with a gasp.
My eyes close and my head shakes. She's too slow. She's going to end up getting killed or caught taking me with her. I should have left her. I need to leave her.
I bite my lip as the thought races through my head.
Sitting with my hands on the bank, I push up with my arms, shaking with the effort. I use my feet to dig into the soft mud wall taking some of the work off my tired arms. I'm out and on my back breathing hard and trembling from fatigue. Soft. I'm too soft and that pisses me off.
It's summer but feels like winter at night especially since I went through water. My fear. My fear makes it seem colder than what it really is.
Listening, I can still make out a scream or two and growls. It's not over yet. Get up.
“Help,” Tara grunts.
Sitting up, I look at her with a raised eyebrow.
“I can't get up.” She sounds annoyed.
“Yeah, all right. I'm coming.”
I stand up and grab hold of her wrist. She grabs mine.
“Use your feet too,” I grunt.
She's almost out when another triumph howl goes up. I pull harder and faster, dragging her completely out of the river.
“I'm cold,” she mumbles.
“Yeah me too. Running for our lives will help.”
I take off running already out of breath. Up the incline and into the dark woods that looks like it's absorbing everything into its shadow.
I used to be afraid of the dark. Now it has became my safe haven. It's funny how the stuff that frightened me or the things I thought I would never do in a million years gets pushed from my mind.
I scan my surroundings. Right, front, left and behind me, I pause and narrow my eyes. Two dark silhouettes are crossing the river.
“Is it them?” Tara huffs.
“Yeah.”
Maybe. I don't know. It's too dark to tell. I pause when a black streak zips around the building. I caught the sight of glowing blood red eyes.
“Shit! Tara, we gotta move faster.”
I snap back around. Digging my toes and fingers in the cold ground, I pull myself up faster over the hill.
We're both out of breath as we crest the top of the hill.
Not wasting a second, I grab Tara's muddy hand with my own, pulling her behind me. I break out into a full out run, dragging Tara with me as I cross the line into the woods.
“Can,” gasp, “We.”
I shake my head as Tara gasps out words. Not yet. We can't talk yet, it uses energy that can be put into running.
It's darker under the trees with their thick branches and leaves blocking out what little light the moon shines down.
I don't know how long we’ve been running for when Tara's grip slackens, making me hold on tighter. I'm running, panting one minute and the next a dead weight jerks on my arm. I get jerked backwards, falling over Tara and onto the ground.
A groan pulls from my lips and I look at her.
“My legs gave out,” she pants, shrugging her small shoulders.
Huh. Guess that's a good reason to stop.
“Sorry.” She pants red faced.
I wave my hand at her, too out of breath to form words.
I give myself a minute and force myself to take slow even breaths. The fatigue starts to sit in as my breathing returns to normal.
“It's okay,” I say, my voice jerking Tara's eyes open.
“One of us was bound to hit dirt sooner or later,” I state with a smile.
My clothes are soaked in sweat and river water. My whole body trembles. All I want to do is lay down. I can't. Not here anyway. Not yet.
“Come on, we can't stop yet.” I reach out my hand.
Her eyes narrow but she lets me pull her to her feet. We both stumble forward. Our bodies weak.
“Why do you call them the greys?” I ask, bending under a low hanging branch.
I always call them pets or slaves. I've been curious about the name ever since Tara first said it.
“Because of the grey scars marking their face.”
My mind wonders to my own black scars. As I look at Tara. Will she be another stamp I will need to add to my flesh? I hope not. I shake the thought away, looking at the trees surrounding us.
“What are you looking for?” Tara asks.
“A tree.” I mumble.
She laughs. “They’re everywhere. You do know that, right?”
“Hmmm. A good tree.” I hid my smile. It’s been so long since I heard innocent laughter.
“What's a good tree?” She smiles while showing teeth.
“That one.” I smile and nod towards the tree to our left.
Its branches are wide and thick. Perfect.
The closer I get to it I realize the branches are higher than I thought. I doubt a good jump would work. I bit my lip looking for a solution.
“Okay. I give, what's so special about it?” She laughs again.
It's a nice sound to hear. It makes my heart skip a beat. Has memories of happier times bubbling up. I grunt. I don’t need to go down memory lane. Not now, not ever.
“See the branches.” I look over and see her nodding, biting her finger nail.
“It's perfect for sleeping on.”
Her eyes widen. “What?” She sputters.
“I'd rather be up in a tree and get a little sleep rather than on the ground with no sleep and become some things meal.”
“Oh.”
“Plus, nothing can sneak up on us that way.”
“Who taught you all of this?” She asks, following me around the tree.
“What do you mean?” I mumble lost in thought.
“You know what you're doing. Well, at least you seem like you do.”
“Yeah, sort of.” I laugh softly, stopping at the lowest branch.
I jump. My dirty fingertips barely grazing the rough bark of the lowest branch.
I look at Tara, “Link your fingers together. I'm going to do a run and jump thing. Try to push up when I step on your hand.”
“I don't think that will work.”
“It will.” I nod. I don't think it will work either. But it’s the best idea I got at the moment and I need to rest.
I back up a couple of steps.
Her hands are linked.
With a deep breath, I run. My left foot comes down on her linked hands. She pushes with a grunt, just enough of a push that my hand wraps around the branch as she screams with a thud.
“You okay?” I ask, hanging onto the branch with a shaky hand.
“No,” she mumbles.
It's good enough for me. I swing my other arm up and grabbed the branch. With both hands clamped on, I swing my body back and forth. On the third swing, I throw my leg up, wrapping it around the branch.
I did it. I honestly didn’t know if I had the strength to get myself up. The compound made me weak.
Laying on my belly, I catch my breath. Sitting up, both my legs hang over the branch and I look down at Tara sitting against the trunk.
“Your turn.” I smile and fall backwards, my legs clamping onto the tree with a death grip.
“Wow,” Tara says, climbing to her feet.
“You're gonna climb up me.”
I grab both of her skinny wrists. Pulling, I feel her latch onto the belt around my dirty jeans. Feel her pulling herself up. When her feet get within reach, I grab them, pushing her up the rest of the way.
Soon her weight disappears.
“Grab my hands,” I breathe, too tired to pull myself up.
She helps me and we're both sitting on the branch looking out into the woods.
“That was so cool, like a ninja,” she giggles.
I grin at her. “We're not done yet.”
“No,” she moans, wiping sweat from her forehead.
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My heart skips a beat in my chest when I hear a high mewling sound.
We share an oh shit look with round eyes and start scrambling higher up in the tree. It's slow going in the dark and I doubt Tara has ever climbed a tree in her life, making her that much slower.
When I can no longer see the ground through the branches and leaves, I stop on a branch that's just about too small for my weight.
“Tara, I think we're good,” I whisper, leaning up against the rough trunk.
“Good,” she whispers above me.
I lower myself down, straddling the branch and swing my pack around in front of me; digging around inside for the rope.
“Tara.”
“Huh?” She asks sleepily.
“Are you sitting down?”
I trust she's smart enough not to fall asleep standing up in a tree. I ask just in case. People nowadays, you just never know.
“Umm no,” she giggles.
I can't help it. I smile at how Amy like she is.
“Sit down and tie yourself to the branch. Falling off while you're asleep is not something you want to experience,” I grumble, reaching the rope up above my head.
That's one of the many lessons me and Cora learned. I have a lovely two-inch scar from that fall.
“If I can sleep.”
Yeah me too, I think bitterly. I have more nightmares than anything that keeps me from sleeping. Grabbing my spare water bottle, I reach it above my head.
“Water,” I grunt and it quickly disappears from my hand.
“Thanks.”
“Yep.”
Getting my own, I quickly gulp the warm liquid. Wetting my dry throat.
I slip the bottle away and start wrapping the rope around my thighs and the branch. I tie a slip knot, prop my bag on my lap, resting my head on it and pass out.
◆◆◆
 
“What are we going to do Nikki?”
“I don't know Cora. I don't fucking know,” I screech out walking around in circles. Kicking rocks and twigs lying on the ground.
It's only the second week of this nightmare. Two. The screams have finally died down. Not a constant noise, but we still hear them every once in a while. And the howls. They seem to have picked up. Ringing out everywhere and nowhere at the same time.
We lost Dallas. Dad. Mum. Amy. It’s just me and Cora and I don’t know what to do!
I don't know what to do.
I ice over when I hear a throaty growl. It's deep and menacing, sounding like it's right behind me. Every little muscle in my body is frozen to the spot.
My eyes look at Cora as she squeaks and stumbles backwards. Her eyes are wide and horrified, tears shining in them.
My eyes close. This is it. This is how we will die. I feel lighter even with my pounding heart. It’s finally over. Mum, Amy, Dad, Dallas, we’ll be there soon.
I turn around facing the beast with nothing left to lose.
It looks different from the others. It's like the virus is fighting it. Killing it from the outside in.
It's tall and lanky. Ribs poking out, its brown fur is in clumps here and there with human skin in between. Its eyes are solid white with thick black sludge like blood leaking from the corners of its eyes.
“Is it sick?” Cora whispers, and the thing jerks it head in her direction.
I don't think the thing can see.
I bend down, slowly and pick up a rock. I toss it to the left of us as hard as I can.
The beast growls and takes off into the trees, in the same direction I tossed the rock.
We took off in the opposite direction. Running hard.
“It was sick right?”
"I don't know Cor,” I huff out moving fast. My pack thumping into my back.
It did look sick. Perhaps the virus will kill them all off.
◆◆◆
 
I jolt awake with heat on my face. It was one of the calmer nightmares. Cora, I miss you. A lone tear falls from my eye.
The sun shines through the leaves, the dew making it seem like everything sparkles. The day seems peaceful. It's not. It's a mirage. A lie from mother nature. It's another day of life and death.
I groan as the stiffness in my body makes itself known. I stretch my arms over my head, pulling on the sore muscles, popping joints and shaking out my hands.  I pull on the knot of the rope and it unravels in seconds.
A snore has me jerking and almost toppling over. I look up.  Tara. I forgot about her, well she’s safe at the moment. 
I shake my legs and twist my ankles getting rid of the pins and needles feeling from not moving all night. I hate sleeping in trees. It's the only place I feel safe though.
Rumbling snores ring out again, pulling a light chuckle from my chest. She sounds like a grizzly bear. I can’t believe I slept through that. Man, I was tired.
My pack is dangling in the open air with my fingers, ready to fall to the ground when the sound of snapping twigs has me jerking it back up. I clutch it to my chest and try to slow my air intake. I hear the distant sounds of voices.
Shit.
I climb to my feet, reach up and shake Tara's foot.
“What?”
“Shhhh. I hear something,” I murmur, peering between branches, hugging the trunk of the tree with one arm.
I scan what I can of the thick vegetation. Soon I start to make out words.
“I don't know.”
“I'm tired.”
“Fine.”
Who the hell is this?
When they finally push through the thick foliage, I see them clearly through the gap in the leaves. And I don't expect it.
Me or them.
“Oh my god. It's Tony and Vanessa!” Tara screeches.
I wince, watching the branches above me, shake and move as Tara starts to climb down. She just let everything around us know where we’re at.
“Yeah, I know. Now be quiet,” I snap. Stupid! Why would she think screaming would be a good idea?
I rest my head against the tree. The bark catches some of my hair and pulls it. My teeth grind and I take deep breaths of the morning air.
"Why?” She whispers.
“Something might be stalking them.”
That shuts her up really quick. I told them they could follow us but I never thought they would make it this far. They're compound babies. That's how I refer to the people who've been in compounds since the beginning. People who don't know what the world is like now. Living behind their walls and fences. They don't know how to survive on the outside anymore. Or what it’s like to be hungry or afraid of every tiny little noise.
My eyes narrow as I watch them stop two trees away. They yell back and forth. They're complete dumb asses. I ignore their heated words. My eyes flickering around our surroundings and back to them. Waiting. Watching. They're making too much damn noise. Something will come sooner or later. It’s only a matter of time.
A growl bubbles up in my throat and I swallow it as I hear Tara's fear ridden whisper.
"I see something."
My eyes start to glance over everything. Looking for the smallest movement in the bushes, I scoot forward. Crouching on the branch, hands wrap around it as I lean further out past the tree's leafy canopy.
“To the right?” I whisper, my lips are hardly moving.
“No, the left,” Tara whines.
Shit, snapping my head to the left, I notice a freaking hound lurking next to a small grouping of trees. It's tall, maybe seven feet tall with huge bulky muscles, covered in wiry brown hair.
“It's a Grey,” Tara gasps.
I can't see a person. Tara's up higher than me though. I strain my eyes trying to look. To see what she sees. My eyes keep returning to the hound. It's one of the stronger ones.
There's this gut-wrenching feeling going through my body; the one you get when you know shit is about to hit the fan and you might not make it out alive. I shove it down deep into my body. Smother it into nothing. Those kinds of feelings will only get me killed.
I reach over to my bag. Thanks to whoever is out there listening, I decided to unhook the bow from my bag earlier. I grab my bag, sling it on my back and take the bow with one arrow in white knuckle grip.
I stand up slowly so the branch and its many leaves don't move.
“Tara put your pack on and try to get Tony and Vanessa's attention. They need to run and we need to jump on my call,” I whisper as calmly as I can. “Keep an eye out to the right, there's something there too.”
I raise my bow and pull back the string. I smile at the pull and heat in my arm from the strength of the bow string. I time my breathing with the beat of my heart. Block out everything other than the hound.
I bite my tongue. I don't have a clean shot. Not with all the thick branches and bushes. It moved to the far left. More behind the thick trunk of the oak tree.
I know what you're thinking. That I'm trying to give Tony and Vanessa a fighting chance. You're wrong. I'm not. It's me or them and I'd rather it be them. But they're way too close. As soon as the hound moves on to them it will smell us. I can't have that. I won’t have that. I won’t die because of their foolishness.
As I release a calm breath, I release the arrow.
“GO!”
I'm dropping to the next branch as a pain filled howl fills the air. I allow a small smile. I hit it somewhere. Now I'm moving down. Down. Swinging from branch to branch like a monkey. Tara is right behind me. All the pretense of being quiet goes out the window as miss perky screams and Tony hollers. They're moving in our direction. I think maybe I should go ahead and kill them. They're nothing but trouble.
I drop to the ground, holding in my yelp as a jarring pain rockets up my feet and legs. A second later Tara falls to the ground beside me. I jerk her up and we're running again. Tony and Vanessa are several feet away from us, following.
I run and run. Panting and gasping. Still I run when a stitch goes through my side. I need to get away, far away. I know I didn't kill it. Injured it yeah, but killed it no. I really just pissed it the hell off.
I keep running. Pushing myself, I can no longer feel my legs as I fly over the forest floor. Over and under branches. Up and down hills. Still I run, knowing I can't keep this up forever.
The hounds are harder than shit to kill. An arrow through the eye. A knife through the eye. It seems to be the only way. Cora and I pondered it over and over. The only thing we came up with is that their bones are super strong or they are like some kind of zombie. Only hitting the brain will kill them, but their skull bones are too thick to do any damage. That’s why you need to aim for the eye.
I've been running for hours when I finally came to a stop as I burst out through the trees on a hill overlooking a city. I gasp for air, stumbling backwards into the cover of the trees. Cities are bad. It's always bad. They also offer things I need. But still really really bad.
I plant myself at the base of a tree. Panting and gasping for air. My chest is tight. Constricting. My sides are on fire.
It was another ten minutes before Tara comes stumbling through looking half dead. I forgot all about her. A pang of guilt comes and goes. It’s me or them.
She collapses down beside me, laying on her back. Her face, blood red and panting for air like me.
I look out through the trees, seeing houses and stores in the distance. As soon as I can move, we'll climb the trees again and I'll wait and watch for any signs of life in the city. For a light. A noise. The smell of a campfire.  Anything and everything. I need to go down there if I'm going to survive out here. What I took from the compound was not enough. I gave us time. We have a day, maybe two, before the hound follows. It'll take care of its wound first. It would be so much easier if they were stupid.
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Being up in the tree gives me a better view of this town we just stumbled across. I can't see much yet with the sun just rising. We camped out in the trees again.  What I do see is a huge building right below me. I think it's a Wal-Mart, seeing a Wal-Mart truck in the back.
To the left is another tan stone building. Maybe two or three floors. I have no clue what that is. Further down from that is a bright blue warehouse.
There are so many unknowns.
“Do you think they made it?” A hoarse whisper comes from below me.
“Maybe Tara,” I mumble looking back towards the right.
An Auto Zone, some type of Drug store and a Chinese food place at the end of the might be a Wal-Mart parking lot and out to the left side across the double lined road is a tractor supply. My heart sputters at that. There are so many things I could use in there. In many of these buildings, that is if there is anything left to be used.
“I hope they did,” she says quietly.
Eh, I don't care. That might make me a bad human being but I don’t care.
I dig around in my pack for some dried-out meat and start gnawing on it. Salty flavor explodes in my mouth as I chew and swallow while still watching the town.
◆◆◆
 
I stayed up as long as I could last night. Half the night, maybe before my body finally shuts down on me needing sleep. But I watched and waited for any sign of anything. This town seems like a ghost town or whoever is still here is very good at hiding or is hiding deeper in the town. Either way, they're not close to these buildings. I think.
A gulp of warm water washes the meat down.
Where are you hiding?
I scan the town with narrowed eyes.
It's now or never.
“Tara start to climb down.” I say.
The bark bites into my already sore palms as I swing from branch to branch after Tara. The morning dew dusts my body from the leaves moving on the branches. I land with a thud on the ground. A slight jarring pain has me grinding my teeth.
My body has turned soft like how I was when everything started. Where a half of a mile had a stick in my side and my breathing was raspy.
I promised myself I would never be that soft person again and now here I am back in the same state only a little skinnier than before.
“Are we going down there?” Tara mumbles wide eyed on the town below us.
“Yep,” comes from my cracked lips.
I stop walking at the top of the slope, looking down the hill. It's a straight up climb with bushy weeds.
A sigh bursts from my lips as I plop down on my boney ass.
“What are you doing?” Tara giggles.
I frown back. “More than likely I'm gonna end up on my ass. Why not just start out that way?”
She looks at me then at the hill and sits down.
It's slow going at first with a sharp rock or two grinding against my palms, thighs, and ass. All too soon I pick up speed and go skidding down the rough hill.
My breath freezes in my lungs. I push with my heels trying to slow my descent. It's not working.
My butt slide soon turns into a tumble.
I wince at every scrape and bump as I roll head over heels down the hill. Faster and faster. A scream tries to free itself from my chest.
Oomp.
I land hard. The air coming from my lungs in a great burst.
“That was rough,” Tara chuckles, sliding down beside me.
I push up on my hands and knees with narrowed eyes, gasping for air.
“How come you didn't roll like I did?”
She giggles again, giving a small bow. “I'm that good.”
I snort and climb to my feet, jerk my bag back on my shoulder and walk across the dusty field.
I glance at the windows. Man, there are plenty of places people could be looking at us.
“What is this place?” I mumble to myself.
“A doctor's office,” Tara says kicking a rock across the sidewalk.
I twist around and look at her. “How do you know?”
She gets this distance look in her eyes.  “I used to live in one town over.”
A doctor's office? Huh. Plenty of things in there.
I start up the faded blue steps.
“There's nothing left." Tara’s hollowed-out voice has me turning around and walking slowly back down the steps.
Tara has her arms wrapped around herself, a vacant look in her eyes.
“How do you know this Tara?” I ask softly, not wanting to spook her.
“It’s when it first started. It was just me and my mom.”
Her voice cracks and my heart squeezes at her words.
“We met up with this group who took over the clinic,” she nods towards the building. “They were not nice people.” She shrugs and starts walking towards Wal-Mart.
I follow behind. I'm itching to ask questions. So many questions? Like where is her mom and what happened here to suck the normal sparkle out of her brown eyes.
I bite my tongue. Everyone has their own demons. Me most of all.
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I pause five feet from the loading dock and the door next to it. My heart thunders in my chest. The steel door leading into the back of Walmart is wide open. A gaping mouth ready to swallow me whole.
Why would the door be open? Is there someone in there or is it worse, is it one of them? Or a whole pack of them?
I shuffle forward with a tense body and squint into the darkness. The light from the sun only reaches the interior of the building a couple of feet in front of me, getting narrower the further it cuts into the darkness.
I see the dirty tile floor and what could possibly be a box. But nothing else.  I don't know what I was expecting to see with what little light leaking into the open doorway from the sun, but I feel somewhat put out by what I can spot. Which doesn't make sense.  Not seeing any blood, which is what I thought I would observe, should make me feel better about entering the building, but it doesn't.  It causes a sick feeling deep in my soul, something just doesn't seem right. It doesn’t add up. There is always blood. Everywhere you go there’s blood on something.
I take two more cautious steps forward and squat down, my fingertips touching the dirty ground for balance. I tilt my head left and right trying to pick out anything in the dark. I even sniff the air for something foul smelling.
"Are we going in?"
My body jolts at the sound of Tara's voice. I forgot she was standing right behind me.
I straighten up until I'm standing and swallow my fear. I shift from foot to foot and bite the inside of my cheek. The coppery tang of my blood fills my mouth.
I hate the dark on an average day. But this. Inside a massive building with total blackness has me second guessing myself about going inside. Is it really worth it? The risk. The unknown.
I need to go in, but that doesn't mean I have to like it one bit or even want to for that matter. But out here, your needs trump your wants any day of the week.
"Yeah, we’re going in," I mumble to Tara.
I look behind me at the small girl and see fear shine into her brown eyes.  I open my mouth to say something, but I snap it shut. There's nothing I can say. Sure, it might make her feel better, but it would be weak promises at best.
I take a deep breath and reach behind me for the metal baseball bat in-between my back and the book bag I wear. I’m glad I kept hold of it when we ran last night because a bow won’t do me any good in the dark.
I pull it free and grip the handle with sweaty hands and take the first step into the darkness.
My lungs squeeze tight as my gaze narrows into the black room.  My mouth goes dry as I dare not move. I flick my eyes around the space looking for the neon eyes of the others. Looking for a sign that I’m going to have to battle for my life.
The air in my lungs expels slowly as I slide my right foot forward across the dirty floor and deeper into the dark room.
“Hey.”
I jump and the metal bat slams into the floor, a harsh sound resonating out into the dark. My teeth grind as I look at Tara, “If they didn’t know we’re here they do now.”
“Sorry.” She mumbles looking around the dark room.
Sorry. Sorry!  This girl is going to get us gutted.
I dig the small flashlight out of the pocket of my jeans and flick it on.
“Storage room,” Tara says walking past me, following the aisle with shelves on either side of us.
I shake my head, pick up the bat and trail in her wake.
“You think there’s anything in the boxes we could use?” Tara asks, looking at the top shelf.
I point the flashlight, that I grab from the side pocket of my pack at the white tag on the metal shelf.
TOYS
“No Tara.”
I move past Tara following the path to the rubber doors. I stop, staring at the two thin grey pieces of rubber. I bit my lip and move forward. My heart starts pounding too fast and sweat slowly dripping down my spine.
I thought the other room was dark, but it has nothing on this.  I can only see a couple of feet in front of me with the beam from the flashlight, after that nothing but pitch black.  My heart thunders in my chest.
“Tara,” I whisper, “We need the camping section first.”
I watch her out of the corner of my eye, not wanting to take all of my attention off of the darkness.  Looking for that glow of eyes.
Her head turns right and left; she bites her nails.
“What is it?” I mumble.
“It’s on the other side of the store.”
My heart bottoms out.  Great.  Freaking Great.
“Okay, we need to hit the food, clothes, shoes, medicine, I could use some bleach too, and arts, oh and toothpaste and such.”
Her eyes enlarge at the areas I need to look through. I chew my lip hoping we could hit those places fast and get out.
“I don’t like the dark.”
Scoffing I say, “Who does? Which one is the closest Tara?”
“Bleach.” She mumbles turning right.
I follow behind her, my light showing blood and who knows what else on the white floors as we walk straight. A little bit of tightness in my shoulders goes away with the blood. Call me crazy, but I’d rather see some than none at all. My eyes flick in every direction. My ears straining to hear something other than my pounding heart.
“Here.”
I look at Tara and see her tiny finger pointing. I follow the direction of her finger; my lips curl up in disgust. Why do people always have to make a mess?  Fabric softeners, dryer sheets, and who knows what else is spilled upon the floor, containers smashed in.
I step lightly on the floor noticing footprints in the blue liquid. Is it dry? I bend down and touch it lightly with my fingertips, half afraid of doing so. What if it’s wet? Then what am I to do?  It’s dry.
“Come on,” I mumble over my shoulder looking at the shelves and the floor.
I sigh looking at everything but bleach. I needed that damn bleach.
“Will this work?”
I look at Tara holding a small bottle of Clorox bleach, .32 ounces. A smile pulls at my lips.  “It’s perfect.”
I snag the bottle and twist my fingers indicating Tara to turn around. I put the small bottle in her bag.
“Now where?” I ask Tara when she’s facing me again.  “What?” I ask.
She has this weird look on her face.
“I’ve never seen you smile before.”
I don’t say anything as the smile falls from my face and we just stare at each other. The last time I smiled was when Cora was lying on that dirty couch. When she was bleeding to death. When she made me make her a promise, I didn’t want to make or keep.
I shrug, looking at my dirty shoes.
“The shoes should be a few aisles over.” Tara mumbles.
We head towards the shoe’s, our feet making soft sticking sounds on the nasty floor.  I rub my nose and bite my lip. I'm trying to hold in the tears.  I never knew how much everything out here would remind me of Cora.  Of what we went through only for her to end up dying in this forsaken world.
We had plans for the future. I had plans for the future, and because of our ignorant government, no one has a future now. It’s only bleeding and surviving.
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I stand at the beginning of the shoe aisle with my hands on my hips. There is nothing here. It’s been completely wiped out.
I look at my own shoes and scoff. These won’t last much longer.
“Maybe we can try Tractor Supply,” Tara says, looking at the empty aisle.
“I wouldn’t.”
I turn around, the bat was already gripped in my hands, my flashlight drops to the ground and the light went out. I clench my teeth.
My eyes flick around in the shadows looking for the deep voice of a man.
Tara backpedals behind me, and I step forward.
“Who’s there!?”
“Aron.”
I jerk to the right but see nothing but blackness. Wal-Mart has no damn windows. It’s a total black out in here, where you can’t even see your own body.
“What do you want?” I snarl, my hands clenching the bat tighter. It’s over my right shoulder, ready for the home run, I’m getting ready to knock out on this man's head.
“Nothing.”
My hollow laugh rings out in the dark. “Nothing? Everyone wants something.”
“Not me.”  His voice is deep and seems to echo out everywhere and nowhere.
I turn back to the left. He keeps moving, and he’s pissing me off. Not wanting something. Ya right. Everyone wants something including me.
I reach into the back of my jeans pocket, finding the glow stick I stuck there. I snap it on the side of my leg and toss it. The eerie green glow lights up a pair of dirty black boots. My eyes roam higher on a pair of dark jeans and a long sleeve grey thermal. A smirk covers Aron's face, with messy black hair hanging down to his ears.
“Why shouldn't we go there?” Tara asks, and I roll my eyes.
“They’re there.” He answers, crossing his arms, his muscles bulging, catching my attention.
Theirs? Who’s there? Humans or the others.
“Who?” Tara asks.
“One of the gangs.” He shrugs his broad shoulders.
I just stare at him. He’s huge and in good shape. What if he's a part of this gang or something worse?
“Go Away.”
Sober eyes meet mine, “Why? Do you own this?” He asks, his arms waving out to our surroundings.
“No.” I snort, taking a step forward. There’s no way I can beat him head on.
“Let me help.”
Hell no.
“Why?”
“Because that’s what I do.”
I grunt again.
He needs to go the hell away.
“We need to find boots,” Tara says.
And it’s her head I imagine whacking with the bat.
“Might be able to find some at Hildreth's’.”
“Leave.” I snarl stepping forward again.
His head leans to the side looking at me, “Friendly isn’t she.”
“Don’t answer him.” I snarl before Tara can utter another damn word.
Aron smiles and backs into the shadows.
I grit my teeth listening to anything. A scuff of shoes or a breath of air and don’t hear a damn thing.
My muscles are tense and I bite the inside of my cheek to keep myself from screaming. I feel like I need a good scream.
“You think he left?”
“No.”
Should we leave? I know we should, but I need a couple more things to survive out here in the wild.
“Lead us to the medicine and stuff,” I mumble watching the dark like a hawk.
It’s not like I can see in the dark but I can sure try like hell anyways.
I jump and turn at every little sound thinking he’s going to jump out at us any minute with his buddies.
I run right into Tara’s back as I was looking behind me. She grunts.
“Sorry,” I mumble, moving around her.
I pause at the mess and shake my head. Honestly, can nothing be kept neat anymore? I start digging through the piles on the floor. When I find things, I hand them off to Tara. Band-Aids. Ace bandage. Hot and cold muscle cream. Neosporin. Tylenol. Ibuprofen. Cold and Sinus pills. I move through the aisle shifting stuff with my feet. I bend down and pick up a bottle of Flintstones vitamins and hand them to Tara. I’m in my own head as I move through this stuff and into the next aisle. I pick up some stuff for bug bites and that pink crap for poison ivy.
“Going camping?”
I jerk backwards, forgetting the mess on the floor and look up and see Aron again. He’s leaning against the shelf with his arms crossed.
“Yeah, it’s a new game show reality. Where it’s life and death. What about you?”
He laughs, and it has me jerking my eyes back down to the floor. His laugh is deep and does something to my insides.
I grab all the tampon boxes and pads. The laughing stops. I look up and see his eyes on the things I have in my hands. His white face turns beat red.
“Seriously?” I roll my eyes and hand the stuff off to Tara. She has one of those baskets that she found along the way.
I keep him in the corner of my vision as I make my way to the next aisle. My eyes light up at all the travel sized products still in their metal baskets. For some odd reason, everyone forgets about the travel size.
I grab shampoo, conditioner, soap, Germ X, toothpaste, I grab them all.
I look up and see Tara and Aron looking at me funny. “What?”
“What are you doing?” Aron asks, his head tilting in that animal way again.
A suspicious feeling nags at me but I ignore it. “Stocking up. What are you doing?”
“Following you.”
I snort again moving up the aisle.
I bite my lip. This is taking too long. We need to be out of here in time to find a place to stay before the sun sets. I am not staying in this building or in this damn town. We need to lose Aron too.
“Tara.”
“Yeah?”
“Crayons. Where’s the crayons at and the hunting section.”  I need another knife and could use a thicker sleeping bag.
“You like to color?”
“Why are you still here?” I ask, narrowing my eyes on Aron.
“It’s not like I have anything else to do.”
Tara finds me a box of crayons and I stop walking, spotting the kitchen items.
“Hang on,” I mutter, shining my small light down the aisle.
I grab a knife and some metal skewers.
A howl echoes outside the building. It's not loud, but I hear it all the same. I freeze for a split second then unhook my bag from my waist and start stuffing everything in.
“Tara move.”
She freezes at the worst time. I grab her pack and stuff everything else in it. Emptying out the metal basket of stuff she was carrying.
We’ll have to sort everything out later.
I put my pack back on and help Tara with hers.
“Hey, he's gone.”
I look up and see nothing but darkness. I shrug my shoulders. He’s not my problem now. We have bigger monsters to worry about.
“Let's go.”
We move through the store, running back to the storage room and I stop short, seeing Aron standing there with a pack twice the size of mine on his broad back.
“What are you doing?” I snap.
Another howl, followed by three more eerie howls, stops my heart for a couple of seconds.
I knew we’ve been here too damn long.
I move around Aron, going to the back door and peek outside. My eyes flick to the fenced in garden area and the woods in front of us and the hospital to our left. I don’t know where to go. I bite the inside of my cheek, drawing blood.
Aron shoulders by me, knocking me into the door with Tara on his heels.
She shrugs her small shoulders following behind him.
I bite my cheek harder and follow after them. If this is a trap. If he’s leading me into a trap. I will disembowel him.
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Aron moves at a fast clip, even I have trouble keeping up with his long strides. We cut across the hospital parking lot and over the steep hill. My breathing deepens and my heart pounds. Is he leading us into a trap? Is this going to be my end? I bite my lip. God, I hope not.  I have a promise to keep.
My eyes widen when I see the river cutting through the land at the bottom of the hill. It’s a rushing torment of water, dark and more than likely cold. How are we going to cross that? It’s the width of three cars put together.
I follow uneasily and see that Aron is cutting a path through the ground. I look down and see the ground is worn down and a muddy mess. I bite the inside of my check. That’s something I should have noticed right off the bat. What is wrong with me? Have I gone too soft in the compound? Too stupid to remember what it takes to survive out here?
Another howl echoes out around the hills. The fine hairs on my body stand at attention like soldiers and I book it double time down the hill. Slipping and sliding in the wet mud as I rush down the small path to catch up with Aron and Tara.
The last few steps I jump landing with an echoing thud on the small metal bridge connecting this side of the hill to the double lined road on the other side. I hustle across, pushing Tara and Aron to move faster. Quicker.
I cringe at the neighborhood on the other side of the road. What is he thinking, staying in a place like this? Any of these houses could hold a disaster just waiting to jump at us.
I cringe and keep up as we cut across yards and side roads.  He leads us up another hill and to a blue house.
“Latch the gate.”
I roll my eyes at Aron but latch the metal gate. Like a small chain link gate is going to stop anyone from coming in. He’s delusional or stupid. It’s crazy. Yep, he is one hundred percent nuts so.
We go through the front door and enter a small living space. I look around seeing an old dusty coach with what looks like blood stains. My heart clenches remembering Cora on a similar couch, bleeding to death.
I bite the inside of my cheek hard enough to bring blood and move through a dining area and a very tiny kitchen that smells like rotten milk and potatoes.
I lean against the dirty counter catching my breath, “Now what?”
There’s nowhere to go here. No doors anywhere. Hell, it’s hardly big enough for the three of us to be standing here.
He looks over his shoulder and winks at me. Winks and starts shoving on a black double door fringe up against the right wall in a corner.  My eye pops out when I see a door.
Damn, I never thought that would be there.
“Careful.” Aron mumbles, looking out of the small kitchen window above the sink.
Tara slips through first and I go next. God, this better not be his serial killer lair.
I slowly walk down the creaking steps and into a cold basement the size of the upstairs house.
“You’ve been here since the beginning.” I state when Aron comes down the stairs.
“Yeah.”
There’s a futon bed pushed up against the far wall on the left. More food than I’ve seen in a long time up against the right wall. He has a milk crate as a stand table and two huge car batteries set beside it with what looks to be a portable DVD player.
I look behind me and see a shower with a bucket hanging from hooks above it.
My head tilts to the side, “You have a shower?”
I stiffen at the jealousy rolling throughout my body. It’s been a long time since I had a shower or even a bath for that matter.
Sure, I’ve washed the stink off me whenever I had a free chance but those are few and fewer.
“Yeah, would you like one?”
My stomach rolls and the smirk he’s sending my way makes me a little dizzy. The boy is too cute for his own good. Black hair, messy laying across his forehead. Dark eyes that have a sheen to them. A cut jawline with a few days of a beard.
"How does it work?”
Tara’s voice pulls me away from Aron’s face and the butterflies in my belly.
I grunt. She’s already made herself at home. Her bag is beside her and she’s working on laying out her sleeping bag. What is the girl thinking? We can’t stay here! We don’t know him.
“I have a plastic drum sitting outside, to catch the rain water. See that tubing?” He points to a black tubing coming out of the wall.
“Yeah,” Tara mumbles.
“Well, that tube is hooked up to the bottom of the drum and the tube runs to the bucket above the shower. The bucket has small holes drilled into the bottom. When you’re ready to shower, you unhook the clip on the tubing above the bucket.” He drops his pack.
The thud has me jumping and my hands gripping the straps of my bag.
Nifty idea.  It must be nice to have a place to call home and be able to set something like this up.
I grind my teeth together as the jealous bug bites me in the ass again.
“You’re here alone?” I question watching him like a hawk.
He pauses taking items out of his bag.  He clears his throat and without looking up, “Yeah.”
He wasn’t. Not in the beginning. His tone says otherwise. He’s lost people. But haven’t we all. I lost my mom. My baby sister Amy, Cora, Dad and Dallas.  We’ve all lost someone in this hellish world we live in. We’ve even lost ourselves.
“Tara can go first.” I mumble leaning up against the wall.
She squeals and grabs her clothes and Aron laughs. It hits something deep in my body that I don’t even want to think about.
He pauses as he passes by me, “You’re safe here.” He whispers in my ear.
My body stiffens as he moves away, showing Tara how to work the shower system he has.
I’m safe here. I wish I could believe that I truly do. But nowhere is safe now.
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I pause just outside of the makeshift bathroom. My filthy clothes in my hands. Tara is asleep. My eyes narrow and my heart beats dangerously in my chest.
"She just fell asleep."
I twist to the side looking at Aron. He's stretched out on the futon bed without a shirt. I roll my eyes and walk over to Tara.
Her bear snores filling the silence. My head leans to the side. Did he do something to her?
"I didn't do anything, if that's what you're thinking." He says.
"I hope not."
When I get to the right wall where I left my things I sit down and make sure my feet are completely dry. After that's done, I dig around in my bag for a fresh pair of socks.
"What are you doing?" Aaron asks.
"Did you have to open your mouth?" I mumble sliding on a pair of grey knee-high socks.
"It's nice to talk. It's been a while."
I look up at Arons whispered words.
"How long?"  I ask, putting my other sock on.
"Huh?"
I shake my head slipping on my converse shoes. "How long is a while?"
"It's been a couple of months."
"Not long enough. People are no good." I say, lacing my boot up tight.
"Are you good people?" He asks sitting up.
"No." I look him in the eyes.
He laughs and I smile.
I'm not good people. I look at Tara and shake my head.
I pull on my other boot and lace it up. All the while feeling Aron’s eyes on my every move.
"Do you want something to eat?" He asks, standing up.
"No."
I lean back on the cool wall with my pack on my lap. My legs are stretched out in front of me and my head rests against the wall. I close my eyes and open my ears. Listening to Aron.
"Are you sure?"
"Yep." I answer, without opening my eyes.
It’s all quiet for some time. Only Tara’s snores breaking the silence every so often. My heart beat is an even drum in my ears and I feel myself on the verge of sleep.
"What about something to drink?"
My peaceful bubble pops and my eyes snap open, "What is your deal?" I snarl, suspension clouding my eyes.
"What? What do you mean?" Aaron shifts on his feet. I can see his pulse beating wildly in his neck.
"You."  I pause and just stare at him. A red flush creeps up his face the longer I go without speaking. "I don't need anything else from you. The only reason I followed you is because of her." I nod my head in Tara’s direction.
"You wouldn't have came with me if you were alone?" A boyish smirk twisting his lips.
"No." I tilt my head to the side. "I would have killed you."
His mouth drops open and closes. He's lost for words and I lean back and close my eyes.
It might be harsh but nothing good comes from anybody. I look at Tara. Well maybe some good is still left in the world. I close my eyes once more listening to her snoring and Aron sitting back down.  I tried to stay awake but nothing ever happens as you plan it.
◆◆◆
 
My eyes snap open and I keep still. Something is not right. I look to where Aron was last and see him missing. My heart beats furiously in my chest and I look at Tarra. She's still sleeping in the same place. Her snoring comes every other second.
I tilt my head up, looking at the floorboards above me. Something woke me up. What the hell is it?
Minutes went by when I finally hear the first whispers of sound.
I move quickly over to Tara. I shake her shoulder, watching as someone moves above us. Dust and dirt falling from the room above.
"Tara." I whisper urgently, shaking her. She's not waking up. What did that fuck wad Aron do!
I rush back to my spot by the wall and shoulder on my bag. I grip my bow and have an arrow knocked. My breathing is slow and steady as I stand in front of Tara and watch the steps.
He did something to her. He had too. I knew this setup was too good to be true. I should have listened to my damn gut.  People, humans are bad news. They always are.
The creak of the door opening has my hand pulling the bow string back.
“No, she wouldn’t eat or drink anything.” Aron’s hushed voice floats down to me.
“Why is that?” Someone asks.
“I don’t know. But I really like this one, can I keep her?”  Aron mumbles.
There's a grunt and nothing.  Keep me? He’s out of his fucking mind.
Two muddy boots are in my crosshairs and I smile. As soon as I see the knee, I let the arrow fly true. The man screams and comes rolling down the steps. I have another one knocked in a matter of seconds.
“Guess she’s not asleep anymore.”  Aron mutters.
“You fucking think!” I hollor.
No one else comes down the steps and I aim my bow at the man gripping his leg. Tears fall down his red face. “Not so tough now?” I smirk.
“You little bitch.” The man on the ground snarls.
“You have no idea.”
“I’m going to put an arrow in your buddies fucking head if you don’t come down here!” I shout watching the steps out of the corner of my eye.
A minute too long passes and I start to count, “3, 2.”
“Alright! Alright.” Someone says and the sounds of feet on the steps can be heard.
A man in all black stops at the last step with Aron hovering behind him. My eyes narrow as he smiles.
“This isn’t going to go the way you think it is.” The man says.
“Yeah?” I smile, “You a mind reader.”
“No. But you’re not the first and you won’t be the last.”
My eyes flick to Aron and he flinches.
“What did you do to Tara?” I snarl at Aron, aiming at his head.
His hands go up in the air. “Just a sedative. She’ll be fine.”
“I have six more men waiting outside.” The guy said, and I look at him.
“This can be easy or hard. Your choice.”
I don’t say a damn thing. Can I shoot them both and somehow get Tara out of here? No, I don’t think that’s possible. Should I try? It’d be stupid of me too.
“What’s taking so long?” My eyes flick to his belt. He has a walkie talkie. Shit, he wasn’t bluffing.
“What’s it going to be girl?”
I look over my shoulder really fast and back at him, “How about I put an arrow in all of your heads?” I ask.
“Sure, you could do that. Or I could just take you and leave her.” He says, nodding towards Tara.
“Boss. We’re coming in hot.” A voice blares from the walkie.
I lowered my bow.
“Good choice.” He smirks. “Drop it.”
It falls out of my hands and bangs into the floor. Rage floods my body.
He walks towards me and zip ties my hands together. “Sit.”
I sit, like a good dog and watch. He moves over to the man on the ground and looks him over. There are heated whispers.
“Boss!”
“Yeah. Come on down. Ken got shot.” He yells.
“Oh, shit really man?” Comes voices and feet moving fast down the steps. Six men in all black gather at the bottom of the stairs.
Two of them help Ken to his feet and up the steps.
The first man walks to me. “I’m Walker.”
“I don’t give a shit.” I snarl.
He smirks and the men laugh.
Really funny. He bends down, grabbing onto the zip tie and pulls me to my feet. The hard-plastic cuts into my wrists and he smiles. Asshole.
“Grab the other one and lets go.”
I jerk, “Wait. No!” I pull backwards, “You said you’d leave her.”
Walker tugs on the zip tie, pulling me after him. 
I want to fight. I want to scream. But it won’t do any good. When will I learn my lesson?
“I’m going to kill you all.” I state as Walker drags me up the steps. “You don’t know who you’re fucking messing with.”
Walker snorts as he drags me out of the house and loads me up into a black truck. I’m tossed in the back with a boy who can’t be any older than thirteen. He’s tied up too. The door slams shut and I grab for the handle. I knew it would be locked but I couldn’t help myself. I watch the front of the house like a hawk. Watching for Tara.
She’s carried out and stuffed into another truck behind us.
Walker gets in the driver side and the motor rumbles to life.
“What did he get for handing us over?” I ask. I can’t help myself. What are we worth to Aron?
“He got a bag of drugs.” Walker says driving down the road.
Drugs. That was all two girls were worth. A bag of fucking drugs. I could understand food or do it for protection but fucking drugs.
Humans are a stain on this earth. I’ve only ever been betrayed by another human. The hounds just want to eat us. But humans. No, they are selfish and evil. I huff and lean back in my seat. I watch the trees and houses pass by through the tinted window. What will this new endeavor hold for me? Who the fuck knows? I do know one thing though. I’m going to gut Aron if that’s the last thing I do. This is the new world order and its hell.
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Hello Readers! Are you mad at me? I hope not too much.
I have a love hate relationship with cliffhangers so I am sorry about this. But this leg in Nikki’s journey has ended. Can you guess what’s going to happen next, from the little hints I left here and there? If so, join my readers group and let me know.
I really hope you enjoyed reading Nikki’s story and would love to read your thoughts on it in a review. If you didn’t like her story, I am sorry for that and thank you so much for coming this far with me. Please consider leaving a Review. Reviews are the lifeblood of a book and the health of them is vital to give it life. Best wishes on your next read. Because books are AMAZING!
I can’t wait to hear from you.
Xo,
A.M Martin
Did you enjoy the book?
I’d love to hear what you thought about it!
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A Queen. A Harem of Kings. Can Shay really do this? Does she even have a choice in the matter?
Warning: This book is a Slow Burn Reverse Harem with a Cliffhanger ending.
My name is Shay. I'm nineteen years old. Every Fader in the country is after me.
I know what you’re thinking. That I either did something horrible or that I'm a criminal. None of those things are true. No. The only crime I committed was to be born a female with the Wolf God’s symbol on my skin.
We've been running. Running for nineteen years. They knew, my parents knew, and my mother's last dying wish was for my father to protect me. To run.
So, my father packed up his newborn twins, kissed his dying wife on the cheek and ran.
We've been running for nineteen years because of me. My brother hasn't had a normal life, because of me. My father took his last breath of air five days ago because of me. Because we've been running for nineteen years.
No more.
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After witnessing the aftermath of her father’s gruesome murder, fifteen-year-old Avery was forever changed. Her inner sight, once dormant, swelled like a cresting wave, sending her into a tailspin and eventually landing her in the care of a psychiatric institution. “Cured” and released from Green Bier two years later, she finds herself in her uncle’s custody. Only then does she begin to question her diagnosis and discover that what she dismissed as madness may be something else entirely.
Dark, broody Kayden has become reckless with the Rage constantly snapping at his heels. His only goal is to find an Empath to form the em-bond or risk being stuck in the Rage. A wild animal forevermore.
After a five-year-long war against his Mother’s Empath, Dean disbanded the Court of Wolves and let the Rage consume him centuries ago. The only thing he’s known since is to hunt, run and sleep. That was until he smelled winter in summer. Until Avery.
Three different people. Three different lives. What happens when they meet? Their worlds explode.
This is not a love triangle. It’s a relationship involving one female and two males.
Rage (Wolf Rage Book Two) OUT NOW
A lot has happened in Avery's life and it was only the start of it.
As Avery becomes more comfortable with her mates she learns not only more about herself but the world she now lives in. More questions arise and not enough answers.
With the selection and the Council hanging over their heads, what will happen to Avery and her mates. What half-truths and twisted lies will she learn?
Disclaimer: This is a slow-slow burn Reverse Harem. The harem comes together throughout the books. Ends on a cliffhanger
Court of Wolves (Wolf Rage Book Three)
Coming in 2020
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