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Scattered
A Zombie-ish Apocalypse Story
You are what you eat.
- Ludwig Feuerbach, German philosopher
 
 


 
 
“The zombies in my video games don’t run this fast!” Dustin panted as we skidded around a corner and scrambled over a low fence.
I didn’t bother to point out, yet again, that they weren’t zombies. Not exactly, anyway. I glanced over my shoulder to see the three Nevermores still on our trail, their yellow hued skin glistening with sweat; freaky sideways rectangular pupils dilated and easily visible. Mouths hanging open, they snarled as a unit, then sped up, their arms and legs pumping hard. They were gaining on us.
Grabbing Dustin’s empty backpack, I jerked him to the right, yanking him after me as I ran for a house; slammed my shoulder into the door, busting through the light wooden frame.
“Get something to block the door,” I said as I kicked the door closed behind me.
Dustin ran deeper into the house, grabbed a chair and dragged it back. We jammed it under the handle as the Nevermores hit, shaking the frame. 
“Annie,” Dustin whispered.
I turned to face him, pressing my back against the faux wooden panels.
“We’ll be okay, buddy.” I gave him a smile and a wink. Normally he would have believed me, but with only a thin barrier between us and the monsters, his face remained drawn. Afraid. He knew as well as I did that we were in a serious pile of shit.
With my body being shoved off the door with each slam of the Nevermores, I wracked my brain for an idea. Something, anything.
It was so hard to believe that only a few short weeks ago, I’d considered taking the miracle drug, Nevermore. It turned out to be a lucky twist of fate that my apartment was robbed; my credit cards stolen. No money, no drug for me.
Our parents hadn’t been so lucky. Mom had breast cancer, and as the drug touted a cure along with so many other fantastic claims, she was one of the first to take it. Dad took the shot because it also was reported to prevent cancer, Parkinson’s and a host of other diseases. The rest of the world, well, one of the side effects of the drug was that you lost weight without changing anything. It seemed too good to be true; we should have known better. Mom and dad had gone on vacation right before the outbreak; we hadn’t heard from them since. I didn’t expect, now, that we would.
My body was thrown off the door and I hit the green shag carpet, my hands and knees taking the brunt of the fall. Dustin helped me to my feet. We sprinted through the house and out the back into a small yard. There was no time to think, we just ran. 
We burst out onto the road, doubling back on our own trail, slowing down for breath as we watched the three Nevermores who’d been chasing us break into the house. They would search it before getting back on our scent trail. This wasn’t the first time we’d been chased and I doubted it would be the last.
“Annie, we have to get food still,” Dustin said, keeping his voice low, adjusting the yet-to-be-filled bag on his back. He hadn’t let go of my hand yet. He was fourteen, but with the shift in the world’s food chain, he was no longer embarrassed to be seen with his older sister. Not that there was anyone to see us. 
“Right. Let’s go down to the Safeway. We can see what’s left and then . . .” 
“We can’t go home, can we?” he asked, his blue eyes wide, his lower lip trembling.
I shook my head, a mixed strand of purple and blond hair falling in front of my eyes. “No. We can’t.”
“I wish I never got that radio working.” He muttered, his fingers tightening over mine and then letting go. 
I motioned for him to follow me and we ducked in and out of the shadows of buildings, finally making our way to the front of the Safeway store.
“Do you really think there might be food?” Dustin whispered as we crouched between two rows of shopping carts.
“I hope so. Once we get a little bit, we’ll head to the water and find a boat.” 
Our plan was simple once we heard the radio announcement. Get food, get to a boat and get across the Georgia Straight to the mainland. There was a small group of people holding down the Vancouver airport and they were able to fly survivors out. It—the announcement—had come as we were down to our last three cans of food. The answer was obvious; we had to go. Whether Dustin wanted to or not.
“I hate water, Annie. You know that,” he whined as we crept toward the store. I ignored him. Broken glass and signs hanging askew were not a good indication that there was food left, but we had to try.
A single barking cough flattened us against the wall of the building. Again, Dustin reached for my hand and I took it, as much for myself as for him.
Carefully, I eased toward the door, my clothes catching on the brick façade; the scratchy sound seemed to echo down the street announcing our presence. 
I peeked in, but didn’t see anything. Against the dark red brick I felt like we were a neon sign screaming, ‘Here we are, come and get us!’
Being in the open was not good. I took a breath, gave a tug on Dustin’s hand, and we crept into the shadowy building. Crouching in the corner closest to the door, we scanned the interior of the room.
Dustin started to pant, and I was afraid he would pass out, his breathing was so rapid. I put my mouth to his ear. 
“Easy, buddy. There might not be anything in here but a stray dog. We don’t know what the noise was,” I whispered.
Not that we’d seen a stray dog since the second week of the outbreak, but that was beside the point. I needed him to calm down.
We sat in silence for nearly five minutes, long enough for my skin to begin to itch from the lack of movement. The fear of being in one place for too long ran hot in my blood. 
Standing up, I led the way down the aisles. The produce section had a few rotten pieces of fruit, there was nothing left in the bakery and the next two aisles were cleaners and toiletries. Not exactly edible. A scent permeated the store, growing stronger the further in we got. It tickled my nose, not in a good way; I couldn’t put my finger on it.
We came around the corner from aisles 3 to 4 and froze. Crouched over a body was a smallish Nevermore, his back to us as he feasted.
We stepped back as a unit and hid in aisle 3. Dustin started to shake and tears welled up in his eyes, quickly spilling over onto his cheeks. I wiped them away and gave him a hug, all in complete silence. We knew too well not to make a noise with a Nevermore that close. 
I pantomimed sneaking behind him with my hands and Dustin’s crying increased. I grabbed his arms and gave him a shake. This was not the time to break down. We needed food if we were to get out of here. I didn’t know how long it would take us to get across the water and we needed to be prepared. Even if it was terrifying.
I went first, creeping along the pale linoleum floor, the scent of blood and eviscerated bowels assaulting my senses; that was what I’d smelled earlier. I put my hand over my mouth and pinched my nose; tried not to gag as the Nevermore slurped up something long, wet and stringy.
Dustin, trembling so hard I wasn’t sure he would make it, slowly inched his way behind the Nevermore. Mid way, his running shoe hit a patch of moisture and let out the softest of squeaks, freezing all three of us. 
The Nevermore let out a low growl and began to turn his head back toward our original hiding spot. I motioned for Dustin to jump, run, something but he just stood there, shaking. 
There was only a split second for me to make a decision. I reached out and grabbed him, yanking him with me down the next aisle. The Nevermore let out a querying grunt and I held my breath. The shuffle of feet, the slide of a body on the linoleum floor. He was dragging it away from us. 
I let out a breath. 
“Sorry,” Dustin whispered.
I glared at him, my fear turning into anger. He was going to get us both killed. We worked our way in and out of the aisles, managing to pick up a little food. Some baby food (mashed peas and carrots), a few cans of tomatoes, and a single box of no-name cereal. It wasn’t exactly a feast, but it would have to do for now. 
We reached the far side of the store, listening for the Nevermore dragging his kill, but hearing nothing.
The last aisle was bread and jam-we hit the jackpot. There were four cans of jam and two containers of peanut butter. I clamped down on the urge to squeal. We hadn’t eaten anything sweet or that rich in protein in at least two weeks. Subsisting on the local berries that had come into season and a large bag of rice had left us craving something of substance. 
Stuffing the jars into the knapsack, I took the now heavy bag from Dustin. He smiled up at me, the corners of his lips trembling. I ran my hand over his head, the blond hair ruffling under my fingers. 
A massive screech followed by a thunderous tumble of something heavy snapped us both low and into a crouch. We scuttled forward and peeked around the corner. There stood our three hunters, the Nevermores who’d chased us for the last few hours. 
“Damn.” Apparently I’d said that aloud because their heads snapped toward us. Our eyes met, fear suffused my whole body as their eyes filled with an intensity that made me flinch. 
I pulled back and Dustin followed me. Then the howling of the hunting pack began, echoing through the store, reverberating in my skull. Dustin was panting beside me and a quick glance showed his face tight and pale. We ran.
Passing each aisle, I could see flashes of the Nevermores running to where they’d last seen us. After the third one flashed by, I spun and ran down the nearest aisle, filled with cooking utensils and spices, heading toward the open doors at the front of the store.
“Annie!” Dustin screeched, and I slipped in some canola oil as I tried to turn, my hands reaching out for him as I fell. My eyes could barely take in what I was seeing, my heart pumping with fear. 
The largest of the males had Dustin by the back of his shirt with his mouth, a low growl rippling around the fabric.
“Slip out of the shirt.” I screamed. There was no point in being quiet now. They knew we were here. 
Dustin squirmed and wiggled and the male Nevermore wrapped an arm around my little brother’s middle. I was on one knee, my feet and hands slick with oil. Very slowly I stood, taking even, careful steps toward them. A second Nevermore and then the third appeared behind Dustin and his captor. I slipped off the pack and slowly unscrewed the lid on one of the peanut butter containers.
Dipping my fingers into the soft paste I pulled them out and stuck them in my mouth. My saliva glands kicked into overtime as the salty sweet peanut flavour stuck to my teeth and tongue. The smell quickly filled the small space around us and the Nevermores lifted their noses in the air. 
“You want this?” I asked, smacking my lips together. The two smaller Nevermores let out low whimpers. I waved the jar in front of them and they followed it, like dogs after a bone in their master’s hand.
One last wave and I threw the jar, over their heads to the back of the store. The two of them went scrambling and snarling after it, but the male who held Dustin didn’t loosen up an inch. 
“Dustin, I’m going to . . .” I didn’t get to finish my sentence. A crack resounded through the store and something whizzed by my right ear, the heat of it searing my skin. My hand clamped on that side of my face and I dropped to the ground. The male who held Dustin loosened his grip, a perfect round hole in the middle of his forehead appearing, as if by magic.
“Come on, you two.” 
Dustin leapt toward me and I caught him, his arms tightening painfully around my neck. “Come on, buddy, we’ve got to go,” I said. 
He loosened his grip and we slid down the rest of the aisle toward our rescuer. 
She was a big woman in a bright orange and yellow muumuu that had perhaps fit her tighter at one point in her life. The swirl of colour contrasted with the black rifle she carried and it was all my brain could take in and process in that moment.
“Come on then, you two. Unless you want to stick around for the others to show up? They really are drawn to gunfire; seem to know it’s a kill of some sort.”
We followed her without a word outside to a large station wagon. 
“Get in if you’re getting in then. Crazy world, all these people taking shots, turning into monsters.” She grabbed my arm and put her face into mine, taking me by surprise. “I told them this would happen, no one listened. They threw me out of every medical center. I tried to convince them.”
She was spitting on me by the end of it and I squinted my eyes to keep them clear of the foamy white spray. She let me go and I wiped my face.
Dustin stood trembling and I pushed him into the car. The woman was obviously not in her right mind, but she had a vehicle and she was shooting the Nevermores. At this point, we couldn’t take another chance on our own. We needed help to survive this mess.
She started the engine up just as a pack of Nevermores came around the corner of the Safeway, drawn by the noise of the gun. She revved the engine and started to laugh as the pack rushed us. Dustin let out a whimper and buried his face in my arms.
“We’ve got to go!” I yelled at her, clinging to Dustin, my fear spiking as the pack drew close.
She didn’t answer, just threw the car in gear and hit the gas, peeling out of the parking lot. The pack howled their anger and frustration, but quickly gave up. 
A few moments passed in silence before I mustered up the strength to speak to our rescuer. 
“I’m Annie, this is my brother Dustin.” I paused. “Thank you for saving us.”
She grunted but didn’t say anything.
I tried again. “Did you hear about the airport? People are getting flown to safety. We’re going to find a boat and cross the strait. You could come with us if you want.” 
I cringed even as I put out the offer. We would have to find a much bigger, sturdier boat if she decided to come along.
She didn’t answer me. Just focused on her driving, scooting around any debris or parked vehicles as she made her way North up the island toward Nanaimo. 
Dustin tucked his face close to my ear. “I think she’s crazy.”
I nodded. If she hadn’t been nuts before, the strain of the outbreak had sent her over the deep end. My stomach let out a growl and I pulled the backpack around, opening up our bounty.
“Would you like something to eat?” I asked. Again there was no response. I shrugged, and Dustin and I dipped our no-name brand cereal—each individual flake—into our now only peanut butter jar. It was divine, the sweet sugary starch of the would-be cornflake with the salty thick paste of the peanut butter left me nearly moaning with pleasure.
As we entered the southern outskirts of Nanaimo, she began to slow the car down. 
“Is something wrong?” I asked. I motioned at Dustin and he screwed the lid back on the peanut butter and tucked the remains of our meal into the back pack. 
She didn’t answer me, just pulled the car to the curb and turned the engine off.
“Excuse me, are you okay?” I reached forward and touched her shoulder.
That was a mistake.
She let out a snarl that would be the envy of any Nevermore and I found myself staring down the long black tube of the rifle.
“What are you doing in my car?” She screamed at me, her face purple with rage.
The blood drained from my face, I could feel it slide down through my body and pool in the pit of my stomach.
“You asked us to come with you,” Dustin said, and even though the words were not exact, it was close enough.
“LIARS!” She screamed and the gun swung into the air as she seemed to have a fit or a seizure of some sort, screaming and frothing at the mouth.
Without another thought, I grabbed the handle and flung the heavy panelled door open, tumbling out into the street. Dustin was right behind me, the woman in her brilliant muumuu screaming at the top of her lungs.
“Run.” Was all I said as the first shot of the rifle echoed around us.
We stumbled and lurched toward the closest building—a gas station—ducking inside just as a pack of Nevermores crept forward, surrounding her station wagon. She screamed and the Nevermores answered back with their hunting howl that raised the hairs all over my body. 
En masse, they launched at the vehicle and the prize within. A few shots rang out, then she began to scream, and then laugh, and finally, there was silence.
We slid back through the dim interior of the building and crouched behind the counter. We were far from safe, but I was exhausted and needed to rest. 
“We’ll stay here for a bit. Then we’ll go looking for a boat,” I said. Dustin nodded and curled up next to me, his eyes drifting shut immediately. 
But I couldn’t sleep. The horror and fresh fear still thrumming through my veins made my blood pump too fast. Every little sound, scrape and shuffle of movement snapped me to attention. After two hours, I woke Dustin up; I couldn’t sit still any longer.
“We’ve got to move buddy,” I said as I peeked over the counter. The pack was gone, their feast on the muumuu woman over. 
Taking care to be stealthy, we slipped out of our hiding spot and into the downtown core of Nanaimo. With every shadow that shifted, every crow that cawed, I flinched and pulled Dustin against the buildings we were already hugging.
Leaning against the rough bricks of an old storefront, I stood, panting. The adrenaline had left my system and I was running on fumes. 
“Annie, I’m tired,” Dustin said, his hand squeezing mine. I looked down at him, really looked instead of just acknowledging that he was still there and not snagged by a Nevermore. Bags under his haunted blue eyes, skin an ugly sallow pallor, his brows drawn into what looked like a permanent frown. He did not look fourteen. 
 I gave him a half hearted smile and nodded because I was too damn tired to even say a simple yes.
There were lots of buildings, but I wanted one that afforded a little more protection and I had one in particular in mind. Down near the harbour front, where all the boats docked, were several hotels. I’d dated one of the bellhops from the Dorchester and he’d shown me how to get in through the back door with the key the employees kept hidden for when they locked themselves out. We could sleep a little, then grab a boat and get out of here.
I prayed that no Nevermores would pop out while we headed that way, because at the point I was at, I wasn’t sure I wouldn’t just lie down and let them kill me. My feet stumbled, Dustin’s head drooped and we pretty much dragged our asses to the hotel.
The key was still where my ex had shown me it was, and then we tried the door. I knew why the employees struggled with getting locked out. The door was incredibly heavy and the second we stepped through into the semi dark hotel, it slammed shut behind us. Neither of us even jumped. 
Being old school, the Dorchester didn’t have those fancy key cards, but instead still had rows of keys lined up behind the concierge’s desk. I grabbed #208 and we headed for the second floor. 
As soon as we were in the room, we dropped onto the king size bed, curled up around each other and fell asleep.
 


 
Something shook the bed. Not hard, just a vibration that I felt through my whole body. I opened my eyes and took a deep breath. I felt better, rested. Another vibration with a distant boom. What was that? I stood and stretched as I walked to the window. 
“Holy Crap!” I yelped. The harbour was in flames and even as I watched, a boat exploded. What the hell was going on? Below me, there was movement and I stared in shock as men in army fatigues ran past, guns held loosely in their arms. One of them held up his fist and the group paused. The leader glanced over his shoulder, straight at me. I froze, our eyes making contact and a shiver of anticipation ran through me. It wasn’t all together bad. He frowned and took a step toward the hotel when one of the other men grabbed his arm, stopping him. Heart pounding and blood flowing to areas I’d thought were long asleep, I placed my hand on the glass. 
He lifted his hand in return, then spun and led the group, disappearing around the block, heading south. 
“What is it?” Dustin mumbled from the bed. 
I took a sharp breath in and tried to settle my suddenly raging hormones. What the hell was that all about? The last thing we needed was to get involved with more gun-toting humans. Look at what happened with the last one.
“I don’t know,” I said, “but I think we’d better get out of here.” No point sticking around if the boats were all gone.
He grumbled, but got up. His muttering made me smile. That was more like the teenager I was used to. It didn’t take us long to pack our meagre belongings, and though Dustin wanted to dawdle, I hurried him along. I had a really bad feeling about all these vibrations that felt like earthquakes but weren’t.
We ran downstairs and out the back door just as the earth shook and a massive boom filled the air. I looked up to see the Coast Bastion Hotel sway above us, all twenty five stories of it. 
Oh shit, this was not good, not good at all!
We spun and ran deeper into town, heading north, our eyes on the water’s edge as we searched for a boat. There was nothing but the rumbling booms behind us and the empty road in front.
“Why would they blow the ships up?” Dustin asked.
I shook my head. “I have no idea. There were men with guns; maybe they were fighting over territory or something. Maybe they were the ones setting off the bombs.”
The faint sound of a vehicle reached my ears and I put a hand on Dustin to stop him. “Listen.”
“Wait here.” I patted his shoulder and ran down one of the side streets, pacing the Jeep.
The driver was a woman, her long dark hair tousled; her eyes focused on the road, and then scanning over me. I leapt out of the side street, nearly colliding with the Jeep. The woman started, slamming on the brakes as she sucked in a gasp and turned to me, her dark brown eyes wide.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I just was so excited to see you and I thought you saw me too. You looked right at me.” 
She let out a big breath before answering. “Are you okay?”
I nodded. “My name is Annie, my brother Dustin is just over there, I was wondering . . .” I got a good look inside the Jeep. There was a large man, no, Nevermore passed out in the passenger’s side. What the hell was she thinking?
I backed away from the Jeep, my eyes wide, my jaw dropping open. “You’re crazy. He’s going to eat you!” I yelped as I spun on my heel and sprinted away from them.
Dustin grabbed me as I leaped around the corner. 
“No good?”
I shook my head. “No.” 
We started back out, eating the cereal and peanut butter as we walked. I tightened the backpack. Walking, we made it to the far end of Nanaimo by evening, stopping only to search for water bottles coming up with three in total. It was better than nothing, but not by much.
Along the water’s edge there wasn’t a single boat left behind. Damn. 
Dustin spoke my thoughts out loud without knowing it. “They’ve taken all the boats and now we’re stuck here.”
Even though inwardly I agreed with him, I snorted. “We aren’t stuck here. We’ll find a boat.”
Behind us came a sharp, short, howl. It was a scout from a Nevermore pack. We lunged into a flat out run without a word between us, careening down the rocky beach. From our left came another howl and the crashing of bodies running through the bush as they kept pace with us. A quick glance over my shoulder showed me four Nevermores about twenty feet behind us. This was not good.
The beach took a wide corner around a point and we skidded around it; stumbling to a stop. The Nevermores had herded us into a trap. Waiting on the beach ahead of us was a huge group of them all focused on one thing.
Us.
I did the only thing I could think of. I ran into the water, propelling Dustin ahead of me, despite his screech of fear. 
The Nevermores ran toward us. 
“Faster!” I yelled, the water now up to our knees and slowing us down. But there was no splashing behind us. I turned to face them; surely they would be right on top of us. 
The entire pack, which looked to be about forty or so Nevermores, was standing on the beach, jumping away every time a wave splashed toward them. They were afraid of the water.
“Wait,” I said, putting my hand on Dustin’s shoulder.
He spun and fell into the water, dousing himself completely. The pack screamed as a unit and flailed away from the ocean as if it was them who’d fallen in and not Dustin.
He stood up sputtering. “Why aren’t they chasing us?” 
“They’re afraid of the water. This is good buddy.” I said, grinning at him. He didn’t get it right away, why this was so good. But as we walked parallel with the shoreline, the Nevermores didn’t make a single move other than to match our pace on shore. Dustin quickly grasped what I meant. As long as we stayed in the water, we were safe.
An hour slid by, and then another and another. The sun started its descent, and what I’d thought was a godsend was now looking to be a very large problem. We couldn’t walk forever, we’d gone through two of our three water bottles and the food would run out soon too. I had no doubt that the pack would pace us until we broke and had to come in.
Dustin seemed to sense my mood as it sunk with the sun and he refrained from asking me anymore questions. 
I stumbled on a rock and went to my knees which soaked me almost to my waist. 
“Son of a bitch!” I yelled, venting my frustration. I picked up a rock and threw it at the Nevermores, scattering them. Dustin took my lead and we threw rocks, hitting a few of the pack members, but mostly missing.
I bit down on the tears that crept forward; a sob long buried busting out of me before I could stop it. Dustin didn’t say a word, just wrapped his arms around me as I choked back the fear and grief that threatened to overwhelm me.
“It’ll be okay, Annie. I just know it,” he said, taking my hand in his and leading the way. I let him, seeing the man he could become if we could get off this rock.
I gripped his fingers, gave them a squeeze, and he looked back and smiled. 
“You’ll see, Annie. I’ve got a good feeling about this. I bet you a jar of jam there’s a boat around the next corner,” he said, his eyes lighting up with belief in what I thought was impossible.
But I nodded and smiled back. “You’re on.”
I could only hope he was right.
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I walked slowly, my hands above my head to keep from touching the scotch broom. My eyes watered, my throat and nose itched, and the patches of bare skin the plant leaned in to kiss were bright red and swelling. Fanny Bay was famous for a lot of things, but when we moved here three months ago I didn’t realize it was a breeding ground for my most hated nemesis.
“You coming babe? I really am sorry; I didn’t know the trail was full of broom.” Sebastian, my sweet and usually thoughtful husband yelled back to me. He wasn’t allergic to the brilliant yellow plant, so he didn’t have to worry about the branches that hung on all sides, and he made good time on the trail. I could just make out his broad back and dark brown hair over the tops of the broom ahead of me. At 6’4” he towered over most people and living things, noxious weeds included.
I grunted a reply, not wanting to take in any more air than I had to. The walk through the tunnel of broom wouldn’t kill me—it wasn’t that bad an allergy—but hell, it wasn’t something I was enjoying either. Breaking out in a rash and blowing my nose continually for the next few hours would be what I had to look forward to after this little excursion. But the bottom line was, and even I could admit it, I needed to get out of the house and get some fresh air. I’d been holed up for far too long grieving, and this little hike and visit with the neighbours would get me moving. God love the man, Sebastian knew me better than I knew myself sometimes and this excursion had been his idea.
“Mara?”
“I’m coming Bastian, don’t expect me to run through this crap,” I said, shifting sideways to slip between two overhanging branches.
A stick jabbed me in the belly and I snapped it off with a quick twist. “Stupid plant,” I muttered thinking of all the things that had been jabbed into me of late; it was the least painful, both to my body and my heart.
I blinked away tears that threatened, and wiped my hands across my eyes to my immediate regret: they were covered in pollen from pushing the broom out of my way.
“Son of a bitch I’m an idiot,” I muttered, blinking furiously, trying to keep the tears flowing to rinse my eyes out.
The doctors didn’t know why we were having such a hard time getting pregnant, and the miscarriage only confirmed that it was something wrong with me. I sneezed and rubbed my nose with the back of my hand, the minor explosion jarring me out of my depressing thoughts.
“Hurry up woman, I told Dan we’d be there ten minutes ago. Last thing I want to do is upset the new neighbours.” Sebastian’s voice was even further ahead of me now.
“Yeah, I’m coming O white knight of mine who considers a walk in the broom a nice time out for his highly allergic wife!” I yelled back. I wasn’t angry with him; this was part of the way he dealt with his grief. It was the same when his father and brother died in the boating accident; at least, that was what his mother had shared with me. His motto was buckle down and move on; push forward and don’t look back. Although even with that attitude he sweated the whole way across the Georgia Strait, despite the fact that the ferry we were on was the size of a cruise liner.
A rustle in the bush stopped my feet before I thought about what I was doing. “Sebastian?” He had a nasty habit of scaring me; jumping out from the place I least expected him. The rustling drew closer and I pulled away, pressing my back against a wall of yellow and green, my heart picking up speed. I didn’t think it was Sebastian. A musky odour floated past my nose, and whatever was making the noise, it was an animal. A flash of black in the bush across from me and I nearly wet my pants. Bears were more than common on this part of Vancouver Island; they were considered pretty much part of the neighbourhood and one of the few things I was truly terrified of.
Crap. Mouth dry, I tried again, whispering as loud as I dared. “Sebastian!”
The black thing in the bush that I was sure was a bear, grunted and shuffled closer and I slid my way towards the spot where I’d last seen my husband. Maybe the bear wouldn’t attack us if we were together? Sweat popped out on my forehead and I no longer cared how much the broom brushed against me, I just didn’t want to be eaten. I pushed my back against the wall of plants, not caring as they scratched across my bare skin as I slid sideways up the trail keeping my eyes trained on the rustling behind me.
One step forward and something grabbed me from behind sending me into a flailing mass of arms, legs, and grunts as my heart threatened to burst out of my throat.
“Whoa, whoa babe, settle down,” Sebastian said, laughing at me, his blue eyes dancing, his hands resting on my shoulders.
I didn’t care he’d scared me. Not this time. I gulped in a breath. “Bear,” I said, pointing down the trail, my hand shaking.
“Really?”
I nodded. Then the stupidest thing I’ve ever seen that man do happened right in front of my disbelieving eyes. Sebastian started back the way we’d come, towards the bear.
“What are you doing?” I hissed, my fear turning to anger as I thought of myself widowed before I’d even turned thirty.
“I just want to see it. I’ve never seen a bear up close before,” he said.
“There’s a first and a last time for everything,” I snapped and then contrite at the thought of my last words to him being snotty I changed tactics. “Please come back, we need to keep going, I thought you said we were almost there.”
Sebastian didn’t answer me except to wave backwards. As if I was going to get any closer to the bear, yeah right. He kept moving forward, his movements slow and steady as if he was afraid to spook the animal. I didn’t think that was going to be a problem.
I wanted to scrub my hands over my face with frustration but had to settle for gripping the edges of my shorts. There had to be a way to get him to come back.
“Sebastian, I’ll divorce you if you keep looking for the bear.” Maybe this would work.
“You’re too poor to pay a lawyer.”
I snorted. “So are you.” I thought a moment more, knowing I had the answer. “I’ll tell your Gran on you.”
He stopped and turned to face me. “You wouldn’t.” The look on his face said it all and a twitch started in the corner of my lips. I knew I had him. I let out a sigh of relief and put my hands on my hips.
“I would, just you wait and . . .”
A huge black bear burst out of the bush behind Sebastian with a roar and I bit down on a scream, my worst nightmare unfolding before my eyes. Sebastian stumbled back towards me and fell over a rut in the ground. I grabbed a rock and cocked my arm to throw it, when a hand dropped on my shoulder and shoved me to the ground. The smell of cigar smoke curled through the air, slicing through the sweet musk of the broom and the heavier musk of the large predator ready to eat my husband.
“Stay down girl,” a throaty voice said and I looked over my shoulder to see our sort-of-crazy neighbour Dan above me, a gun levelled at the bear. “You too boy, stay down.” I wasn’t sure if he was talking to Sebastian or the bear.
We both stayed low on the ground and Dan walked towards the bear, his gun never wavering.
“Come on Bob, you know you aren’t allowed to be eating the locals. Specially these city folk so new here, they’re practically a biohazard with all the toxins and chemicals they’ve been living in.”
“Hey, we eat healthy,” I said, then thought about the situation and shut my mouth. A crazy man with a gun and a bear in the middle of a forest trail that no one knew we were on. Quiet Mara, you’ll live longer.
I watched in disbelief as the bear—Bob, I guess—dropped to all fours and let out a long low snort.
“Yeah,” Dan said, “I feel the same about these imports, but we got to give them a chance before we run them off.”
The bear grunted and pawed at the ground a mere foot away from Sebastian’s bare legs. I whimpered in fear, wishing I had the gun in my hands. Why wasn’t Dan shooting the bear? He wasn’t truly having a conversation with the animal; he had to know that, didn’t he?
“Go on now, Bob. Come around back of the house later tonight and you can have one of the salmon I thawed out this morning.” Dan said as he lowered the gun. Bob gave one last snuffle and turned away from us, heading back down the trail towards the ocean.
I scrambled to my feet and ran to Sebastian, catching him in a, dare I say it, bear hug.
“I’m okay babe,” he said into my hair.
“No you’re not.” I stood up and kicked him in the shin, pleased with the wince it produced. “You idiot! I told you not to go back. That bear could have killed you!”
“Lower your voice girl or Bob will come back to see what all the shouting’s about and to be honest I’d sooner shoot you than him. He’s better company than most people,” Dan said.
I turned to face him, our kind-of rescuer, at a loss for words. Did I say thanks for saving us, or thanks for not shooting us, or was I supposed to be mad that he preferred a bear over people? Dan stared at me as he chewed on the stubby cigar clamped between yellowed teeth. His salt and pepper hair was military short and yet still managed to be messy and his army fatigues were rumpled and stained. I didn’t know what to make of him. Was it an act, or were the other locals right and he was off his rocker?
Sebastian took the lead, exaggerating his limp and rubbing at his shin before holding his hand out to the gruff older man. “Thanks Dan, much appreciate the intervention with your friend. We were on our way to your place. You put an ad on the mailbox that you had some old gardening stuff you want to get rid of? I spoke with you this morning about coming by?”
Dan stared at Sebastian for so long I started to get nervous. The man after all had a reputation for eating Crazy Flakes for breakfast and he was packing a large gun. Not really a good combination. I cleared my throat.
“Things like old pots, and maybe even some veggie starts,” I said, wanting to break the awkward silence.
Dan took a drag on his cigar and blew out a string of smoke. “Yup, come on then.” He turned his back to us, put his gun over his shoulder and led us down the yellow and green tunnel.
We followed, Sebastian taking my hand and giving it a squeeze. “I’m sorry,” he mouthed to me.
I smiled and squeezed his hand, mouthing back, “Okay. But I’m still calling your Gran.” Sebastian winced again and I nodded. There was always a consequence for being dumb, even if it was just having your Gran rip a strip off you.
As the adrenaline stopped its headlong rush through my body, I became acutely aware of my bare legs and arms—all the parts I’d shoved up against the broom. By the time we reached Dan’s, a fortress of a home that looked as if it had once been an army barrack, every visible inch of me was covered in hives. I stared around me, absently scratching at my arms. Dan’s yard wasn’t fenced, but it didn’t really need to be, not with the way his house was built. What looked like steel plate covered the doors. All the windows had rebar grills over them and the exterior of the house seemed to be made of a cement brick mixture. I ran my fingers over the rough texture, my curiosity for a moment overwhelming my itching.
“Make this quick, Bastian. I’m blowing up like a puffer fish,” I whispered to him as I deposited myself on the only chair in the yard. Dan brought me a prickly cactus looking plant and stuck it on the ground beside me.
“Aloe Vera. It’ll help with the sting till you get home,” he said as he broke off a thick green stem and handed the goopy end to me.
Surprised at his kindness, my opinion of him shifting again, I broke off a second piece of the plant and rubbed it onto the worst patch of hives with a sigh. It was cool and soothing. I was going to have to get me an Aloe Vera plant.
It was nice in the shade; this corner of Dan’s garden was already up, the bright green shoots sticking through the ground. I didn’t recognize any of them. I was still pretty new to the whole concept of gardening. I could see what I thought were peas climbing a section of netting, large rubber tires housing a creeping plant of some sort, and several raised beds with strawberries in them. Those at least I could pick out easily. It was very strange to see such a mixture of old-school gardening life next to the military feel of his home.
Next to the house a battered old radio played while Sebastian talked planting, tools, and seeds with the old nutter.
After a few minutes, Dan walked to the radio and turned it up just as a female announcer came on, her voice breathy and completely unsuited to radio.
“Bet she got the job by doing a few jobs of her own, eh?” Dan gave me a lecherous wink and walked back over to where Sebastian was digging through an old pile of pots.
I grimaced and shook my head. That was an awful thought, no matter that it was probably true. I reached down to rub at a particularly large hive with the Aloe Vera on the back of my calf, when what the announcer was saying sunk in.
“This is a miracle drug boys and girls. Not only can you eat whatever you want and not gain weight, but it does all sorts of great things, but I can’t remember all of them. You can’t buy it over the counter . . .”
I got up and moved my chair closer to the radio and a second, male, announcer came on, his voice highly animated and almost as feminine as the woman’s.
“So Phillipa, you’re telling me there’s no downside, no side effects to this—what was the drug called again?” he said.
Phillipa’s irritating voice came back on. “They’re calling it Nevermore, as in, never more gain weight, never more get sick, or disgustingly fat, never more get cellulite, or any sort of weight gain.” She giggled and the high pitch and redundancy of what she was saying made me shiver. It was a wonder the speakers didn’t blow. She took a breath and continued, “It’s amazing, one shot is all it takes, and yes, it is expensive, but that’s it. One shot and you’re good for life. I’ve lost ten pounds and I’ve been eating burgers, cake, and totally noshing on chocolate.” The male announcer came back on.
“Reportedly this Nevermore truly is a miracle drug as it also prevents Parkinson’s disease, works in tandem with heart medications to stop arrhythmias, and has a host of other beneficial side effects. One that will be of interest to many is that helps tremendously with fertility, more so than any of the current fertility drugs, with less side effects. As it’s derived from an all-natural source, the body can . . .”
I turned the radio back down and looked over to Sebastian, still deep in conversation with Dan who was nodding and even giving the occasional smile. Sebastian was not only tall, but a little on the large side. Okay, a little more than a little on the large side. Not that I had anything to preen about, I easily had an extra twenty-five pounds on my 5’5 frame. Maybe even thirty, but it was still less than I’d been carrying a year ago when we decided to start our family. That was when we began to realize there was a problem, and that we might not be able to have a baby. I lost weight, ate healthy, took my vitamins, but getting pregnant was nearly impossible and the one time I did, I miscarried.
Scratching at my collarbone I had a sudden urge to get moving. Not only did I need to get a second dose of Benadryl and a shower to wash the broom pollen off, I had to get on the phone to the doctor. What if this Nevermore drug was what the radio said it was? It seemed almost too good to be true: fertility and weight loss, all rolled into a single shot. My heart started to thrum with excitement. This was what we’d been waiting for. I could hardly wait to tell Sebastian what I’d heard; I could hardly wait to finally be a mother.
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As soon as we got home I ran upstairs to shower, hoping to diffuse the pollen on my skin. We’d bought a rambling two-story farmhouse on three acres that was at least a hundred years old that I was completely in love with, along with all the history it represented. It was heated with a woodstove and even had an old wood-burning cooking stove that was now on the back porch having made room for my new convection oven. The old woman who owned the farmhouse had been on the property her whole life, ninety-eight years, and had not only been raised in the house, but had raised her own children in the house. I’d hoped to raise my own children here.
My hands slowed in the soapy water as my thoughts wound back to the hospital, the nurses and the doctor telling me that I had miscarried. At five weeks, still in my first trimester and within the real danger zone, I’d woken up in the middle of the night to cramping and blood on the sheets. Since then I’d not gone back to my job as a real estate agent, taking a leave of absence to deal with the grief and to give my body time to heal.
Sebastian worked from home as a web designer, something I was intensely grateful for as he was able to help me out of the depression I’d fallen into after the miscarriage, not to mention pay the bills that never stopped coming in.
The bathroom door clicked and I poked my head outside the curtain. “Hand me the new shampoo.”
Sebastian held it just out of reach before finally letting me take it, a grin spreading across his face, his gorgeous dimples framing his mouth.
I ducked back in and lathered up, smiling to myself. He might be a little chubby, but my man was good looking and that smile, even now it made me weak in the knees.
“It’s probably a hoax, you know that don’t you, babe?” Sebastian’s voice was muffled as I stuck my head back under the running water, the cool shower sluicing off the last of the pollen. It didn’t, however, make the hives go away. I was covered in them from head to toe, the bumps starting to develop even where the plant didn’t touch me, its infection of my skin spreading like some horrid disease.
“You don’t know that and neither do I,” I said, soaping my body up. “You aren’t a doctor last time I checked.”
“These sorts of things come and go. It’s either a hoax or it will turn out to have some horrible side effect. Like, your boobs will shrivel up leaving me nothing to play with, and then I would die.”
I laughed, turned the water off and reached for a towel. The shower curtain slid open and Sebastian lifted an eyebrow at me, a smile tugging at the corner of his lips, his clothes having mysteriously disappeared. His eyes roved over my naked and still-wet body. Heat curled in my stomach, still now after four years of marriage he could set my skin on fire and my heart racing with a simple look.
“The towel, please.” I held out my hand, trying to look uninterested. He shook his head and stepped into the tub, his bare toes touching the tips of mine. Without a word he started to dry me off, starting with my hair and working his way slowly down my body, his hands massaging as he dried.
I bit back a groan, the moisture from my skin disappearing, the heat intensifying. I closed my eyes and let the sensations wash through me, the scratching of the itch from the hives almost heavenly as he scrubbed the towel over them.
“Stop,” I whispered, not really meaning it. Sebastian chuckled and I peeked out from under my eyelashes. With a single, swift movement he scooped me into his arms and took me to the bedroom and our very small bed.
With more gentleness than one would think from a man his size, he laid me on the bed and pressed his body into mine, our hearts beating in time with one another.
“I love you Sebastian,” I whispered as he slid into me, completing me, making us one.
“I love you too my bumpy, hive-ridden woman,” he whispered into my ear. I slapped him half-heartedly on the shoulder, and the sweet love making quickly turned into a laughing romp that ended as it often did: in each other’s arms, tears prickling at the back of my eyes as my emotions filled me up and spilled over in physical release.
“You okay, Mara?”
“Yes,” I said curling deeper into his arms, trying to think of something smart to say and coming up empty handed so I settled for the truth. “Sometimes I just love you so much it makes me cry.”
“Hmm. I am quite the hunk. Really, you are very lucky to have snagged me. I was planning on playing the field till I was at least sixty before you came along.” He spread his big hands over his chest and leaned back against the headboard, a self-satisfied smile across his face. I smiled up at him, laughed, and shook my head. The size of his ego never ceased to amaze me.
Sobering, I sat up, pulling the sheet around me. “I’m going to ask the doctor about that Nevermore shot. I think it’s what we’ve been waiting for. I mean, we could be fit, trim, and then have a baby too. It would be amazing.” I stared at him, willing him to catch my excitement.
It didn’t work. Sebastian frowned, and then shrugged his big shoulders. “I still think it’s some sort of hoax, but you go ask him. See what he has to say, but don’t get your hopes up.”
I wrapped my arms around him and snuggled into his arms. I could be excited enough for the both of us; in fact, I already was. My eye lids began to droop as the second dose of antihistamines kicked in. I let them close completely, my heart light with the hopes and dreams of a family, already forgetting Sebastian’s warning.
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The doctor’s office was full. And I don’t mean all the seats were taken, I mean there wasn’t even standing room.
I ended up halfway down the hall leaning against the cream-coloured wall next to one of the office doors.
“Excuse me, are you Mara Wilson?” a voice behind me asked.
I turned to face a woman who looked vaguely familiar. She was in her late thirties with beautiful blond hair and eyes the colour of the Caribbean ocean. I cocked my head to one side. “Yes, I’m Mara, have we met?”
The woman laughed and patted me on the arm. “Only briefly. I’m Shelly Gartlet, I live on the road above you, and we met at the mailbox when you first moved here.”
I smiled and nodded. “That’s right. I remember now.” Really, how could I forget? The woman had grabbed me in a welcoming hug, spilling all the neighbourhood gossip in less than five minutes, and in a single breath. I’d made a mental note never to confide in her. “Are you here for the Nevermore shot?”
Shelly smiled. “Yes and no. My husband, George, and I got the shot last week, but Jessica here,” she half tugged a younger looking clone forward, “wasn’t able to get the shot, she was sick with that flu that’s been going around.”
I put my hand out. She was a very pretty young girl, with the same long blond hair as her mom and the same stunning eyes. She looked to be about sixteen years old, but could have been younger; it was so hard to tell now days. No doubt the boys went crazy for her at school. “Nice to meet you Jessica.” She gripped my hand lightly, ducking her head.
Shelly patted her on the arm and gave me a wink. “Jessica weren’t you telling me about Mara’s husband, and about how good looking he is?”
Jessica flushed from her chin to the roots of her hair, her eyes widening as our gazes connected.
“I didn’t mean . . . it’s not like . . . mom, how could you say that?” she finally spit out.
I laughed, warmed by the thought, knowing that my husband was an attractive man, so much so that even teenagers had crushes on him, despite the extra weight he carried. Tall dark and handsome with confidence and a wicked sense of humour, he’d had women swooning over him in every age bracket. “It’s okay Jessica, I’m sure Sebastian would love to know that he had an admirer.”
“Please don’t tell him,” she whispered. We were interrupted by a woman who pushed her way in to our conversation.
“You here for that miracle drug?”
She was a chubby woman in her mid forties standing behind me. A quick glance and from my experience and time in Weight Watchers, I knew she had to be at least eighty pounds overweight.
“Yes. You too?” I asked.
“Hell no. I’m perfect just the way I am.” Hands on her hips, her purple and red muumuu fluttering around her thick ankles as she glared at me, daring me to call her out. I smiled and bit my tongue. She continued her rant, “And all you yahoos coming in for some quick-fix are going to get what’s coming to you. There’s no such thing; it’s ridiculous to think one shot can do all that. Fertility, heart stuff, making bones stronger—foolishness that you’ve all bought into.”
Shelly and Jessica backed away from the woman and I gave them a smile as I too gave the riled-up woman some room.
“Come over for coffee,” I said over the muumuu woman’s head, “and we can get to know each other. Anytime, I would love some company.” Shelly and Jessica smiled and they gave me identical thumbs up. This was one of the nice things about where we lived. Yes, we were in the country, but there were still neighbours close enough if you needed some sugar or a helping hand, or maybe just a cup of coffee with the local gals. I smiled to myself. I loved it here; the island was everything I’d hoped for.
“Mara Wilson?” The desk nurse called me and I followed her directions into the doctor’s room, happy to get away from the woman on her tirade. I glanced back and she hadn’t paused for a second, now laying into a pudgy teenager on the other side of the hall. The doctor’s room was close enough that I could still hear her with the door not completely closed, her voice rising with intensity.
“Exercise and diet. Kids when I was young were outside playing and working. None of this TV and computer crap.” There was a pause and I imagined a nurse speaking to her. “No, I will not lower my voice; I think you all have lost your minds. This is some government conspiracy to plug you all full of tracking devices and drugs so they can better control us.”
I shook my head, why couldn’t she just let us be? It was obvious she was delusional, she could use the shot and lose a few pounds, and she’d probably live longer. There was a large thump that rattled the wall and made me jump. Then came a god-awful screech that sounded like a parrot being strangled, followed by a dull cheer from the crowd. “You can’t kick me out!” the woman screamed, “I have an appointment!”
Ejection from a doctor’s office, that had to be a first. I laughed at the absurdity of her claims. Health Canada and the FDA wouldn’t allow a drug to be given to the masses if it hadn’t been tested. They knew it was safe and there was no way it could get to the public unless it was good to go.
“Hello, Mara.” Dr. Cooper stepped into the office, his grey hair and stooped shoulders making me wonder how much longer I would be able to go to him.
“Hi, Dr. Cooper.” I smiled, unable to suppress my emotions. This was it; this was the moment I’d been waiting for.
“I suppose you’re here for the Nevermore shot?” he asked, his face a mask of concentration.
I smiled wider, my excitement spilling over into my words. “Yup. It’s perfect! I can lose the last of the weight that you said I should to be at an optimum size for getting pregnant, and the shot will make me more fertile, right? That’s what I heard on the radio and when I looked it up on the internet it confirmed that. And then maybe Sebastian should get it too? Because you weren’t sure if the fertility issues were with him or me, we could both take it and then we’d be sure to get pregnant, right? Sorry about the pun—I’m so happy; I can’t believe this is finally going to happen. I’m going to be able to have a baby.”
Dr. Cooper didn’t answer me right away; his eyes stared at the screen of his computer as he scrolled through it, page by page.
“Dr. Cooper? This is a good thing, right?” I was starting to get a bad feeling that maybe Sebastian was right; maybe this was all a hoax. No, there were too many people in the waiting room. If it were a hoax, it’d be all over the internet and news.
“Mara, the drug does all that and more. Strengthens bones, prevents skin cancer, and increases fertility. Parkinson’s and arrhythmias are virtually wiped out. It truly is a miracle, of that I have no doubt, and I’m encouraging as many patients as possible to take it.”
I let out a breath I didn’t know I’d been holding in a huge sigh of relief, my heart slowing back to a normal rhythm. I folded my hands on the desk and leaned forward. “You scared me. I thought you were going to tell me it was a hoax. That’s what Sebastian thought it was, some scam to get money out of people.”
Dr. Cooper shook his head but he still wasn’t smiling, and that made me nervous all over again. “It’s no hoax, Mara, but my dear, you can’t take the shot.”
A loud buzz filled my ears and though Dr. Cooper continued to talk, I couldn’t hear a word he was saying. I blinked once, twice as I grasped what he said. “Why not?” I whispered.
He let out deep sigh and pulled my hands into his, cupping them like a grandfather would. “Nevermore is derived from cystius scoparius.”
I stared at him, confusion rushing through me. “I don’t know what that is. Is it bad?”
“Scotch broom. The concentrate within the drug would kill you at worst, and at best you would be in a constant state of agony, hives, sinus infections, swollen glands, and hypersensitivity to the mildest of irritations. There have even been some reported cases where people who were allergic to broom took Nevermore and now they’ve lost their eyesight.” He squeezed my suddenly ice-cold hands. “You can’t take Nevermore, Mara.”
My mind whirled, hopes thrown about in a tornado of emotions before they crashed and burned. I pulled my hands slowly away from him and folded my arms across my breasts, at a loss for words.
Dr. Cooper leaned back in his chair and slid a sheet towards me. “Here’s the chemical breakdown, Mara. Every aspect of the broom has been used in this drug, not just part of it.”
“Why are you giving this to me?” I asked, trying to keep the venom that was welling up within me out of my voice, my hand gripping the paper.
“Because I know you, Mara. I know how much you want children, and how hard you’ve worked to lose the weight that was preventing that dream. I know that you’re going to try and find a way around this, and I don’t want you to die. There is no way around this.” His voice was so soft, gentle, that it broke down the last barrier of strength I’d propped up, and a sob slipped out.
“I’m so sorry, Mara,” he said, and I bit back the next sob that was bubbling up. I stood and ran to the door, pushing past the horde of people that filled the hallway, running till I reached my car. I leaned against it, head against the hot metal and let my heart slow down. It wasn’t the end of the world; it really didn’t make it any harder for Sebastian and me to have a baby. At least that’s what I told myself.
“Got the shot did you?” a rather familiar voice threw the question at me.
I spun on my heel to face down the chubby woman who’d been tossed out of the clinic. “Not that it’s any of your business, but no, I didn’t,” I snapped at her, forcing back the urge to punch her in her doughy face.
She nodded. “Smart girl. I’ll tell you now, it was the best decision you ever made. The government won’t get you now.” She reached out and patted me on the arm. I shrugged her hand off me and bit my tongue, the four letter words on the tip that would leave me screaming and ranting at the unsuspecting woman.
I unlocked the car, slid into my seat, and started the engine. The rear view mirror gave me a perfect picture of the purple muumuu waddling through the parking lot, the woman on her way to accost another person leaving the clinic.
“It wasn’t a choice I made, it was a choice taken from me,” I whispered to her retreating figure. I took a deep breath and headed home to Sebastian and the farm.
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Days turned into weeks and before I knew it, I’d spent the next month alternately hiding in our tiny bedroom, watching daytime talk shows, and, in general, allowing myself to fall back into the depression that had found me after the miscarriage.
I told Sebastian I didn’t feel well, had a fever, my joints ached—anything that would allow me to wallow in the grief for a little longer. The sunlight hurt my eyes on the few days I dared to peek out into the yard, and that became yet another excuse. Sebastian did his best to console me when he wasn’t working on his new client’s project. He brought me flowers from the fields, told me funny stories, and even baked cookies for me, something he’d never done before.
On the twenty-eighth day of my—self-imposed—confinement, a booming rattle shook me awake, the bedroom door flinging open.
“That’s it, I’ve been patient and done what I could, but you’ve got to get up,” Sebastian barked as he whipped the blankets off me.
“Leave me alone,” I grumbled, grabbing at the blankets. He snatched them out of my hands.
“Nope, time to grow up and get with the program.”
Bright sunlight streamed into the room as he opened all the curtains. “There’s no use crying over something you can’t change.” He sat down on the bed and pulled me upright to sit beside him.
“It isn’t fair,” I said, hating how childish I sounded. “Every crack head and addict out there can get pregnant, and they can’t even take care of themselves. We would be able to give a child a life, a family, and a home.”
Sebastian nodded. “I know babe, but you’re not doing yourself any good by wallowing in this.”
I frowned at him. “I’m not wallowing.”
“Yes, you are. I have something for you; it’s down in the garden so you’ll have to haul your butt down there. I’ve got to go into town; I’ll be back in a couple of hours.”
I stood and stomped my way to the bathroom, brushing past him. “What do you know anyway, you’re just a man; you don’t have an internal clock like I do,” I snapped as I turned on the shower and got in the steaming water.
Stupid male, what did he know about really wanting babies? Or losing weight for that matter? The man thought he was a Greek god with the way he strutted through the house naked, preening in front of mirrors. I snorted to myself. My anger faded as I worked the soap through my hair, the hot water rinsing away the last of the tears. Damn, now I was feeling grateful for his intervention. I’d have to be careful about how I thanked him, or I’d never hear the end of it.
Fifteen minutes later, I was heading out the back door to the garden when a soft woof met my ears. I blinked, stared, and couldn’t believe what I was seeing. Sitting next to the freshly dug earth, with a giant red ribbon tied around its neck, was a tiny yellow Labrador Retriever.
I clapped my hands over my mouth and the puppy woofed at me and started to wiggle, his entire body wagging as if his tail alone wasn’t enough. I ran and fell to my knees in front of the little guy, scooping him up and holding him close as he licked my face, his still-sweet puppy breath tickling me.
“Oh, you devil of a man,” I said as I cuddled the bundle of fur. “What are we going to call you, hmm?” I rubbed his velvety soft ears and he settled down, resting his nose on the crook of my neck. I pressed my cheek against him. “How about Nero?” I’d grown up with a big yellow Lab that my grandparents had rescued and he’d been my companion and best friend for years.
A voice called from the front of the house, “Hello? Mrs. Wilson?”
Standing up, Nero in my arms, I walked around the house to see Jessica carrying a basket filled to the brim. She smiled at me over the basket, her eyes lighting on Nero.
“You’ve got a puppy? Oh, he’s so cute. Can I hold him?” I handed him to her as she handed me the basket of goodies.
“It’s a belated welcome-to-our-neighbourhood gift,” Jessica said as she snuggled with the wriggling puppy.
“Thank you, that’s really sweet,” I said, placing the basket on the porch railing. “Do you want to go for a walk with me and Nero?”
Jessica nodded and put him down. We headed out the front drive, past the heavy iron gates that had hung for as long as the property had existed. They were heavy and sturdily built when the farm first was started. Each panel was taller than me, and easily weighed a hundred pounds each. The supports were cemented into the ground on either side, and there was a huge rusting metal bar that slipped into place to lock it. Scrolling leaves and grape clusters were welded on in an attempt to soften the hard steel lines, to make it look more artistic than utilitarian. It didn’t work that well. At the best of times it was a major effort to close the thing, which is why we left it open, and why the bar was nearly covered in vegetation.
Jessica chatted at me the entire time, her bubbly personality yet another stamp of her mothers. I didn’t mind, she was a sweet girl. I wondered several times why she’d taken the Nevermore shot, she didn’t seem to need to lose weight, but I didn’t think it was a question I could ask her. Maybe when her mother came over for coffee I would broach the subject.
Jessica pointed out the neighbours who were nice, weird, and neutral quite effectively. Though the properties around here ranged in size, they averaged at five acres a piece with a few undeveloped properties scattered around. On our road alone there were only four homes; the roads on either side of us boasted two and three respectively.
The walk took us about an hour, and by the end of it I was packing Nero; I didn’t mind, he was tiny and the walk and visit left me feeling invigorated and more alive than I’d felt in weeks.
“Hey, that was fun. Would it be okay if I came and walked with you and Nero again?” Jessica asked as we stood in front of my place.
“Of course, anytime, you don’t need to call. I’m not going back to work for a while yet so just pop in.”
Jessica waved and jogged off towards home.
The car was back which meant that Sebastian was home. I smiled and headed towards the house. I didn’t care how grateful I sounded or how he might try to blackmail me with it later, he was a good man and I was lucky to have him.
“Sebastian?” I called out, Nero sound asleep in my arms. I wanted to apologize for being a jerk.
“Here.”
I clutched Nero close and kissed the top of his down-soft head, and made my way to the living room where Sebastian sat glued to the TV.
“Really? After the talk you just gave me about not wallowing and being out in the sunshine?” I said, tapping him on the shoulder. “I can’t believe you bought me a—”
“Shhh,” he cut me off and pointed to the TV.
On the screen was a reporter standing in front of VGH, Vancouver General Hospital. “It appears that the miracle drug, Nevermore, wasn’t such a miracle after all. Early reports are that the toxins thought to be strained out of the main component of the drug—cystius scoparius, better known as scotch broom—were not eliminated.” The reporter choked up, her eyes misting over and I wondered if she had taken the drug or knew someone close to her who had. “The toxins attack the part of the brain that makes us human, whole sections of the cerebral cortex are eaten away until there is nothing left but a base animal instinct.” Someone stumbled out of the hospital and the reporter turned and ran towards the man who clutched at his stomach. “Sir, can you tell us why you’re here today?”
“I’m so hungry, I can’t stop eating. Nothing fills me up,” He said. His eyes were glazed and his skin had a strong golden yellow hue to it, as if he were jaundiced.
“Sir, did you take the drug Nevermore?” she asked, sticking the microphone close to the man.
He stared at the microphone for a moment, opened his mouth to answer, and chomped his teeth around the fuzzy piece, growling and snarling. The sounds sent chills all over my body. The reporter backed away, the cameraman keeping tabs on the man attempting to devour the microphone. Then he looked up, right into the camera. His pupils twitched as the camera focused in on them, sliding from a perfect, human round, to a horizontal rectangle, reminiscent of a goat’s eye.
I gasped and grabbed for Sebastian’s hand. He gave it to me and I clung to him. That could have been me if I’d taken the shot—would have been me if not for the main ingredient. I pressed my nose into Nero’s fur and breathed in his scent as Sebastian’s hand went clammy in mine.
The man stood and opened his mouth. I couldn’t tell if he was trying to speak or if he was roaring at the camera. By the cameraman’s reaction, he was roaring. The scene jigged and jogged as the cameraman and the reporter fled, but in her heels and tight business skirt, the reporter wasn’t fast enough. The camera turned in time to see her get tackled from behind, her body slamming into the ground under the weight of the Nevermore man.
He reared up and slammed his mouth into her back, ripping a chunk of flesh as if she were a loaf of bread. Her screams were audible from whatever mic was left on the camera, then the camera was dropped and the screen scrambled, and then went black.
“That wasn’t for real,” I said, though I knew already in my gut that it was. It was like watching a hurricane rip apart a house. You didn’t think it was possible, didn’t think they would air it, but in your heart you knew it wasn’t staged.
Sebastian didn’t say anything, he just flipped the channel. They were all breaking news and bulletins. The Nevermore drug had been taken by what officials were estimating was close to ninety percent of the North American population over the last two months—street versions and FDA approved versions—both of which were having the same effect.
We watched in stunned silence for over an hour, the reports coming hard and fast at first, but then slowing as people were cautioned to stay within their homes and avoid all contact with the outside world while the outbreak was taken care of.
“I never thought I’d see the day a zombie apocalypse would happen,” I said as Sebastian turned the TV off.
“They aren’t zombies,” he snapped at me as he rubbed his left arm. “They can’t bite you and turn you into one of them. The doctors on TV said that already.”
“I didn’t say that they could bite you, I just said that they were zombies,” I said, confused by his sudden turn of mood.
“No, you didn’t. I’m sorry; this has just really freaked me out,” he said and pulled me into his arms, Nero squirming in between us.
“It’ll be okay,” I said, “We’ve got each other and the farm. We should be good for a while, right? It won’t take long. Someone will have this straightened out in no time.”
Sebastian untangled himself from me and strode to the kitchen. “We have to be ready.”
I followed him, “For what?”
“I think we’re going to be on our own for a while,” he said as a loud thumping footstep echoed through our little house.
My adrenaline soared as I thought about the scene on the TV. The reporter hadn’t had a chance, the speed of the Nevermore man and the ferocity of his attack were like nothing I’d ever seen before. I swallowed hard and put Nero in the bathroom on a makeshift towel-bed; shut the door and headed back into the kitchen. I didn’t want to believe that we were already going to face down one of the Nevermores, but it was all too likely. I stepped to my knife drawer; pulled out the biggest blade I had and gripped it tight. Sebastian nodded and pulled out a knife of his own. Together we crept through the house to the front door, reaching it as another thump rumbled through the floorboards. What the hell was out there? I didn’t want to know, really I didn’t.
Sebastian held up his hand and with his fingers counted to three. I nodded and he held up one finger, two, and as he held up the third he gripped the doorknob and snapped the door open.
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The cool, wet sand slid through my toes as I scrunched them up. A rolling wave splashed around my ankles. The wetsuit I was wearing only came to mid-calf and was hardly a protection against the cold water. Chesterman Beach was beautiful, everything the package had promoted it to be and then some. I hoped that Ashling appreciated what it took for me to be here—to face my fears for her. She didn’t seem any worse for the wear after our short—and my nightmare-filled—night. I, on the other hand, found myself stifling yawns and daydreaming of sleeping the afternoon away.
I fingered the sheath on my upper thigh, which held the knife Grandpa had given me right before he went into the institution. I’d wondered at the gift at the time; he’d really never bothered with me before. But when I’d told him that I was going diving he’d been frantic for me to have the knife. 
“Here, here. Take it,” he’d said, nearly slicing me in his eagerness to give me it. The knife had a bone handle its blade about eight inches long with intricate engravings swirling down the back of the razor sharp edge. 
“Always take it with you when you go in the water. Promise me. That’s when the monsters come,” Grandpa had said.
I’d taken the knife and given him my promise. It was always the same with him. The monsters he saw, he feared they would come for the rest of us. So even if I wasn’t his favourite, it was better—according to him—that I survive and the monsters die. Yup, he did say that to my face. I shook my head, scattering the thoughts.
I hated to admit it, but I took comfort in the knife and did indeed take it with me diving. It had saved me once already. I grit my teeth as memories rushed through my mind and threatened to suck me into a panic attack. Using slow even breaths I managed to get my heart rate to a normal level. Okay, almost normal. Those memories needed to stay in the past, where they belonged. If only it was that easy. 
Though this was what Ashling wanted, it was not my idea of a good time. Surfing on the west coast of Vancouver Island was even less of a good idea, at least to me. The water was cold, even through the heat of the summer, and it was known for its riptides and jagged rocks as much as its surfing. And yet, here we were. I shook my head, curls catching in the wind, and tangling into knots I knew would be a pain to get out later. 
“Come on, Quinn, that water is great and the waves are bitch’n!” Ashling yelled. I stared at her out in the water, sitting on her surf board, unruly strawberry blond curls escaping her ponytail and dancing in the wind. She hadn’t even put on the surfboard leash, cocky little thing that she was. 
I waved at her and forced a smile to my lips. I wouldn’t ruin this day for her; this was her moment, her celebration. 
“I hate this,” I muttered under my breath. 
“Then why are you here?” A strong male voice asked me. It was our instructor, Luke. Damn, the voice I’d heard on the phone more than matched the guy it was attached to. Rich and sensual. 
I had a hard time looking at him. Drop dead gorgeous wouldn’t even begin to describe the man in front of me. Not too tall, maybe 5’10, with blond hair that seemed to shimmer in the sunlight and blue eyes that I couldn’t look away from. I swallowed hard and stared at the sand at my feet. He was far too pretty, far too dangerous, with his silky voice that made me forget my own name. Ashling had been—to say the least—delighted when she saw him and realized he was our surfing instructor. Flirting and prancing in her little red bikini, she’d been determined to get his attention. But while he was kind to her, he didn’t fall into her arms as she’d been obviously hoping. Secretly, I was laughing. She was so pretty, petite and feminine, she wasn’t used to men turning her down.
I fingered the cuffs on my wetsuit, anxiety starting to build. “I promised her we could do anything she wanted for her graduation gift.”
We were the only ones here on this part of the beach, the early morning enough to scare many of the tourists away as well as the die-hard locals, by the looks of it. From what the brochure had said, usually the beach was flooded, despite the cooler water and the mist that wouldn’t burn off till afternoon. In the distance I could see a few surfers riding the waves, black specks on the water.
“You must care for her a great deal,” Luke said. He sounded surprised.
I frowned at him. “She’s my baby sister; of course I care about her.”
“I’d hoped that wasn’t the case,” he said, his voice soft. My frown deepened and a thrill of alarm started at the base of my spine. 
“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” I asked, frowning at him. He didn’t have a chance to answer me.
“Quinn!” Ashling’s call was sharp and far too high pitched. Not her usual light, airy tones. I spun to see her in the water with only her head above the waves as she gripped the surf board. Even from this distance, her pale green eyes were wide and full of fear. I didn’t hesitate—though my body quailed with remembered fear and pain, I didn’t think about anything except getting her out of the water.
I took one step and arms encircled me, holding me tight and stopping me from diving into the surf. “She’ll be fine. Let her be.”
“Let me go!” I yelled, jerking my body left and right, trying to free myself. Luke’s grip only tightened; his arms were like vices around my middle. Damn he was strong. 
“Quinn!” Ashling’s voice went up another octave and I stared in horror as her head bobbed down on the last bit of my name, her voice turning into a gurgle. Something large and black, skin shiny with slime, breached in the water next to her then slid back under the waves. My heart constricted with fear, my body thundered with adrenaline. It had to be a killer whale, even though I didn’t see a fin. That was the only thing out here that could be attacking her. We didn’t have sharks on the west coast. At least, not that I knew of. God, I hoped not. I couldn’t face that again. 
Luke held me tight. “Quinn, please believe me, you can’t go in the water.” His voice caressed my skin, his words reverberating inside my skull until I believed them. I relaxed into his arms, my head leaning back into his chest as a wave of fatigue swept over me. I slumped as my blood slowed and the fear left me. Luke was right, I couldn’t go in the water. Ashling would be okay. She was a strong swimmer and this, his arms around me, felt so nice. Maybe she was just playing with me again. Like humming the theme to Jaws. He turned me to face him, putting my back to the ocean and the distant cries of the gulls. His hand came up and stroked my face; he brushed an errant curl back, and tucked it behind my ear. 
“Ah, Quinn, you’ve got to let her go. It will be easier this way, to say goodbye now, rather than later. I know that’s hard to hear, but you must trust me that I know what’s best for you.” He leaned down, holding my face in his hands as his thumbs rubbed intricate designs on my cheeks; his lips pressed into mine.
It was as if I was kissing sunlight, golden warmth rushed through my veins, waking parts of me I had no idea were even there. The heat stirred some long dormant piece of me, something that I suddenly knew Grandpa had awakened in me. The empty pieces that had left me hollow my whole life filled my body, sealing the broken bits together. 
Quickened.
Pushing up against Luke’s energy, my own power rippled through me—answering his kiss—my nerve endings flashing and clearing my mind. Tingling from head to toe, I pulled away and tried to untangle my limbs from his. Though I didn’t understand it, I felt the power and knew it for what it was. 
Magic. 
Magic that gave me the strength to fight what Luke was trying to do to me. It burned through me, a cleansing fire that undid the power that he wrapped around me.
“Ashling,” I gasped out. Luke pulled back, a frown slipping over his beautiful face, marring it, taking the glamour away. 
I slid my hand down my thigh to the knife sheath. “Let me go!” I said, again trying to pull myself out of his arms to no avail.  
“Trust me Quinn; I’m saving your life right now. If you go into that water, you’ll not come back out. You have to trust me,” he said, the power in his voice sweeping over me again. I bit down on the inside of my cheek, the pain keeping my mind from dissolving under his words. My own power seemed to buck under his attempts to sway me. I clung to it for all I was worth. 
“I don’t have to do anything!” I yelled.
I flicked the neoprene knife sheath open and grasped the smooth bone handle. Jerking it out, I plunged it into Luke’s thigh. He let out a howl and stumbled backwards as I turned and sprinted into the surf, slipping my knife back in its sheath as I ran.
“Ashling!” I shouted, fear for my baby sister rolling over me—stronger than the fear I had of the water and what lay beneath it, though just barely. The ocean was not warm, and it stole the heat the kiss had infused me with. I dove in, slicing underneath the surf as a wave rolled over me. 
Memories of the last time I’d swum, over three years ago, nipped at my heels. I did my very best to ignore them, but they caught me between diving under the waves and surfacing. The bite of a shark on my leg; the fear as my respirator slipped off at forty feet below the surface; the panic at not being able to breathe. 
Breaking the surface, I gasped for air and nearly turned back as I imagined all the things that swam below me. Paralyzed by my past, I couldn’t move forward; I couldn’t go back. Treading water, I trembled, my breath coming in short, sharp gasps. Heart hammering, my vision blurred as I struggled to get enough air, my body shutting down as the panic set in full force. 
A wave rolled and in the valley of it was a flash of white; in my mind all I could see was the white belly of the shark as it rolled with me in its mouth. 
Nothing but fear filled me. I couldn’t think, couldn’t hardly breathe, as I turned and swam back to shore. I was waist deep, scrambling for dry land, Luke reaching out for me, when something grabbed me around my left ankle. 
I let out a cry as I was dragged down; Luke stopped at the edge of the water, his hands in his hair and a look of pure agony on his face. 
Eyes closed tight, I fought like a wild thing, thrashing and punching at whatever it was that had me in its grip. And then, for no reason I could see, it let go; I swam for the surface. Gasping for air I looked around. I’d been pulled out to sea. Way out. 
I spun and something bumped me in the back. A shark; it was testing me out for a meal. My heart about to burst, I spun to face Ashling’s surfboard. One of her hands gripped the edge of it, white knuckles bobbing in and out of the water, the surfboard actually getting pulled under with her; the sight broke my paralysis. Her head was submerged except for the ends of her hair, which floated on the surface. Something cold and slimy brushed against my legs and I bit down on a scream that made it all the way to my lips before I caught it. Salt water slipped inside my mouth; I spit it out and slid around the side of the board, but not before she lost her grip and disappeared under the water.
“Ashling!” I screamed. My voice echoed out over the water, but the only answer I got was the gulls crying over head. 
Looking down, I couldn’t see anything below me; I could barely see my feet. Breathing deep, I prepped myself to dive, but on the second gulp of air the choice was taken from me. 
Teeth latched onto my calf yanking me under the water, my hands slipping from the surfboard. The bite was all too familiar. Apparently I’d been wrong; there were sharks in these waters. Serrated teeth sliced through my flesh, biting all the way through the muscle, my foot clamped inside a powerful set of jaws.
My first thought was that Mom couldn’t be upset with me now for losing Ashling, not if we were both gone, that was, if she didn’t celebrate her liberation from her children. My second thought as I rolled in the water—the pain drawing my eyes to its source—was that I’d lost my mind. 
It was no shark on my leg. It was a monster, human in appearance with a single eye set high in the middle of its forehead, and a massive mouth filled with sharp, shark-like teeth. The thing smiled as its hands, hooked like claws, rose up to dig into the waist of my neoprene wetsuit. The jagged tips brushed against my bare skin inside the suit, and I trembled with fear, a new fear. What the hell was it?
“Can you hear me little Tuatha? I wonder if you know me deep in your soul? We are coming for you. All of you.”
I blinked and stared into the huge, soulless eye; felt the keen edge of years behind it, and, as much as I wanted to deny what I was hearing, acknowledged that the voice in my head wasn’t my own. It was the monster’s. 
What are you? I mouthed into the water, salty brine washing over my taste buds, morbid curiosity overcoming rational sense.
“I am your enemy, the one that will strip your flesh from your bones and bathe in your blood.” The voice was masculine, deep and resonant within my head. I wanted to push it out of my mind.
It—he—rumbled and rolled in the water, taking me with him, end over end until I no longer knew which way was up. Finally he stopped and began to pull me into the depths of the ocean, the water getting colder with each inch we moved deeper, away from the sun and air.
Air. How could I still be under the water and not need to breathe? As soon as the thought came, it was gone; I didn’t have time to think about that, as strange as it seemed.
Movement further below and to the right stole my attention away from my own situation. It was Ashling, fighting with a monster very much like the one on my own leg. They were tumbling in the water, her hair floating about like tentacles as she fought the thing off. How could she be in this deep, for this long? How could I? Again that once hollow piece of me responded. This was why we’d never fit in, these abilities, this magic, these monsters. Though my head said that none of this was real, my heart and soul spoke louder. 
This was real, this was happening, and if I was to save Ashling I had to move now. That thought broke through the last of my fear, its hold dissolving within the reality I had accepted.
I grabbed my knife out of the sheath and slashed at the monster that held me in his mouth, slicing through the bulbous eye, white fluid pouring out of it. He jerked away from me, releasing my leg—a spray of blood clouding out around me—as he writhed in the water
He screamed, wordlessly, the echo of his pain reverberating in my skull.
Turning my back on him, I swam hard towards Ashling, holding the knife in my mouth. Twenty feet, fifteen, ten. I was nearly to her before she looked up.  
She saw me coming and kicked the monster that held her tight, sending it into a spin away from her. Ashling swam for me, her lips tight, eyes wide and dilated. Five feet. Three. I reached for her, my hand wrapping around her slender wrist. I didn’t pause, just turned and started to swim for the surface. Together we swam hard neither of us looking back. 
“She is ours, you will not have her!”
We were yanked to a stop in mid-stroke, the surface only a few feet away, the sunlight streaming down through the waves with tantalizing nearness. I turned in the water and looked down. Ashling had a sea monster on each leg. Her pale green eyes were so wide they seemed to fill her face as the creatures jerked her from my hands and sped back into the depths faster than a rock sinking. Her hands reached for me, futilely. 
Before I could even consider diving down after her, hands grabbed me and pulled me upwards, away from Ashling, and out of the water. 
“No!” I screamed as I broke the surface, the last of my air erupting in denial. There were people all over the water; rescuers dove after Ashling. But I knew what they didn’t. They would never find her; somehow I knew that not only had my sister been stolen away, but my world had just shattered beyond repair. 
And it was all my fault.
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