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Introduction
How do you introduce a book that was born out of a writer's conference prompt - what would you write if you asked the Lord to be with you as you wrote? - and what you wrote became one of the oddest mashups, even to yourself? 


Not sure, but I do hope you enjoy this story about angels, humans and zombies.


 - S.E.






Prologue






We were sure that things would get back to normal.
We were sure the angels would take care of everything.
We were sure..... until we weren't.




Chapter 1
“Run,” I whispered as loudly as I dared.
Behind me, Cassie’s near silent scuttle told me she was backing towards the trees we had just stepped out from as I ran for cover in the opposite direction. Crouching down as low to the ground as possible, I moved quickly forward my thighs burning as the dark shadow above me blocked out the sun. Making it to the outer wall of the grocery store, I pushed myself up against its brick exterior and quickly scanned the area for Cassie, hoping beyond hope that she had made it to the relative safety of the trees.
My breath hitched as I saw her.
She lay face down in the dirt just in front of the tree line, her shirt torn and blood welling up from her back. She was rocking back and forth on her hands and knees in an effort to push herself up.
“Move,” I ground out, the sound barely coming out of my tightly clenched jaw as the shadow of the bioengineered washed over me, its’ triumphant screech making my ears hurt.
Carefully bringing my backpack around to my front, I reached into it, taking out a band of thick rubber tubing that I’d lifted from a garage too long ago to remember. I’d been practicing using it as a slingshot in order to save our bullets, which we were woefully short on. Plunging my hand in pack again, I fished around for something to use as ammunition, but came up empty. My eyes trained on the black creature that circled above. I tried not to curse myself for using all of the rocks and glass I’d collected for practice and not saving any that I could actually use.
As I frantically scanned the ground in front of me looking for anything within reaching distance that I could use in the slingshot, a small slice of my mind wondered how we’d made it this far. The thought went blank, dropping out of my mind as panic rose in me. I couldn’t see anything that I could use to knock the creature off its aim for Cassie, who was beginning to wobble and sink back to the ground. The blood on her back running off her sides and dripping to the ground making dark splatters below her.
I had to act fast or any nearby creepers would smell the blood. If they did, then we’d be done for. Crouching down, I narrowed my eyes looking for anything that might work. Then I saw it, something shimmered, glinting in the light. Leaning forward slowly to keep the creatures’ attention off me, I saw that it was a glass beer bottle someone had smashed. Its jagged edges perfect for what I had in mind.
Crab walking over to it, I fit it in the slingshot and aimed just as the creature dove. The tubing tightened as I pulled back before releasing it quickly, hoping my aim was true. A deep thunk gave me the satisfaction I was looking for, the creature screeched in pain veering off course and flew back into the forest. The glass was embedded in its black feathers and its damaged wing barely cooperating, I noted from the corner of my mind as I ran over to Cassie.
****
“Geez,” I whispered a couple of days later as I peeled back the makeshift bandage I’d placed on Cassie’s back. Clenching it in my hand, I barely registered that it was still warm from her wound. A wound that was festering, bubbling over with pus and reddening the skin around it with infection. It was at least six inches long too. I had tried to keep it as clean as I could while encouraging her to lay on her stomach. But, with no access to a medical clinic I could raid, or even some antibiotic cream, I was fighting a losing battle.
Brushing her hair back from her forehead where is stuck in dirty blond strands, I took a deep breath through my mouth. The smell of infection was coming off her so thickly that I knew if I breathed through my nose my almost empty stomach would quickly relieve itself of its sparse contents. Sitting back on the dusty floor, my thoughts rolled over themselves as I tried to form a semblance of a plan.
Watery sunlight filtered through the high window near the roofline, just barely casting enough light on Cassie’s flushed face. Placing my hand on her forehead that seemed to just be getting hotter no matter how many times I checked, I knew I had to do something. A sigh of frustration escaped my lips. The sun had gotten stronger, shining into the dark space and lighting up the dust motes in the air by the time I realized I had to make myself move.
We were holed up in the attic of a house in what used to be an old touristy type of village. I had seen the house often enough during the summers I spent visiting my aunt who used to live nearby. 
Back then, I always looked up at the high window wondering what treasures the attic held. I never imagined that I would be surrounded by its boxes, old furniture and any number of oddly shaped things. Getting us in here was the best I could do when the toxins from the creature’s talons had begun to take affect making Cassie weak and struggle to walk. I’d barely been able to haul her into the attic and pull up the trapdoor sealing us in before she collapsed.
There was a drugstore in the middle of town that I was more than familiar with. In better times I’d walked down to it and grabbed a soda, a Reese’s or even an It’s-It as a treat. I’d already left Cassie once in hopes of getting into the drugstore, but had to abandon the hope of trying to get inside because of the disease ridden creepers hanging around.
My nose wrinkled at the thought of their smell. I hadn’t even been within a block of the drugstore before I’d picked up their reek. Carefully making my way around building after building trying to gain access, I’d had to admit defeat. There were just too many of them. They'd eat anything as long as it was flesh and blood, but they liked humans the best. I thought it might be something about blood calling to blood, but what I thought didn’t matter or help change anything as far as that was concerned. Their smell, along with the threat of becoming their next meal and leaving my best friend to whatever else might find her, was enough to keep me away. 
Her rasping breathing brought me back from my thoughts as I made the decision. Pulling our dwindling supplies of Tylenol out of my backpack, I loaded Cassie up with as much of the painkiller as I thought was safe to keep her quiet while I was gone. 
Pulling the blanket over her one more time, I made my way to the trapdoor that led to the second floor hallway and leant down putting my ear to the floor. Holding my breath so I could hear better, I waited, but no sound came from below. The trapdoor squeaked as I slowly opened it, listening one more time before I let myself down making sure the door was closed securely above me so she was safe.
The air was surprisingly crisp and cool as I made my way silently through the town. I couldn’t help but smile at the scent of the salt it held. Not wanting to take my chances with my slingshot, I had my pistol gripped in my hand, loaded with my last two bullets.
Darting from one building to the next, I kept lifting my nose to the air and taking in deep breaths, checking the air for the creepers telltale scent.  Nothing of their rotten smell came to me. Instead there was another scent, this more like the smell of something burning, that kept washing over me. Shaking my head, I tried to clear the smell out of my sinuses, but couldn’t.
In the beginning, there were some survivors who thought if they burnt the creepers alive in buildings that they could contain the disease. Apparently, they forgot there was no way to put the fires out once they began, so whole towns went up in flames. The fires did nothing to stop the onslaught of the creepers, but they did destroy many potential hiding places for those of us who were working to survive.
Looking up, the sky was clear, with no telltale signs of smoke.
Finally, after what seemed like forever, even though the sun had barely moved, I got to the alleyway across from the drugstore. It was quiet, as in absolutely still, no movement or sound anywhere. The burning smell was cloying here. As I lifted up my shirt collar to cover my nose, I looked up and down the street to see what could be causing it. But, there was nothing as far as I could see.
Shifting my weight back and forth from one foot to the other, I stood as still as I could all the while looking at the drugstore, the street and the air. Just because things were quiet didn’t mean they were safe. Cassie and I had made that incorrect assumption when we came up to the village and its familiar grocery store, just at the edge of town, which was why we were in this situation to begin with. Apparently the winged creature that tried to take us down and left her with such a horrible wound, had made it its mission to stay out of the way and silent until its victims thought it was safe to get into the store, which was when it pounced.
As I stood across from the drugstore looking up at the sky, I wondered for the millionth time why the creature had gone for her and not me. The only reason I could come up with was her blond hair, that even in its current state of greasy unkemptness still shone like gold in the sunlight. Some of the bioengineered flying beasts had their foundations in birds before they were changed. Many of them still acted like birds too. Anything bright and shiny to line their nests with and eat too was undoubtedly a win, win.
Shaking those thoughts out of my head, I tucked my nose further into my shirt and tensed to run out into the open, with my goal being getting through the front doors of the drugstore. I just hoped they weren't locked. If they were I did have a plan B, which was to run around to the back of the building and figure out a way in from there, preferably a way that didn't include making any noise. Silence was golden nowadays because any slight sound could alert nearby creepers to where you were. If they didn’t come, sometimes something worse would.
Shuddering, I took a deep breath tensing my body to move forward when I was yanked back by a strong arm around my chest and a hand covering my mouth. I growled into the hand, but was silenced at the sound of a male voice in my ear.
“Don’t make a sound, they’ll hear you,” was all that the deep voice whispered.
By some instinct I believed the smooth almost lyrical voice even though the owner of it almost held me in a chokehold. Pressed with my back against his chest, I automatically did an inventory of what I could feel. I couldn’t feel any weapons that were a threat to me at the moment. The arm that held me was well fleshed and corded with muscles that you only got if you had access to protein and other foods. Luxuries that most of us who didn’t join with a colony, or worse yet a household, weren’t privy to on a regular basis.
His lips barely moved next to my ear as he muttered something under his breath while a shadow painted itself on the drugstore wall.
“I’m going to step backwards,” he whispered in my ear, making me wonder if he could smell my greasy hair, a thought that was quickly followed by why I would even care.
“Don’t try to get away,” he continued. “Don’t cry out. Don’t trip, you’ll get us killed if you do.”
Immediately, I was pulled quickly backwards with insistent pressure from his arm on my chest and hand on my face. My feet stumbled to keep up as I heard what sounded like feathers rubbing on feathers from somewhere just outside the alley. My veins suddenly ran cold and I broke out in a frigid sweat as I struggled to accept what might be just a few feet away from me.
“Come out, come out wherever you are,” a voice rasped out, making every muscle in my body freeze with terror. The shadow on the drugstore began to move revealing just how large the creature was. Even though I didn’t think it was possible, I froze even tighter as I heard sniffing in the air.
“Fee fi fo fum, I smell the blood of an English…,” another voice sang out the familiar rhyme before stumbling on the last words.
A raspy chuckle bounced down the alley.
“Wrong country,” it said.
Closing my eyes, I willed myself to be silent as the man who held me seemed to stop breathing.
“Yes,” replied the other, a refined clip to the edge of his words. “Let’s try it again. Fee fi fo fum, I smell the blood of an American,” the voice rang out before pausing. “Female, woman,” he drawled out.
My heart took off at racing pace as the realization that they knew I was there sunk in. A heavy thud at the end of the street somehow made it into my mind through the fear that was trying to cloud my ears. A third set of feet walked down the street.
Despite the slight mental fight to the contrary, the realist in me accepted that I knew who these creatures were. They were no pathetic mockup of what was once a bird, or a wolf, or a wasp, or a human, take your pick. They were the ones who made the others what they were. They were the creators with their beautiful faces and bodies, their wings made from what looked like gossamer silk, but were actually made of a substance so much stronger and tougher than anything found on earth.
“This is what we’re going to do,” came the slightest of whispers from the man who held me. “I’m going to let go of you. You’re going to take off at a run behind me while I cover you. When you get to the end of the alley you’ll want to go right, but go left. A small door will be at the base of a house at the end of the street. Go into it. I’ll meet you there. Okay?”
Opening my eyes, my heartbeat steadied out and my lungs settle down into a rhythm at the thought of actually moving and doing something.
“We need to pick her up and take her back,” came the voice of the third. “No messing about.”
Silence dropped into the street at his words.
“If you have to shoot, remember to shoot for the head,” came the murmur at my ear.
Nodding once, I knew that even though I was an excellent shot, a skill that I developed quickly due to the necessity of staying alive, I wasn’t entirely sure that a headshot from a pistol would do the trick.
The only time I saw one of the creators go down was when the military figured out too late why they came to earth in the first place. Helicopters and military vehicles had tried to take one down, succeeding only because they managed to pin it to the ground. It had struggled under a net made of some sort of heavy metal, its 12 feet or more wingspan useless as it tried to get away. It was eventually taken out by a flurry of bullets. It was then that everything had gone dark in every sense of the word.
“I thought you said a girl was here?” A voice growled.
“There is,” rasped the first voice.
“How come I can’t smell her then?”
“I don’t know. She reeked,” was the reply.
My jaw tightened at that, it was one thing to know you smelled bad, but to have it confirmed was quite another.
“Ready?” Whispered the voice in my ear.
I nodded slightly as he carefully released his hold on me, letting me get my feet underneath me.
“Now,” he barked quietly, whirling around and pushing me away from his body as he ran in the opposite direction towards the creators instead of away from them. Bringing my gun up, I settled into the familiar feeling of movement, my ears shedding the cotton wool of fear. Every one of my senses ratcheted up, multiplying in my tightened awareness.
“Hey uglies,” my captor called out as I reached the end of the alley veering to the left as I rounded the corner of the building, and stopping as I saw that the street ended in a dead end in that direction.
I looked to the right where a bank sat across the street and a bakery stood just a few doors down. The bakery door looked slightly open. Somewhere behind me, the sound of the flapping of huge wings rose as the creatures took to the air, apparently ignoring the man who had held me. They were coming straight for me.
“I can smell her now,” one crowed, his voice coming over the top of the building even as I hesitated. Stepping to the right, I knew that if I could get to the bakery I could take cover there. 
A single gunshot pierced the air. The sound ricocheted off the buildings making it impossible to tell exactly where the shot had been fired. My shoulders rounded as I heard the sound of choking above me and a shadow crossed my path. The ground vibrated as one of the creators landed heavily in front of me.
I backpedaled quickly as blood gushed from the wound in his temple, running down the side of his face before landing on his wings. The red spread out over the individual feathers, changing them from a pearl white to a deep crimson.
A hand grabbed my arm, and I was pulled back towards the dead end. I quickly changed direction, my feet keeping pace with my captor as the air behind us filled with the sound of the creator’s wings. The small door lay just where he said it was. He ripped it open and we scrabbled down the steps that led into darkness. As it closed, I saw the feet of the two creators landing next to their fallen comrade before the darkness of the space surrounded us.
The air stilled as we both sat holding our breath. Thudding footsteps coming down the street made the hair on my arms raise. A finger lightly tapped the back of my hand making me flinch and pull away. It followed me, tapping again more insistently this time. My lungs felt like they would explode with the air that I held in them. Tapping my hand a third time, I barely heard him gently release the air from his lungs then take another breath. Realizing he was trying to tell me to breath before I passed out, I carefully did the same. Silently letting the stale air out of my lungs then just as silently taking in another as the dank, dirt smell of the underground room settled in the back of my throat.
The edge of the fear of discovery slid away as the sound of the footsteps grew fainter, only to rear up whenever the steps became more distinct signaling that they were that much closer to where we hid. Scuffling outside the door that suddenly went quiet made my heart race. I tried not to gasp. Again, the soft tapping on my hand told me to breath silently.
In the still air, I heard sniffing followed by a frustrated growl just on the other side of the door.
“We can’t leave him here much longer, they’ll be swarming him soon,” came the voice of one of the creators.
“I know,” said the other. “But, I know she’s here somewhere, it’s just her scent is gone and there’s something more…,” the lyrical voice trailed off. After a moment its owner began to laugh.
“What?”
“It’s him,” came out of the laughter as its owner tried to control it.
“Him?” The first asked becoming even more confused. “But he’s just a, just a…”
“A myth?” Said the creator that I’d finally placed as the third. “A non-existent myth?” The creators’ voice had become deadly serious, so much so that I could almost hear the bitter edge of it held far from the words themselves. “You underlings, all you care for is humans, humans, humans,” he spat out. “There are much more important things at risk, and yet here you are asking me if he is real.”
“Reaper,” the voice exploded into the air so loudly that every muscle in my body froze, not only at the decibel of it but at the raw emotion the word held for this creator. “I will find you, and I will make sure you reap no more.”
The footsteps moved quickly away from the door, until it wasn’t long before we heard wings beating the air as they lifted their fallen companion.
As we sat making sure they didn’t return, the realization of what the creator had said sunk into my mind making its way down into the pit of my stomach and settled their uneasily. The few people that Cassie and I had allowed ourselves to speak to all had the same story about the reaper who walked the earth, no one knew what for, but it didn’t sound good. No one really believed he was real, but no one really wanted to meet up with him just in case. I tried to ignore my nerves as I was possibly sitting in a dark earthen basement with the myth himself. Except he didn’t seem like a myth, he seemed like a man. A man who smelled really good, but a man none the less.
“We have to go,” he said quietly.
I nodded before I caught myself, feeling a little foolish because there was no way he could see me. Moving towards the door, he caught my wrist and pulled me backwards.
“Not that way,” he whispered. “The creepers looking for humans, and the humans looking for angel body parts will be all over the street soon.”
Even as his words dropped softly into the space, I could hear the shuffling of creeper feet. They were drawn to the area because of the noise and the scent of blood that still lay tantalizing in the air. It wasn’t just the creator’s blood they smelled, there were humans trying not to be seen, but were checking to see if anything of the creator had remained. Even a feather from one of their wings was extremely valuable and could be used for trade.
Early on Cassie and I had seen a creator go down for what looked like no reason at all, and within moments humans had set upon him ripping him apart until every last shred of him was gone. Someone had even dug up some of the bloodied ground that had been underneath him to barter with. We had whispered about how he had gone down for days afterwards, but came to no conclusion about it.
“Where’d the people come from?” I asked the man, my mind making a mental inventory of the abandoned town. Cassie and I had been careful not to travel in areas where there were many other people walking around.
“Wherever there’s a carcass the eagles will gather,” was his only response. “Come on.”
He pulled at my wrist with more pressure, making me dig my heels in and pull back towards the door even though I could hear the creepers starting to turn around in circles on the street nearby.
“They’ll catch your scent,” he whispered.
“I don’t even know you,” I spat out.
“Well, let me introduce myself,” his voice dripped with sarcasm across the space that was tense with my resistance.
For some reason this shocked me into stillness.
“You have a name?” I said.
“Yes, I have a name,” he said a chuckle cutting through the space between us. “It’s Chris.”
“I can’t leave my friend,” I whispered.
“Your friend?”
“My friend, she’s the reason why I was trying to get,” I was interrupted by a snuffling sound just outside the door that was quickly followed by a heavy thud of something, a foot or a hand, on the wood that separated us from them.
Chris yanked me forward. I almost fell blindly into him as the floor gave way beneath my feet and I was sliding down a dirt tunnel churning up sharp rocks and the tangy scent of fresh soil as I tried desperately to keep my balance. Chris’ hand on my wrist steadied me, as the downward slope became flat ground. We ran on an underground pathway that smelled vaguely of rum like my grandfather used to drink.
Sweat began to pour off of me, running down my back and into my eyes. My heavy hair come loose from its ponytail sticking to my neck and back as we continued to run, as a stitch began to grow more and more painful in my side. Finally, he began to slow down, his whole body seeming to listen to what could be coming behind us. There was nothing but silence in our wake. The only noise was my deep ragged breaths as I tried to gather enough oxygen in my lungs to get quiet again. He stopped, letting go of my wrist, as I immediately pitched forward my hands landing heavily on my knees as my breathing slowly got under control.
“Run much?” Came the snide voice of my newly minted companion.
“Yes, I’ll have you know,” I snipped back at him. “And I’m a damn good shot too.”
His comment irritated me more than he could imagine because I couldn’t for the life of me figure out why I was so out of breath.
“It’s the moisture in the air,” he said more gently this time.
“What?” I asked with the sinking feeling that I may be sharing space with someone who, although he saved my life, may not be playing with a full deck of cards.
“The reason you’re winded,” came his reply. “Now to figure out where we go up and out from here.”
“What I’d like to know is where here is,” I said finally taking a deep breath, as what he said sunk in. “Don’t you know how to get out of here?”
“Sure,” he said amusement coloring his words. “Just not the exact specifics of it.”
Straightening up, I glared at the black space where he was.
“My friend, my best friend is up in some house up there, and you don’t know where we can get out?”
“Yeah, you mentioned her before, what happened to her?”
“A bioengineered, it looked like a bioraven,” I ground out, as my own thoughts wound their way through the direction we had come and where under the town we might be. Since my breath was caught, and I no longer was racing to keep up with my own body, I realized that we couldn’t have gone that far.
“Not good,” he breathed.
As if I didn't already know that. I could have hit him, if only I could see him.
“This way,” he announced.
“Are you sure?” I asked, taking in a deep breath so my anger at getting myself into this situation didn’t take over.
“Yes,” was his clipped reply. “Keep up.” He tossed over his shoulder as he began to move away.
I pushed myself away from the rough coldness of the dirt wall, chewing on my lower lip to keep myself from mumbling something that was better left unsaid. That was until I tasted the metallic tell of blood, then I just held my lower lip between my teeth. Chewing my lower lip had always been a nervous habit. A habit I learned to control so I wouldn’t draw blood, because the creepers could smell blood from what seemed like a mile away, even if it was just a drop. I couldn't believe that I had just let a couple-plus years of habit training go to waste because of this stranger.
Following his footsteps, I was relieved when I could no longer taste the metal of my own blood. At least I’d found out that if I was underground, the creepers probably wouldn't be able to smell blood because we were still alone walking without another sound either behind us or in front.
My thoughts drifted to Cassie. Worry began to gnaw at the edges of my stomach because her infection had left her helpless in that attic. I hadn’t intended to be gone this long. I knew that if the creepers, or worse yet the creators, got wind of her scent they would do anything to get to her.
The space between Chris and I contracted as he slowed to a stop. I stopped right behind him and began to listen as intently as he seemed to be doing. No sound met our ears, just more of the same long silences that lined the tunnels.
“I think this might be it,” He whispered, his tone as quiet and still as the air around us.
“It was a blue two story house,” I said. 
“We're right below the neighborhood,” he said moving just slightly forward. “I think I know which house you're talking about. But, we want to make sure we go up into a house nearby, that way if there’s undesirables there they won’t know that’s the house we’re after, and she should be safe.”
He said undesirables the same way that people said cockroaches before the creators came. Now since cockroaches were a form of protein people weren’t so derisive of the horrible little insects that not only could survive a nuclear bomb, but looked set to survive the apocalypse as well.


 




Chapter 2
The ground beneath my feet began a slow rise. Chris stopped in front of me, and I blinked realizing that I could actually see his outline. Looking around for the source of the dim light, I saw that he was actually standing in front of a set of concrete steps that led to a door, and it was the slim light from the doors bottom that slightly illuminated where we stood listening intently. I heard nothing above us, not a creak or a slight step to give away the presence of anything.
Taking a breath, I went to say something to him, but he quickly held up his hand before motioning me to bring up my gun.
I wondered if he heard something that I didn’t, and forced myself to focus even more intently on sounds that might be above us, coming up with nothing. Even so, I pulled out my gun feeling my heart rate push up as I did so. My muscles tensed for what might be an instant fight the minute we opened the door. Irritation began to build along with my blood pressure, I hated going into a fight behind someone because it was a good way to get killed. I willed myself to push down the anger that coiled in my stomach and took a deep breath as Chris motioned that we would walk up the stairs and through the door.
Counting the seven steps up, every muscle in my body tensed as I put my feet on each of them. He slowly turned the doorknob and pushed open the door. The scent of clean, musty air free of the creepers disgusting smell and the creators oddly perfumed scent met us as we carefully emerged into a basement. We waited, listening before we took another set of stairs up into a kitchen.
A quick look around in the kitchen we found ourselves in told me that whoever lived here had a thing for blue, antique blue embedded in a country decor. For half a second, I pictured a woman standing at the country sink washing dishes, her arms elbow deep in soapy water and laughing at something her family was talking about as they sat at the nearby oak table. Shaking my head, I cleared my mind of the thought. I couldn't afford to be distracted by what could have been. I needed to be firmly standing in the here and now, which was what kept Cassie and I alive all this time. If one of us looked to be going off the edge into yesterdayland, the other would pull us back and kept us firmly rooted in the survival of today.
I quickly looked out the window framed by blue lacy curtains and saw a shadow dragging itself along the side of the house next door. Chris motioned for me to be still. I stopped, raising my gun just in case the shadow materialized into an actual body. I could tell from the way it moved and the smell seeping in through the open window that it was a creeper. It looked like it was on its own. I knew it was only a matter of time before it picked up our scent, because if I could smell it, it would certainly smell us soon. A siren call that fresh human blood and tasty flesh was sitting just nearby for the taking.
The shadow disappeared as a hand hit the glass of the back door making a thin crack that another hit would split open. The creeper’s face hung in bloody strips on the other side of the glass, its deep yellow eyes oozing pus and other disgusting green liquids as its mouth began to froth over at the idea of a meal just behind the door. Bringing its hand down on the glass again, the window’s crack was deafening as it shattered inward. Immediately the creeper’s hand began to swing wildly back and forth, totally oblivious to the fact that it was cutting itself on the shards of the glass that remained around the window frame. I watched with a horrified fascinating to see if it would, in fact, cut its arm off even as I tried to get a good aim at its head. I didn’t want to waste bullets on other parts of its body that it would barely register. 
It was head shots or no shots with creepers. They still kept coming, even if you shot every appendage off. It never ceased to amaze me that when they were just wandering around, they were as slow as molasses, but when some of them got the scent of a real live human they were lightning quick just like this one had been. Problem was, you never knew which was which until it was right up in your face.
Chris gestured for me to put my gun down as he stepped forward to confront it.
“I’m going to open the door,” he said.
“You’re insane,” I said as I saw my shot. I stepped quickly in front of him sighted the creeper’s forehead and pulled the trigger. The feeling of triumph that never went away no matter how many of them I shot rose up as I saw the neat hole in the middle of its forehead just before it slumped down, its arm hung up on what was left of the window.
We stood in silence for a moment as we listened for the telltale sign of others that might be in the area drawn by the sound, but nothing stirred outside.
“Ever heard the saying, silence is golden?” Chris asked, his face an unreadable mask.
“Of course,” I hissed in response. “But, if creepers need to die, they need to die, and it doesn't sound like there are anymore.”
“It’s not the creepers I’m concerned about,” he said, making his way into the living room where he carefully pulled back the closed curtains and looked up at the sky. I followed him and looked outside too. The street in front of the house was empty, not a creeper or anything else in sight. Not only that, but it was silent, too silent. No birds singing. No animals scurrying around.
I glanced over at the blue house where Cassie was hopefully still safely hidden away in the attic. We stood for long moments looking and listening. Shifting from one foot to the other, I knew there was no way that I could stay still any longer as my friend lay in the house next door.
“It’s been nice knowing you,” I said curtly as I made my way to the back of the house towards the kitchen.
“What?” Chris whipped around, narrowing his gaze as he watched me.
“Thanks for saving me back there,” I tossed over my shoulder. “But, I’m not going to just abandon my friend when everything looks...” my words trailed off as the word ‘okay’ trapped itself in my throat. I stopped mid-stride as I walked into the kitchen and saw that the creeper was gone. Not just slipped down from the perch where its arm had caught on the window frame, but it was gone entirely, along with its smell.
Taking a deep breath through my nose, I tried to figure out if there were other creepers nearby, but their telltale odor of rotten flesh and infected blood was nowhere around. Stepping back with my eyes flicking back and forth between the door and the kitchen window, I was stopped short by a body behind me. I tensed before quickly realizing it was Chris.
“It’s gone,” I whispered.
“That’s what I was afraid of,” he replied in an equally quiet voice.
Pushing me out of the way, he walked quickly through the kitchen and looked out the window, carefully keeping out of eyeshot of anything outside.
“Yeah, it’s gone,” he commented, looking back at me. “I told you there was more to be concerned about than the creepers, even they won’t come around, which should tell you something.”
“Look, I know that okay,” I said. “But, I need to get to my friend.”
“I know that too,” he said. “And that's what we’re trying to do, get to your friend.”
He narrowed his gaze until I began to squirm uncomfortably. A thin line of tension between us began to grow until it expanded, filling the whole room. I began to bite the inside of my left cheek until the telltale taste of metal told me that it had begun to bleed. Finally, I couldn't stand it any longer.
“Okay, I don’t know that too,” I said trying to keep the irritation out of my voice. “I’ve heard rumors of other things, but never actually come across them…” my voice trailed off.
“I kind of figured that out,” he said, glancing outside, “But, thank you for telling me all the same.”
“What is it that the creepers are afraid of besides the creators?” I asked, making my way to stand next to him, leaning carefully forward I looked out the window too. There was nothing but the empty backyard to greet us.
“First don’t call them creators, they don’t create, they make,” he said irritation creeping into his voice.
“Yes, but,” I said.
“Just don’t,” he interrupted me abruptly. “Look, they've made more than just the creepers and the bioanimals.”
My stomach began to churn as his words sunk in, more than the creepers and the bioanimals? As if they weren't enough to contend with on a daily basis as Cassie and I fought for survival, there were now other things that I’d never even heard of to be concerned about too.
“Can they die?” I asked wrapping my hand more tightly around the handle of my gun.
“Yes,” he nodded. “But, it can be tricky to get a good shot. You know how you can just shoot the creepers anywhere in their heads and the bioanimals almost anywhere depending on what they are?”
I nodded because I had learned what he said was true the hard way. Not long afer they appeared, creepers had almost dragged Cassie and I down as we shot at them ineffectively anywhere we could, their stench becoming overwhelming as we gagged and almost passed out from it. It didn’t take us too long to figure out they went down much quicker if they took headshots, or head wounds, from anything that we had handy if bullets were in short supply. We’d used shovels, broom handles and had even gotten lucky with a Swiffer handle straight through one of their eyes once, in order to take them down.
“Well, you’ve got to get these new creatures in the side of the head, in their temples,” he tapped the side of his own head to illustrate then shrugged. “Otherwise no dice, you just irritate them.”
“No dice,” I half whispered as I thought about creatures that could only be killed by shooting them in such a small spot. A thought flashed through my mind. “Does it have to be a bullet?”
Shaking his head no, he shrugged.
“But, it’s best if it is,” he said. “If you’re that close with anything else, one wrong step could…,” he trailed off not saying out loud what could happen, but I was well aware of what he said in that silence.
I looked out the window again, and silence greeted me.
“I’ve got to get to Cassie,” I said.
Without responding he just walked out of the kitchen into the front room. I followed, keeping alert to any sound from the broken window in the kitchen door that was a gaping hole to the outside giving anything and anything access to the house. Briefly I turned around, looking into the kitchen for something to cover the window with, but only saw the kitchen table which was a short fix at best. If I wedged it against the door, it could be pushed in, and if something came at us from the front, I would essentially be closing off our only escape route. So, I left it the way it was hoping that anything that could have been around was too scared to come out when whatever Chris said was out there was out there.
I turned to see Chris carefully looking out the front window in the same stance he was in before. I took in his clean looking jeans, his shining from being clean brown hair that was just long enough that it curled at the base of his neck and his face that looked like it was just an average everyday clean before the end of civilization as we knew it. It was amazing how clean he looked compared to most people we met since everything fell apart. The only thing that gave him away as having actually been out there in survival land was a pair of beat up boots that looked like they had walked more than a few miles. He pursed his lips before turning to me.
“We’ve got to just go for it,” he said. “Let’s go out the back.”
As he walked purposefully across the room towards the kitchen, I turned, took a half step into the kitchen and froze. The back door stood wide open, a shadow darting just to my right into another room.
Chris’ breath whooshed out of him as he grabbed my arm quickly pulling me towards the stairs as another figure enfolded in shadow came through the back door. It was so quick as it drafted after the other that all I caught was a glimpse of was shining metal teeth with wicked points and bloody flesh caught in between.
Running up the stairs faster and more silently than I thought was possible, we settled into a room where we could see anything that crested the steps. Touching my arm to get my attention, Chris slowly tapped his temple before pointing at my gun. I nodded irritation rising that he would think I would forget so easily what he told me about killing these creatures.
Every muscle in my body thrummed with anticipation as we sat, our eyes fixed on the stairs and the things that may be coming up it. A shadow began to make its way carefully up the far wall of the stairway. I took aim at the spot where the head should appear, all the while being careful to aim for the temple instead of the forehead. Before it even got its head over the top stair, I pulled the trigger, firing straight into its temple. It fell back, crashing down the stairs no doubt knocking the other one down as it did so.
Springing up Christ leapt to the top of the stairs firing one shot down. I heard another crash.
“Quick,” he said over his shoulder before leaping down the stairs, and out of sight.
I followed him getting a good look at the creatures as I did my best to avoid stepping on them. Their long bodies were twisted on the stairs as rusty blood ran from their heads. Pulling up my shirt, I covered my nose at the smell of their blood that carried hints of decay and something else that was wholly undefinable but made my gut twist and my lungs hack just trying to get the smell out. Thick white scars ran up and down their grayish skin, and their gums were scarred black where the metal teeth had been forced into them.
I stopped at the bottom of the stairs transfixed at the sight of these two creatures I had never seen anything like before. The creepers were bad enough, but these, these were on a whole other level of horrible.
“Come on,” Chris said pulling my arm and propelling me out through the kitchen and across the yard before I could process what he was doing.
“They’ve just fed on fresh meat, and we need to make sure it wasn’t your friend.”
I stared at him my feet stumbling as what he said sliced its way into my mind, before settling there and kicking me into gear. I began to run towards the blue house. Crashing into the back door, I made my way up the stairs depending on the fact that I couldn’t smell anything except antique wallpaper and stale air to tell me it was safe.
Footsteps right behind me told me Chris was keeping pace with me. I stopped at the upstairs landing quieting myself before tilting my head towards the attic where there were no sounds.
“Where are the stairs?” Chris whispered.
Looking up at the trapdoor in the ceiling that would have normally had a pull string to bring down the attic stairs, I saw with satisfaction that the pull was still deeply embedded in the side of the trapdoor where I had painstakingly wedged it before I left earlier. Motioning to Chris,  I walked into one of the rooms and looked out a window. Seeing nothing, no shadows, no creepers , no creators in the sky, I carefully opened the window and began to shimmy out.
“Close it behind you,” I said as I grasped a hook that had once held decorative flowers and began to haul myself up the side of the house, until I was next to the small round attic window. Pushing it in, I swung myself up. Chris’ head came out of the window below just as I slide into the warm, dark room.
Cassie was just where I left her, sweating on a down sleeping bag with a patchwork quilt covering her. I wrinkled my nose as the sickly-sweet smell of infection mixed with rotting flesh rolled off of her telling me the infection was much worse. Chris landed gently next to me, his eyes glued to my friend.
“Well, that’s one way to get into an attic,” he said as I made my way over to Cassie not liking the pallor of her skin and the dark circles underneath her eyes.
“She’s safe isn’t she?” I snipped at him
“That she is, but not much else,” was his only answer as he walked over to her too.
Pulling back the quilt, I saw instead of the wound drying up as I had hoped, it had continued to ooze making a large wet and bloody spot through her t-shirt, but now the pus was a yellowish green color. A sigh escaped me. I didn’t know what I was going to do. I didn’t have any medicine from the drugstore, which was the whole point of going out in the first place. And, even if I did, there was no guarantee that it would work against something like this. Who knew what was in the talons of that biobird.
“What have you done to it?” Chris’ voice interrupted my frantic thoughts. There was no way I was going to let Cassie die on me, my heart started to thunder dangerously as anxiety squeezed my stomach at the thought of going on without her.
“The best I could,” I snapped at him, immediately irritated by his soft words.
He only nodded at me before digging in his pack.
“Let me see what I can do,” he said taking out a bottle of water.
“I cleaned it.”
“I know,” he said patiently before settling down next to Cassie and wetting the back of her shirt. “Are there any old rags up here?”
Looking into the depths of the attic full of boxes and old furniture, I saw there could be just about anything in its corners and crevices.
“I’ll check,” I said moving away from him, but making sure he was still within eyeshot. I figured that even though he hadn’t hurt me and had even saved my life, he may still be someone who couldn't really be trusted. Nowadays you just never knew what someone would do to lure you in.
Quietly making my way through boxes, I could barely hear him gently talking to Cassie as he continued to pour cool water on her back. I finally found a pile of white doilies that were yellowing around the edges in the bottom drawer of a sideboard.
“Found something you can use,” I said carrying them back as he began to pull the shirt up off of the wound that looked like raw meat.
Cassie moaned as the air hit the wound.
“Open the window,” he said. “She needs some fresh air.”
“What about..,” I trailed off.
“Just do it,” he snapped at me. “Nothing's going to want to eat this.”
I stiffened, then looked down at the sweat running off my friend before making my way to the window and opening it up just a little. A cool breeze blew in bringing with it a welcome tang of saltiness. I breathed in deeply before I made my way back, settling in next to Chris as he used the doily to clean out the wound. Cassie shuddered under his touch as sweat began to pour off of her. He cleaned all the pus and blood out of the wound, before digging into his pack again and pulling out a small metal container. As he opened it, the white ointment inside released the scent of fresh air and green grass. He smeared it down the center of the wound before laying a doily over the top.
“That should hold it for now,” he said, leaning back and stretching his neck. “We’ll see how she does through the night.”
“What is that?” I asked as he put the metal container away.
“Just a salve,” he said evasively not meeting my gaze as he spoke.
We settled back into the semi darkness both sitting on quilts and pillows I had found. The only sound was Cassie’s quiet breathing and the occasional note of the birds outside that became louder as more birds joined in. Chris half smiled.
“Well, according to the birds there’s nothing to fear,” he said, bringing out two bottles of water and few protein bars from his pack, handing me half of his haul. My stomach growled loudly as I took them from him.
“Thanks,” I said as we both became involved with our makeshift meal. I don’t think I’d had two protein bars to myself in what seemed like a lifetime. In fact, before this all went down, I would never had even considered eating two in one sitting because of the calories. Half thinking about how quickly times had changed, I closed my eyes letting the sweet peanutty taste sit on my tongue for a moment before I swallowed.
“You know I still don’t know your name,” he said with a smile, after I had finished my first bar and was well into my second.
“Dani,” I replied around my mouthful, then gulped down a water chaser.
“Dani?” He asked as he took a bite of his bar.
“It’s short for Daniella,” I said. “My cousin couldn't get my name right when he was little so he just started calling me Dani, and it stuck,” I shrugged focusing back on my wrapper that was somehow empty. Crumpling it up into a ball, I set it down next to me and took a deep drink of water.
“Happens,” he said nodding as if he understood. “Sometimes you just end up being called what people are comfortable calling you no matter what your real name is. Want mine?” He held out his second bar to me.
I shook my head starting to feel a little piggish at the way that I wolfed mine down.
“Go on,” he said. “You look like you haven't eaten in a pretty long time, and if there’s one thing I seem to be able to do is find food.”
“Really?” I asked as I reached my hand out. “If that's the case, then I’ll take it off your hands.”
The bird song continued outside as we sat comfortably after we finished. I had stowed the extra protein bar away in my pack, making sure that he wasn’t looking when I did. Even if he did seem to have a knack for finding food, which I wasn’t entirely convinced of, that didn’t mean that we’d be traveling together.
The light outside began to turn to darkness treating us to a riot of colors ranging from pink, to deep blue, then onto black pierced with the light of the stars. Every once in a while, Cassie would take a deep breath and mumble something in her sleep. I checked on her taking note that her temperature seemed to be dropping, while Chris checked on her back reapplying salve when necessary. I wasn’t sure, but it seemed to me that there was less greenish ooze than there was before.
“Why don’t you get some rest?” Chris asked, after we had checked on Cassie and she seemed to be resting comfortably. I shook my head.
“Don’t be stubborn, if I was going to hurt you I already would have, and I would bet that’s it’s been a very long time since you’ve had a good night’s sleep.”
Pressing my lips together, I realized that I couldn't argue with him, but I also couldn’t just lay my head down and sleep peacefully with a stranger guarding Cassie and I.
“Look,” he said more gently. “If it makes you feel more comfortable, just lay down and stay awake, at least then your body’s getting some rest.”
Glancing over at Cassie, I took a deep breath.
“And look, I’ll just stay over next to the window,” he said getting up and walking over to the window. His eyes automatically checking to see what could be lurking around. Chewing on the inside of my cheek, I watched him for a moment taking in the the way he leaned against the wall resting his head and crossing his arms. He glanced up towards the sky.
“Anything out there?” I asked, stretching out my legs then the rest of my body on one of the quilts I had taken from the recesses of the attic. Feeling every vertebrae in my back stretch out and relax one by one, I couldn’t help but smile.
“No,” his voice floated over to me. He hadn’t taken his eyes off the sky. I watched him quietly for a moment as a thought formed in my mind and grew larger the longer I lay there.
“Chris, can I ask you a question?”
“Sure, I just may not answer it.” he replied, taking his eyes off the sky to look at me.
“Why don’t you call the creators, the creators? Why did it bother you so much when I called them that?”
Time seemed to stretch out as he looked at me. Something flickered in his eyes that was gone so quickly that I didn’t quite know if I’d seen the deep emotion that seemed to rise up at the answer. Taking in a deep breath, he looked back at the sky focusing on the stars again as if he was counting them.
“If you don't want too…” my voice trailed off as he waved the sound of my voice away.
“It’s hard to explain,” he said quietly. “It’s just that they don't create anything. They take what was created perfectly, beautifully, wonderfully,” his voice waved and pitched with emotion before it went dangerously low. “And they remake it, turning it into something that it was never intended to be.”
He turned his eyes to me, and I saw the rage that he controlled as the muscles in his neck tensed. He dropped his arms to his side, his hands forming fists. I shrank back at the emotion that rolled off of him. Taking a deep breath, he opened his hands and his body relaxed as he took breath after breath in and out. After what seemed like an eternity he looked up at me, the anger was gone replaced by something else that I couldn't quite figure out.
“They create nothing,” he whispered as he took his eyes off of me to look up through the window. “They make evil.”
I looked out the window too, seeing the bright stars in the deep black sky twinkling above us. I just knew that there was no way they could know what was happening here on earth or else they would do something, right?
--------------
“Get up,” Chris’ harsh whisper was tinged with something that I immediately didn’t like as I rapidly woke up.
Darkness blanketed the attic as I stood up quickly, completely dressed as usual. The last thing you want to do is fumble with your shoes and clothes when you’re woken in the middle of the night and you have to run, or fight, for your life. I swung my pack on my back threading my arms through the straps and settled it on my shoulders in no time flat. Then stood as still as Chris who was a dark shadow in the darkness.
I opened my mouth to ask him what was going on, but then I heard it, a heavy grating noise below the pull-down attic door. Silence followed it, then after a few moments a couple sets of feet that seemed to be tiptoeing as they moved whatever it was under the trap door.
Glancing over at Cassie my stomach sank. She still lay heavily in the quilt nest I had made for her, breathing deeply, her back exposed.  Fear crawled into my mouth settling into the back of my throat that immediately went dry as I tried to figure out what we were going to do. There was no way we could really move her, and I didn’t know how long my wedges would hold the door closed.
Chris moved over to her and began to roll her up in one of the quilts being careful to not touch her back much. I followed quick on his heels seeing her wince in pain in her oblivion.
“There’s no way we can move her,” I whispered.
“We may not have a choice,” he replied. “I’ll carry her, you can follow me.”
“How? They’re on the floor where we need to go,” my jaw tightened in frustration at being entirely trapped. I could have kicked myself. In making sure no one could get in to hurt Cassie, I also ensured that if someone did, then there was no way for us to get out.
“No matter what it looks like, there’s always a way out,” Chris said as he hefted Cassie up. She groaned. “We’ve got another problem to worry about.”
I bristled at his cavalier use of the word ‘we’ but kept my thoughts to myself as he walked towards the window. A tapping sound came from the other side of the attic door as whoever, or whatever, was below continued to try to find a way in.
Chris swung the window wide, balancing Cassie over his shoulder as he did so.
“I’ll go first,” he said. “Then you can follow me. We’ll go up and over the roof, then drop down the other side.”
I wasn’t sure of the plan, but I didn’t have any alternatives. So, I kept quiet even as the door in the middle of the attic began to rattle. Whoever they were had figured out a way to dislodge at least one of my wedges and were working hard to get in.
Just as Chris was about to crawl out the window, a voice cried out from the floor just below us.
“Hey, it looks like there’s another way up there,” a voice called out.
“Where?” Came an answering voice as the rattling stopped.
“Over here, there’s a window. If we can crawl up the side of the house we can get in from the outside,” the voice trailed off as it was joined by the others.
Chris stepped back almost bumping into me. Our eyes met in the scant light that reflected off the moon. If he had said anything it definitely would have been ‘crap’. Then we heard a higher pitched voice causing the look on his face to change.
“Shut her up,” came a male voice. The voice which was obviously a little girls was immediately muffled.
“I can't help it,” came another male voice. “She just doesn't listen.”
“I do listen,” came the little girl’s voice again. “There’s nobody around to hear.”
“Not true,” Chris’ voice dropped down from the window effectively silencing everyone including me.
If looks could kill, mine would have had him in ashes on the floor. He didn’t even glance at me as he leaned towards the window listening to what the others were doing. Slight shuffles and movements told me that they were moving away from the window. This was followed by mumblings and the little girl’s voice again. This time loudly proclaiming, “It sounds like a nice voice.” This comment immediately made Chris smile.
“At least someone can figure things out,” he said teasingly my way.
He moved Cassie carefully to the ground making a move towards the window. I grabbed his arm.
“What are you doing?” I hissed at him as loudly as I dared.
“They’re kids Dani,” he said over his shoulder as he began to climb through. “They’re just kids.”
I tried to push down the anger that gave way to irritation then finally resignation as I watched him climb down to the second floor and disappear into the window below. Listening carefully, I didn’t hear anyone’s footsteps, which meant whoever was down there wasn’t trying to run away.
Cassie began to moan. Carefully I walked over to her making sure she was comfortable as I waited for a noise, any noise, to make its way up from below. As I pushed her hair away from her sweaty forehead a black figure lightly came through the window. Pulling my gun out of the waistband of my jeans I aimed at the intruder. Taking a deep breath, I slowed my heartbeats down in order to pull the trigger between beats, before I realized I recognized his scent. It was Chris.
“Dani,” came Chris’ voice through the darkness. “It’s just me.”
“Yeah, I could tell,” I replied putting my gun back as deafening quiet settled around me.
“Could've fooled me,” he whispered, walking towards the middle of the attic.
“What are you doing?” I whirled around as soon as I realized he was near the attic trapdoor.
“Letting them in Dani,” he said. “We don’t have a choice. They’ve survived this long and there's no way I’ll let them die on my watch.”
“Your watch,” I exclaimed, walking over to him as quickly and silently as I could. “When did they become part of your watch? You’re going to get us all killed.”
He just shook his head as he pulled my wedges out one by one.
“It’ll be okay, just stay close to me and don’t panic,” he said. “They’ll be fine.”
The door dropped down into the darkness below that only revealed the shiny metal top of a ladder where they had been trying to get in earlier.
“Come on up,” Chris said.
A small blond head come up the ladder, followed by a white face with big blue eyes and a scattering of freckles over an upturned nose. Chris reached down and pulled the little girl up, settling her down next to him as a boy about the same age made his way up next. They were followed by two older boys. Although they had dark hair, they had the same heart-shaped faces as the other two, revealing that they were related.
Pulling the attic closed behind them, Chris put my wedges back in place before gesturing to the children to walk towards the window. The little girl stopped when she saw Cassie rolled up in her blanket, her eyes going wide with terror.
“It’s okay,” Chris said. “She’s sick but not with the creeping sickness. We’ve been trying to get her better, but are running out of medicine.”
The little girl nodded and I looked more closely at them all. The two younger ones looked to be about 8, while the two older boys looked to be around my age. They looked over at me warily as I crossed my arms and watched them.
“I’m Chris, this is Dani and that is Cassie,” Chris said gesturing to each of us in turn. I could feel my heart pump even faster than it already had been I was so irritated that he told these strangers our names even if they were just kids. In this world we found ourselves in just because kids were young didn't mean they weren't just as dangerous as anyone else. Cassie and I found this out the hard way because of her soft heart towards little ones. This soft heartedness of adults for children was something little creepers seemed to have figured out when they were early on in the disease waiting for unsuspecting adults to pick them up or hug them in order to get a free meal.
Apparently from the expressions on their faces, these kids were just as shocked as I was that Chris was so free with our names. They stared at us for a few moments in silence, not quite knowing what to do. The younger boy began to balance his weight from one foot to another as he waited for one of his companions to speak.
“Well, you know our names what about yours?” I was surprised to hear my own voice come softly out of my throat heavy with distrust.
They all looked at me again. From the looks on their faces I saw that I went up a few notches on their threat meter as they took in my expression, and at least two of my weapons that I never bothered to hide.
“If we tell you, you but you have to promise not to laugh,” said the little girl flipping her hair behind her shoulder as if she didn’t really care what we thought, but needed to toss out the disclaimer anyway.
Watching her stand with a slight look of defiance on her face as the boys began to squirm, I couldn't help but wonder what kind of names they had to cause such a reaction when they hadn't even said them yet.
“We promise,” Chris said.
I almost tossed out a “speak for yourself” at him but stopped myself because my curiosity was peaked at what these kids had to say.
One of the older boys stepped forward slightly.
“My name is Carlisle, this is my brother Edward,” he said pointing to the boy who looked to be a year or two younger than him. “This is my younger brother Jasper and this, this is our Rosalie.”
I stood stock still trying not to laugh at the names that spoke of a different era and time.
“You promised not to laugh,” Rosalie said, pointedly looking at me.
“That we did,” Chris said, smiling broadly at all of them in turn. “It’s just those names….’
“Yeah we know,” Carlisle said. “Our mom had a thing with Twilight.” He shrugged, “And my dad didn’t really care what we were called as long as we were all healthy, at least that’s what he said.”
“And that’s the truth,” Rosalie said emphatically.
Chris smiled at all of them. “You hungry?”
“No,” Carlisle said at the same time that Rosalie and Jasper said, “Yes.”
The older boy sighed before glaring at them.
“It’s okay,” I said. “We don’t have much but you’re welcome to it.”
I pulled open my bag not quite believing that I was offering the only protein bars I had, as Chris went to get whatever he had out of his bag. Soon, the very quiet sound of chewing ensued as they tore into their bars as if they hadn’t eaten in days, and by the looks of them I doubted they did.
Just as they were finishing, a creak from two floors below made us all go still.
“They’re here,” Chris said, his words falling quickly and hitting the attic floor.
I didn’t even wait to ask who because the smell hit me from below. Whatever had held the creepers off until now was gone because from the sound of things they were on the first floor. It wouldn't be too much time before they made their way up the stairs drawn by the scent of our all too human body and tasty brains.
Chris picked up Cassie and told the others what he had told me. Up and over the roof, except this time we had to figure out how many creepers were down there before we dropped.
The moaning and scrabbling of the creepers got closer as the kids made their way out the window. I could barely hear them on the roof as I scrambled out the window myself, squinting down to see how many creepers we were dealing with. Their sickly dead kind of like skunk mixed with rancid beef smell wafted up as I looked over the edge of the roof hoping they didn’t catch sight or smell of me. A handful staggered around looking for ways into the house, with some of them just crawling over others who had fallen down trying to get inside.
As I watched, one took a step back and looked up. At just that moment the moon decided to come out from behind the cloud cover it was hiding behind, and the creeper met my gaze. Its red eyes told me that it was well into the disease the Creator Angels had planted there, but there was something else too. Something that made my skin crawl as I watched it. Looking straight at me, its mouth twisted into a grimace that looked a lot like a smile, and it raised its arm pointing up at me, then back to itself even as more than one of its fingers looked like they would fall off at any moment.
My stomach churned as I yanked myself back from the edge away from the red eyes that watched me with something like amusement down below. My mind struggled to comprehend what I had just seen. Every other creeper I had encountered was a thoughtless, mindless thing intent on one thing. Eating. And, it didn’t matter if it had just eaten, it still wanted to eat, but that one down below spoke of something else, a difference in them, that could only mean one thing. They were becoming able to use their minds once again, if only to target those who they would prefer to eat. And, there was no doubt, that one below, preferred to eat me.
Reaching for my gun, I didn’t even realize my hand was shaking until I pulled it from my waistband. The cool metal calmed me, somehow making me feel better about what was below.
Chris swung up onto the roof carrying Cassie. He set her on the rooftop and walked over to me.
“What’s it looking like?” He asked as the others drew closer to us wondering how exactly we were going to get out of this.
“It’s your plan,” I snapped back, rereminding myself that I was going to get Cassie and myself away from this little group as soon as she was better.
His eyes narrowed as he looked at me, before he made his way over to the roof’s edge. Looking down at the clamoring throng below that was beginning to make a lot of racket, which meant they would attract more, he shrugged his shoulders and walked back to us. His eyes taking in the night sky as he did so.
“Below and above,” he said with a slight smile as we heard the creepers breaking things in the house in their haste to get to us. “So far we’re safe, but not for long.” Chris was still looking up in the sky.
My eyes followed his and my stomach clenched as I realized that we might actually have a better chance of survival on the ground. Up on this roof we were sitting ducks for whatever flew by, friend or foe, and there were a lot more foes out there than friends.
“There’s a station wagon in the garage two houses down,” I said. “If we can get to it we can get out of here.”.
“Keys? Gas?” Chris asked looking at me as if he couldn't actually believe what had come out of my mouth.
I nodded pointing.
“In that grayish house, over there.”
A crash in one of the rooms on what sounded like the second floor told me that the creepers were trying to figure out how to get up to the next level of the house. I hoped beyond hope that there were no back stairs up to the attic that I somehow missed in my rushed attempt to seal off what looked like the main access through the pulldown stairs. Of course, if those by any chance dropped down, then they’d be one floor closer to us. I pushed down the thought that if there was more like that one that pointed at me, then we might be in more trouble than usual.
“How is it that you didn’t mention this before?” Chris grumbled at me as he gauged the distance between where we were on the roof, and how we could get to that garage.
The creepers were gathering in even greater numbers below us. The racket they were making was drawing even more to the area. I could see shuffling figures moving towards the house in the distance. If we didn’t make a move quickly, we’d be doomed because they would rip the house apart board by board to get to us.
I shrugged not wanting him to know that the station wagon was my backup plan to get Cassie and I out of here alive. If she woke up that is. I still wasn’t entirely sure about staying with him and the orphans he had gathered, but now I’d all but sealed our fate with theirs. In the short term, anyway.
He turned his back on me shaking his head and taking on the task at hand. Pulling a rope out of his pack, he wound it around each of his hands and pulled it tight before tying a lasso in one end, then the other.
“Good plan,” Carlisle said immediately seeming to understand what Chris was doing as he and his siblings watched.
I wasn’t so sure.
“We’re going to just have to jump from roof to roof until we get to that house,” Chris said as he wound up the rope to throw it to the next house. Releasing it, the rope snaked its way over the creepers’ heads and my stomach clenched as I thought of what might happen if the rope actually dropped in the middle of them. Even though for the most part they had nothing going on in their brains except the rampant desire to eat more brains, you just never knew what they would actually pay attention to. To them, the rope may look like a way to get a meal delivered to them from the sky. One they would be only to happy to scarf down immediately.
The rope found its mark, wrapping tightly around the chimney. All of us let our breaths at once. I didn’t even realize that we had all been so intent on the rope that none of us so much as breathed while Chris threw it over. Rosalie looked over at me, and smiled carefully as if she noticed it too.
“Take this,” Chris handed me a short rope as he secured the other side of the rope to the chimney of the roof we were standing on. “This is what we’re going to do,” he said. “I want you four to go over first,” he pointed at Carlisle, Edward, Jasper and Rosalie. “Then I’m going to come over with Cassie and,”
“Roslie can’t go on her own,” Carlisle interrupted him. “l’ll take her over with me.”
Chris stopped and really looked at him, sizing him up. “You’re sure you can do that?”
“I’m sure,” Carlisle replied emphatically.
“Alright, you first then,” Chris took the short rope from me and handed it over to the teenager. “When you get over there make sure the rope holds for the rest of us, then take this secure it on the chimney and make the hop to the next house. We’ll meet you on that second roof,” Chris said handing Carlisle another length of rope that the lanky teenager promptly put on his shoulder.
“Will do.”
Rosalie hopped onto Carlisle back as if she’d done this type of thing a million times before. Wrapping her skinny arms around his neck and her little legs around his waist. “Okay?” He asked her as he got ready to jump. She nodded hiding her face in his shoulder.
Chris motioned for me to hold the end of the rope near the chimney just in case there was slack. Carlisle jumped off causing the rope to go taut, not much later we heard him land softly on the other side. He waved at us before moving to the other side of the chimney Rosalie's little shape right behind him.
I peeked over the edge of the roof, letting out a sigh of relief that none of the creepers had figured out what was going on over their heads.
Edward went over next, then little Jasper who insisted he could go on his own.
“You next,” Chris said looking at me while tipping his head down as if listening intently to the moans and groans coming from below us.
“I thought you said you’d be next?”
“Plans have changed,” was his simple answer as he held out a piece of rope to me.
“That your last one?” I asked realizing that there were no other pieces of rope around.
He nodded. In confusion, I looked at Cassie and then back at him.
“How are you going to get across?” I asked.
“I’ll make it across and believe me when I say Cassie will too.”
“I don’t know if I believe you,” I said immediately wondering how I could get Cassie and I out of this situation. I came up with nothing.
“You don’t have much of a choice,” he pointed out. “Now go, they're about to figure out how to get up into the attic.” No sooner had he said those words and there was a thud just below us.
“Now,” Chris shoved me towards the edge, made sure my rope and hands were well placed and pushed me off before I even realized what was happening. My stomach turned as the stink of the creepers rose up over me, and I prayed the rope held. I told myself not to look down but couldn't help it, there was more than a crowd of them ripping through each other and the doorways of the house. They’d smashed all the windows under their weight and pulled off the doorframes, losing arms and legs that lay around abandoned in the process. Thankfully, I didn’t see the one who had pointed at me.
My legs jarred on the rooftop as I landed a little more heavily than I would have liked. I no more than stood up when Chris and Cassie landed next to me. He rolled Cassie over to me, and I grabbed her as he pulled a knife from his boot quickly sawing off the rope before throwing it back to the roof we’d come from. Just as it landed a skeletal hand shot up through the roof tiles quickly followed by a head, its face peeling off as it forced its way through. Its eyes registered confusion as it looked around not seeing what it had come for.
Confusion? I couldn't believe what I was seeing. What was happening to the creepers?
“Come on,” Chris said, pulling me towards the other side of the roof, even as other creepers were dragging themselves up through the hole on the roof across from us.
The others had made it to the final roof safely and were patiently waiting for us to make our way across. Carlisle gave us a double thumbs up letting us know the rope was secured on his side. Chris grabbed me just as I happened to look up at the chimney behind us and saw the rope had caught on  the metal flashing and was beginning to fray.
“Chris,” I began.
“No time,” he said pulling me off the roof and all but throwing me and my scant piece of rope off the edge. I slid over to the other side with no issues, landing carefully and pulling on the rope that seemed to go on forever in my hand before I realized it was dropping over the edge.
“Oh crap,” Carlisle swore softly.
“No swearing,” Rosalie said.
“She’s right,” was my only comment as I rushed to the side of the rooftop to see Chris and Cassie in a heap on the ground. Chris was beginning to move, slowly pulling himself up and dragging Cassie up over his shoulder. He looked up at me. I could smell the tangy irony scent of his blood before I saw it rushing from his forehead falling freely into one eye. He gestured for me to go to the garage. My mouth went dry as I watched him limp his way over to the house. With all that free flowing blood, the creepers were sure to smell them. I could see a couple starting to amble over out of the corner of my eye.
“Come on,” I tossed over my shoulder as I made my way down the drainpipe to the second floor breaking a window and sliding through to get into the quiet, too quiet house. The others slid in behind me as I made my way down the stairs drawing my gun prepared to shoot at anything that moved.
“Get to the garage,” I whispered as we made our way onto the first level. Four sets of footsteps ran off as I tried to figure out where Chris could be outside. The creepers were moving in and I needed to make sure I got him inside before they got to him and Cassie. A dull thump on one of the windows told me it was already too late, at least one creeper was out there. I gritted my teeth and took a deep breath, where there was one there were more to follow.
Running to the back of the house with my gun raised, I glanced at the back door just as one of them came around the corner. Putting a bullet in its head, I watched until it had fallen to the ground before turning my back on it to see Chris coming in my direction heading for the door.
“Hurry,” I called opening the door and taking a quick step outside as I took out another creeper not far behind him.
He rushed into the house and I followed, slamming the door closed so hard the window rattled just as hand hit it from the other side leaving a bloody handprint in its wake. A set of hungry eyes oozing black pus stared back at me before it raised its hand again trying to break the window.
I jumped back and made my way to the kitchen where the others were gathered. Jasper and Edward were scavenging what they could from the cupboards, while Carlisle and Rosalie held the door to the garage open, their arms full of blankets and pillowcases of whatever they could grab. I was shocked at their quickness and efficiency.
“Come on, they know we’re here, they could smell her blood,” Chris called out as he rushed past them into the garage, throwing open the back of the station wagon and laying Cassie inside.
“Yeah, we figured that out,” Carlisle said following him into the garage and putting the quilts and bags around Cassie.
“The rhythmic thumping on the windows and walls is usually the biggest clue,” Edward said, bringing his own haul into the car, and settling himself in the back. Rosalie slide in next to him and Jasper piled in next to her.
“Where are the keys?” Chris called out from the driver’s seat.
“Just under the front,” I said, watching as the garage door began to buckle with the weight of all the hands banging against it.
“You know how to shoot?” Chris asked Carlisle.
“Both of us do,” Edward answered before Carlisle could open his mouth.
“Okay, then here’s what you need to do,” Chris glanced at the garage door wiping blood out of his eye with his sleeve. “There are a couple of guns in my pack, I want you to get them out and get ready. Someone’s going to have to manually push the door open and shoot anything that moves.”
“That would be me,” Edward said. “I don’t miss.”
“Neither do I,” I said wondering who in the world these kids were.
“I need you in the car covering him,” Chris said glancing over at me. “You too,” he said to Carlisle.
Edward jumped out of the car as the rest of us jumped in. He stood at the side of the garage door at the ready, as Carlisle and I rolled down our windows enough to be able to shoot anything that got too close to him.
Ramming the keys into the ignition Chris turned the key and nothing happened. The engine was totally silent. An equal silence fell into the car amongst the pounding of hands on the garage door as we all sat in disbelief.
“I thought you said it worked,” Chris growled looking over at me his hand still on the keys.
“It did,” I whispered.
“Come on,” Edward called out. “This isn’t going to hold for much longer.”
We all looked back at the garage door that was starting to bend under the weight that pushed on it. The low moans were starting to get on my nerves, while my heart began to race.
“Come on,” Chris whispered as he thumped his hand on the dashboard.
Taking a deep breath, he took the key out of the ignition, closed his eyes and looked like he was praying. I didn’t know who too, but I just hoped there was someone, somewhere who was listening. Although in this world, I highly doubted it.
“Come on,” Edward called out again. He disappeared from view as he bent down to pull the door up as soon as he could.
Looking out the windshield, Chris carefully put the keys back in the ignition, slowly turning them unti they clicked into place and the engine roared to life. 
I let out a sigh of relief when the engine continued to rumble proving it was alive.
“Roll it up,” Chris yelled to Edward who flew into action pulling up the door. A wave of creepers pushed forward as he jumped on top of the car with a spray of bullets.
“Head shots, head shots,” I yelled up at him. I began shooting as soon as Chris jammed his foot hard on the accelerator pushing it into the floorboard. The station wagon responded without hesitation, it pushed at the crowd of creepers crawling over the ones that fell underneath its back tires, using them to gain purchase and roll further out.
A creeper came into my line of sight making its way next to the car and crouching as it did so, just as Carlisle started shooting. Edward screamed like a banshee the sound reverberating through the car mkaing us all sink a little lower in our seats at the sheer intensity of it. Gritting my teeth I aimed at the nearest creeper, feeling satisfaction as the creeper’s head jerked back from the shot between its eyes. My nerves instantly melted away as I began to take aim as it was replaced by another and another. Chris pushed the straining vehicle further back into the horde.
Blackish blood splattered on the windows of the car making it almost impossible to see out the back, but the creepers were pushing against us inadvertently using their weight to push the station wagon back into the garage. Chris muttered under his breath as he let off the accelerator slightly then rammed it back down again. The car lurched back over even more of the creepers as their bones broke and crunched under the tires.
Pulling the collar of my shirt up over my nose to try to cut the foul smell of them, I picked off every one of them that tried to get to Edward from my side of the car.
Rosalie and Jasper huddled in the middle of the back seat as hands smacked down on the windows of the car around them. I could see them furtively sneaking peeks from underneath their arms where they tucked their heads in an effort to not see what was happening. A half smile twisted on my face, I could understand where they were coming from, caught between the need to get away from it all, but wanting to see what was happening anyway.
As the nose of the station wagon finally cleared the garage, I saw there was more than just the ones that lay strewn around the car. From as far as I could see there were others coming, drawn by the noise and the scent of fresh blood whether it be ours, or that of the others who were infected I wasn’t sure.
Chris saw them just as soon as I did.
“We’ve got to get out of here faster,” Edward called out hitting another one between the eyes, watching as it tipped slowly backwards losing its arms in the process.
“Sorry, I thought that’s what I was doing,” Chris replied, yanking the gearshift into drive just as soon as he could.
As he pushed the car, forward and back in a strange version of a 3-point turn I couldn’t help but remember Cassie making fun of me and how I always turned a 3-point turn into a 20-point turn, as she put it.
Coming back into the present I shot a creeper who was dangerously close to car, only to have it replaced by another that had been behind it. The creeper lunged for the space at the top of my window reaching in with her hand as I pushed back. Strips of flesh hung from the fingers as it clawed at me, its mouth not far behind. Gripping the window, it began to rock it back and forth bending it until I was sure it would shatter at any time, letting it and its gaping mouth in at me.
Bringing my gun up I took aim and froze. As it rocked the window back and forth, it looked at me and tried to wink with its half an eyelid. I could feel my own eyes widen in response. 
“Shoot it,” Rosalie cried from the back.
Bringing up the gun again, I realized the creeper was a female, a woman who by the looks of her tattered clothes and gold hoop earrings that somehow still clung to her ears had a pretty nice life before. Her hand continued to reach for me as I realized she was the one. The one who had pointed at me while I was on the roof. My stomach clenched as I realized she wasn’t in the space right here next to me with just a thin sheet of glass separating us on accident, somehow she had planned it.
The car continued to go forward and back as Chris gained purchase to drive away and I could hear Edward still yelling as he bashed the heads of the creepers with the butt of his rifle. But, the noise fell away as I continued to stare at her as she clung to the window, the reality of what, or who, she could be settling into my bones as horror bloomed pumping fear into my veins. Her fingers with their blackened fingernails at their tips that still had red nail polish on them whipped out and scratched my neck. The pain of her nails digging into my flesh brought me back into the moment.
Suddenly the window began to go up and down hitting the wrist and arm of the creeper as it tried to fit its head into the window. Chris was controlling it from his side as well as trying to drive the car.
“Shoot it,” he yelled in my ear.
I hesitated grabbing at my neck where blood began to run into my collar. The creepers, smelling the fresh blood, became even more agitated, and none more so than the one trying to get in at me.
As the window went up yet again, something from the back seat came flying forward at just the right angle, cutting the creepers forearm from the rest of her body. The window closed with a thunk as she looked at me rage on her face before she lunged, crashing through the glass mouth first and taking ahold of my neck with her teeth. They sunk into the soft flesh each tooth seeming to move in a grinding motion all its own as she bore down on me, pain radiating down the side of my neck into my arm.
“Oh crap,” Carlisle yelled dislodging the creeper with the butt of his rifle as the pain gained purchase in my body traveling like fire through my limbs and my hands began to twitch. “Did it break her flesh? Did it bite her? Oh shit, it bit her?” He yelled.
“She turning,” screamed Rosalie.
“No,” I heard Chris’ voice growl through a fog of pain and insatiable hunger both competing for my attention. Every heart in the car pumped blood that I could hear, their blood smelled sweet making water rush into my mouth as my jaw began to grind my teeth together of its own volition. I clamped my mouth down hard willing myself to fight, to ignore the fire in my veins and the hunger in every cell of my body knowing that I would lose the battle soon.
Suddenly my nose was filled with the scent of fresh blood. I turned towards it blindly still keeping a tight grip on mouth as the screaming continued around me. A pair of hands held my head still keeping my jaw closed as I felt something wet press against the bite on my neck. , the fire began to cool at my neck before traveling through the rest of my body, cooling the heat and satiating the hunger.
Leaning back the world tried to blacken, titling dangerously as I fought to remain conscious. Hands continued to hold my head as the car cleared the garage. Chris threw it in drive screeching towards the front lawn and bouncing towards the road, running over creepers and pushing them out of the way at the same time. I could hear Edward coming down hard on the roof every time we hit a bump. Somehow through my haze, I was reassured that he was still there.
A knock on Carlisle's window broke the silence in the car as we cleared the rest of the creepers and Chris headed towards the edge of town. Edward came into the station wagon feet first, settling in the back seat next to his siblings. The hands, which I realized were Carlisle’s, released me as I took a deep stabilizing breath and tried not to look at the stinking mess that was on the seat next to me.
No one said a word. They just looked at me.
“She’s fine,” Chris growled at the others before turning to me. “You need to throw it out the window. It stinks.”
Sighing, I carefully picked the hand and arm up so it wouldn't fall apart, and saw something glitter on one of its fingers. Looking more closely, I took in a sharp breath.
There on the ring finger, was a golden ring with diamonds and a pink pearl set in a familiar swirl belonging to my Aunt Fiona. Cassie and I had been trying to find her when we came to this small seaside town where she had lived for years. Not long after the infection took hold she had gotten through to my voicemail and told me it was safe.
Tears welled up under my eyelids as I remembered that message, and how relieved I had been. That was followed by another memory. I always told her how much I loved her ring that swirled like the ocean complete with diamonds and pearls. She would let me wear it, and I would admire its glitter and sparkle on my finger. Her voice floated in my memory, as I sat there holding her destroyed hand, “I’ll make sure you have it when I’m gone,” she said.
Careful not to pull her fingers off her hand, I took the ring off and threw the rest of it out the window. I turned the ring over in my hands as the reality of what had happened settled through me. Soon, I found myself buffing it off on my clothing as well as I could before I slid it on my finger. Lacing my fingers together on my lap, I looked out the window at the ocean that was passing by far too slowly for my racing mind.


 




Chapter 3
“You better be careful or you’re going to end up without a finger,” Chris glanced over at me as I continued to twist the ring in circles around my finger.
Stopping, I let the warmth of the pink pearl graze my palm before I moved my hands apart.
“You want to talk about it?”
Glancing back, I saw that Rosalie and Jasper were asleep, leaning on each other looking for all the world as if nothing was remotely wrong with this world we found ourselves in. Edward and Carlisle looked out their own windows lost in thought.
I shook my head no, “Maybe later.”
Chris nodded.
I took a good long look at him not even caring if he could see me or not. Dark circles sat under his eyes, the area around his mouth was slightly paler than the rest of his face. Dried blood and grime was ground into his t-shirt that read, “Die to Live Free.” I don’t know how I didn’t notice what his t-shirt said before. I could feel my brain trying to rearrange the words in my mind to the more familiar phrase, but faced with the reality of what was actually written there, it wasn’t doing a very good job.
“Is that what your shirt really says?” I asked leaning over to try and see if there were words on the other side of him.
Glancing down he half smiled, looked over and just nodded.
“Not live free or die? Just die to live free?”
“Yep, that’s what it says,” he glanced at the fuel gauge which was a lot lower than when we started out. “Don’t you think it’s odd that we haven't encountered any cars?”
I followed his gaze out the windshield and realized he was right. There were no cars abandoned in the middle of the road or even on the side of the road, which was definitely not something that any of us were used to. Cars were great for providing cover from whatever could fly or even a quick climb through when creepers were coming for you. They never seemed to figure out how you got to the other side of the car. I couldn't count how many times Cassie and I had actually gotten away from a creeper or two by just diving into a parked car, slamming the door behind us then crawling out the other side and running as fast as we could, while the creepers continued to banging on the window of the car trying to figure out where we had gone. Usually by the time they figured out we were no longer in the car, we were far enough away that they couldn't catch us, or we had enough time to take them down from a safe distance. We usually took them down just to be safe, but if we didn't have ammo, then we just ran.
The silence in the car told me that both Edward and Carlisle were listening.
“It’s kind of weird,” Edward said. “I’ve been noticing how clear the woods are. Birds are actually singing out there.”
“Yeah, I’ve noticed that too,” Chris said.
“It gets creepy quiet when the zombies are around,” Edward continued.
“So, the question is what cleared the road and is it keeping the woods clear too?” Carlisle joined the conversation.
I felt myself begin to twist the ring around my finger again, flipping the pearl first down and then back up.
“Not what,” I said. “Who.”
“We may just be about to find out,” Chris said pointing a finger at a black dot that sat in the middle of the road on the horizon.
As we got closer we saw that is was a sparkling clean black Suburban. Four men in fatigues stood in front of it, loosely holding guns in their hands.
“Give me your ring,” Chris said holding out his hand carefully so it was below the dashboard as we drove closer.
“What?” Reflexively I curled my hands in on themselves protecting it.
“If you want to keep that ring, and want to keep it safe, which I assume you do because it seems to mean something to you, you need to hand it to me now,” his voice didn’t leave room for an argument.
Looking through the front window at the men I made a split-second decision to trust Chris. I pulled the ring off my finger and handed it to him. He took it quickly from me, squirreling it away somewhere on his person before throwing the station wagon into park. Silence descended in the car as Chris looked over at the rest of us.
“You all need to stay here,” he said before pushing open the door. The men began to walk on either side of the car with military precision raising their guns as they did so.
“Stay in the car,” one of the men barked.
Chris slid back into the car, but left the door slightly open.
“Turn off the engine,” the man closest to Chris said.
“Well, that’s slightly problematic,” Chris replied in a friendly tone all the while keeping his hands on the steering wheel. “If I turn it off, I may not get it back on.”
“Turn it off anyway,” the man said.
Shrugging Chris turned the key and the station wagon seemed to sag under the weight of the silence. I wondered if it would ever start again.
“Now, get out of the car very slowly and no one inside do anything, don’t move a muscle or say a word.” He looked at each of us in turn before turning his full attention back to Chris.
The other men had planted themselves next to every window of the car, pointing their guns inside. From the looks of them I had no doubt that if any of us did move, they wouldn’t hesitate to shoot. I glanced at the man standing next to my windowless window and stiffened when I saw his lips curve into a slight smile as he nodded at me slightly. Taking in a deep breath and summoning up the coolest glance I could I looked right back at him. He continued to stare at me his slight smile turned into a full grin. He turned to the man who was standing next to Edward’s window.
“This one’s an ice queen,” he said laughing as he gestured at me.
“Shut up Robert and pay attention,” his companion said, not even glancing at him.
Robert looked back at me and shrugged.
I didn’t much like looking down the barrel of a gun, but there wasn't much I could do. Chris had walked to the front of the station wagon with the man who appeared to be the spokesman for the group. They were talking intently to each other, but try I might I couldn't figure out what they were saying. Sensing everyone in the car straining to see too, I wondered if they could figure out what was being said better than I could.
Movement and hitching sobs from the backseat made me whirl around. Rosalie was sitting with her head in her hands crying with abandon, her shoulders moving up and down frantically as Carlisle put his arms around her whispering to her that it would be okay.
Instinctively I reached back to put my hand on her head to try and comfort her when I heard the door open behind me. A hand grabbed the back of my shirts, as Robert dragged me backwards until I hit the hard asphalt. The impact jarred my spine as I scrambled to try and stand up hitting my head on the metal of the door behind me as Edward was pulled out and thrown onto the road face first.
“Don’t,” Robert said through gritted teeth as he pushed me back down with his black boot.
Rosalie began to wail even louder as Carlisle was ripped from her.
“What’re you doing?” Chris said barely keeping the note of anger out of his voice. “I told you we’re just traveling through.”
“Yes, I heard you,” the man who spoke to him turned to others. “Is this really how we want to treat our guests?” He asked them a smile curling up his mouth while his icy blue eyes stayed frigid.
“Sorry boss,” Robert said. “We weren’t sure if they’re guests or not.”
The boss looked at the sky before glancing towards the woods, then shrugged.
“They’re guests until I say otherwise,” he commented.
The way he was looking at the sky made my stomach drop. I scanned the sky too, but it was just as clear as it had been the whole drive up the coast.
“Looking for something Paul?” Chris asked, his eyes narrowing as he watched the boss who apparently he had gotten on a first name basis with fast.
“We need to roll up and out,” was Paul’s only response.
The others moved into action, yanking the rest of us up and forcing us into the Suburban and another one that was hidden behind it. They split us up so Rosalie, Carlisle and I rode in one SUV, while Chris, Edward and Jasper were in the other.
I rubbed the back of my head as I heard Paul tell the others to put Cassie in the back of our Suburban. Robert brought her around as the hatchback was opened. I twisted around to see how she was, surprised to see how gently Robert carried her and laid her down in the back.
His eyes met mine.
“We may be able to help her,” he said as he closed the hatchback, leaving me in confusion as to how quickly he figured out what may have happened to her and trying to figure out why he would help.
The station wagon was hitched up to yet another vehicle, a tow truck that pulled out of the woods as they started up the vehicles waiting until it was totally hitched up and ready to go before moving forward.
“Prepared,” Carlisle commented, as I couldn't help but nod in agreement. They did seem to be prepared. Almost too prepared, like they’d done this many times before.
The interior was thick with silence that was only broken when Cassie would murmur in pain. I turned around to look at her again, seeing that she seemed to be looking a little better even after the fall and the long drive. I wondered what the salve Chris put on her wounds was made of because it seemed to be working.
Little fingers touched the back of my head making me whirl around and grab the wrist they were attached to only to find Rosalie's eyes round with surprise staring back at me. I gently released my hold on her as she continued to stare.
“Sorry,” Carlisle whispered. “We keep telling her not to touch any of us without telling us first.” He shrugged apologetically.
“No, I’m sorry,” I patted her hand. “I didn’t mean to scare you, it’s just….” my voice trailed off. How do you tell someone that if you don't react that way you could be dead at any minute?
“You have an egg,” Rosalie's voice came out not much louder than a vapor.
“An egg?” I reached up to the back of my head and felt what she was talking about. Somehow underneath all the dirt, grime and dried creeper blood that was intertwined in my hair, she had seen the swelling on the back of my head, which did seem to be about the size of an egg.
“If I put my hand on it and push it, it will go away,” she said with a little more substance to her voice.
Robert’s eyes looked at us with interest from the rearview mirror.
Carlisle glanced up at the driver’s seat worry creasing the sides of his mouth. He patted Rosalie’s hand carefully to not draw attention to us.
“Oh Rosalie,” he said beginning to laugh. “You have such a vivid imagination.”
“No I don’t,” she replied irritation coloring her voice. “You know…,”
“Rosalie,” I said cutting her off and glanced towards the front myself. “You know what Carlisle said about making up stories, I know you want to help my egg, but….,” I shrugged my shoulders and smiled at her.
“What do you know…,” she began when Carlisle ground his foot onto her foot keeping his face like stone as he tried to get her to be quiet.
Rosalie pushed back against the seat seeming to take in her surroundings for the first time. Glancing up at the driver’s seat, she narrowed her eyes as she saw how Robert and the other man were hanging on to every word we said. Pulling her lower lip under her teeth, she seemed to be deep in thought before she reached out and wound her fingers through mine.
“You’re right,” she whispered. “I just wanted to help.”
“I know,” I said putting my arm around her shoulders and pulling her into my side to give her a hug. Leaning down, I whispered in her ear so the men up front couldn’t possibly know I was saying anything at all.
“We have to be careful,” I whispered.
Her arms wound around my waist. “I know,” she whispered back.
“Hey you two, no talking,” the dark haired man sitting in the passenger side next to Robert twisted around, and I found myself staring straight down the barrel of his pistol. I vaguely wondered how many times today I would be in the same situation. Usually if I was staring down the barrel of a gun, the other person was staring straight down the barrel of mine. I sighed, something told me I wouldn’t have that luxury for a little while.
Just because I was gunless didn’t mean I was weaponless. Cassie and I would always joke that when in need anything could be a weapon, even a wet noodle. We’d never actually tried the wet noodle, but we did use a whole lot of spaghetti noodles to try and stop creepers once. 
It was in the beginning, and all we had was a carton full of boxes and boxes of noodles. So, we threw the boxes at the couple of creepers that were heading towards us meaning to trip them up. As they fell headlong over the cartons, hard spaghetti noodles flew everywhere skewering one of them in the eye, which he completely ignored as he still tried to get to us. The other fell down so hard that by the time he flayed around for a bit and got back up, he’d lost an arm. The noodles had stuck to the sticky mucousy blood and gore that dripped and oozed all over him making him look like a crazed preschool art project gone horribly wrong.
“What’re you smiling about?” Robert’s eyes were piercing as he looked at me in the rearview mirror.
“Spaghetti,” I answered.
The word hung in the air for a moment before Rosalie began to laugh and Carlisle joined in.
“They're guests?” The dark haired man asked Robert as he settled into the seat looking at the road in front of us.
“Yeah, guests,” Robert replied.
They both laughed.
“Until they’re not,” the dark-haired man said.
Wrapping my arm around Rosalie even more tightly, we looked out the window. She poked me in my side before she pointed over at Carlisle. I looked out his window where a military vehicle loaded with an anti-aircraft gun was crawling out of the forest. The men driving it waved at the vehicle in front of us, then our own before heading in the direction opposite of ours. Carlisle and I exchanged a glance.
“What’s up with the vehicle that just crawled out of the trees?” I asked.
“Didn’t I tell you not to say a word?” Robert drawled.
Glaring at the back of his head, I shook my own.
Rosalie poked me again, and when I looked over at her, this time she pointed straight up. My stomach churned as the realization of what she was telling me sunk in. For whatever reason these guys may be shooting not only the bioengineereds out of the way, but maybe creators, or angels as Chris says, as well. Leaning over, I looked up through the window to see if there was anything that might be flying above. The sky was clear blue like it had been all day as I settled back in my seat. I glanced around the backseat area to see what I could use to protect ourselves if we needed it.
Rosalie kicked my foot and I saw that Carlisle was working on getting some sort of rope from underneath the seat with his foot. He had spotted its frayed edge, and she carefully slid her foot over to help him. The two looked straight ahead the whole time their feet worked to get the rope out from underneath the seat.
Keeping half my attention focused on them, I looked out the window watching as the vehicle in front of us sped up. Glancing over to the side door mirror, the sky looked clear even as I watched a man from the passenger side of the vehicle lean out of his window and train his gun at the sky. The air was peppered with gunfire as the anti-aircraft guns began firing behind us.
All three of us in the backseat whirled around to look through the back window, but there was nothing there. It seemed like they were just shooting for the sake of shooting, but I knew that couldn't be the case. If they did that, I had the feeling that Edward and I might be dead by now. If nothing else, these guys were a well-oiled military machine.
A loud thunk on the top of our Suburban made the vehicle shudder as the interior roof pushed down from the weight of whatever was on the top of it. We scrambled down to the floorboards, as Robert began to zig-zag the SUV, yanking the steering wheel to the left then to the right. Carlisle, Rosalie and I became a tangle of legs and arms as we collided with every turn of the steering wheel.
Scratching noises came from the top of the roof as whatever was there tried to hold on, before talons curled around the edge of the top of the door as it found a way to keep from being thrown off. I looked at the door wondering if there was any way we could get out, but saw the talons acted like an exterior lock to my door.
“We’ve got to get out,” I said to Carlisle, pushing my way over Rosalie to reach for the door handle on the other side.
“No,” yelled the dark haired man as he grabbed the back of my shirt and yanked me back. “It’ll kill you for sure if you get out of the vehicle.”
Jabbing my arm up, I dislodged his arm with a smile of satisfaction from the grunt of pain he made. That didn’t stop him though, he surged in between the seats gun in tow, bringing the butt of it down on the back of my head. I barely heard Rosalie scream as I sank into grayness sure I was going to vomit what little I had eaten as my stomach surged. I felt her little hand once again on the back of my head, this time staying there until my mind cleared of its gray fog and my stomach settled.
I sat up as best I could as she looked at me with big blue eyes.
“Okay?” She whispered.
I carefully felt the back of my head, only partly surprised to feel that not only was I not bleeding, but the egg sized lump that was there before was gone.
I nodded and smiled at her, as she sighed.
“Good,” was all she said in response as her body sagged, and she sunk even further to the floor.
Suddenly the back window shattered, spraying little chunks of glass everywhere that embedded themselves into the seatbacks and whatever flesh they could find. I struggled to get up into the back seat flying into Carlisle who was doing the same thing, barely noticing the blood from the glass shards that ran down my arms and forehead. Specks of blood were appearing over Carlisle too.
An arm reached into the back of the Suburban from its roof just as I managed to dig my fingers into the top of the back seat. It felt around, swinging back and forth until it found Cassie who had rolled to one side of the cargo area, then slammed into the other as the vehicle moved.
“Oh, no you don’t,” I screamed as I launched myself as far as I could over the back seat clutching at Cassie, not caring whether I hurt her as long as I got a hold of her. Managing to latch on to one of her arms, I pulled her towards me just as the arm and its taloned fingers grasped her leg yanking her body back towards the window. I was pulled halfway over the seat as it dragged her towards the back. Carlisle’s arm latched onto my waist pulling me back. I wedged my ankle around the seatbelt base hanging on by my fingertips as they dug deeper into my friend’s arm. Carlisle let go of me, launching himself over the backseat and kicking the arm that held Cassie, managing to dislodge it for a second, which was enough for me to pull her back so she hit the backside of the seats.
The hand swung wildly back and forth as Carlisle tried to get out of its way. Rolling Cassie up and over the seat I fell backwards before scrambling up and climbing over my friend who lay motionless. Just as I threw myself over the backseat, Carlisle threw himself towards the cab of the car, pain exploded in my forehead as mine collided with his. The talons stretched out towards Carlisle who ricocheted backwards. Through the black spots in front of my eyes, I threw my arms around his neck managing to hold on to him and pulling him towards me as we heard a scream of frustration from the creature. He managed to scramble over the backseat, and I saw that blood was blooming through a slit in the back of his shirt.
Distant popping noises came from outside as a ping on one of the vehicles windows turned into a crackling sound as it began to bend inwards. The sound of another ping organized itself in my mind, telling me someone was shooting at the creature. It swung down from the roof and righted itself on the bumper looking in, narrowing its eyes as it considered me for a moment. Tilting it head to the side, a horrible grin spread across its face as if it knew something I didn’t.
“Get out of here,” Rosalie screamed next to me.
The sound of her voice wiped the grin off its face. Stretching out its wings, it launched itself off of the vehicle and flew away, maniacal laugher following in its wake.
Her energy expended, Rosalie’s little body slumped against mine as I wrapped my arm around her and the vehicle sped up.
We slid down to the floorboards, wedging ourselves between the seats as Cassie lay oblivious on the backseat. Carefully pushing blond strands off her hair off her face, I couldn’t help but feel how clammy she was and how pale her face had gone. I hoped that I didn’t hurt her with all the pushing and shoving I did. A small hand lightly touched my arm.
“She’ll be okay,” Rosalie whispered.
I nodded. “Are you okay?”
She nodded before moving closer to her brother who wrapped his arms around her.
“You can't tell anyone,” he said flatly, his voice barely a whisper.
“Tell anyone?” My forehead furrowed and immediately began to ache. “Oh wow,” I put my hand up to feel a slight egg beginning to form there. Carlisle had a matching one that was already black and blue. Rosalie reached up to it put her palm to his forehead for a moment before taking it back again, leaving only the trace of blue where the bruised and swollen flesh had been. In that moment she became pale, almost as white as Cassie and dark bluish circles formed underneath her eyes. Reaching out towards me, she took a deep breath. I gently grabbed her hand, shaking my head slightly and grimacing as my head began to throb with the movement. She reached out trying to get past my hand.
“No, it takes too much,” I said placing her hand back into her lap as she slumped against her brother, her eyes fluttered as she tried to keep them open. 
Settling back against the seatback, I tried to rearrange myself so I was more comfortable, but decided that it was an impossibility.
“You guys okay back there?” Robert’s voice boomed into the back seat making us all cringe.
“Good,” he said without waiting for an answer. “I just hope we get back to base before that bugger comes back with his friends.”
“Friends?” Carlisle didn’t looked pleased as he said the word.
“Sometimes they come in groups,” said the dark haired guy looking out the window. “This guy was pretty stealthy all things considered.”
“Wonder what it was looking for?” Robert mused.
“Could be anything,” I whispered, looking over half of our motley group, as my thoughts skittered towards the others.




 




Chapter 4


Dust kicked in through the back window as we turned onto a side road towards the ocean, until metal gates manned by more armed guards rose up in front of us. I craned my neck around to get a better look, but only saw high concrete walls on either side as we drove into an underground garage.
The vehicles pulled over, parking against the far wall as their doors were opened. Slowly getting out of the vehicle, I stretched out my arms and legs as I gazed around the garage noting the amount of SUVs and military vehicles that were parked there. Carlisle let out a low whistle next to me. Rosalie, on her feet although just barely, flinched at the sound.
“Looks like these guys were prepared for the end of the world,” he murmured.
I could only nod as I watched Robert and the dark-haired guy take Cassie out of the backseat and head toward a door that was clearly marked stars. I moved to follow but immediately found myself looking at the wrong end of a gun. Sighing heavily, I took in the man dressed in camouflage who had it trained on my forehead.
“Either you let me go with my friend, or you’ll be sorry,” I hissed quietly.
The gun bounced slightly as he chuckled.
Bringing my hand up, I grabbed the barrel of the gun pushing it to the right  as I brought my right leg around and kicked him in the stomach. His breath whooshed out as I brought the butt down on the back of his neck as he fell to the ground. Flipping the gun back in my hands, I pressed the muzzle into the soft spot on the side of his neck. Blood pounded in my ears, and I gritted my teeth together as my name filtered into my mind from far away somewhere between beats.
“Not a good idea,” I spat out as hands grabbed me from behind, I fought and kicked against the hands as I was dragged to the ground.
“Dani,” Chris’ voice came from right next to me. Looking over, I saw him touch one of the men who held me and whisper something to him. The man nodded releasing me and the others did the same. Their hands were replaced with Chris’ tight grip on my elbow who dragged me up. I found my footing as forcing me forward towards a door that led to a stairwell. 
“Don’t say a word,” he ground out between his teeth.
“Incoming,” yelled a voice behind us.
Whirling around, I saw men in black and camo flow in from seemingly every corner of the garage as the sound of guns took over outside. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Edward escape from the guards who were herding he and his siblings towards another door. Pushing back against Chris, I stepped out trying to escape his grip only to have him grasp me firmly lifting me up and hauling me towards the door.
My legs flailing, I head butted backwards feeling the impact of my head on his chin startle him into stopping which was the moment I needed. Wiggling out of his arms, I ran back towards the garage opening, stopping at the edge of the ramp and looking up at the sky that had turned dark with churning wings.
“Oh crap,” Edward said from beside me.
Frozen on the edge of the action, he and I watched as bullets tore into the wings of the flyers causing them to careen away only to be replaced by more. The keening of creepers rose up in the fray thats noise had drawn them to the area. Looking around, I made sure that we were encased by cement as silence fell outside. Even the creepers became quiet.
Instinctively both Edward and I stepped back, allowing ourselves only a sliver of a view to see what was happening. We were standing so close that I could feel the steady rise and fall of his breathing. I struggled to keep my own heart rate under control, matching my breaths with his as a strong voice rose up in the silence.
“Enough of this,” a voice rose up over the scene making the hairs on the back of my neck rise as I recognized it as the voice of the angel who was in the village.
Slinking even further back I took a deep breath, smelling myself and hoping the stench stayed where it was.
“What is this about?” The voice came again.
A man with long black hair tied in a ponytail and a long dark beard strode by us with purpose. Chris moved silently behind him, stepping over to us and glaring at me as the man made his way up the ramp until all we could see were his leather boots.
“You have no place here angel,” the dark haired man sneered. His attitude made my stomach clench. I remember the televised display the angels made of the bits and pieces of those who defied them in the early days. Since they released the creepers Cassie and I had stayed away from angels wherever we could as well as the creepers themselves. As far as I could tell, one was just as bad as the other.
Chris moved closer to Edward and I.
A laugh carried over us, “Come now John, I have no intention of doing anything to you, I’ve just followed my pets, and here we are. Why do you think they are so agitated that they would attack you here?”
“I have no idea why they’ve attacked,” John answered. “Just make sure you take them and your other abominations with you when you leave.”
“Then let me enlighten you,” the calm voice replied. “They followed humans here, one in particular that was rightfully theirs, she was marked.”
Rightfully theirs? The words quickly took up residence in my mind running around chasing each other. Since it was a she there were just a few options to choose from. Besides how badly I smelled there was nothing marking me, but Cassie with her bioengineered gash and Rosalie with her healing talents could both be up for grabs. I wondered how safe we were here. I felt Edward’s muscles tighten and I knew he came to the same conclusion beside me. Chris placed gentling hands on both of our shoulders. I barely registered the small shake of his head.
“This is safe harbor,” John said. “There are none in here that you, or your pets, can claim.”
There was a heartbeat of silence that seemed to stretch into an eternity. “I’ll take my pets,” said the angel. “But, you’re on your own with the abominations.”
Laughter rose up as the angel’s wings made their telltale sound cutting into the air, taking the flying creatures with him in a cloud of wings. As they left, the screeches of the creepers came back louder and more insistent than before.
“Get the flame throwers,” John called out as he made his way back down the ramp. He stopped when he saw us. “You do collect some winner’s cousin,” he said to Chris. “Come on, you all look like you need more than a little something to eat.”
“Cousin?” I asked Chris as we made our way down four turns of the stairs.
He waved me off. “I’ll explain later.”
Stepping into a hallway, a heavy door sealed off the stairwell thunking closed behind us, my mouth immediately began to water as a scent I never thought I’d smell again hit me. I took a deep breath as the sweet scent of bread floated towards us. The lowlit hallway with its cement walls and shadows along with the circumstances we found ourselves in did nothing to diminish my joy at the scent.  I couldn’t help but smile.
“I know right?” Chris commented beside me.
“I’m thinking of Pavlov’s dogs right now,” Carlisle said behind us. I turned around to see that somehow the siblings had appeared behind us.
“You look like Pavlov’s dogs,” Edward said, shoving his brother.
“Where’d you guys come from?” I asked.
“Apparently all stairways lead to the cafeteria,” smirked Edward. “And look here we are.”
We stepped through a large doorway into a large room where the lights were somewhat brighter. It was filled with tables and chairs of every kind where just a smattering of people were seated around the room. They looked over at us, carefully watching as we entered before turning back to the food before them. None of them wasted a morsel of what looked like stew and bread rolls that were before them. A couple got up as we made our way to the back of the room where a man and woman were serving up the meals. They nodded at Chris as they took their dishes to a collection area, and made their way towards the door we had just walked through.
“Good to see you here,” said the man as they passed by us. The woman just nodded. Slowly, I began to notice that others weren’t looking at all of us, but stealing furtive glances at Chris.
Settling at a table with our bowls of stew and two bread rolls each, silence descended as we gulped, slurped and basically inhaled our food. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Rosalie tuck her second roll into her pocket being careful not to make any crumbs as she did so.
With a stomach stretched past filling, I sat back and leveled my gaze at Chris.
“How do they know you?”
He shrugged, “John’s my cousin.”
“Were you taking us to him?” I asked, feeling anger rise as the thought that we were four levels down in a concrete building began to take hold.
He shook his head. “No, we lost track of each other when the creepers started to overrun the town we were in at the time. I had no idea what happened to him, but,” he looked around. “I’m not surprised he was able to land on his feet.”
“So, just by accident we ended up here?” I raised my eyebrows.
“Just by accident Dani,” he reassured me as his gaze settled on every member of our ragtag group in turn. “Besides none of us have really explained how we got where we got, and now might just be the time to do that.”
Silence descended on the table, silence that was only broken by slight rustling as the younger siblings began to shift a little in their seats. I knew they didn't want anyone else to know about Rosalie, but the way that Jasper was moving made me wonder what he was hiding. Chris was watching him too.
“We don’t have that much of a story,” Carlisle said.
“Yeah,” Edward piped in. “We came from the San Fernando Valley, everyone there was zombies anyway, so we knew how to deal with them.”
Chris chuckled at that, and I found myself joining in. After a second the others did too and the next thing I knew tears were rolling down my face. Carlisle was doubled over he was laughing so hard.
“Must be some good joke,” Johna said as he slid into the seat next to Chris. Immediately the laughter stopped as we looked at him. The scent of the forest floated over to me, a scent I would never have thought would come from him. It made me wonder if he had been out in the forest recently.
“Took care of most of the zombies with flame throwers,” he said, laughing a bit to himself. “But then we had to scour the woods for any survivors just in case. But, it’s good to see you cousin,” he said his brown eyes twinkling as he put his hand on Chris’ shoulder. "Should have figured that you'd bring the enemy to the door, if we'd have the opportuniyt to see one another again."
“Good to see you too, I wondered where you’d got to.”
“You know, just surviving,” John replied, as his eyes took us in one by one, resting slightly longer on Rosalie and Jasper before moving on. “Looks like you have quite a crew here.”
“There’s one more too,” I said.
“Yes, I know Cassie,” he replied his eyes steady on me. “She’s being taken care of in the medical wing. It’s nothing we haven’t seen before.”
My heart jumped in my chest.
“So you can heal her?”
He nodded as though it was an everyday occurrence. “We figured out what the toxins were in some of the bioengineereds,” he said. “Then we backed it out and figured out a way to counteract it. What she was bit by is pretty common, so we know what the antidote for it is.”
“Can you do that with the virus?” Carlisle’s question came out like a shot.
“The short answer is no,” John said. “As to why, well that would take too long for me to explain. It should suffice to say that what we have found is that it mutates too quickly after one of its hapless victims eventually dies for us to learn much about it.”
Carlisle's brow furrowed as he thought about what John said. “It mutates too fast for you to get a track on it?”
“Pretty much yeah,” John said. “You know much about it?”
“Only what our dad talked about before he, well before he and my mom,” Carlisle’s words trailed off as his brothers and sisters went quiet lost in the grief that etched itself quickly on their faces.
“Your dad was a physician,” Chris stated.
“Yeah,” Carlisle said. “I was going to do an early start at UCLA pre-med, but then it all happened, and,” he shrugged as the lost life he was supposed to live undoubtedly flashed before his eyes. I resisted the urge to reach out to him, to reassure him that I knew exactly what that felt like.
Cassie and I had both been accepted to Arizona State before the world imploded. She was going to study journalism, and I was going to study international relations. We used to joke that I could make the news, and she could write about it. Sometimes in the deep nights we had somehow survived, we would talk in hushed voices about the what if’s. What if the creators didn’t create the creepers? What if they didn’t unleash the bioengineereds and who knew what else on the world? We’d be in our second year of university, going to Sun Devil’s football games, and as she used to say with a roll of her eyes, “still living at home.”
Looking as Carlisle's face, the ache of those nights bloomed in my chest. Cassie and I had only allowed ourselves to think about the what if’s for so long until they became too much to bear. From that point on, sometimes we’d play a game of what do you miss the most. We’d play when hunger, exhaustion or even sheer boredom would threaten to overtake us as we walked from Arizona to the California Coast. The catch was we could only talk about the things we missed that were light, fun or funny. And even then, those would sometimes get to us.
John’s eyes narrowed as he looked at Carlisle. “You look a little young to have been about to go to University when the virus took hold.”
“We were home schooled,” Rosalie piped up. “And he’s really smart, so he was going to start early. They did an article about him in the newspaper and everything.”
“Did they now?” John could barely keep the smile from his face.
“Yes they did,” Rosalie crossed her arms and stared at him.
“Well cousin, you do end up with the feisty ones,” John laughed as he looked over at Chris. “I hear this one’s feisty too.” He glanced over at me.
“Very,” Chris agreed. “Bumped into her in one of the small towns just South of here, the angels scented her out.”
John went silent at that statement looking over at me. “They scented her out?”
“Yep,” Chris took a drink of his water, carefully setting the cup back down in the exact spot it was before he lifted it up.
“What about the other?”
“Don't know.”
“Well, that is interesting,” John looked us over again. “Well, we’ll make you comfortable and full for as long as we can,” his voice trailed off.
“I know,” Chris replied.
Not much later, I was making my way down one of the hallways three levels below that of the cafeteria. I trailed my hand along the cold concrete wall carefully counting doors to let me know which one opened to the medical wing. I’d run into Robert as we finished eating, and he had told me where they had taken Cassie giving me very explicit instructions as to how to get here, and to not under any circumstances open any other door in the hallway. From the muffled sounds that came from behind some of them, I wasn’t sure I wanted to. My mind ran away with the thoughts of this group trying to find a cure for the virus and having to use live test subjects to do so.
Stopping in front of the correct doorway, I paused next to it listening. No sounds came from inside. Carefully, I opened the door, pushing it inwards and stepping into a surprisingly well lit room. A woman dressed in fatigues sat on a folding chair looking at a manual in her lap.
“Can I help you?” She asked as she looked up at me trying not to wrinkle her nose.
As I stood there, I realized I was still in the blood, dirt and just plain grossness covered clothes that I’d had on for days. Add to that my hair was filled with creeper goo that had dried, I knew that I not only looked like a character in a slasher movie, but my stench could raise the dead too. I could actually smell myself. In my haste to come down and see Cassie I had totally forgot that I might encounter other, well, clean people.
“Uh,” I murmured.
Putting down her manual, the woman chuckled.
“You know you can’t see her like that right?”
Looking at the woman, I wondered how seeing her looking like I did was any different than hauling her from rooftop to rooftop not to mention the close quarters of the attic. All of them were far from sterile.
“I’m not leaving until I see her,” I replied.
“John thought you might come down here, so,” she got up from her chair and went to a chest of drawers. Opening it up she pulled out a pile of clean clothes and handed them to me. “There’s a shower over there. You can take your time, she’s not quite awake yet.”
There was a small bathroom behind the door she pointed towards.
“She’ll wake up?”
“Yes,” she said, laughing. “It’s not anything we haven't seen before.”
“That’s what I keep hearing,” I muttered as I headed for the bathroom.
Just a short time later, I was trying to make sure my hair didn’t drip on the camo pants and t-shirt she had given me as I stepped out of the bathroom. Taking a deep breath in, I relished the scent of the coconut shampoo that still clung to my hair. I had done the best I could finger combing it, but with my pack gone, I didn't have anything to tie it back.
“Better?” The woman looked up at me as I came out.
“Better,” I breathed, deciding I’d better just braid my hair. I made quick work of it letting the thick rope of brown hang down my back. Water that came off of it made a small puddle at the back of my heels.
“Here,” she said smiling and handing me a small facecloth. “You can use this to dry the excess.”
Taking it from her, I quickly mopped up the extra water before folding it carefully and putting it on the chest of drawers.
“Is she through there?” I nodded my head towards an interior door.
“Yes, go ahead,” she said going back to her manual.
Carefully opening the door, I stepped through finding myself in a long room with beds lined up on either side. They were all empty except the one nearest the door where Cassie lay, her blond hair shimmering in the grayness of the room. I took a deep breath of clean air relieved to find there was no more smell of sickness coming from her. All I could smell was antiseptic and bleach, lightly making wonder how they got those things. 
Gingerly, I walked towards the bed. Settling down next to her, I reached out to gently touch her arm. Her eyes fluttered open, as mine filled making the sight of her blurry. She smiled then took in the room, the beds and me.
“You’re clean,” she whispered.
“You’re awake,” I said back, wiping at the corners of my eyes as if I had something in them.
“Oh wow,” she shuddered as she tried to move.
“I’ll get someone, maybe they can give you something for the pain,” I stood up quickly my feet already moving towards the door.
“No,” she reached out for me. “Tell me what happened, all I remember is that, that bird thing coming down and,” she grimaced as the memory resurfaced.
“Yeah,” I sat down again. “That thing, that bioengineered thing, did a number on you.”
She nodded. “Where are we?”
I looked at the cement ceiling. “In some sort of bunker complex,” I exhaled before I went on, not quite sure how to tell her how our numbers had grown in just a couple of days.
“Tell me,” she rested her hand on mine. My eyes swept the room again, this time more pointedly looking for telltale signs of recording devices. Cassie's eyes followed mine. “There's nothing here,” she whispered.
“That’s what I thought,” I whispered back, trusting Cassie’s assessment of the situation.
“Long or short?” I laughed.
“Short,” she said. “I don’t think I could deal with the long version right now, but when I can, you have to tell me everything. Every little detail, got it Dani?”
Nodding, I smiled down at her before giving her the abbreviated version of what happened. Her blue eyes were thoughtful when I’d finished.
“Did you tell him, them?” she corrected herself.
“Tell him what?”
“About Sanctuary,” she whispered. We both glanced towards the door as the word evaporated in the space between us.
Sanctuary. Whispers about a place free of creepers, bioengineereds and whatever else the creators could throw at us had become more frequent as we traveled. The first time we’d seen any mention of it was when we had walked through Palm Springs relishing in the fact that it wasn’t quite as hot as Arizona, not to mention the fact that we had finally gotten out of the Grand Canyon State. The word had been scrawled in blue with a white outline on more than one building as we carefully walked through the streets, trying not to catch the attention of nearby creepers, or humans, because there was evidence of both in the area.
“Look,” Cassie had barely breathed the word as she caught sight of a more artistic version of the word on the side of a commercial building. We’d stood there in awe of the fact that someone could have taken so much time to make the word with its two colors and artistic slant without being caught by the creepers. Not only had the paint looked like it had barely dried by the time we happened upon it, but the acrid sweet smell of the paint still hung in the air. Mixed in with it was the very faint smell of a guy and a girl, that told me they had been there within a day or two of our finding the word.
During our subsequent travels, we had come across the word again and again, with some of the artwork seeming very old like it had been there from the time before, while others were brand new just like the first one we’d seen. Every once in a while we came across other humans who had seen the word too. One couple had told us from afar that they heard it was up in the northwest near the Canadian border, or even over it.
Cassie and I had agreed that if finding my aunt didn’t pan out, and obviously it hadn't, that we’d work our way towards Sanctuary.
I shook my head. She nodded in agreement looking me over.
“But, you think we should?” It was a statement more than a question.
“The young ones yes,” I replied slowly. “But, I’m still not sure about Chris.”
“You’ll figure it out.” She shifted uncomfortably.
“I’ll go see if they have anything for the pain,” I got up carefully making sure not to jostle her, but she caught my hand before I could go very far.
“Dani,” she whispered making me lean down to hear her. “Trust your instincts, they’ve kept us alive so far.”
Nodding down at her, I smiled before pushing a damp curl off of her forehead. “You need to get some rest.”
Nodding, she smiled back at me before her eyes fluttered closed. Chewing my lip, I watched her for a while as her breathing leveled out making sure she was fast asleep before I made my way out of the room.
I made my way back up the stairs taking them two at a time. Passing the floor where the sleeping quarters were, I figured out my way to the door that led out into the main level of the parking garage. Stepping out into the concrete walled space, I immediately gagged on the rancid smoke that sat heavily there. Quickly pulling up my t-shirt, I covered my mouth and my nose holding it up with both my hands, so my stomach wouldn’t revolt in protest at the smell. I made my way over to a knot of men standing at the ramp.
Coming to a standstill next to them, I looked out at the plumes of black smoke that rose up from what looked like endless piles of creepers.
“The only thing that stinks worse than a live creeper is a dead one,” I murmured.
“You got that right,” Robert turned to look at me. “You decided to play nice?”
I shrugged, looking at each of the men that stood there. Even though it looked like the creepers were taken care of, none of them were relaxed. Their shoulder muscles were bunched up tight, and they held their guns at the ready, just in case. John came walking down the ramp, his eyes ranging over his men before he stopped with a small shake of his head.
“You did a good job today,” he said, his eyes resting on each of the them individually before they rested on me. His mouth quirked up into a half smile.
“Dani,” he said walking over to me and stopping so he could study my face, or what he could see of it, for a moment before he turned to look out at the rising smoke.
“Thanks Bossman,” Robert looked over me to John who nodded. “You know one day they just might get pissed off enough to take you down,” he continued.
“They don’t have the authority,” John replied with the quiet assurance of someone who knew the rules of this new world we found ourselves in.
I looked from one to the other, wondering what in the world they were talking about.
“Tell them that,” came another voice from a man on the other side of Robert. “They’re getting closer and closer.”
John shrugged and crossed his arms. “Doesn’t matter,” he said finality in his voice. “They know they can’t touch me until it’s time, they’re still answerable, just like the rest of us.”
“They don’t believe that,” Robert replied. “I’ve heard they think they’re on their own.”
“Doesn’t matter what they think,” Chris’ voice came from behind us.
The weight of his words settled on the rest of the men. Turning to look at him, I saw that he and John exchanged a glance before looking out onto the smoldering piles of bodies with legs and arms sticking out at odd angles.
“Let’s go,” John motioned to me and Chris as he walked deeper into the parking garage. Glancing over at Chris, I waited to see if he would follow before I did. With a narrowed glance at the piles, he followed his cousin. Stopping close to the door, John looked at both of us before glancing to the ramp again as if to ensure we couldn't be overheard.
“Well cousin,” he said grimly, his voice dropping to just above a whisper. “The longer it goes, the bolder they’re getting.”
“I’ve noticed,” Chris replied. “But, there’s nothing to be done for it, we have to keep moving. There are others out there that need to be found.”
“What about you?” John turned to me. “What do you intend to do?”
Without even thinking my mouth opened. “We’ll leave with Chris and go as far as we can with him, then move on.”
Chris’ eyes narrowed slightly as a hint of what looked like concern passed over his features before the expression on his face smoothed out.
“I guess you’re just not that interesting to travel with cousin,” John said, slapping Chris on the shoulder and laughing. Chris hesitated for a moment before joining in.
“I guess not,” he replied with a shrug.
“Cassandra has to heal first,” John said, suddenly becoming serious, his eyes narrowing as he looked at me.
“Of course,” I replied meeting his look with one of my own.
“It won't be long,” he said. “The sooner you’re on your way, the better. I can tell you what areas to avoid near here, but not much further out than that because I hear that there are coalitions forming.”
“Yes, I’ve heard that too. Have you heard what kind?” Chris asked.
“What other kind but those of abominations,” John said. 
Chris nodded as if he understood exactly what his cousin was talking about before he turned and headed towards the door that took us all inside. Making our way down the stairs, I looked at the back of their heads wondering what kind of coalitions were abominations. Cassie and I had managed to steer clear of a handful of groups that were forming, but none of them seemed like they would bear the title abomination. My thoughts began to tangle in on themselves as I wondered what kind of relationships those would be.
Later, Chris and I sat alone in the room that all of us had been assigned to. Silence rested heavily in the room, as I sat on my cot and Chris read from a book he took out of his pack. I’d been surprised to see that my own pack was underneath a cot when I walked in. Not only that, but there were clean sleeping bags and pillows for each of us on the six cots that lined the walls.
Glancing over at him, I felt my stomach contract with the amount of questions I had for him, but hadn’t decided if I wanted to ask. He glanced over at me as if he sensed my indecision before looking back down and turning the page. The silence stretched even further between us even as the softness of the blanket shifted against me as I restlessly shifted my legs and arms.
“You have something you want to talk about?” Chris asked without taking his eyes off his book. “If we were on the outside, the creepers would be on us for sure, you’re so loud.”
“What did John mean by abominations?”
“That’s the question?” He looked over at me. “Of all the questions you have brewing in your mind, you ask that one?”
“First, you don’t know how many questions I have in my mind,” I huffed at him. “And, second,”
“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” he waved his hand at me dismissing my second thought. Setting his book aside, he sat up straighter.
“Look,” he continued. “I’m here. You’re here. Ask me anything you want, and I’ll answer it.”
Taking a deep breath, I sorted through other questions that seemed to coalesce out of nowhere in my mind, before going back to my original question.
“When Cassie and I came out, when we walked out West, all we saw were creepers, a few humans and some bioengineereds, those all seemed nasty enough. What does John mean by alliances of abominations?”
“I haven't come across them myself,” he said, running a hand through his dark hair. “But, I’ve heard of them. There are a lot more, should we say, made beings out there now. They’re forming alliances with some humans and some not so humans, as well as the angels themselves, which makes for some pretty dicey situations if you happen to be traveling near them. When you and Cassie came out, the creepers and some bioengineereds were the worst things out there. The angels started to get really busy recently, then there came more abominations. We saw them in that house, remember?”
I nodded, a shiver running down my spine at the thought of their sharp teeth and ultra-fast movements.
“That was just a taste of what's out there now.”
“Why are they doing it?” I whispered. “Why are they making those things? I mean, everyone thought that they were going to usher in some sort of Utopia or something, then, then it just went really bad.”
Staring at me, he held my eyes with his own before taking a deep breath and coming over to settle himself next to me. I scooted over to give him a little bit of room, taking a deep breath of his unique scent at the same time. Carefully, he took hold of my hand. For the first time, I saw his hands were lined with callous’ making me wonder what he did before all this happened. His scent and nearness caused the sudden appearance of butterflies in my stomach that began to compete with the feeling of nausea that had taken up residence there at the thought of more of those creatures. I took another deep breath letting the scent of him wash over me, which instantly settled me.
“Maybe it’s because this is their idea of Utopia,” he said flatly.
“But,” I searched around my mind for what I wanted to say. “But, what about the humans? The people?”
“Dani,” he said, his tone becoming even more serious. “They hate humans.”
Grasping his hand, I absorbed that information. Looking down, I was surprised to see that I was gripping his hand so hard, that my knuckles were white.
“They want us all dead?” I asked slowly.
“Not dead,” he said, measuring my reaction. “Changed, altered, made to be less than what we were created to be.”
The picture of my mom and dad watching the nightly news came to mind. My dad would say so many times that the world was going to ‘hell in a handbasket’. At the time, I was hanging out with Cassie, going to ball games and studying for college boards, so I thought my dad was overreacting just a little bit. Now I wondered if I just wasn’t paying attention to all the horrible things happening in the world. 
I realized that right now I didn’t have an inkling about the people out there who were still alive, how they were doing and what they were doing. Walking out here, there were a few people we’d directly encountered that were by and large helpful if nothing else, but the rest of them had been questionable and could be doing horrible things. The thought made me shudder.
Of course, anytime my gut told me to stay away from a place or far off person, we did. Relying on my instincts had saved us more than once, and right now, my instincts told me that there was no duplicity in Chris. He was telling me the truth, and my instincts also told me we should travel with him as long as we possibly could. Not only that, but it was important to keep the kids together.
“Dani?” Chris’ voice brought me back into the now. “What are you thinking about?”
“People.”
He nodded, staring at me so intensely it seemed like he was trying to reach into my mind and grasp my thoughts with his own.
“We’ve heard of a place,” I started out slowly before tapering off. Squeezing my hand, he urged me to continue. My heart began to hammer in my chest as I considered telling him about Sanctuary, but it felt like the right thing to do. “A place, that has been able to survive and keep the creepers out. I don’t know about the other things. That’s where we were going to go if my aunt.” I stopped as the memory of her came rushing back to me.
Internally I cringed as I thought about what had happened to her, and what her last thoughts might have been before she was bit and changed. How much pain she must have gone through, along with the terror of knowing that she wasn’t going to be eaten, but that she going to do the eating. My aunt becoming a creeper was almost unthinkable especially since she had been filled with gentleness, kindness and love, a woman who hated to even kill a spider. She’d make me take them outside rather than smash them with a shoe, which is what I really wanted to do. She would be horrified to know that she was killing and eating people. My eyes welled up, angrily I wiped away the tears that escaped down my cheeks.
Chris watched me silently as I struggled to regain myself. Taking a deep breath, I straightened up pulling my hand out of his.
“Sanctuary,” I whispered. “We’re heading to Sanctuary.”
“Funny thing,” he said, his eyes lighting up and a smile playing on his lips. “I’m heading there too.”
“What do you know about it?” I choked out in surprise.
“Enough,” he replied, his voice barely above a whisper as he looked over at the cement wall on the far side of the room. “They’ve managed to live among the creepers.”
“What do you mean among the creepers?” I asked.
“They not only have a fortified place, but some of them can walk out among the creepers, and the creepers ignore them. So, they’ve been able to make a life for themselves there.”
I barely heard his last words as I thought of people who could walk around the creepers and not trigger the blood lust that the rest of us did.
“Not all of them are like that, but some of them are.”
“How do you think they do it?” I asked.
He shrugged, his eyes skittering away from me, which told me he knew more than he was saying. After a moment or two of total silence, he focused on me for such a long time that my heart began to beat erratically. Then I was the one glancing away. He reached out knowing exactly where my hand was, grasping it with his and threading our fingers together. He pulled my arm over to his until our forearms were fully flush with each other making my skin tingle where it met his warmth. Looking back at me, he smiled shyly.
“I have something that you might want,” he said, watching me closely.
My eyes widened, and his smile grew as he shook his head at me. “Not like that,” he said.
Heat rushed into my face, and I knew my skin had instantly gone through multiple shades of red.
“I didn’t,” I stammered, trying to pull my hand away but he gripped it tightly.
“Don’t,” he said. “I didn’t mean for it to come out like that, there are times when I forget…..” his words trailed off infused with a sadness that I didn’t quite understand.
“Forget what?” I asked.
“How men treat women and how dangerous a world like this for you.”
I nodded mutely, my mind going to the times when Cassie and I had near miss encounters with men.
Taking a deep breath, he reached into the pocket of his shirt pulling out a long leather cord with my aunt’s ring hanging from its bottom. Opening my hand, he placed it gently into my palm and closed my fingers around it. “You need to keep this with you from now on.”
Gripping onto it tightly I could feel the warmth of it as tears began to well up in my eyes. I blinked to try and get rid of them only to have them spill over. Chris reached over and wiped them away.
“Let’s get this on you,” he quietly said.
Nodding, I opened my hand, and he took the necklace placing it carefully around my neck. Wiping at the residual wetness on my cheeks, I waited until the ring was settled on my shirt before reaching down and dropping it inside of it, feeling its warmth on my chest.
“Good,” he said approvingly. “You know Dani,” he began when a screeching from outside in the hallway made us both jump up and face the door. 
He reached for a knife that I barely had time to think about how he’d gotten as I stood wondering what I could use as a weapon. Looking over, I saw a board to my left. I lunged for it, grabbing it with both hands, and swung around to face the door where Chris stood stock still, his head cocked to one side listening to whatever was coming down the corridor.
Taking a deep breath, I smelled the air which was stale but clear, missing the telltale scent of rotten flesh that told me it wasn’t creepers making the racket. But, with all of Chris’ talk about different kinds of beings out there, I wasn’t sure what could be making such a horrible noise. 
The door pushed in quickly and every muscle in my body tightened up, relaxing only slightly as the four siblings came rushing in pushing a dilapidated old cart complete with rusty wheels that screeched as it limped along.
Silence blanketed the room as they saw Chris and I ready to attack whatever came through the door. They froze where they stood as they glanced at each of us.
“Wow, touchy are we?” Edward asked into the silence.
“You need to be quiet, no matter where you are,” Chris couldn't hide his irritation. I wondered if he even tried to as he shut the door behind them managing to close it with an almost silent click.
“We’re safe here,” Edward’s voice rose up at the end.
“We're not safe anywhere,” was Chris’ response. “And, what in the world is this?”
All eyes in the room focused on the cart.
“We don’t have any weapons because your cousin took them away from us, we thought this might come in handy,” Carlisle glared at Chris.
“What were you going to do kick someone down and roll over them to death?” I asked, putting my board next to my cot.
“Na,” Edward said. “We thought we’d hit them over the head with your board first.”
I began to laugh at the thought of him hitting a rabid creeper over the head with a two by four then rolling it over with the rusty cart its wheels squeaking loudly, which would only bring more creepers. Then all of us were laughing so hard that Carlisle bent over, tears running down his face. Even Chris couldn't help himself at the thought, his body shaking with the sound of his silent laughter.
“Okay, okay,” he said as our laughter subsided. “Dani and I were just talking about what to do next.”
“Leave,” was Carlisle’s short answer as he sat on a cot, Edward flopping down across from him. Rosalie came towards me, settling herself on my cot, while Jasper didn't seem to quite know what to do. So he stood near the doo, his face determined as he listened to the silence in hallway.
“It’s okay Jasper, you can sit down,” Chris said as he settled down on his cot. The boy shook his head once before going back to listening at the door. Watching him for a moment, Chris ran his fingers through his hair, suddenly looking as if a weight had settled on him. Sighing deeply, he turned back to the rest of us. “I talked with John and he thinks Cassie should be ready to leave sooner than we thought. She seems to be healing well.”
“How long?” I asked, sensing Rosalie squirm next to me as I settled down next to her.
“A day, two tops,” Chris leaned against the wall. “So, what we need to do is decide what we’re doing. Where we’re going.”
“North,” Carlisle interrupted him. “We’re heading North.”
Both Chris and I stared at him. “Go on,” Chris raised an eyebrow at him.
“Well, we’ve heard of this place,”
“Sanctuary,” I finished for him. He looked over at me, clearly surprised.
“You’ve heard of it?”
“Yeah,” I replied. “That’s where Cassie and were going to head to for plan B, and well, it’s plan B now.”
He nodded as if he understood. “What about you?” He asked Chris who nodded.
“I think it’s as good as place as any.”
“We were talking about it before you came in,” I started out slowly. “Chris said they can walk among the creepers without worrying about being attacked.”
Edward cast a quick glance over at Jasper who still stood listening.
“What are you listening for Jasper?” I said quietly.
Looking over his gray eyes met mine, before skittering away as he shrugged.
“He can hear them,” Rosalie piped up.
“What do you mean?” I looked over at her.
“He can hear them before we can smell them,” she answered.
“Rosalie,” Edward admonished her with just her name.
“They have to know, if we’re going to travel with them,” she said her chin jutting out as her gaze clashed with her brothers.
“We don’t know if we’re travelling with them yet,” Edward ground out.
“Yes, we do Edward,” Carlisle said. “It’s pretty obvious actually.”
“Unless of course you intend to bring the cart, then maybe not so much,” Chris said, his eyes crinkling up in a smile before his mouth did.
I couldn't help but smile either, glancing down I saw that Rosalie was smiling too.
“Oh Edward,” she said, her smile breaking out into a full-fledged giggle.




 




Chapter 5


“Dani?” The voice interrupted my sleep, which was more sound than I liked to admit. Shaking my head as I woke, I quickly cleared out the remnants of sleep that tried to cling in the corners of my mind. 
The outline of a dark figure stood in front of me that was just a shade darker than the rest of the room. The snoring of the boys told me they were too sound asleep to notice there was someone standing among us.
“It’s just me,” Rosie's voice drifted over from the darkness, and I realized that it was her standing in front of me. Sitting up, I leaned forward carefully breathing in.
“Do I smell like myself?” she whispered.
“Yeah you do, what's going on?”
“I think we need to leave tomorrow,” she said coming closer, her rose like scent coming with her. A random thought came across my mind that she did indeed smell like the flower that her name was taken from. Closing my eyes, I pushed the thought away, but it was insistent and I realized that she had the rose scent the whole time we’d been with them, I just hadn’t wanted to admit it.
“You mean today?” I whispered back sliding my feet into my shoes.
“Yes.”
“We can’t Cassie’s not…,” my voice trailed off into the darkness.
“I know, that’s why I woke you up,” she came even closer to me. “We need to go down to see her, she needs to be better by tomorrow, today, either way she needs to be good enough to travel.”
“You want to heal her?”
“Yes,” she said her voice blending with the darkness around us.
“Why Rosalie? What’s going on?”
She sighed in the darkness her rose scent becoming even thicker.
“We just need to go.”
Not much later, after throwing on my clothes and shoes, I was pulling my hair into a braid we were making our way around the corner to the clinic. 
A thin light shone from under the door. Rosalie was close behind me, her small hand clutching my shirt as we stopped. Voices seeped underneath the door, a man and a woman were talking quietly. Shifting my weight slightly forward, I tried to make out the words, but couldn’t.
Rosalie tugged on my shirt. I turned around irritation filtering through my body. Her mouth was set in a straight line, her jaw muscles tight.
“Is she the only one in there?” She asked not in the least bit affected by my reaction.
“I think so. The only patient that is,” I clarified.
“If you get me in there, I can get her healed and then we can get out.”
I looked down at her wondering how in the world I could get her in there without making some sort of ruckus, which is something I didn’t want to do. There were too many people in this bunker that would shoot first and ask questions later.
I pushed her back more deeply into the shadows as the voices came closer to the door. There wasn’t anywhere we could truly hide, just a long hallway with lights flickering on and off intermittently down the center of the ceiling. If they came out and turned our way they would see us, but if they turned the other way it was entirely possible that the lights above us would be off and we would seem like nothing more than shadows. I said a silent prayer and held my breath as the doorknob began to turn. I could hear Rosalie holding her breath too.
A man and woman I didn’t recognize came out, their eyes fixed on one another as the light above Rosalie and I turned off. They turned their backs to us, walking towards the stairway at the far end of the hallway. We stood frozen as we watched them walk slowly, arms intertwined with one another until they got to the door, walked through it and disappeared inside.
We stood for what seemed like an eternity to make sure they didn’t return before we made our way towards the clinic door, slipping quietly inside.
“Through here,” I said, quickly walking towards the door to the hospital ward when Rosalie pulled me back. “What?” I asked irritation plain in my voice.
She didn’t answer just pointed up to a closed-circuit camera that was pointed at the door of the hospital wing. It was slowly beginning to turn in our direction. Looking around the room, I grabbed Rosalie’s hand pulling her behind me so that we were under the camera without being seen by it. I wondered who would put it there, and if it had been there earlier. I had been so concerned with seeing Cassie that I hadn't taken the time to notice.
With our backs to the wall, we stood still as the camera made its way to the other side of the room until it was focused on the door that led to the hallway. Quickly we hurried to the hospital wing door sliding through without being seen. We’d barely made it through before Rosalie went over to Cassie who was fast asleep. Staying near the door to keep watch, I looked over as she put her hands on Cassie’s back and closed her eyes, her blond hair falling in a sheet over her face as she bent her neck and leaned slightly forward.
The camera was almost back looking at the door, so I closed it enough that the door didn’t click closed but it would look like it was closed. Hearing a deep sigh behind me, I looked over to see that Rosalie had gone white and dark purplish circles  were forming under her eyes. Glancing up at me, she nodded with a slight smile before taking her hands off of Cassie’s back looking as if she was staying upright by sheer will. With a quick glance over my shoulder, I ran over to her and wrapped my arm around her, so she was leaning on me as we began to move. Her head slowly flopped into my side as we made our way slowly across the room her feet starting to drag.
“You think you can make it?” I whispered.
She nodded even as her face grew more pale, a smile trying to make its way through her exhaustion.
“I did it,” she whispered.
“I know,” I hugged her closer. “Now we just need to get out..” a noise in the next room stopped the words in my throat. Voices interrupted my thoughts about escape, as first the woman’s voice then the man’s were muffled by the door. Freezing in place I listened intently, feeling the muscles in my back tighten as I tried to keep Rosalie still and hear what the couple were saying. The voices came closer to the door as Rosalie tugged on my shirt. She pointed to the bed next to Cassie.
“Brilliant,” I said as I all but picked her up and moved her to the bed sliding her under the blanket just as the door opened behind me.
“What are you doing in here?” The woman’s voice cracked over me like a whip.
“She’s not well,” I said, glancing over at Rosalie who didn’t have to fake being exhausted and pale. Healing Cassie had taken a lot out of her.
“What’s wrong with her?” The woman bustled over laying her hand on Rosalie’s forehead as the man replaced her in the doorway.
“She just got really tired and pale all of a sudden,” I said. “I brought her down here, but there wasn’t anyone around. So, I put her in one of the beds.”
“She’s really cold, get me more blankets,” she said to the man who immediately went back into the office and brought back blankets. “How are you feeling Honey?” The woman tucked the blankets in around Rosalie who lay with her eyes closed waiting a few beats before fluttering them open. I resisted the urge to roll my eyes, turning instead to look over at Cassie. A slight movement of her left ring finger as she opened her eyes just slightly, told me she was awake and more than paying attention. I answered with my own half smile, a signal system we had developed not long after we were on our own and found ourselves in need of some sort of signal that would let the other know that we were alive and well no matter what it looked like.
“I just need to rest for a while,” Rosalie whispered to the woman.
“Are you sure?” The man’s voice was loud in the room. I turned to find him looking at me, then turning his gaze to Rosalie who trained her blue eyes on him and nodded.
“Well, I guess it’s okay, usually we don’t keep people here unless there’s some discernable illness or injury,” the woman said crossing her arms across her chest. “But, what do you think Caleb?” She asked turning to him. He shrugged.
“I don’t see the harm, it’s only a few hours until morning and it’s not like these beds are needed for anything else,” he answered.
The woman nodded. “You need to come with me,” she said looking over at me.
“No,” Rosalie cried out grabbing my hand and twisting it until I gasped from the pain. Her eyes widened and she lessened her grip.
“Maybe I can stay?” I asked the two of them who considered me before exchanging glances.
“All right, but if she’s not feeling better by morning we’ll have to tell John, he wants to know if anything is happening with any of you,” Caleb said.
“We’ll just be in the office if you need anything,” the woman said.
Rosalie opened her mouth to speak but I held up my hand to stop her, waiting until I had made sure the pair had settled into the office by listening for the squeaking of their chairs to make sure they were seated before looking over at her. “You trying to break my hand?” I said in a low voice.
“Sorry,” she whispered back. “I didn’t mean to grab your hand so hard, I was just afraid they were going to take you away.”
“They’d have hard time with that,” Cassie whispered, unable to keep the laughter out of her voice.
Shaking my head, I made my way across the room to a lone chair, quietly carrying it back with me before I set it between their beds and sat down.
“How are you feeling?” I whispered to Cassie.
“Really good, I woke up just as you were putting her into the bed so I thought I’d better just lay low,” she said propping herself up on her arm.
“Good thinking,” I smiled at her, patting her hand. “Don’t get yourself scratched like that again.”
“Yeah, I love you to,” she smiled up at me before leaning over and looking at Rosalie. “Who’s this?”
“This is Rosalie, the girl who healed you,” I said looking from one to the other. “Rosalie, Cassie. Cassie, Rosalie.”
“Thanks,” Cassie pushed herself up. “How long have been out of it?”
“Too long,” I laughed.
“So what have I missed?” She looked at me expectantly.
“Well, we’ve picked up a few more traveling companions…” I started. “But, I already told you that.”
“Yeah I know,” she grinned. “Tell me again, how many?”
“There’s me and my three brothers, and then there’s Chris,” Rosalie piped up from the next bed starting to get her color back.
“They all helped to save you,” I whispered. “After that thing clawed you, I went to try and get something to help and the creat…, angels would have gotten me if Chris hadn’t been there.”
“After you’d stashed me away somewhere safe, I’m sure,” she said.
“Yeah, yeah I did, only it turned out that a few others thought so too,” I looked over at Rosalie who grinned back at me. “Which is where these guys came in.”
Cassie nodded taking in the very short explanation I was giving her. She and I both knew it was far from the full story.
“We moving on together?”
“Only if it’s okay with you, but I think it’s a good idea for now,” I said under my breath so only she heard, which was another way of communicating that we’d developed over the time we’d been together. I swear I could hear her a mile away even if she barely said anything. We’d gotten really good at knowing what the other was thinking or saying, something we had in place before the change happened from being best friends for so long, but it was whittled to a fine point since we’d been on our own.
“When are we leaving?”
“As soon as possible,” I answered.
Looking at the empty beds, and letting her eyes wander to the cement ceiling for a bit Cassie looked back me.
“This place isn’t safe?”
“What’s safe?” I questioned back.
“Aunt Fiona?”
“Gone.”
Our eyes met and she knew what that meant. Not dead, not passed on, not at peace, not any of the words that would convey that she had escaped a fate worse than death. Even though my aunt, who loved Cassie too - she used to call her ‘my little flaxen haired peewee’ -, still walked around, dragging herself from one place to another in search of the next meal, or host. She was gone from us, from me. 
My heart constricted as the last image of her replayed in my mind, her reaching through the window of the car screeching at me, collided with the image of the last time I’d seen her before the end of civilization when she’d hugged me like I was the best thing in the world. I took a deep breath to steady the pain that radiated out into the rest of my body. Rosalie’s small hand slide into mine and a sense of peace came through my body allowing me to breath even deeper.
“She got her ring,” Rosalie said.
“Her cool ring? The one she used to let us play with when we played buried treasure in kindergarten?”
I smiled. “The very one.”
Something in my voice made her stop her natural affinity for questioning everyone and everything. Another pang hit me as I remembered how the ring fell into my lap, hand attached.
“Show her,” Rosalie commanded, making me turn to her.
“Listen to you,” I said, laughing as I pulled the ring out from under my shirt where it hung since Chris gave it to me.
As Cassie closely examined it to make sure that it was my aunt’s ring, a stray thought came into my mind where it quickly took root and bloomed. My eyes narrowed as I looked back at Rosalie.
“How did you know about my aunt’s ring? I never said anything to any of you.”
Taking a deep breath, she twisted a long ribbon of hair around her finger. “Actually it wasn’t me that found out,” she whispered. “It was Jasper.”
“Jasper?” Cassie and I said at the same time. I looked over at Cassie and began to smile. She shrugged back before we both refocused our attention on Rosalie.
“Cough it up,” I said narrowing my eyes at her.
Taking a deep breath through her nose, she opened her mouth to speak when the lights began to flicker in a repetitive pattern. Cassie swung her legs out of bed. I knew the look on her face, it could only mean one thing, that we had gone from 0 to 120 in a nanosecond on the trouble scale.
“What?" I mouthed, as she motioned for Rosalie to get out of bed too.
Jumping up I walked quickly to the door reaching for the knife in my boot only to remember that it wasn’t there anymore. The woman and her partner had just reached the door when I did, carrying a pile of clothes. She pushed them into my arms. “Get these on your friend,” she said. “We’ve got to go.”
I hurried back to Cassie tossing the clothes at her, knowing she would have them on in 2 seconds flat. I turned back to the two of them. “Go where?” I whispered.
“Keep your voice down,” the man hissed. “Those lights mean there’s been a breach, and if there’s been a breach, that means…,”
“The creepers are in,” Rosalie whispered her face looking even more ashen under the flickering of the lights.
Taking a deep breath through my nose, I knew she was right. The sickly scent of rot and the metallic taste of congealed blood they took with them everywhere was definitely inside the building.
“Come on,” the woman said heading for the wall at the far end of the hospital wing. Far away from the door we initially came through.
“What a minute,” Cassie said. “You have scalpels or anything like that back in that room of yours?”
“Yes, but,” the woman started to answer.
Moving in unison Cassie and I ran back into the office, carefully pulling out drawers so they made no noise at all, until we found a handful of scalpels and a hacksaw. We both looked at the jagged blade of the saw for a moment, not really wanting to know why it was there when we heard the first moan from behind the door that led to the hallway. The handle of the door twisted but didn’t give as another set of hands began to bang on it. 
Moving toward the only desk in the room, we pushed it in front of the door only to hear the woman call out behind us the sound of her voice making the creepers even more frantic. “Hurry up, we’ve got to go.”
Running back into the hospital ward, I grabbed Rosalie’s hand before following the two of them to the end of room, where we stopped at a solid wall. Cassie almost plowed us down as she slid to a stop behind us.
“Great,” I muttered, looking around for another way out.
“This is a dead end,” Cassie said, her voice lowering to a growl as she radiated irritation.
“Things aren’t always what they seem,” the man said, moving towards the corner where he kicked what looked like the leg of a hospital bed causing a slim portion of the wall to slide over revealing a narrow hallway behind it. The woman immediately stepped in waving us in behind her as he brought up the rear. Pushing against one another, we squeezed into the tight space hearing a crash in the office as Caleb bent down to jiggle something behind us. The stench of the creepers became thicker and I lifted the collar of my shirt up to cover my nose as the door began to slowly close.
A crash and low moans rose from the other side of the ward told me the creepers had somehow been able to not only get through the door Cassie and I blocked, but the hospital ward door too. Screeches of hospital beds being pushed aside over beds and soft thumps told me they were knocking each other down in their haste to get to us. 
Leaning over to see where exactly they were, I saw one of them get distracted by the blood running down another’s arm before it crashed into a bed and leapt at it jaws open. Rosalie turned her head into my side as Cassie and I watched it begin to gnaw on the others arm, its lips smacking as it chewed.
“Hurry,” the man whispered, pushing at us to get moving as the door continued to move slowly, blocking our view of the progress of the creepers. From the smell I could tell they were getting very close to the wall and wouldn’t hesitate to try to take it down, prying their fingers into the opening if they were able to reach it in time.
That thought made my legs move as I pushed Rosalie in front of me to follow the low lit flashlight the woman was waving in our direction. The door closed with a thunk behind us causing the creepers to scream at being separated from their prey.  
We pushed further following the woman up stairs, after stairs, after stairs, until I was sure we were not only past the floor we came in on but much higher than it. Finally, after we were panting and dripping with sweat, she stopped, wiping her brow and listening intently at the wall next to us. Lowering my shirt collar, I took a deep breath. Thankfully, I couldn’t smell any creepers nearby.
“Dani?” Rosalie whispered.
“Yeah?” I bent down to get closer to hear her more easily.
“We’re not going to leave my brothers are we?”
Pulling back, I looked into her shadowed eyes, and shook my head.
“We can’t go back for anyone,” the woman barked.
Sighing I looked over at her. “If you’re going to try ordering us around you might as well tell us both your names.” I crossed my arms and looked at him before turning my gaze back to her.
A half smile replaced the grim look of determination on her face.
“I’m Rebekah and this is Caleb,” she stared at me for a moment. “And, I’m not trying to order you around, I’m trying to get us all out of here safely, preferably with all our limbs intact and not becoming food for the brainless.”
I couldn’t help but smile at the tone in her voice and she smiled back, the first genuine smile I’d seen from her in the short time I’d known her.
“Well Rebekah and Caleb, I think we’re aiming for the same goal,” I said.
“Yes, we are,” he said. “Now, the key is to get out of this interior corridor without alerting the brainless, or the ones that control them.”
“That and making sure our friends are safe too,” I said.
“Yes, we know that too,” Caleb said. “Rebekah here can get a little reactionary when it comes to getting away safely.”
“Meaning everybody gets left behind?” Cassie asked not a hint of humor in her voice as she met Rebekah’s stare with one of her own.
“Hey, we’re still here,” Caleb said. “You don’t know what we’ve been through. We don’t know what you’ve been through, but I would imagine it wasn’t too long ago that you were the same way.”
How he knew that I didn’t even venture to guess. But, I nodded slightly in agreement meeting Cassie’s eyes and letting her know she needed to back off if we were to get out of here intact and still be able to find the others. She nodded slightly to let me know she understood before we turned back to the others.
“So, how do we get out?” I asked, looking at the walls that surrounded us as well as yet another flight of stairs that rose before us.
“Up,” Rebekah said moving forward.
Following quickly, we were at a turn in the stairway when a boom radiated through the building causing it to lurch to the side. Cassie reached out to steady Rosalie at the same time I did. Caleb and Rebekah held to the concrete walls with their fingertips.
“Hurry,” Rebekah’s clipped command did little to reassure me, but we had no other choice.
“Keep the hacksaw ready,” I whispered to Cassie who I felt rather than saw nod in agreement. I didn’t know what I could do with the scalpel I reached for, but I knew if I could get close enough to the creepers to get them in the eye with it then they’d go down. My stomach turned at the thought of being so close to them and their overwhelming stench if it came to that.
The stairway ended at a metal door. Leaning close to it, there was no sound from the other side. I took a deep breath through my nose smelling the tail end of creepers, much further off.
“Where are they?” Cassie asked looking over at me.
“Behind us, a ways back, but it won’t take long for them to figure out where we are and come up here. They must have been able to push through the wall.”
As if on cue we could hear moaning from deep down in the black hole of stairs that we had come up.
“They’ll be here soon,” Rosalie whispered.
Leaning on the door, I pushed it open just a fraction before it caught on something behind it, making it impossible for me to move alone. The others threw their weight in with mine and the door moved just a fraction more. Our breaths began to grow ragged as we pushed harder and harder, the stench of the creepers ing stronger every moment.
“What’s behind the door?” Caleb barked. “It’s supposed to be kept clear at all times.”
“I don’t know,” Rebekah replied, her voice inching higher as she said the words. Suddenly, she froze and her skin took on a pallor that could only mean one thing.
“No you don’t,” I said. “We’re not at defcon 3 yet. We keep pushing, and if that doesn’t work we start pushing them back and using the hacksaw.”
Drawing a deep breath that hitched a couple of times and wiping her forehead, she nodded at me before throwing her weight at the door with renewed purpose.
“They’re here,” Cassie sang out, swinging the hacksaw down at the first of the creepers, cleaving its forehead in two as it fell back onto the others.
Rebekah fell through the door as whatever was behind it mysteriously moved out of the way. Caleb grasped one of the handrails swinging himself up and kicking two of the creepers at once, immediately making me envious of the move as I tried to see what was behind the door.
“Go,” he yelled.
Hacking at one more, Cassie moved back until I grasped the back of her shirt in one hand and gripped Rosalie tightly with the other throwing them both behind me as Rebekah yelled clear. Caleb pushed back as the creepers swarmed up the stairs crawling over each other in their haste, their moans and their stench blanketing us. Kicking out I hit one in the forehead as another replaced it, when spray of bullets mowed down the first row of them. Hands pulled both Caleb and I back, yanking us into the hallway before releasing us.
“Run,” said a familiar voice. “I’ll cover you.”
We ran as the sound of gunshots being sprayed into the crowd of creepers became more insistent.
“It’ll only buy us a few moments at best,” came Chris’ voice. I couldn’t help but smile that he, of all the people in this building, was here when we needed him. He caught up with me, and I looked over giving him a half smile.
“Where’d you come from?” I asked around my gasps for air.
“What? You thought I wouldn’t be here?” He gave me a whole smile in return as we pushed through a door that took us up another short set of stairs onto the roof of the building. Someone stayed behind, shutting and locking it just as the first set of hands banged on it.
“Stay down,” Chris called out as we scattered around the roof settling in next to air conditioning and heating units, looking up at the sky that was dark gray and still thick with ashes from the creeper burn piles. Leaning over, I saw Cassie holding her hacksaw up at the ready with one hand, while clasping Rosalie to her side with the other. Narrowing my eyes so I could see to the edge of the roof, I saw there were people shaped shadows dotted here and there all over. I couldn’t tell which ones were Caleb and Rebekah.
“What,” I began to whisper before Chris held up his hand to stop me. Cocking his head to the side he was listening to something in the distance. From the look on his face, my stomach dropped as every fiber of my being listened, straining to hear what he was hearing. Soon enough the sound came, the heavy whoosh of the movement of air under large wings. The angels were coming towards us with who knew what else.
“Oh god,” I barely mouthed making Chris turn towards me.
“Religious are we?” He asked amusement coloring his words.
“No,” I whispered back. “But, sometimes it’s worth a shot.”
He didn’t answer, moving quietly towards Cassie and Rosalie while beckoning me to follow. Reaching them, he nodded towards them before making his way further across the roof from one shadow to another. We followed until we were at the edge. Light was just dawning on the horizon casting shards of orange red through the haze as he leaned over seeming to be looking for something.
“What are you…?” I whispered before he cut me off with the click of his tongue.
Glaring at me for a moment, he looked over the edge again. Small dark shapes in the sky told me the angels would be here soon, as a sound like engines rose up from the ground.
“Over there,” Rosalie said, pointing towards the road behind the smoking creeper piles.
My eyes following in that direction. I squinted, eventually seeing what she was pointing at. Converted SUV’s making their way towards us. In more than one, individual's stood up through the sunroofs, rifles at the ready. As I continued to watch, one of them began to look like someone I recognized. 
Stray creepers were attracted to the noise, moaning and making their way over. The vehicles came next to the building as people on the rooftop began to move to what looked like predetermined spots at the roof’s edge.
“It’s Edward,” Rosalie said, looking at the vehicle that was headed our way, relief washing through her words.
“Your brother?” Cassie whispered a tone in her voice that I hadn’t heard for a very long time. Glancing over at her, she looked over at me. Shaking my head at her, I grinned.
“Okay,” Chris said, our attention turning to him. “When it comes, when our vehicle comes, we have to climb down to it fast using a rope, one after the other, which means we’ll all be on the rope at the same time. Make sure to avoid the windows that are on the upper floors.”
“Why?” I leaned over seeing that there were just a few windows dotted on this side of the building.
“You have to ask?”
Before I could answer the vehicle had stopped, and Edward had started to pick off creepers as they made their way toward it. Other vehicles stopped next to the building too, their shooters doing exactly the same thing as Edward. The sound was causing more creepers to move into the area. Chris dropped the rope. A hand reaching up through the sunroof caught it.
“You first,” he said to me as I swung over just catching sight of Chris swinging Rosalie on his back as I made my way down. Cassie came next, almost kicking me in the face in her haste to get down. The rope tightened as Chris and Rosalie swung onto it. I could almost feel their weight on me if they fell, pushing me down into the growing crowd of creepers their moans and stench rising to meet me as I made my way further down.
Out of the corner of my eyes, I could see that there were other ropes with people on them quickly climbing down into their own vehicles, the constant thrum of pounding hands never letting up as I made my way down. 
Suddenly I saw a window to my left flex as the man on the rope near it slipped, flailing to right himself causing his rope to sway back and forth in wide arcs nearly touching the edge of the window. Blinking my eyes to clear my vision, I was sure I was seeing things. When I looked again at the window it was as still as could be.
“Keep going,” Chris yelled down at me.
Glancing up, I saw Cassie was almost on top of me and Chris and Rosalie weren’t much farther up when the man to my left careened out of control, his rope swaying so far that he knocked into me just as the window crashed outwards. Three creepers pushed out through the jagged remains of glass vying for purchase on the window sill as shards rained down on those below. The man grabbed onto me as his rope began to swing back. A body fell off his rope, and one of the creepers managed to climb over the others and fall down after it. The smack of soft flesh on the concrete below made me shudder, even as I began to be pulled towards the window the man acting as a weight pulling us all over.
The creepers eyed us hungrily, their moans growing louder and their movements becoming more frantic the closer we got to them. Chris was yelling something I couldn’t understand as Cassie tried with all her might to hold onto anything to stop the movement. I pulled back on the man trying to bring us up higher so that we didn’t swing right in front of the window.
“I'm shooting ‘em,” yelled Edward, as he took controlled, specific shots at the creepers in the window who toppled out hitting the ground with soft thuds, resting there for a moment before trying to stand on their broken legs and arms.
“Climb on my back,” I gasped at the man.
Nodding, he grasped my back and shifted his weight letting go of his rope. My hands slid on my own rope as his weight dragged me down, but I managed to steady myself. I began to slide down fast, feeling the burn on my palms and praying that the rope would hold at the top.
Shaking my head I cleared my head of thoughts of falling, focusing instead on the sunroof and Edward who had tied a lime green bandana around his head.
Hands with flesh hanging in strips off their bones reached up from around the vehicle for me and the man on my back as we slid down to the vehicle. Healthy hands pulled me into the interior as Cassie and Chris and Rosalie followed. Slapping and pushing on the windows caused the vehicle to rock, while sounds of shots rang out over the enclosed area. Settling into the backseat I saw that Robert was driving and half wondered if he was going to go with us all the way to Sanctuary.
“Ready?” He called out, not even waiting for an answer as he gunned it, causing us to all fly backwards in the overstuffed interior. He ran over creepers that got in his way making the bumpy ride even bumper. Edward plopped down next to me grinning from ear to ear.
“I love doing that,” he said enthusiastically as Carlisle closed the sunroof.
“I don’t,” muttered the man next to me, before looking up. “Thank you,” he said to me.
I shrugged, “What’s your name?”
“Tony,” he said, “That rope caught on my foot and I, well I overreacted. I hope the others are okay,” he commented more to himself than anyone else before turning to look outside.
For what seemed like a nanosecond we were on the ramp, narrowly avoiding the burning creeper pile before we were on the highway and plunging into the forest, Robert blazing his own trail.
I lost sight of the other vehicles as we made our way into the forest, seeing just enough to know that not all of them came into the tree dense area with us. After an hour or so, Robert slowed the vehicle, stopping as it idled. Turning around he did a sight check that all of us were there before turning to Chris.
“Where to?” He asked.
“Scott’s Valley,” Chris said.
“What?” I said surprised to hear the croak that my voice had become.
“Scott’s Valley,” he repeated, meeting my questioning eyes with his own.


 




Chapter 6
“Scott’s Valley?” Cassie burst out. “Since when do you think it’s even in California at all?”
“Since I talked with John about it,” Chris replied calmly.
Robert nodded in agreement. “We’ve been in contact with them. Turns out the whole north west thing was a ruse so the angels wouldn’t figure it out.” He shrugged.
“Do you think they still don’t know where it is?” Carlisle asked.
Glancing around at all of them, the lines of surprise and stress were evident on their faces. I took a deep breath smelling the acidity of their fear that what we all thought about where Sanctuary was turned out not to be the reality of it at all.
“Can we trust that John’s info. is correct?” I asked.
“It’s right,” Robert answered his lips pursing into a thin line as he narrowed his eyes at me. “We did reconnaissance not too long ago, and they’re there.”
“Did you talk with them? What were they like? Could they walk among the creepers without causing a feeding frenzy?” The questions ran rapid fire out of me.
“No, no and yes,” was his only reply as he turned around and looked out the windshield of the vehicle. “We’ve got to get moving if we want to gain ground before dark. Everybody’s packs are in the back.”
“Packs?” Cassie asked.
“Yeah,” Chris said. “We’re going to have to walk from here. Taking the vehicle will be too noticeable from the air, and they’re going to be trying to find us.”
Carlisle nodded, reaching to the back and handing us each of a pack in turn, except Tony. Even Rosalie had a small one packed just for her.
“Sorry man,” Robert said shrugging to Tony, who just shook his head.
“Don’t worry about it, it’s not like I ended up in the right vehicle,” Tony replied. “But, this vehicle is better than being left behind dead.”
“Damn straight,” Cassie said.
Ignoring the tone of her voice, I took my pack and rifled through it, letting out a relieved sigh when I saw a handgun and ammunition among the granola bars, beef jerky and water. Glancing over I saw Cassie take her gun out of her pack, weighing it in her hand to get the feel of it.
“If your mom could see you now,” I said wryly. She smiled back at me, before pushing her hair out of her face.
“Remember when Scott took us out target shooting and my mom found out?”
I nodded. Cassie had been grounded for weeks after we went with her sort of boyfriend out to the desert flats, lining up cans, bottles and whatever else we could find to target shoot. Cassie had been reluctant at first because her mom was so anti-gun, telling everyone who would listen that firearms would be the downfall of our country. Cassie had swung between being afraid of what would happen if her mom found out, and looking like a putz in front of Scott. Saving face had made her decision, but somehow her mom had found out and she had definitely paid the price.
In a bizarre twist of fate, it was what we learned that day that ultimately ended up saving us when we came across a stash of guns and ammo not long after everything went down. They were in the master bedroom closet of a house we went into to try and replenish our supplies, when we were still trying to figure out how to get out of the mess that was Phoenix.
Wrinkling my nose, I could still smell the creepers as they decayed in the heat when they were first wandering around. Before they even began to decay in earnest, they just looked like they were sick, in need of help. It wasn’t long though before we figured out that they weren’t just wandering around aimlessly, they were wandering around until they came across food of the human variety.
It took Cassie and I just a few hours to find each other in the mess. Our cell phones had died, but we had a treehouse fort, a plank in the y of a tree in the cemetery next to our neighborhood. We’d built it when we were kids, and whenever something crazy happened or we were upset, we knew that we’d find the other one there. It had been years since we’d used it, but when my parents didn’t come home from the meeting the angels had arranged, I knew there was something desperately wrong.
My mom hadn’t trusted the angels from the time they first showed up espousing beautiful ideas about how they were there to save mankind from themselves. It was my dad who said everything would be okay. When the meeting had been announced, and it was made clear that everyone was required to go, my parents had argued about taking me. My mom had won that argument and because of it I was alive. 
Crushing my eyes closed, I tried not to remember her hugging me tightly and telling me that if they didn’t come back in a couple of hours, I had to leave, get out of Phoenix and try to get to my aunt’s house. That she of all people would figure out how to survive. That she would take care of me, help me.
“Get water. Get long lasting food. Get out,” my mom had said, my dad rolling his eyes in the background.
“Don’t worry honey,” he said kissing the top of my head. “We’ll be home before you know it.”
“Beans,” my mom called out, giving me one last kiss and a “I love you.” “Beans,” she repeated, as I gave her a confused look. “Beans will keep you alive.”
After they left, the time had passed slowly as the rock in my stomach grew to a full-fledged boulder the longer they were gone. I stayed at the house longer than I probably should have, perched frozen on the edge of my bed plucking at the tassels on my blue and white bedspread. Ultimately it was the noise that got me moving more than anything else. Wailing rose up into the night air before rolling out over the city blanketing every corner with its cacophony. The wails stopped in an abrupt silence that was only broken by odd shuffling and a rank smell that I would more than understand not too much later.
When I finally got myself moving, I stepped into the darkness at the back of my house, knowing I had to go to the cemetery to see if Cassie was there before I ran like my mom told me to.
“Dani?” Cassie’s voice interrupted my thoughts as she gently touched my arm.
Opening my eyes, I focused on the car before turning to see the thick trees we were settled in.
“We have to go,” she said quietly. The others eyes skittered between the trees and my face as I nodded.
“Let’s go,” I croaked, opening the door and taking a deep breath. Relief washed over me as I smelt the deep tang of the evergreens, the mustiness of the soil and nothing else.
“There’s a bunker a ways ahead,” Robert said. “We need to get to it by nightfall.”
“This is where I head off,” Tony said.
“Head off?” Chris asked, giving him a look I couldn’t decipher. “You sure about that?”
“Yeah man,” Tony said. “We all have different rendezvous points, and, no offense but I’d like to get back to my group.”
Robert nodded in agreement reaching out to shake Tony’s hand. “God speed with you until we meet again,” he said. Tony nodded as he reached out and shook the big man’s hand.
“Here,” Chris said rummaging around in his pack until he came up with a gun, ammo., water and jerky. “Take these with you.”
“Thanks man,” Tony replied in a low voice as he took them, tucking the items in his pockets.
Turning to the rest of us, he nodded again, then was gone in the dense forest before we could say a word.
“Let’s go,” Chris said.
Swinging our packs on our backs, Robert and Chris took the lead. Edward and I took the rear and everyone else straggled in between as we made our way through the deep undergrowth.
The evergreen scent remained the same as we tramped through the forest our feet kicking up the loamy, mustiness of the soil as shadows lengthened around us. I glanced up every once in a while to see if there was anything coming from above. I knew we’d been walking for quite a while when my stomach began to growl.
“I always know when it’s time to stop, because Dani’s stomach tells us to,” Cassie said, turning back to towards Edward and I with a laugh.
“What do you think?” Chris looked over at Robert who was looking straight up at the top of the tree he was standing close to. He nodded.
“As good a place as any, but we’ve got to be quick, we do not want to be in these woods when it gets dark.”
Settling in, none of us made a comment about what Robert said, but I certainly thought of a lot of fairy tale references I would have popped off sarcastically before the end of the world as we knew it. Now, though, his words were more than too real to all of us as we sat slowly chewing our granola bars trying to make them last as long as we could.
“You know there’s something that's really is odd about the creepers,” Carlisle said after he took a swig of water washing down the last of his granola bar.
“Other than the fact that they smell rancid, are dripping flesh and really, really want to eat us alive,” Edward snorted.
“That’s just it,” Carlisle glared at his brother. “Why do they eat some of us, and just bite others.”
His question settled on us, causing those of us who were still eating to chew even more slowly.
“I never even thought about that,” I said, swallowing and sitting up straighter feeling my muscles stretch and pop.
“I think it’s just opportunity,” said Chris packing his water bottle into his backpack and zipping it up. “They’re so controlled by their hunger and underlying that the virus' need to find a new host, that if something fresh gets their attention even as they’re biting something fresh right in front of them, they just bite the first then go for the second, and, well, you know how fast the disease progresses.”
“So, you think it’s a disease?” Jasper asked.
Surprise to hear him actually speak, I looked over to find he was staring at Chris with an intensity I hadn’t seen before. Rosalie sat quietly next to him, carefully glancing between he and Chris before settling her attention on Chris.
“Yes, yes, I do. It’s a disease and so much more,” Chris sighed looking up at the darkening sky.
“Why?” Carlisle asked.
“Hate to interrupt but we need to get going,” Robert said, stretching and shaking out his legs as he stood. “Just a couple more hours.”
Jasper’s question and Chris’s answer burned in my mind as we walked. I had always thought it was a foregone conclusion that the creepers were affected by a disease, one that infected them quickly and made them what they are. It bothered me that some of them, especially the newer ones, clung to their jewelry even if the hand or arm or leg the jewelry sat on was peeling off around it. The image of my Aunt’s face, her earrings still glittering in her ears came to mind making me shiver. Pulling up the zipper on my hoodie, I rearranged the pack on my back.
“What?” Cassie asked.
“You ever thought about that?”
“About what?”
“What Jasper asked about it being a disease,” I nodded up at Jasper who was walking close to Chris their bodies close as they spoke quietly.
“You’d have thought we would have talked about it by now,” she said with a short laugh. “But, oh wait, we’ve always been too busy trying not to get eaten or bit.”
I nodded, my eyes settling first on Jasper then on Rosalie who seemed to sense my gaze and turned around. She slowed her pace a bit, so we soon caught up with her. Both Edward and Carlisle glanced back to make sure she was okay before continuing on. Even so, I couldn’t help but notice that both of them slowed a bit so that they’d be able to get to their sister quickly if they needed to.
“We tried you know,” Rosalie said after settling in walking between Cassie and I.
“What?” I looked down at her.
“I know what you’re thinking,” she looked far off into the forest. “If it’s a disease it should be curable, it should be,” she took a deep breath. “I should be able to help.”
“I hadn’t actually gotten that far with thinking about what you can do,” I said.
“We did,” she cut me off. “We tried, you know on our mom. Our dad, he was already gone. We didn’t know where, but mom, she knew she wasn’t feeling well, so she locked herself in her room, told us to take the car and run, told the boys,” she stopped her voice thickening as tears began to gather in the corner of her eyes.
Moving closer I put my arm around her. “You don’t have to.”
“Yes, I do because you have to know,” she interrupted me, blinking rapidly before straightening her shoulders and taking a deep breath. “You know about me,” she said in an undertone. “So, you should know that I can’t, I mean I just can’t.”
“It’s okay, no one’s asking you to,” I said ruffling her hair and wondering what exactly happened when she tried to heal their mom. No wonder they thought it wasn’t a disease, but Chris hadn’t said it wasn’t a disease, he said it was that and something more. My mind folded over that thought as I held Rosalie closer to my side, and glanced over her head at Cassie, who looked back at me with questioning eyes.
I knew my friend wouldn’t have missed any part of that conversation. I also knew that since Rosalie healed her, she would figure out what Rosalie had insinuated that she had tried to heal her mom and couldn’t. Cassie shivered, not from the cold, but from whatever pictures her mind was conjuring up about what had gone on with Rosalie and her brothers as they tried to save their mother. 
I also knew it wasn’t lost on her that somehow their mother had figured out she was going to change, and had voluntarily locked herself up and told her children to run in order to protect them. That was something I had never heard of before. And, if that was the case with their mother, it wasn’t too far of a stretch that my Aunt on some level far beyond and underneath what she had become, might have known me when she saw me. And maybe, just maybe, she wasn’t trying to eat me or infect me when she was pounding on the car window but was trying to give me her ring to let me know that underneath it all, she was still herself.
I shuddered to think that if that was the case, how many of the other creepers were trapped in their own bodies. That somehow deep inside their selves they still had an awareness of who they used to be. Just the thought of it made my stomach turn, causing the oats and raisins in the granola bar I had eaten to turn on each other.
“I don’t think so Dani,” Cassie said staring at me intently. I should have guessed she would know where my thoughts would go. “I think most of them are gone, they’re just gone.” Her voice trailed off as she looked into the darkening trees.
I followed her gaze, taking a deep breath and stopped. A tangy scent that was out of place rode the air.
“What is it?” Cassie asked, stopping to look around as we both reached into our packs for our pistols.
Rosalie made a little clicking noise with her tongue and all her brothers were armed in less than a second. Chris and Robert kept walking quietly seemingly unaware of any change.
“What is it?” Cassie repeated.
Shaking my head, I took a slow step forward. “It’s the air, it doesn’t smell right.”
“Creeper?” she whispered, as Rosalie grasped the back of my hoodie.
“No, something else,” just as the words fell from my lips, I lost sight of both Robert and Chris around a particularly large tree.
Edward was about to follow when he did an about face, his face pale. “Run,” he rasped as something large came around the tree after him.
Grabbing Rosalie’s hand, I dove to me left hoping that Cassie would follow as we crashed through the underbrush. I could hear the others as they went in other directions in the forest, with whatever was after us following their direction and not ours. The sound of it got fainter the farther we ran away.
The brush tore at my hoodie and arms making me bleed as I hacked  our way through it as best I could. Rosalie’s heavy breathing was the only thing I heard for a moment and I thought somehow we’d lost Cassie before I realized they were actually breathing in unison which struck my as funny. A harsh laugh escaped from my throat.
“You’ve finally lost it,” Cassie said from behind Rosalie.
I shook my head as we slowed down and stopped. The silence of the forest greeted us as we strained our ears to hear anything.
“You smell anything?” Cassie asked, her eyes flitting from one direction to another as we stood our feet sinking slightly in the loamy forest floor. I was so thankful to have whole shoes at that moment. I didn’t even want to imagine what it would be like to sink into the soil in the shoes I’d worn holes into as we walked from Arizona.
“No,” I whispered.
“So, no creepers?”
“No,” I shook my head as my eyes darted around. “What was that thing? Did you get a good look at it?”
“It was really big,” Rosalie said, her eyes looking especially big in the dim light.
“I know, but it wasn’t a creeper.”
“I hope everybody got away,” Rosalie whispered.
I just nodded, I couldn’t promise something like that.
“Me too,” Cassie said. “I wonder why Chris or Robert didn’t say anything?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “But, we’d better get moving towards somewhere that’s slightly safe for tonight because full nightfall is going to be here in, well, really fast.”
We all looked up at the dusky sky that we knew was going to flip to full darkness fast.
“Maybe we should just go into the trees now,” Rosalie said.
“She’s got a point,” Cassie said. “If we get high enough maybe we can see something.”
Looking at the trees, there was no way that any of us could climb them. Let alone get to the top to see anything.
“Why don’t we walk a little ways and find trees that we can actually get into?” I asked.
“Which way do you think we should go?”
I sighed. “North, that seems like the most logical way.”
“Yeah, then maybe we can find the safe house,” Rosalie commented. “And north is that way, because the sun is going down over there and that’s west, and east is where it came up over there, so it has to be that way.” She pointed as she spoke as if what she said made perfect sense. Glancing at Cassie she shrugged, before we silently began to make our way towards the direction Rosalie pointed.
The shadows grew from gray to a darker gray when we stopped at a grouping of trees that looked like we could access them.
“Come on,” Cassie said as she began to shimmy up one. “We need to get high enough up so that we can’t be seen from the ground.”
"You're kidding right? I had no idea," I sassed her as she took a moment to look down at me and roll her eyes.
Hoisting Rosalie up behind her, I glanced over my shoulder, narrowing my eyes to make sure there was nothing in the shadows. Nothing moved. By the time I’d reached where they were, Rosalie was high enough up that she was settled onto a large tree limb. I pulled myself up until I was sitting next to her. Putting her finger to her mouth she pointed upwards.
Cassie was far above us already. She had always been a natural climber. When we were kids, she was able to scale the monkey bars like nobody’s business, and now that talent was being put to good use.
“You hungry?” I asked, turning toward Rosalie, and being reminded of how small a girl she was as she sat still as could be looking out over the forest.
She nodded as I fished around and found a granola bar and a bottle of water we could share. I didn’t even have to say anything about conserving our food and water, Rosalie just assumed and accepted that we were only going to get a few bites and sips of water.
The breeze brushed through the trees causing the leaves to dance a little. Rosalie wrapped her arms around herself as we waited for Cassie to come back down. She was so silent up there that if I didn’t know she was there, I would have never guessed anyone was above us.
Pulling Rosalie closer to me, I unzipped my hoodie pulling her into it with me then zipping it up around us.
Suddenly Cassie was next to us, settling onto the tree limb around the trunk from ours.
“You see anything?” I whispered.
“There’s an open space not too far north of here,” she whispered back. “There’s big lights and everything.”
“Electricity?” I asked.
“Yeah, big industrial lights. It looks like they’ve got quite the encampment, and it looks like it may be near the place where Robert was taking us.”
We all went silent as that bit of information sunk in.
“Well, the electricity isn’t that rare,” I commented.
“Rare enough,” was Cassie’s response.
When the angels came, one of the first things they did after people started to get antsy about them was to slowly cut back on everyone’s electricity until they finally shut it down all together. It made it way harder for us to communicate with each other. The weird thing was, if they wanted who was left of us to know something, the electricity would magically come back on. Streets would light up, televisions would broadcast, radios would turn on and even dead cell phones would come back to life all to broadcast a message that they wanted us to hear. As soon as we figured out the cell phones could be brought back to life, we ditched them. The last thing we needed was to be found by the angels. We heard horror stories of people who had clung to them, been found, and taken to who knows where only to reappear as creepers not much later.
“Did it look like there were a lot of people there?”
“Kind of,” Cassie said. “But it was hard to see.” She sighed. “I guess I just have to climb up there early in the morning to see what’s going on.”
I nodded even though I knew she couldn’t really see me in the growing darkness. “We’re going to have to strap ourselves to the tree limbs, the last thing we need is to fall down.”
“Yeah, I know,” Cassie replied.
Reaching into my pack I found the rope we needed before settling back again the tree trunk with Rosalie scooting over with me, as I wound it around us and the tree trunk until it was secure. Cassie’s rope rustled softly as she secured herself to the other side of the tree trunk. Sighing I realized how easily we were about to secure ourselves into a tree, secure in the knowledge that it at saved us many times. But, that didn’t mean that I liked it. I resigned myself to sleeping half sitting up.
“Wanta watch?” Cassie’s voice floated over after we had all settled in.
“Do you think we need to?” I answered, looking up at the clear sky that peeked through the branches before glancing down to the ground that was totally obscured by the branches below us.
“Not really,” she answered. I could tell from her reply that she was looking down like me.
I tucked my fingers into the sleeves of my hoodie as the temperature dropped. Rosalie stayed curled up against me, her breathing uneven as we waited for sleep to come, or the night to end, whichever came first.
Stars peeked through the branches above us as I wondered where everyone else ended up. They could be in the trees like we were, or something else. I shuddered to think what that creature could do if it found them. I hadn’t really seen it but sensed how big it was and how different it was from the creepers. It didn’t smell of decay, it smelt of something else I couldn’t quite put my finger on. Looking up and seeing those stars, their light looking just like it had from the time I was little, it was easy to believe that somewhere out there things weren’t as dire as they were here.
When I was small I used lean out of my bedroom window at night when my parents thought I was asleep and think of my cousin in England. I would wonder if she was looking at the same stars that I was, just on the other side of the world. As I grew older and learned how the earth turned, I knew there was no way we were looking at the same stars at the same time, but I would still wonder if maybe we saw the same stars just at different time. Thinking like that always made me feel as though I might be a little closer to her.
My thoughts drifted to Chris. Looking at one particularly bright star, I wondered if he could see it and if he could, if by some chance, he was thinking of me too. Since I’d met him, he always seemed to be near when I needed him to be, which made me more than slightly uncomfortable. This was not only because I didn’t like the idea of needing someone to get me out of a jam, but also because my heart rate seemed to double when he was around, which was not a good thing since my heart was already beating out of my chest every time I ended up having to fight anything.
“Do you think we’ll find them?” Rosalie interrupted my thoughts, her voice no more than a breath.
“I’m thinking we have a pretty good chance of finding them,” I answered patting her on the back, and wondering where my own confidence in my answer came from. “I don’t think they’re going anywhere if they don’t know where we are.”
She nodded, staying silent until she began to breath at an even pace as sleep overcame her. I found myself matching my breaths to hers and began to drift off.
“So, you think they’re around here?” A man’s voice floated up from the ground jolting me fully awake. I froze, feeling Rosalie breathing evenly next to me. Even though my mouth felt dry, I tried not to swallow, straining to hear if the man would say anything else. Cassie was too quiet on her side of the tree, so I knew that she was all ears trying to hear what was going on below us just like I was.
“Of course, they’re still around here,” another man rasped back irritation clear in his voice. “There’s no way they could have gone very far. We just got to find them before we go back.”
“Did you see how they all came out of that bunker?” Another voice said. “They were like rats leaving a sinking ship, so much for the renowned loyalty of John’s men.”
“Yeah, they ran in all directions,” answered the rasping voice.
If I only counted the voices, so far there were three men down there. I took a deep breath my nose wrinkling as the acidy smell of fear rose through the smell of the sweat and greasy hair of the men below us. Each of them had a slightly different smell to them, so I figured there were at least a couple more. At least five of them. A rhythmic scratching sound from Cassie caught my ear before stopping abruptly telling me that she figured there were five too.
“Yep, then ran again when they saw it,” they laughed at that comment, then grew quiet.
“Too bad they can’t train it to do something useful,” said the first guy who spoke.
“Like what?” Replied another.
“Like not shred people we’re trying to catch alive,” said raspy voice.
Rosalie went still as she woke, hearing the men below us. I patted her on the back to let her know I was awake too. 
“It sure would be a lot easier if they let us communicate with each other while we’re all looking around, then we’ll know who’s caught who and when we can stop looking,” raspy voice said.
The others went silent at the thought.
“Maybe the boss will be able to work something out,” said a heavy voice that until then had been silent. “But for now, we assume that no one has caught anyone but the first two, we keep looking and we bring the rest of them in alive.”
Their words bounced around my mind as they quietly made their way further into the forest, their footsteps receding as they disappeared from hearing. Somehow the men who were searching the forest had managed to capture two people, maybe two of our group. If that was so, then the question was, which two, and where were they keeping them? My mind skittered away from the question of whether they were actually keeping them anywhere at all.
“You think they meant two of us or two of everyone that came out?” Cassie whispered.
“Of us,” Rosalie answered knowingly and just as quietly while I mulled the question over in silence.
The early morning hours stretched out as the cold continued to creep in underneath our clothes. Cassie would move restlessly every once in a while. I knew she was itching to climb back up the tree to find out what was going on, but there was no point in the darkness. Finally, a sliver of blue rose from the east, and she began to unlatch herself from the tree.
As she scrambled up, Rosalie and I sat up on the branch stretching as much as we were able. My hands and feet were numb from the cold. Flexing my fingers and toes, I did what I could to get the blood moving back through them
“Here,” Rosalie whispered holding out her hands to me. Putting my hands into hers I immediately felt a slight heat as feeling and warmth flowed through them.
“Thanks,” I said. “That can come in pretty handy.
“I know,” she said smiling back at me. “Are there anymore granola bars left?”
I fished around in my pack until I came up with one that was squashed but somewhat still in the shape of a bar. I handed it to her watching as she took delicate bites of it even though she must have been starving. We’d all learned to handle our hunger in different ways since the change came, some people I’d seen would tear into any food they could find, while others insisted that they maintain some semblance of civility as they ate. Obviously, Rosalie was in the second camp. I stopped myself as I tore into a piece of jerky, apparently I was in the first camp.
Cassie shimmed down the tree without knocking down leaves or even moving branches at all. The fact that she could climb trees of any sort without any sort of telltale movement of a leaf or branch always amazed me.
“So?” I asked as she got settled and began eating a piece of jerky I handed to her.
“Still big,” she said around chewing. “It backs up to a steep hill that looks as though an underground bunker could be built in it. So, I think that’s where Robert was taking us.”
“How many of them are there?” I asked.
“A lot. There are angels there too, as well as huge crates and creepers in cages.”
“Cages?” Both Rosalie and I exclaimed.
Cassie nodded. “Yeah I know it sounds really weird, but there they were.”
“How many?” I could hardly wrap my head around the fact that they were caging up the creepers.
“I don’t know,” she shrugged. “A lot.”
On our trek to the coast, Cassie and I had been warned away from certain areas because people were not only unfriendly, but were seemingly able to tame the creepers enough to use them as protection. I’d thought that the tales were a little farfetched because I couldn’t quite figure out how you’d take a creeper alive unless you had a lot of people working together to do it, and we never saw that large of a group of people. But, if there were cages full of creepers here, as well as that other thing that came into the forest that scattered us, now it seemed as though the stories weren’t that farfetched.
“Did it look like they had anywhere they were keeping people?” Rosalie asked.
“I didn’t see anywhere, but that doesn’t mean that they weren’t,” Cassie replied. “Did either of you pay attention when Robert was talking about this safe place?”
I shook my head. Most of the time Robert was taking point with Chris as we walked through the forest and whatever fragments of conversation that drifted back to me, I didn’t really bother catching. Warmth heated my cheeks as I realized that when I was looking at Chris from behind I wasn’t really focused on what he and Robert were talking about.
Rosalie looked up at me and smiled as she saw the pink in my cheeks, as Cassie began to chuckle.
“You’re a heck of a lot of good,” she said.
“What’s your excuse?” I shot back watching color rise in her cheeks too.
Rosalie giggled at the both of us.
“Okay,” I said. “So, because the camp is so big, I think it’s fair to assume they probably have two of our own, my guess would be Robert and Chris because for whatever reason that thing seemed to bypass them and come around the tree after the rest of us. We don’t know why. But, putting the reason aside, we need to figure out where they are and get them out, then figure out where the rest of the guys are.”
“Or figure out where the rest of the guys are, and work with them to get Chris and Robert out,” Cassie said.
“That’s the best plan,” I replied, “But, where do you think they’ll be?”
“I think I know,” Rosalie spoke up.
An hour later, we were trekking through the forest to the west as the sun creeped overhead. Chilly shadows draped the ground as we made our way through the underbrush as quietly as we could. I constantly scanned the area for climbable trees just in case. But so far, so good. There was no telltale scent of creepers in the air, nor was there the scent of the unfamiliar men who stood below us in the night. Birds were just beginning to sing and small animals began to scamper through the branches above us. All very good signs that there was nothing too dangerous around.
Cassie and I had learned the hard way that when the animals go quiet there’s a reason for it. If creepers didn’t have their food of choice available, they’d dive into the bodies of unsuspecting animals instead. The animals were pretty smart though, they figured out pretty quickly that the creepers were predators, so they kept quiet whenever creepers were around.
The trees began to thin out a little, making it more difficult to remain in their shadows. Pulling out my knife, I held it loosely just in case. Glancing over, I saw Cassie do the same. Our bodies were strung with tension by the time Rosalie came to a stop. She waved us forward until we stood one on each side just a step in front of her.
“There,” she whispered pointing to a grouping of trees.
Cassie and I glanced at each other. There was nothing remarkable about these trees compared to many groupings we’d come through already. I looked down at Rosalie questioningly. She nodded back up at me.
“Where?” whispered Cassie.
“There,” Rosalie said again pointing to the middle of the trees.
A pit began to form in my stomach, and I began to wonder just what Rosalie was doing. There was no movement of wildlife behind the trees she pointed at, but there was no telltale scent other than the pungent scent of the trees along with the occasional sharp scent of squirrel either.
I crouched down, so my face was right next to hers.
“Rosalie,” I said, the pit in my stomach expanding as I realized that we may have just been following the fantasies of a little girl trying to find her brothers. “Rosalie, Cassie and I don’t see what you’re seeing, where are they?”
“They’re not there,” Rosalie replied her face serious. “But, they will be.”
“How do you know?” Cassie asked.
“I just do,” Rosalie said squirming a little where she stood.
“Rosalie, we trusted you enough to follow you here,” I said. “You need to trust us to tell us how you know.”
“That’s how the trust thing works,” Cassie said.
Looking at the trees in front of us, Rosalie sighed.
“Jasper saw it,” she said.
“What do you mean?” I asked, standing up as I kept my eyes trained on her. She glanced back and forth between Cassie and I, gauging our reaction to what she had said.
“Jasper saw it, he said that if we got separated, to look for the tree that looked like Poseidon’s trident from the Little Mermaid, and Carlisle and Edward would meet us there. And that’s the tree that looks like a trident.”
I raised my eyebrows at Cassie who shook her head. “The Little Mermaid,” she mouthed.
My stomach had somehow dropped out completely, and was probably in China by the time we both turned carefully looking at the grouping of trees that Rosalie had somehow led us to. There in the middle of the grouping was a tree that did indeed look like a trident. Its trunk and two curving branches making it look like it should be under the sea. Funny thing was, those were the only branches on it, almost as if it had formed to look just like that.
“We need to wait,” Rosalie announced.
“For how long?” I sighed in resignation.
“Just a little bit,” she responded. “They’ll be here soon.”
Looking over at Cassie, I saw she was every bit as resigned to the situation as I was, but a whole lot more irritated.
“Might as well,” she said.
Making our way over to the trident tree we settled in underneath it as the sun continued its slow march through the sky. Although the forest became lighter, it didn’t become any warmer as the damp air clung to everything and fought hard to slide into our clothing making us as miserable as possible.
As I wrapped myself in my hoodie for what felt like the hundredth time, I realized that complete silence had descended on the forest. Tilting my head I tried to hear beyond where we sat, only hearing even more silence. My muscles instinctively tightened even as I saw Cassie’s eyes widen as the first groans reached our ears. The smell ran into us like wall as my mouth flooded with saliva, and my stomach threatened to upend everything I had eaten.
“Crap,” I whispered, standing up and realizing there were no trees we could climb into. Cassie pushed Rosalie behind us so her back was to the tree, and we formed a tight triangle around her. 
The first creeper came at us from Cassie’s side. She went into action, quickly roundhouse kicking it with her right foot. It landed near me, and I jumped forward ramming my knife into its eye getting splattered with foul smelling blackish blood for my trouble.
Pulling my knife out, I saw Cassie was engaging two more even as more were creeping around the trees to my side trying to angle in at me. One pushed forward at me, and I kicked out, knocking its legs out from underneath it, then quickly darting forward and kicking it in the head that collapsed under the pressure of my foot. 
Another took advantage of what it thought was my preoccupation with its fallen comrade, diving at me and scratching at my hoodie covered arm, making deep tears in the fabric as my arm began to sting underneath it. 
The scent of the blood that welled up from the scratches set them off. They groaned even more as I fought to keep up with the amount of them diving and scrambling at us. Cassie had taken to just kicking their heads off as they came at her, a tactic that I knew would only last for so long. I shoved them down, stomping their skulls as soon as they hit the ground and tackling others as they came in wave after unending wave. Rosalie stood silently behind us, but I could hear her rapid breathing and sense her heart was hammering harder than a hummingbird’s wings.
Blackish blood covered my clothes, my face and my boots as the first rush of adrenaline began to waver. Vaguely I wondered how we were going to keep up the pace. Some of the creepers were holding back behind the trees, as if they were waiting until we were good and truly exhausted before they made their play for us. A tactic that registered somewhere at the back of my mind as something I had never seen before. Usually they were so driven by hunger and need that they had no self-control at all. This made the actions of these notable even as exhaustion began to cloud the edges of my mind, and, I fought to keep going as the pile of creepers grew around us.
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Cassie hit the ground as a mindless creeper rushed into her standing leg when she was kicking another. By some miracle it didn't land on on top of her, but undeterred it clawed towards her as she scrambled with her back dragging on the ground trying to get up. Rosalie dove towards her trying to help by pushing her shoulders up. The creeper suddenly went still as it made contact with Cassie’s body, pushing her further into the carpet of the forest floor as Rosalie scrambled out of the way.
The creepers who were hanging back turned away from us preoccupied by something behind them, and moving in a group towards whatever it was. Oblivious, the ones in front of me were still trying to get to me as I continued to kick, stomp and slash them. I backed away as I did so, so I could check on Cassie who was lying way too still. Rosalie darted forward again, a stick in her hand as she tried to roll the creeper off of Cassie.
“They’re here,” a familiar voice called out as I stabbed another creeper in the eye. Relief flooded through me as I realized that that’s where the other creepers were heading.
“We’ll come in from the side,” another voice called out.
A few more moments of slashing, stabbing and knocking creepers down, and I stood with an even larger pile of them in front of me and no opponent to fight. Two people emerged slowly from the forest and Rosalie ran to one of them, throwing herself on him before I could stop her.
Carlisle hugged his little sister to him, pulling her in close then pushing her back so he could take a look at her. She had remnants of the fight all over her.
“I hate zombie gore,” she said smiling up at him.
“Hey, can someone please help get the rest of the creeper off of me,” Cassie called out, as she struggled to move what was rest of the fallen creeper off her torso.
Edward was next to her in a moment, pushing off the body that seemed to crumble into a pile of disassociated goo covered bones. Helping her up, he quickly did a once over of her looking for any telltale signs of a bite.
“I didn’t get bit,” Cassie snapped at him, as she scraped bits of flesh off her clothes, clearly irritated that she got knocked down.
“Man, you guys were amazing,” Edward said glancing over at me before venturing his gaze back to Cassie.
“Yeah,” Carlisle said admiration coloring his voice. “We heard them coming over here in droves, so we figured we’d come help whoever it was, and lo and behold there you guys were. You must have been taking down like ten a second.”
I smiled, the aftereffects of the fight seeping into my muscles that were beginning to feel weighted down. The fact that they had run towards a fight with the creepers to try and help someone else, an unknown someone else, was pretty impressive.
“Maybe not that many, probably more like five,” I smirked.
“Either way, impressive,” Edwards whistled, before pulling Rosalie into a hug.
“Yeah, but we’d better get out of here,” Carlisle said, his tone growing serious. 
“So where are we going?” Cassie asked as Carlisle and Edward began to move.
“We found a safe spot of sorts,” Carlisle said. “Right near here, we’d better hurry others will smell these,” he glanced back at the reeking piles.
I glanced back at them too. If we had time and it looked to be relatively safe, as safe as it could be nowadays, Cassie and I would have burned them to give them some sort of honorable burial. I always thought of the Vikings putting their dead on a ship and setting it on fire every time we did it. I didn’t like to think of them as just horrible creatures. At one point they were human, and maybe on some level they still were. There was also a more practical reason for burning them rather than burying them. It didn’t make much sense to bury them because they smelt so bad that the stench reached up through the ground and others were drawn to it.
“We’d better start moving fast,” I said. “Those piles are going to bring them in in droves.”
“Yep,” Edward said. “Just like flies on...”
“Edward!” Rosalie exclaimed.
Carlisle chuckled as Edward winked at his sister.
“Poop,” he said.
As if on cue, distant moans rose somewhere behind us.
“Better pick up the pace,” Edward said, grabbing Rosalie as he began to run.
Following quickly, Cassie and I kept moving too. It wasn’t long before we heard some of the moaners reach the piles we left behind. Scanning the forest as we ran, the trees seemed just as thick as they ever did. I shuddered as my arm that was scratched began to itch, feeling as though bugs were crawling over it as we picked up the pace. Reaching over to scratch it my hand came away with blood on it, meaning they’d broken open again. The creepers sense of smell was acute, they could smell fresh blood from an amazing distance, and I just hoped we were far enough way that they couldn’t smell mine. Cassie gave me a worried glance when she saw the blood. Ripping the bottom of her shirt off, she wound it around my arm as we moved.
“There, the stink on the shirt should cover op the smell,” she said breathlessly.
“Almost there,” Carlisle called.
Cassie and I glanced at one another as we continued to run. Trees rose up all around us, and unless there was some sort of tree house they had discovered, there was no way there was anything remotely safe nearby. As if to prove me wrong, in one step, the forest ended and we went from running on loamy ground to running on the asphalt of a parking lot. The slap of our feet on the hard surface accompanied by our panting was the only sound for a moment. Then the moans behind us told us the creepers were somehow catching up.
A small group of buildings including a mini-mart, a gas station and a motel sat in what used to be a stopping place for travelers going on vacations in the area. Glass shards crunched under my feet, they littered the area near the market that had gaping holes where the windows used to be. The motel was forlorn, and nearby cars were still in its parking lot waiting for their owners to return. The sight of a stuffed pink elephant caught my eye as we ran past a mini-van whose owners clearly never made it into the motel from the looks of the dark stains on the asphalt near the doors. Looking at the stains caused a pain to rise up in my chest that had nothing to do with running.
“Here,” Carlisle called out before diving behind the motel into a three-story parking garage.
Running after him I couldn’t figure out how in the world we could be safe in the structure with its gaping car ramp, until he and Edward began to pull a gate across the way in. They sealed it closed with an old lock just as one of the creepers ran into it on the other side. The two waved us forward as more creepers began to pound on the gate, until we were hidden from view by cement walls.
Except for the driveway where the gate was, those cement walls sealed off the entire first floor of the structure. As we stood there panting I thought it might be entirely likely that our scent may be cut off from the outside too.
“We’re safe for now,” Carlisle said. “But, if the guys who are looking for us notice a bunch of creepers outside they’ll know where we are, so we can only stay for a little while.”
“What is this place?” Cassie asked, her eyes taking in the immenseness of the parking garage.
“Uh, a parking garage,” Edward looked at her with barely concealed surprise, as if she’d gone ‘round the bend.
“I know that,” she snapped. “But, why is there a parking garage here?”
We all went silent thinking about that.
“Uh, because people need to park,” Edward ventured.
Cassie sighed deeply, before shaking her head. “Never mind.”
“Maybe they got really crowded in the summer,” I hesitated. “Who knows? I’m more concerned with how we’re supposed to get out.”
“We found another way out, that will take us past those rotting idiots out there,” Edward said.
“They’re sick,” I said glaring at him.
“So,” he shot back. “Sick or not they’re still rotting idiots that want to eat us.”
“Whatever,” Cassie said, clearly pushing aside anymore questions about how odd it was to have a three-story parking garage near an old motel. “Do you know where the others are? We overheard some of the guys who were looking for us, and they said they captured a couple of people.”
“How’d you do that and not get caught?” Carlisle asked looking back and forth between us.
“We were up in a tree,” Rosalie said. “You should have seen it, Dani and Cassie were amazing. We went straight up the tree, and then we slept there, and during the night some guys were talking underneath us and they didn’t even know we were there.”
Carlisle and Edward looked at us a new respect dawning in their eyes.
“Impressive,” Edward said, his glance lingering on Cassie until it became a full blown look. She tried not to squirm under his gaze until the tension between them stretched out and became too much for her. Her face turned pink.
“That’s what we do,” she said loudly, walking over to me. “Let me see your arm.”
“You get bit?” Carlisle asked, wariness creeping into his voice.
“No, just scratched,” I answered, pulling my arm out of Cassie’s grip. “It’ll be fine. We didn’t see anything except that thing come through and everyone scattered. Do you know where the rest of them are?”
Carlisle dropped his pack to the floor then slid down the cement wall until he was sitting on the ground his legs stretched out in front of him. Everyone else did the same except me. I stood in the middle of the space looking towards the closed gate, then at the ramp that led to the second floor. The arrhythmic slapping of creepers hands on the gate was something I could never get used to. Wrinkling my nose, I wasn’t surprised their gruesome smell came into the parking garage.
“They grabbed Chris, Robert and Jasper before we could do anything about it. It was some sort of trap that they set up,” he said.
“They took them to our safe spot, the one Robert was taking us to,” Edward chimed in.
At the mention of Jasper, I looked over at Rosalie. Neither of the guys gave any indication that they knew they would run into us at the tree that looked like a trident. Catching my eye, Rosalie shook her head slightly to tell me not to say anything about what she had told us.
Cassie caught the exchange, her eyebrows coming together making the familiar wrinkle in the middle that I first noticed in preschool when she was confused about why Mrs. Brown would have us make a caterpillar that looked like a worm. That was one thing about Cassie, she thought a caterpillar should look like a caterpillar and worm should look like a worm, no messing around with trying to make something seem like something else. Mrs. Brown wasn’t too thrilled when Cassie had made the caterpillar the way it should look instead of the way she told us.
“So the safe spot isn’t so safe,” I said turning my attention back to Edward.
“That would be correct,” Edward replied, copying his brother’s actions and folding his arms over his chest.
“So you know where it is?” Cassie asked.
They both nodded.
“We snuck over there,” Carlisle said. “It’s very heavily guarded…,”
“And they have creepers in cages,” Cassie finished for him.
They both stared at her.
“I saw,” she said. “You know, from the tree.”
“That’s amazing,” Edward said. “You must have been way up there.”
Their voices faded as I turned to look up the ramp again. All I saw were cement pillars, metal bar dividers and few empty cars, but something about it was setting every spidey sense I had on edge. Slowly, I made my way to the base of the ramp, looking up as far into the second level as I could, before going up the ramp. 
My heart began to pick up its pace when a metal door caught my eye. The voices behind me went silent, and the rustling of feet told me the others had stood up. Halfway up the ramp, I stopped and my heart almost did too. The door was slightly open. Usually those stairways either went to the lower level of the parking garage itself, or to the outside. There was still just a faint smell of creeper in the air, but the creepers sense of smell was as good if not better than mine, which meant if I could smell them then they could smell us. The question was would their half-eaten away brains continue to try to come through the closed door they were already banging on on the first floor, or would they try and find another way?
A faint shuffling sound came through the open door answering the question.
“Crap,” exploded from my mouth as I broke into a full out run up the ramp, my legs protesting all the way until I came to the door just as a creeper was reaching through the space trying to push its way in. I skidded to a stop bending and twisting to keep out of the way of its claws as more creepers pushed at it from behind. A gun fired causing blackish ooze to blossom on the first one’s forehead, its dead weight pushing it through the door. Edward hurled himself into the gap next to me stabbing first one creeper, then another in their eyes before pushing the bodies back to hinder the forward movement of the others who were already coming up the stairs.
“Come on,” Carlisle yelled running up the ramp with Cassie and Rosalie close behind.
Pushing the door shut, Edward motioned for me to follow after his brother.
“Aren’t you going to brace it?”
“No,” he said as he ran up the ramp. After a moment of hesitation, I quickly followed.
“I thought you said it was safe, secure,” I said as we caught up with the others.
“It was,” he said. “That door was closed before. You think we didn’t check?”
“I don’t know what you do,” I hurled back at him as we slid to a stop at the top of the ramp that led out to the open expanse of the rooftop parking area.
“Looks like it’s all clear,” Carlisle said.
“How are we going to get off this thing?” Cassie asked, grabbing a hold of Rosalie’s hand.
“We need to get to the corner over there,” Carlisle pointed to the far left corner of the rooftop. “We can take cover at the cars if we need to, and even if we don’t need to we should make sure we keep down, just in case anyone is flying over or something.”
The moans of the creepers were rising up in waves from the ground telling us there were a whole lot of them down there. I knew it wouldn’t be long before they figured out how to get through that door either by accident, or by some chance that one of them still had the ability to think about how it used to do things. Either way, staying in the structure was going to be our death warrant if we didn’t start moving.
“What’s in the corner?” That was Cassie, always wanting the details and to clarify what was going on.
“You’ll see,” Edward responded, taking the lead as he crouched down and began to make his way across the roof.
The rest of us followed. I felt like a mouse on the ground running with no cover, just waiting for an eagle to swoop down and pick it up. Glancing up, I saw there were a few clouds in the sky, but no shapes flying in the distance. A loud crash came from the floor beneath us as the creepers came through the door. Their moans rose up the ramp and their smell was already getting thicker around us as we made our way across the parking lot.
Cassie and I had stopped next to a blue minivan as the others sprinted towards the corner, Carlisle dragging Rosalie behind him as she kept up with him taking two strides to his every one.
“Come on,” Cassie said, as I hesitated looking behind me to see where the creepers were. Always a stupid move on my part, but I just had to know. Those in the lead were just coming up to the top of the ramp, their eyes fixed on us as we sat like sitting ducks just waiting to be picked off. Sliding my knife out of my pack, I changed positions in order to spring up. Cassie did the same beside me.
“There’re too many,” she whispered. “We have to run for it.”
Standing to a half crouch I winced when I saw one of them trip over his leg, which cracked off at the knee and lay on the ground after he dragged himself up trying to hobble towards us in a macabre lopsided way. Another got distracted by the leg in front of it, grabbed it from the ground and began to gnaw on it making my stomach turn. Pulling my shirt up I covered my mouth and my nose, which didn’t do much to block the smell as covered in gore as it was, but it helped a little bit and that was enough.
Cassie grabbed my arm pulling me towards the edge of the roof just as one of them reached us. I kicked back, knocking it in the chest, even as another replaced it. Others pushed forward, and I slashed out with my knife slicing two in the chest and another in the ear where it had crouched ready to spring at me. Blackish blood oozed from the cuts in their skin, but it didn’t seem to faze them as they continued to move forward.
Jumping in front of me, Cassie stabbed one in the eye. I systematically crushed first one skull then another, seeing nothing but the bodies in front of me. My hearing pulled into itself until all I heard was the pounding of my heart pumping in a steady rhythm, the moans of the creepers in front of me and the moist sound my knife made as it plunged into an eye socket, then a brain cavity. One after another I took them down, stepping backwards towards the corner of the roof as I did so. Cassie reached the edge first, jumping down a narrow opening with a ladder that descended into darkness. I slashed and stepped, slashed and stepped until I was just a two steps away from the opening, when everything suddenly stopped.
A cold chill ran down my back. The creepers didn’t move forward. They shuffled uneasily as if deciding between their desire to eat me and something else. Knife held up, I looked for some sort of reason for their hesitation as their agitation grew.
It was then that I felt the air move behind me. My stomach clenched as I fought the urge to turn my back on the creepers to see what was there. Turning my head slightly, I felt the warmth of the sun on my back as it stepped into my peripheral vision. A perfumed ribbon of scented air floated towards me, blocking the smell of the creepers for a moment as I turned my head even more to see an angel standing next to me and watching me intently. Its wings moved back and forth as it seemed to contemplate what to do. Its eyes scraping over me, taking in my face covered with blood, my gore stained clothes, my dark hair kept back in a long braid down my back.
Turning my head until the muscles in my neck felt the pinch of overextension, I stared right back at him hoping Cassie and the others had gotten away.
“Daughter of Eve?” The angel asked, looking me over as if to figure out what exactly I was.
A bubble of silence dropped over as he continued to look me over, even as the creepers keening began to climb higher. He didn’t even seem to notice.
“That is what you are isn’t it? A Daughter of Eve?” He looked at me as if the question needed an answer.
“No,” I said my voice grating as it came out.
“No?” He asked surprised.
“No,” I shook my head. “My mother’s name isn’t Eve.”
Surprise crossed his face followed quickly by amusement as he tipped his head back and began to laugh for so long that I thought he might not stop.
“Are you not a woman?” He asked when he was done laughing, amusement still playing with the even planes of his face.
“Yes,” I answered him slowly, confused by the direction the conversation was going.
“If you are a woman, then you are a Daughter of Eve,” He tipped his head to the side waiting for my answer as if he had all the time in the world. “Don’t you know that’s what you are?”
“I guess not,” I replied, trying to keep my confusion from making itself known on my face. As I looked at him take this in, I realized I might have come across one of the only truly unhinged angels out there. Of course, when I really thought about it, after everything they’d done, I realized that pretty much all of them were pretty well unhinged, but this one didn’t seem quite as malevolent as the others I had seen. 
That could mean nothing though. Cassie and I had heard rumors to not only avoid men because of what they may do to unsuspecting women, but to avoid the angels too for the very same reason. Something I had put out of my mind as an impossibility, but now those rumors took on a whole new meaning as the angel stood before me looking at me as if I was something more attractive than what I was. I felt myself recoil from that thought, pushing it down until it was well and truly covered.
“You guess not,” he said slowly.
I shrugged, looking back at the creepers who were clearly getting tired of this conversation. His eyes followed mine.
“Amazing aren’t they?” He asked leaning back and folding his arms as he watched them, his wings moving slightly back and forth.
“Amazing isn’t a word I would use.”
“Yes, I don’t think you would,” he said, turning his focus back to me. “Especially in light of those there.” He gestured to those who lay dead on the parking lot already starting to decay even further in the heat of the sun. “You’ve made quite a dent in them for one lone Daughter of Eve. I’m impressed.”
I kept quiet, narrowing my eyes as I looked at him even as my heart began to beat triple time as he stared at me clearly wrestling with his thoughts. A lazy smile flowed over his face as he seemed to come to a conclusion.
“Because you have impressed me, I have a proposition for you.”
Ice ran through my veins at his words, as I noted the smile that didn’t quiet reach his eyes
“I like you,” he said. “I think you’ll be amusing to me. So I will give you a choice, either you can come with me, or,” he looked over at the creepers who had more than doubled in number since he arrived. “Or, you can take your chances with them.”
I looked over at the growing horde.
“But, I warn you,” he continued. “Your chances don’t look very good.”
Exhaustion clouded my mind as I tried to assess the situation. No matter how I looked at it, me with one knife against the restless creepers was no match I could win. A realization that hit me hard in the stomach because I had faced down creepers in impossible situations before and had always been able to come out alive. But, this time was different. As I looked them over, and cast my eyes over the rooftop looking at every edge and corner it had, I knew there was no way of escape. They would be on me in a second, the only thing that was holding them back was the angel standing next to me.
The creepers seemed to sense my indecision that may end up providing them with a meal. They began to screech as drool overflowed from their mouths in anticipation of eating fresh human. Not that I would provide much of a meal skinny as I was.
“You know it wasn’t as difficult as you might think,” the angel said conversationally.
“What?”
“Creating them,” he gestured at the horde that were starting to turn on each other biting and ripping in their agitation.
Chris’ words came back to me that the angels weren’t creators.
“Really?” I asked, clearly he wanted conversation, while just as clearly I wanted to stay alive. Maybe if I could buy myself a little more time, I’d figure out another way.
“Yes,” nodded. “All we did was flip them.”
I jerked back from surprise at his choice of words. “Flip them?”
“Yes, create something that will show them, expose them, just let them be what they truly are.”
Looking at the horde, smelling them and seeing their eyes darting back and forth as some of them licked their lips as they sensed me, their only driving force the need of hunger, filled my mind so I couldn’t quite absorb what he was saying.
“But, it’s been odd,” he continued, his tone calm and his eyes taking on a faraway look in the face of my anxiety and the creepers. “Some of them, they survive.”
"Survive?" I asked not knowing what he was tlaking about.
“Survive being bit. Survive the virus we created to expose humans for what they really are. It’s almost as if...,” he trailed off shaking his head as if he realized he had said too much. Fixing his eyes on me, his smile deepened. “Time to decide little Daughter of Eve. Me or them?”


 




Chapter 7
“That’s not much of a decision,” I blurted out, anger overcoming the buzzing anxiety in my body.
Tilting his head at my reaction, he shrugged. “Just because you don’t like your choices doesn’t mean you don’t get to choose.”
I sighed, resisting the urge to look at the corner where the rest of my friends disappeared. He watched me closely as I focused on the horde. The minute stretched until one of them broke rank, lunging straight at me with a shriek of triumph. I jerked back as its hands reached for me. The angel lashed out, hitting the creeper in the head with such force that it was ripped from its body and flew halfway across the parking lot.
“See,” he said turning to me, amusement coloring his voice as his wings fluttered. “I can be of some help to you.”
Shifting my weight from one foot to the other, I was forced to agree. The words stuck in my throat though as I still desperately tried to find another way. He raised his eyebrows at me, and his eyes flashed as if he could see what I was thinking. Before I could even say a word, the decision was made for me as a particularly adept creeper had made its way around the others, crouching down so the angel couldn’t see it before it lunged at me knocking me down and landing on top of me, its teeth just a fraction of an inch from my face. Blackish drool ran out of its mouth onto my chin, the smell almost causing me to pass out. I pushed up on its chest with all my might when suddenly the creature was gone. The others surged forward to take its place as I was scooped up by the angel.
“Time’s up,” he whispered, as he settled me in his arms and jumped off the roof. His wings caught the air so we were smoothly gliding away, the screech of the creepers who had suddenly lost their prey rending the air behind us.
Through the haze of my exhaustion everything became twisted as we flew first in what seemed to be one direction, then another. Closing my eyes, I took deep breathes to try and gain purchase on reality even as I fought not to lose myself in the tangy, sweet scent that clung to him making my nose wrinkle, but that was preferable to the creeper smell that I was covered in.
We landed gently so it took a moment for me to realize he was actually walking with me in his arms. Voices called out to him and he answered them, his voice vibrating through his chest like a drum as he held me close. He stepped into a building that radiated cold from its walls pulling me even closer so I wouldn’t hit my head or legs on the walls of the narrow hallway until he stopped in front of a large door, kicking it to let whoever was inside know we were there. I opened my eyes just a fraction to see a woman open the door. She looked me over quickly before grimacing.
“Clean her up, and make it quick,” he said, before handing me over to her as everything folded in on me and I settled into grey.
The grey became more white, then blackish as I luxuriated in the feel of a warm, soft surface I curled up letting the comfort sink into my muscles and my bones. This dream was too good, and I didn’t want to wake up to find myself in yet another cold, dark space hiding from creepers or other threats that my dreams had taken me away from, if only for a few minutes. I squeezed my eyes more tightly closed because this dream felt so real, more real than all the others. A rush of memories flooded into my mind, and my eyes flew open taking in the soft blanket that covered me on a large bed, and I knew this was no dream.
Soft light filtered into the space from a small lamp that sat on the bedside table pushing into the corners of the room that were made of concrete. Unable to stop myself from running my fingers across the soft blanket and feeling a quirk of joy at it, I rolled over taking the blanket with me and seeing that it was a basic room, smallish in size.  Filling the space in front of the only door sat the angel who had brought me here, nodding off to sleep in a wingback chair.
I took the opportunity to take a good look at him. His light hair was thick, shining in the dim light as it curled at his collar. His shoulders were broad, barely contained by the width of the chair, and his long legs stretched out in front of him. His wings spread out at his sides trailing over the chair and draping until they touched the floor. The white feathers faintly moved as he breathed slowly. Suddenly his breath caught, and he jerked up looking around wildly before his eyes settled on me staring at him. A jolt ran through my body as our eyes met, which I tried to tamp down. As his eyes held mine, I struggled to stay still and not retreat into the covers. A smile crossed his mouth before fading.
“So, you’ve woken,” he stated, his voice flat whereas his eyes flared with curiosity.
Carefully moving, I struggled to sit up trying to figure out whether I was clothed or not. Relief coursed through me when I glanced stealthily down and saw that I had a set of pink sweats on. My brows furrowed at the thought of pink sweats. Even in the days before, I would never have been caught dead in pink sweats. That was then, and this was now. I fought back a smile as I realized how soft they were, and how now after the first flush of revulsion I realized I didn’t really care about the color. They were clean, they were warm and they fit. My forehead smoothed out as my muscles relaxed for a moment.
The angel had leaned forward, his legs pulled towards his body while his wings still spread out on either side of him. They radiated with tension instead of relaxation as he stared at me expecting an answer.
“Yes,” I said. “Here I am, awake.” Glancing around again, I looked past him focusing on the door where dragging sounds echoed into the room from the other side. He turned his head slightly following my gaze.
“Don’t worry about that,” he said.
“What?”
“Nothing,” he shrugged. “But, now that you’re awake….,”
“What,” I interrupted him. “What am I not supposed to be worried about what’s going on behind the door? And, where am I anyway?” I looked around the room again, this time trying to figure out if there was any other way out than the one door. There wasn’t. That bit of knowledge didn’t do as much to erase my unwanted pleasure at clean, warm sweats as I would have liked.
His lips curled. “The safe place,” was his simple reply.
“I guess it wasn’t so safe after all,” I said quietly as I fully comprehended what his words meant. That John and his men were scattered somewhere out there, that Chris, Robert and Jasper were probably here, and Cassie and the rest of them were out there fighting to stay alive and not get caught. My stomach twisted as I wondered if they would leave me here. I knew Cassie wouldn’t. Edward and Carlisle had proved they wouldn’t leave their sister, but me? I had no idea.
My stomach twisted again as I looked at the angel who stood to his full height. Even though his wings were folded back behind him, he was taller than I had ever seen anyone in real life. Somehow being in a small room made him seem that much bigger.
“What’s your name?” He asked.
“What’s yours?” I shot back.
Raising his eyebrows in amusement, he smiled a genuine smile that reached his eyes. “You can just call me Bob.”
It was my turn to feel amused. “Bob?” I asked, trying not to laugh out loud.
“Yes, Bob,” laughter erupting from somewhere in his core.
“Really?” I asked, throwing the covers off as I slid out of the bed to find a pair of tennis shoes on the floor that looked like just my size. I slipped my feet into them. They fit perfectly.
“That doesn’t sound very angelic.”
“It’s not,” he shrugged. “But, trust me you wouldn’t be able to pronounce my real name. I’ve found that with others……,” he trailed off. “Well, it’s just easier if I’m called Bob.”
Nodding firmly, I tried to push down the irrational feeling that was trying to claw its way up into my throat. “Bob it is then.”
“And your name?” He asked.
Standing up, I tried to figure out whether I should tell him my name or not, taking up then discarding one argument after another as I did so. His eyes narrowed as he watched me think.
“Dani,” I finally said, deciding I didn’t want to keep up with any other name than my own.
“Dani,” he repeated after me as if trying my name on for size. “Well, Dani, we have to leave.”
“Where’re we going?” I asked.
He sighed. “You’ll see when we get there, but you need to stay close to me, or things won’t go well for you.” He regarded me with a look I couldn’t quite figure out. “You understand?”
I nodded.
“You understand? Yes or no?” He repeated slowly as if I wasn’t quite grasping what he was saying.
“Yes,” I said slowly back at him biting back a caustic reply as I remembered the dragging sound outside the door.
“Okay, now I’m going to have to put this one you,” he said coming towards me with a glistening golden rope that ended in a loop. Instinctively, I shrank back, looking around the room quickly and keeping my breathing steady. There was still no other way out than through the one door. He stopped, the rope stretched across his hands looking at me as if I’d become a particularly unstable animal that had to be corralled. “Just your wrists, it will be alright.” He took another step towards me.
“You asked me if I understood to stay close to you and I do,” I said my voice amazingly steady as I looked at the rope and took a step away from him. “There’s no need for that.”
“Yes there is, to protect you. Now we either do this the easy way or the more difficult way,” his voice dropped on the word difficult, making me realize there was no way around this. No way out. I put my arms out in front of me.
Sighing with relief, he walked quickly to me, wrapping my wrists with the rope that was stronger than it looked seeming to cling to my skin the second it made contact. Curious, I pulled away for it, and it tightened biting itself into my skin.
“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Bob said.
“So, I see,” I whispered.
“Here,” he said, reaching out and pulling at the rope that loosened underneath his fingertips. “The more you struggle the tighter it gets, so just relax.”
Glaring at the cord that seemed itching to tighten on my wrists, I stood tensely trying to figure out the best way to go about not having it tighten.
“Okay, before we walk out that door, there are a couple things you need to know,” Bob said making sure I was looking at him before he continued. “First you stay as close to me as possible…”
“You already said that,” I interrupted him.
“Well, it’s worth repeating,” he said gruffly, running his fingers through his hair. I watched as its golden layers settled back in place, shining layer perfectly sitting on the next, as he clearly tried to figure out what his next words would be.
“And, and you need to not be too upset,” he said carefully. “By what you see.”
He looked everywhere in the room but at me as he slowly said the last words, making me wonder what exactly was out there. I looked at the door, listening intently to what might be on the other side and hearing nothing. His eyes followed mine.
“Ready?” He said quietly.
I nodded mutely not knowing if I would ever be ready.
Reaching for the doorknob he stopped, took a deep breath and looked back at me. He picked up the tail end of the rope pulling me closer to him. “Stay under the shadow of my wings,” he commanded. I shuddered at the tone in voice as he carefully opened the door and looked out into the hallway.
The chill radiating from the cement walls made me shiver even with my sweats on as I had to shuffl behind him so we both could fit into the narrow space. I took in a deep breath and was immediately assaulted by the metallic tang of blood, which made sense because when I looked down there were streaks of red drying on the floor. As my gaze went up the walls, there were streaks on them too. Bob glanced at me, and I tried to keep my face still as a click of distaste tinged with the metallic taste of fear tried to claw its way out my throat. He pulled me closer, so I stood just in front of his wing.
As we walked, I tried to keep my hands still because any movement caused the rope to tighten. Within a few steps it had tightened painfully cutting into my skin. Bob reached over to loosen it without saying a word.
Most of the doors on either side of the hallway were open with rooms very much like those that we left behind, except the beds looked as though they’d seen a lot of activity with sheets and blankets strewn all over them, some of them stained red. I tried not to think about what might have happened in them, and for the first time felt a sense of gratefulness that if I was going to be caught by an angel, that it would be this one.
A door appeared at the end of hallway, and along with the scent of blood I picked up the rotting scent of flesh that could only come from creepers. Sweat gathered under my arms and at the top of my neck underneath my hair at the thought of the door opening and not having any way to defend myself. We stopped just in front of the door, Bob’s eyes met mine as he reached for the doorknob.
The rank smell assaulted me, quickly followed by the noise of the open area beyond the door. Two creepers stood guard on either side of the door, their mouths salivating at the sight of me as they shuffled back and forth their eyes darting from the angel to me. One clicked its teeth together in agitation clearly frustrated that it wasn’t able to feast on me. Bob pulled me closer as the creeper leaned in, its stench washing over me as I choked back a gag. The one on the other side began to moan looking for a way around the angel’s body to get to me. Putting his hand on the small of my back, Bob propelled me forward as the creepers began to keen at being deprived of their prey.
“Hey Bob,” an angel from our left said, sarcasm coloring his voice as he said Bob’s name. “It’s really not fair to tempt them so.”
Bob just looked at him and began to laugh, shrugging as we continued to walk.
“Where’d you get this Daughter of Eve?” The angel fell into step next to us, raking his eyes over me from the tips of my white sneaker clad toes to the top of my brown hair. He watched the way my hair rippled down my back as if mesmerized.
“Around,” Bob answered vaguely.
The other rolled his eyes. “Just like all the others,” he commented without missing a step.
We walked into an open staging area where there was a convoy of military vehicles as far as I could see. Some of them were entirely closed in, while others held cages of creepers just like Cassie had said. At the thought of my friend, I silently wished that she and the others were safe from both creepers and angels alike, as well as the other creatures the angels seemed to be constantly making.
I looked around for Chris and Robert but didn’t see anyone I knew among the men that were helping the angels with any number of jobs. It looked like a well-run military operation. Opening my mouth to say something, I immediately felt a tug on my cord. Looking over I saw Bob glaring at me as the other angel looked on, his mouth quirking in amusement.
“Looks like you’ve got a live one,” he commented wryly.
“Shut up Israfel,” Bob said, irritation running though his voice.
Israfel only smiled. “Well, little Daughter of Eve, maybe you’ll be around long enough for my friend here, Bob,” he said with emphasis. “To tell you his real name because that’s the stuff that nightmares of made of for you humans. If you’re ever curious, I’m…,”
“I said shut up Israfel,” Bob barked pulling me away from the other angel whose laughter trailed behind us melodically as we made our way over to one of the vehicles. Stopping next to a transport vehicle, Bob leaned over and said something quietly to the driver who was dressed in green fatigues a gun in his hand. The man nodded and looked over as if memorizing me, then quickly lost interest.
Pushing me to the back of the vehicle, Bob rolled up and secured the green drape revealing a darkish interior where a few other women sat on benches on either side of the truck bed.
“You need to get in here and stay in here until I come and get you,” he whispered leaning over me as he spoke and carefully putting his hands around my waist. I held back a gasp as his fingers heated up my skin even through the sweats I wore. Looking down, I tilted my head letting my hair drape my face that had become too warm the longer his hands lingered. He chuckled, looking up quickly I saw that he was smiling down at me.
“What about staying with you no matter what?” I whispered glancing furtively into the truck where the other women were looking on curiously.
“That was until I told you not too,” he replied, amusement in his voice that quickly wiped away the warmth I felt, replacing it with irritation.
Narrowing my eyes at him I stepped back, a movement that wiped the smile off his face.
“Listen,” he said coldly closing the gap between us. “You need to get in and when we get to our destination you’ll get out and do what you’re told. Until then, don’t do anything that will draw attention to yourself.” I followed his gaze as he looked around seeing it stop when it got to Israfel who was standing closer to the truck than I expected. 
“You’ve already done enough of that,” he muttered, before closing his hands tightly around my waist again and lifting me up into the back of the truck. I struggled to stand upright as he let go of me, wobbling so much that I sat down hard on the bench as a couple of the other women smirked.
Taking the end of the golden rope, he tied it to a post before he pinned me with a glare. Silently, he turned away from me. Leaving the back flap of the transport vehicle open, he walked towards a group of angels, sliding effortlessly into their circle. A tall angel with dark hair, dark eyes, golden wings and looks that would have landed him modeling jobs before, stepped up and greeted Bob as his eyes locked on mine. I glared back at him as a cold smile spread across his features, he said something to Bob making him turn around to stare at me coldly. They both turned away at the same time, as moans and screeches pulled their attention in another direction.
“Shut them up,” called out the dark haired angel. “Or, I’ll shut you up. Permanently.”
Abruptly the shrieking stopped, and silence steeped the air. Craning my neck, I tried to see what was happening, but I was limited by the canvas wall behind me.
“Don’t bother,” said an exhausted voice from deep in the half-light of the truck bed.
Twisting in my seat, I let my eyes adjust to the dim interior underneath the canvas and saw there were about eight women sitting and staring at me. Most of them were wearing camisoles, negligees and the occasional robe, their feet covered by flimsy slippers. In contrast, my soft sweats and tennis shoes seemed like warm, cozy luxuries.
“You don’t really want to see what they do out there,” said another woman who sat across from me. Her long blond hair was clean, but a bruise in the shape of a hand ran down her neck disappearing in collar of the baby blue robe she wore.
Looking even more closely at them all, I saw that each of them had the same type of golden rope that I did wrapped around their wrists, some of them even had them wrapped around their ankles, with each of the ropes tied off at a different place anchoring them in place.
Breathing deeply, all I smelled in the interior was lavender and soap.
“What do they do?” I asked.
The blond woman just shrugged as she glanced outside. I looked too, seeing that the group of angels had moved out of sight, while men were starting to bring out people from another doorway than the one I had come out of. As I watched, I realized it was only men that they were bringing out, men with bloody clothes and bruises. They were herding them into a truck that was three back from ours.
The men could barely walk, and one tripped almost falling before the one in front took a step back putting his bound hands to the side and grasping the man so he stayed upright. My eyes widened as I recognized it was Robert helping the man behind him. His face was bruised and his mouth split open and bloody, but I was sure it was him. I took a breath to call out, when the blond women hissed at me.
“For the love of anything that’s good in this world, keep your mouth shut,” she murmured under her breath.
Not sure if I’d even heard her, I looked over to see her glaring at me. I looked outside again just as an angel grabbed Robert by the back of his head yanking his hair painfully and snarling something into his ear. Letting Robert go, the angel growled something to one of the men who was herding the line of men as Robert stumbled to keep his footing.
“First rule, you help no one,” said the same voice that spoke first from the back of the truck bed.
Whirling around, I again tried to place the voice. An older woman sat towards the back staring at me, a slight smile on her lips as exhaustion radiated off every part of her. Taking a deep breath and trying to settle myself, I stared at her.
“I don’t believe we should let them define us,” I said, my voice coming out far stronger than I thought it would be.
“You’ll see,” said another voice.
Turning my back on the women, I continued to watch as the trail of men stopped and creepers were brought out in chains. Their moans were minimized and their eyes rolled as if in fear of the angels. Other creatures were being transported in large steel boxes with locks on them.
The blond women stared at me as I watched the process of loading that was taking place.
“What’s your name?” She asked.
Startled, I looked over at her, noting the warmth in her eyes.
“Dani, what’s yours?”
“Felicia,” she said, pulling her robe around her body more tightly as she looked outside.
“Do you know where they’re taking us?” I asked. Someone in the back snorted, but I ignored whoever it was.
“I’m not sure, but it’s definitely North, Pleudias, the angel who took me,” she trailed off, as something other than fear settled in her eyes. “Pleudias said we’re going North.”
“And you trust him?” Asked the woman in the back.
“I have no reason not to,” said Felicia. “He’s not like….”
“Shut up,” the other woman cut her off.
Felicia shrugged at me. “They’re all different, the angels.”
I just stared back at her not knowing how to respond, except that something in me knew that she was telling the truth. I looked back outside, and my blood seemed to freeze in my veins as I saw a man with dark hair tied up not only in ropes, but in chains too. He was being dragged by four men towards a waiting vehicle behind us. Leaning forward, I strained to the length of my own rope feeling it bite into my wrists as I tried to see if it was who I suspected it was. Chris.
Time slowed to almost a standstill as they dragged the man forward, when suddenly they stopped their forward progress as an angel walked up and began talking to one of the men who was pulling him forward. The angel and the man gestured towards one another as I stared at the man in chains willing him to look up at me so I could be sure it was Chris. Almost as if he could hear my thoughts, he lifted his face in my direction searching with his deep brown eyes. He didn’t seem to see me even as he glanced over repeatedly. My body reacted before my brain did, and I jumped up feeling the pull and bite of the rope as it tried to keep me seated. “Chris,” I yelled.
His eyes found mine and his expression softened as if he had found what he was looking for. I stared back, a smile playing on my lips as he nodded back. Silence descended as I felt rather than heard all the women slink back in their seats, and every other eye in and outside of the truck find me. A boulder formed in my throat as I looked over the silent group, taking note that the angel who had yanked Robert’s head back was just coming into my peripheral vision a snarl on his face.
I swallowed drily trying to force down the fear that threatened me when a hand slammed into my throat pushing me down and causing the world to darken in a swirl of flashing lights. I gasped for breath, my hands reaching up to try and dislodge the hand even as the rope twisted and dug into my flesh and blood began to run down my arms.
“I told you to stay quiet,” a familiar voice hissed. The realization hit that it was Bob’s hand around my neck as everything began to fade away. Pulling back and biting the inside of my cheek, I focused on the pain to bring everything back into some sort of focus. Bob released his grip on my neck, and I sat up my head still swimming. I struggled to stay upright trying to see past the angel who filled my vision, his eyes angrily staring at me as he carefully pulled his hand back.
Gritting my teeth together, I leaned over to see past him as he mouthed something I couldn’t hear. Chris was face down in the mud, as an angel angrily hit his back with golden rope. Bloody strips opened up through his shirt as he struggled to gain a hold of the pain and get up. Gun raised, a man quickly stepped in front of the angel as he pulled his arm back to whip Chris again. The angel snarled at the man who was yelling back at him, spittle flying from his mouth as the vein in his forehead pulsed and his face turned red. 
Stepping back, the angel dropped his arm as whatever the man said had its desired effect.
“Dani,” Bob ground out through gritted teeth as he grabbed my chin pulling it towards him until he and I were eye to eye. I swayed, narrowing my eyes to try to get away from the way he looked at me. “I told you to…”
“Everything okay there, Bob?” Smirked the golden winged angel Bob had been talking with earlier as he walked up to the truck. He eyed me flatly. “You know what we all agreed on, you sure this Daughter of Eve is up to it?”
“I’m sure of it,” Bob ground out never taking his eyes off of me as he released his hold causing me to sit down hard on the bench.
“Good,” the golden winged angel said. “We don’t want any distractions.”
“There won’t be,” Bob looked at me a hint of desperation in his eyes before it was replaced with the same flat look of his comrade. “No, there won’t be any trouble at all.”
I watched the two of them walk away together as the women behind me began to shuffle just a little bit. Looking over to where Chris was, I saw no trace of him.
“They loaded him,” Felicia whispered.
I tried to nod in answer, but felt my head drop forward until all I saw was my rope chewed wrists and my blood splattered pink sweats. My stomach turned as I thought of all the creepers around and how they’d be drawn to the fresh blood. Forcing myself to look up, I realized that the area had cleared out. There were no more men being herded towards the waiting vehicles, and no more creepers either. Just the faraway sound of vehicle doors closing, and the rumble of engines starting up.
The driver of our truck came around the back, looking at all of us before disappearing only to reappear a moment later with a pile of blankets. He threw them at us one by one leaving me until last.
“You’re not going to cause trouble?” He asked pointedly looking at me.
I shook my head no as I unfolded the blanket pulling it around myself.
“I’ll make sure she doesn’t Hank,” Felicia said.
“Good,” Hank said, “The last thing we want is the wrath of the angels on us because one of the new girls can’t keep it together.”
“I know,” Felicia said. “She’ll be fine.”
“She better be,” he replied staring at me. “She’d better thank her lucky stars she’s with the angel she’s with, instead of one of the others.”
“I said she’ll be fine, Hank,” Felicia said pointedly, her voice pitched low.
“Okay, hang on girls we’re taking off soon.”
As Hank started the truck, the women began to settle in, wrapping themselves in their blankets as I looked out the back.
“You’ve got to forget it,” Felicia said. “You’ve got to forget whoever that was and just go forward, that’s the only way to survive this.” A deep sigh escaped her as she followed my gaze outside, the truck jerking forward taking us North.


 




Chapter 8
The gray daylight had turned to a muddy evening sky the further North we traveled. Pulling my sweatshirt around me and retucking my blanket, the cold became more invasive too. The women toward the truck cab had been able to stay a little warmer than those of us towards the edge. Even though I couldn’t feel my toes anymore, I preferred to be where I was looking outside at the road as it ribboned out behind us, disappearing under another set of tires from another military vehicle in our convoy.
Felicia sat across from me silently, her bruises fading, a faraway look in her eyes that told me that she was barely registering the trucks behind us. A smile played on her lips as she replayed something in her mind. She glanced over at me.
“Looks like a good thought,” I commented.
She nodded in reply. “You should know what’s going to happen when we get there,” she said, glancing to the back of the truck bed at the others. She carefully stood, making her way across the truck bed and settling on the bench next to me, her rope stretching as far as it could. With a quick flip of her arms it loosened, and I saw that she was able to slide it off with relative ease. Her gaze flicked to the others again, before she hid her hands underneath her blanket and leaned in next to me. The warmth radiating from her was a welcome comfort.
“We’re almost there,” she whispered.
“Where?” I asked craning my neck to see to the side of the road which only gave me a view of the verge.
“Where they stay,” was her only answer. “It’s in Scott’s Valley, well in what used to be Scotts Valley. You’ve never heard of it?” She asked in response to the blank expression that I was sure was on my face. “Oh,” she said another faraway look sneaking into her eyes.
“I used to work in Silicon Valley,” she said, the look in her eyes translating into the tone of her voice. “Coding, I loved coding, which was odd for a girl I know, I mean I was just young when I started, like 8 or something, but I never stopped loving it. So, that’s what I did, and I got really good at it too, not that it makes any difference now.” Forgetting herself she stroked her hair with a hand running her fingers through the golden blond strands until they ended at her waist. Pulling the blanket up further in her lap, she looked at me a sad smile on her face. “We used to go to Scotts Valley, then to Felton and have picnics in the park where the covered bridge is, but that’s all gone now.”
I knew the wistful sadness in her eyes was reflected in my own. No matter how we tried to move forward and forget, memories of the time before all of this snuck in and caused more than a little havoc.
“Anyway,” she said matter of factly. “They chose to make the old Hilton their West Coast headquarters. So, they all have their own rooms, and based on where they rank the rooms are different. You and I will stay in a couple of the suites, while some of them,” she glanced at the others. “Will be in smaller rooms.”
“Why are we in the suites?” I whispered.
Very pointedly she looked at me, “Because our angels are some of the highest ranking.”
Staring at her, an uncomfortable thrill shot through me right alongside a sense of dread as I digested what she said. “Okay,” was my only response.
“Anyway, you’ve got to be really careful not to be surprised by anything, not to comment on anything and make sure you do what your angel says, not what any of the other angels say,” she said shaking her head in disbelief.
“What?” I asked.
“It’s so odd,” her voice became even more quiet as she leaned forward. “They value loyalty above all else, but they, well, they have little trouble with it themselves.”
I nodded as if I understood, but I had no idea what she was talking about. The truck began to lean to the right as I saw a city appearing in my view making me realize that we were actually on an onramp of some type.
“Almost there,” Felicia said getting up quickly and settling in across from me. “We just turned on the 1. It’ll be just about 5 minutes. Remember what I said,” her voice pinned me as I looked over at her. “Just remember what I said.”
Later, I was looking out the window of the suite where I had been taken after I’d been showered, primped and fussed over like I was some sort of beauty queen contestant. I tried to keep my hands relaxed instead of held in loose fists that betrayed my frustration. Hoping to see where they put the storage containers and others that they brought with them in our convoy. I had rushed to the window when I entered the room barely noticing anything else besides the plate glass window that looked out onto the hotel grounds.
Angels and military men mixed near the pool, but there was no sign of anyone else.
Felicia and I had parted ways on this floor, with her suite next to mine. She had hurriedly whispered that she may be able to get a message to me if need be and to make sure and remember the face of whichever servant brought it because it meant that person was a friend and could be trusted. There had been nothing since, no visitors, not even Bob, as I stood looking out the window.
I crossed my arms enjoying the feel of the soft gray cashmere sweats that I had been told to wear. As my fingers lingered over the fabric at my arms, I sighed thankful that I didn’t have to wear the barely there dresses that some of the others did. As we all dressed in the same large room that had served as a conference room at one time, some of the other women had looked over at me, openly eyeing my sweats with hostility and more than a little bit of jealousy. There were a few who didn’t, they just smiled softly at me and I couldn’t help but wonder if talking with them wouldn’t be helpful if we were ever in the same room at the same time again.
Only one other young woman seemed as unused to the arrival and cleaning procedure as I did. She was tiny with blond hair and big blue eyes, looking to be around my age. She had flinched when one member of what I could only think of as a beauty crew touched her. The older woman had leaned over whispering to gently reassure her before they took her away. They returned an hour or so later with her hair shining as it unfurled down her back. The same woman who led her away to get clean, told her to put on a blue shimmering floor-length dress before they left. Looking around furtively as she did what she was told, her eyes had met mine for a brief moment and she smiled. I smiled back.
Now I stood looking down at the angels, randomly wondering where she was in the hotel and whether or not her angel would be nice to her.
A croak came unbidden out of my mouth trying to be a laugh as I realized what I had just thought. The idea that her angel would think about being nice to her should have been the furthest thing from my mind. I had no idea what these angels were like beyond what I had already seen. The image of two of them in the street of my aunt's small town where Chris had showed up rose in my mind. From the looks of fear in some of the women’s eyes as they were taken to their rooms along with some of the healing bruises on others’ bodies, I could only imagine what the angels did, and it wasn’t anything nice.
The rattle of the doorknob jerked me out of my thoughts. Quickly I stepped to my right so I could see whoever was walking through the door, knowing that it would take a moment for them to see me. Scanning the room, I looked for something that I might use to defend myself, finding only a tall lamp to my right that could make a useful weapon if it came to that.
The door pushed open and a young man in a kitchen uniform walked in with his head down, completely focused on carrying a tray with covered plates and a carafe of what I assumed was coffee. My mouth watered at the thought of having the dark hot drink. I swallowed silently as my mouth continued to water.
The young man looked up, his eyes darting all over the room and I froze. It was Edward. He spotted me just as I recognized him. His eyes widened just slightly before he nodded at me putting his finger up to his lips and making it look like he was just flipping open a cloth napkin and setting it down on the coffee table. 
Carefully, I moved towards him trying not to glance around the room to look for some sort of security system, and silently cursing myself for not thinking of it earlier. A uneasy thought flittered through my mine, and I hoped my looking out the window wouldn’t be construed as some sort of act of defiance. I shook off the thought because they never told me where in the room I could, or could not go, they had just put me in here and said to wait.
“Hi,” I said coming up to the table as he poured a cup of coffee.
“Hi,” he answered, a little coldly. “What would you like in your coffee?”
“Milk please,” I replied as he poured a little into my coffee making soft whitish clouds there.
Taking it from him I inhaled deeply, enjoying the sweet tangy scent of it. I also tried to take in any other scent that I could, which was pretty much nothing more than the bleach smell from Edward’s white uniform. Edward looked remarkably calm, whereas nervous twitters were starting to work themselves up in my stomach.
He glanced down and I could see there was a note just peeking out from underneath one of the plates. I smiled and nodded as I took another sip, “This is so good,” I said. “I haven’t had coffee in forever.” I exaggerated the last words for the benefit of whoever was listening or watching.
As I put my coffee cup down to lift up the plate and retrieve the note, the door flew open and Bob walked in a scowl on his face. My heart suddenly leapt into my throat and froze there even as my hands continued to move of their own accord. Edward moved just slightly to block Bob’s view of me. Quickly I picked up the plate, note and all before forcing a smile at Bob.
“What are you still doing in here?” Bob growled at Edward as he made his way past him into the bedroom. Looking at the wings on his back, I quickly pushed the note into my underwear, as Edward held back laughter at the sight. I mentally reminded myself to not forget that Edward laughed when he got nervous, a reality I was well acquainted with having burst out into laugher myself at the most inappropriate times.
Bob whipped around to glare at Edward, “That means you, get out now.”
Edward and I held a look before he began to move quickly out of the room, all traces of laughter gone. The door closed behind him leaving a heavy silence in his wake. I looked over at Bob who was staring intently at me. Nonchalantly, he moved over to me as I became hyper aware of the note in my underwear and the fact that one of its corners was digging into my skin.
Forcing myself to take a bite of toast, I began to chew as he watched me. The bread felt like sawdust in my mouth before I forced it down, my throat waiting for the coffee to wash it down.
“Are you okay?” He asked tilting his head as if he could hear more in my answer than what I said.
“As okay as I can be,” I answered.
He nodded as he began removing all of the covers from the plates revealing not only toast, but sweet rolls, scrambled eggs and hash browns. Looking over the food, he began to put a plate together to his satisfaction. He took a bite of scrambled eggs as a giggle escaped from me. I quickly put my hand up to my mouth horrified.
“What?” He asked a second forkful of eggs halfway to his mouth.
“I don’t know,” I replied, shaking my head and setting my own plate down.
“What?” He asked again.
“It’s just, well, I never thought about you guys actually eating. In fact, I never really thought about you guys at all beyond…” my words trailed off not wanting to tell him the only reason I ever thought about the angels was how to stay out of their way and not get caught by them or the creatures they made.
He grunted in reply as he sat down on the chair his wings draped over either side. I settled on the loveseat across from him reaching for my coffee and taking a sip as the note dug even more deeply into my skin. I stood up suddenly, the movement making him stop eating and stare at me. It felt like his amber eyes could see right through the cashmere fabric and the note it hid.
“I have to go to the bathroom,” I explained.
Nodding at me he went back to eating his food as I made my way into the other room.
Once I was safely in the bathroom, I turned to lock the door only to find that the lock had been removed. Taking a deep breath, I got myself settled on the edge of the closed toilet seat as time seemed to speed up. I carefully unfolded the note not recognizing the scrawling block letters written in blue ink as coming from anyone that I knew. They simply stated, “Tonight 11, be ready wherever you are.” The words burned themselves in my memory as I heard movement outside the door. I stood up quickly, pushing the note down into the toilet and  flushed it quickly making sure the note disappered into its depths.
Carefully, I opened the door to find that Bob was seated on the far side of the bed looking outside. He slightly turned towards me as he heard me close the bathroom door.
“What do you think of this?” He asked.
“Think of what?” I asked in return as I slowly made my way over to him.
Patting the space beside him on the bed he encouraged me to sit down. I settled next to him following his gaze out the window.
“This,” he gestured widely. “This world and the changes we’ve made.”
The silence stretched out between us as I considered what to say.
“Answer honestly,” he commanded, looking over at me and pinning me down with his gaze.
“Well,” I said intertwining my fingers with each other. “I kind of liked it better before.” Glancing over at him I shifted uncomfortably not able to keep still because of the nerves that seemed to be firing all over my body. Reaching over, he put his hand on top of mine pushing down slightly until I was still.
“So do I,” he said softly.
The sun began to set as we sat that way, he lost in his thoughts as I tried to wrangle mine under control. Finally, he moved away, laying on his side on the bed his wings stretched out behind him.
“I’m going to get some sleep,” he said. “I suggest you do the same, it’s going to be a busy night.”
I nodded as I stiffly lay down next to him. The comforter was soft underneath me, I couldn’t help settling into the softness of it. As I listened to his breathing get slower and slower, I replayed what he said to me until my mind could no longer absorb the thought or the consequences of it. Finally, I closed my eyes thinking that I would just rest them for a moment.
Hushed voices woke me as I struggled to reorient myself without opening my eyes. Making sure I didn’t move or twitch at all I strained to hear what they were saying from the other room, only to find that they were too low for me to make anything out except that one of them was Bob and the other was someone else.
Holding in a sigh, I slowly opened my eyes glancing over to find that it was full dark outside with not much more light in the bedroom. Only one of the bedside lamps had been turned on. Staring at it, the wonder of seeing an electric lamp actually working bubbled up inside of me as I sat up. A red evening dress hung from the back of the bathroom door. Stretching as I stood, I glanced over toward the sitting area, before I padded over to the glittering red affair that reminded me of Jessica Rabbit. Looking down at my own extremely thin body that had lost its curves somewhere along the wayfrom Arizona to California, I felt my stomach drop at the thought that it was for me.
“You found it,” Bob confirmed my suspicions making me jump at the sound of his voice so close. Turning I saw that he had somehow made it into the bedroom without making a sound.
“Ever think of making noise when you enter a room?” I said turning to glare at him.
The woman behind him couldn’t hide her smirk even though she tried. She glanced over at him waiting to see  what his reaction would be, a slight look of surprise crossing her elfin face as she realized he wasn’t going to do anything with my attitude.
“Not usually,” he replied good naturedly. “Sally here will help you get ready. There’s food in the other room. I’ll come back and get you in an hour.” With those words he walked out of the room, the door making a loud click behind him.
Her smirk gone, Sally and I stood in silence for a moment looking each other over.
“We need to get you ready,” she said curtly, looking me over as if that might be the worst job ever. She began to move around me looking me over more closely. Lifting up the ends of my hair, irritation crossed over her face. “We’re going to need to trim this but not too much,” she said to herself dropping my hair as if it contained a life of its own.
Sighing, I looked down at her. “Are you always this rude?”
Straightening up, she met my eyes with her own. “Look,” she said. “My job is to get you ready for the party
tonight. You aren’t the first I’ve had to do this with, and you won’t be the last.”
“I get that, but you don’t have to be rude about it,” I insisted.
She nodded. “Actually I do,” she said.
“Why?”
“Just sit down,” was her answer as she went to her bags on the loveseat.
Sitting down in a nearby chair, I couldn’t help but see more trays of food on the coffee table replacing the ones from earlier.
“What time is it?” I asked, trying to keep my mouth from watering at the scent of the food seeping out from underneath the silver covers.
“About seven,” she said, as she used her scissors to cut the air. “You know it’s so hard to keep these sharp now, they don’t give us any…,” she trailed off, glancing over at me. 
“Keep still,” she said as she made her way over to me, her tiny frame settling in next to me as she lifted up the ends of my hair trimming it expertly.
“Were you a hairdresser?” I asked. “Before,” I added.
“Lord no,” she said chuckling. “I knew what you meant.” Stopping her trim of my ends she stared at me, the crow’s feet around her eyes just beginning to spider their way out from the corners, and the ghost of laugh lines around her mouth not quite disappearing into her flesh. “I can see why he likes you.”
“What do you mean?”
“Angel Bob,” she said with a smile. “He’s one of the only ones who doesn’t bring girls back here very often.”
“Oh,” I thought of what the other girls said.


 
“No matter what the others say,” she said smiling again as she resumed her trimming.
“Did you just read my mind, because…..” I trailed off.
She shook her head. “The girls always talk, they don’t know as much as they think, most of the time they’re cooped up in the rooms, and there’s only a few of them, that well,” she stopped trimming. “That are around for a while.”
The sound of the scissors filled the room as I absorbed that little bit of information, and I wondered who Sally had been before all of this. She was thin, but not malnourished, and she didn’t have any visible scars on her bare arms which meant she might not have lived on the streets running from the creepers. My gaze followed her arms up to her shoulder where her flesh was hidden from view by her purple tank top, she moved slightly which was just enough for me to see the tip of a green leaf that tattooed her skin. Her eyes followed mine.
“Not my finest moment,” she commented. “Just one of those nights.” She went over to her bag pulling out a makeup kit. “Don’t worry,” she seeing the look on my face. “It comes off and Angel Bob doesn’t like too much make-up not like the others. He says he still wants you,” her voice faltered as she pulled out foundation, eyeshadow, blush and powder. “To look like you.”
“How many others have there been?” I asked surprised at how soft my voice was.
“For Bob?” She asked carefully, dropping foundation onto a sponge and beginning to smooth it over my skin. I looked up slightly nodding. “You’re the third.” I let out a sigh, my body relaxing and releasing tension I didn’t know the question held. “Now, the others,” she rolled her eyes. “They go through girls like I don’t even know what.”
“What do the others like their girls to look like?” Shimmying in my seat, I folded my hands together wondering if the other girls were going through the same process I was.
“Well,” she said, stopping and holding her brush in the air. “Let’s just say heavily made up and scantily dressed.” I glanced over at the red dress and she began to laugh. “Believe it or not, that’s pretty conservative for these guys, but I don’t think he’ll mind if you put on a little something to cover yourself up even more if you feel uncomfortable as long as it fits in with the dress as a whole.” I nodded.
“I’d like that.”
The brushes were feather light on my skin, as I closed my eyes and let her work. The room was quiet with the familiar hum of electricity, but my stomach wasn’t. It released an overlarge growl that made her laugh.
“Here,” she said. “Eat something before it really starts yelling at you.”
Picking up a plate, I lifted off a lid seeing meatloaf, mashed potatoes and beans, one of my favorite meals. There was still steam wafting off of the food even though it had been sitting there for a while. Letting the flavors of the meal settle on my tongue as I chewed I couldn’t hardly believe I was eating such a meal again. When I slowed down, I noticed that Sally had been watching me the whole time perched on the edge of a chair.
“Don’t you want some?” I asked, gesturing to the abundance of plates and food.
She shook her head. “It’s not a rarity for me.” Looking me over again she took a deep breath exhaling slowly. “When did he pick you up?”
I stopped chewing, the thought of being surrounded by the creepers on the roof of the parking garage making the meat loaf turn to buckshot in my mouth. Carefully I put the plate down as she kept her eyes trained on me. “Not long,” I whispered. “A couple days, maybe.” I tried to figure out how many nights it had been and was surprised to realize that it was just the day before.
“That’s how it is around them,” she commented wryly. “It’s like no time has passed but it seems like a long time, most of the girls haven’t even been here as long as they think they have.”
“Including Felicia?” I asked.
“Well, she’s been here longer than most,” she said with a smile. “Her angel actually has feelings for her, but that’s no something for public consumption.”
“There’s another girl,” I said as she resumed working on me. “A small blond girl.”
Her brush stopped. “What about her?”
“Is she new?”
“Yep, look up,” she said a mascara wand in her hand.
“Who is she?”
“Look,” she said stopping and glaring at me. “Sometimes it’s best to just let sleeping dogs lie, or whatever the saying is, forget about her. Bob likes you, just keep close to him tonight and you just might make it through to morning.”
An hour later, I perched carefully in my seat the red gown smoothly fitting my body, my hair a glistening brown sheath draped over my shoulder. Sally stood back to survey her work. She nodded to herself, a look of satisfaction crossing her features.
“See, it worked perfectly,” she said gesturing to the black chemise she had slid over my body before I shimmied into the dress. It filled in the plunging neckline looking like it was a part of the dress.
“Thanks,” I said, trying not squirm. “I’ve never worn anything like this before.”
“I can tell. Just make sure you walk carefully, and, I can’t say this enough, stay near Bob.”
The way she kept repeating that made me more and more nervous as the time passed. From the way the small blond girl downstairs was dressed up, and now myself, I had assumed that we were just going to a cocktail party of sorts, but now, I wasn’t so sure.
“You want to see yourself?” Sally asked.
My stomach clenched at the thought, but my curiosity overrode any other feeling as I nodded. Handing me a mirror, Sally watched me intently as I scrutinized my face and hair. Actually, I scrutinized someone else’s face and hair because I couldn’t recognize the woman in the mirror with her very angular jaw, high cheek bones and make up that accented both. The red lipstick and hair that wasn’t full of zombie goo hastily pulled up in a crisp ponytail was odd, to say the least. Blinking I was sure the woman would disappear, but I found her wide dark eyes staring back at me when I took a second look.
“It doesn’t look like me,” I said, handing the mirror back.
“That’s what they all say,” Sally said with a laugh. “But, I can assure you it is you, just a little enhanced that’s all.”
Just as she finished speaking, the doorknob turned and Bob walked in, stopping when he saw me. His mouth curved in a satisfied smile.
“You look beautiful,” he said causing a different sort of clenching in my stomach as he watched me. “You outdid yourself Sally.” He turned towards her as she began to make herself busy repacking her things.
“Thank you,” she said in a whisper as she began to pick up her bags.
“But, there is one more thing,” He said softly. Sally froze, every muscle in her back tensing as she turned to look at him barely concealed fear deep in her eyes. She took a deep breath and forced herself to smile at him. Tilting her head she took another deep breath and waited. 
“A head covering,” Bob said. “She needs a head covering.”
“Of course,” she replied. “I’m so sorry. I ….” She trailed off, confusion joining with the fear fueling the search in her bag. Bob watched as she began to dig frantically in her bags coming up with nothing. “I’m sure there’s one in here somewhere,” she said beginning to search through them again.
“Sally,” Bob’s voice halted her search as she turned to face him terror clearly painted on her features, and sweat beginning to gather at the base of her neck. “You don’t have one, I do.” He lifted up a black silk veil that was embroidered with red doves at its edges.
“Oh,” was all she said as her shoulders visibly relaxed.
“Sally,” he said taking a step towards her and holding out the veil which she took with a barely concealed tremble in her hand. “Not all of us will hurt you.”
She barely looked at him as she made her way over to me, spreading the veil over my head and gently settling it so draped over the length of my hair. “You need some bobby pins,” she said keeping her voice steady as she went to one of the bags and brought back a few pins, using them to anchor the veil to my hair making sure the pins couldn’t be seen.
“There,” she said to me, her eyes beginning to swim with tears. “You look beautiful.”
She turned back to her bags leaving me confused in her wake as she quickly closed her them and hung them from her shoulders.
“Be quick,” Bob said his face stark as he watched her walk towards the door. “You need to be locked in your room before long.”
“I will,” she responded, before she looked back at me. “Remember what I said.”
“I will, and thank you,” I said to her back as she left the room making sure the door was closed behind her.
Bob settled on the sofa looking out the window at the darkened sky, then back at me lacing his fingers together.
“I imagine she told you to stay near me,” he said drily.
I nodded, feeling my hair resettle itself softly.
“Then I don’t need to say more?”
The question hung between us.
“What is tonight?” I asked, watching his eyes flit back outside as he absorbed the question.
“It’s a get together,” he said, standing up and holding his hand out to me in one fluid motion.
Tottering before I found my balance I clasped onto his hand hard. He began to laugh. “With those shoes on, I image you straying too far from me isn’t a question.”
“I guess not,” I replied, cursing my ineptness in walking in the three inch heels. “But, you have to remember I’m used to more survival friendly footwear.”
My statement made him chuckle even more, “Survival friendly footwear, I’ll have to remember that.”


 




Chapter 9
We walked into the main foyer of the hotel where most of the other women were wearing heels much higher than mine and gripping the arms of the angels they were with tightly as they made their way outside. Glancing around, I saw Edward busily serving drinks to angels and their women. He barely glanced at me as he smoothly made his way over to us carrying a silver tray of champagne flutes filled with the bubbling amber liquid.
Bob took one glass handing it to me, before he took another. The cool glass felt good on my fingertips, but I hesitated before taking a sip. Bob held up his glass to toast with mine, before he took a sip. Trying not to glance at Edward I lifted the glass to my lips seeing him nod his approval before I took a minuscule sip, feeling the cool tangy drink sit for a moment on my tongue before I swallowed.
“Would you like some champagne?” Edward said as he moved to the next couple. I saw Felicia reach out and grasp a fluted glass before she raised it slightly to me and took a sip. He hair was covered with a light blue veil that matched her dress. Looking out over the crowd I saw that only a few women had veils. The rest of the women’s hair hung in waves or straight sheathes down their backs, some of their angels taking a moment here or there to pet their hair or entangle their fingers in it.
Looking over at Felicia’s angel, I could see why she was so attracted to him. He was classically beautiful, looking like something that Botticelli would have coaxed out of marble and given wings to. Not only that, but he looked down at her with a warmth and caring that was so rare in this group. I tried not to shudder as I kept my thoughts on the straight and narrow, trying to corral them so they didn’t go down the dark paths that these angels I’m sure could walk.
Looking around again, I saw that the angels of the women who wore the veils generally looked at them with fondness and that the other angels largely ignored them. Those women with uncovered hair were subjected to leering glances and the occasional lewd comment as they walked through the crowd, something the angels they were with didn’t object to. The longer I watched, the more seriously I took Sally’s warnings. I took a slight step closer to Bob.
Felicia smiled over at me as we followed our angels, making our way towards the sliding glass doors that led outside.
“I love that color on you,” she said to me. “You look like Red Rose.”
“Who?” I asked as a laugh bubbled up out of me.
“Red Rose, you know the story character? Oh,” she said staring at me before smiling. “You’ve never heard of her?” I shook my head no.
“Well,” she said. “She’s kind of like Snow White, except she always wore red and was way prettier.”
“I’ll take that,” I said as we walked through the doors.
Glancing over at Bob, I was surprised to see that he was smiling at the two of us, a look of pleasure on his face that faded as he looked out across the vast dimly lit pool area. His wings twitched as he watched angels milling around the area with their women, as waiters in tuxedos and white gloves served champagne and canapes on silver platters. Torches burned around the area casting long streaks of reddish orange light that intermingled with shadows.
The faces of the two angels turned to stone as they continued to watch the scene. Glancing at one another, they seemed to make a silent agreement before they began to move quietly to the outskirts of the group making sure that Felicia and I had our hands wound around their arms. As we settled into a spot to the side, Bob looked over and smiled gently at me his face returning to stone as he looked around again.
Felicia’s angel’s lip curled as he watched something at the far end of the pool. Following his gaze, I saw a group of angels sitting and standing around a familiar looking angel who laughed as a woman was pushed from one angel to another. My breath caught in my throat as I recognized him as the one who was in the town where I met Chris. Stepping back slightly, I found I didn’t want him to see me, even though I was too far away and in shadow.
My nose wrinkled as the scent of creepers wafted over us causing my muscles to tense. Pushing down the nerves that began to dance in my stomach, I looked around trying to figure out where they were. Moaning sounds came from a distance beyond the pool, getting progressively louder as we stood looking at the group. Glancing over at Felicia, she didn’t seem to pay any attention to the sound, and the angels seemed unperturbed too.
“Bob?” I whispered.
“Don’t worry about it,” he replied glancing over at me. “You’re safe.”
“Angel Bob,” an amused voice yelled out from across the pool. “Come on over here with your new plaything.” 
Gritting his teeth, Bob flashed the angel a breathtaking smile before taking hold of my hand and making his way over. As we slowly went closer, my nose began to wrinkle as I took in a new scent. The burning smell was the same one that I noticed in the town we were in just a few days ago. The town where Chris had saved me from them by shielding me with his own scent.
The angel eyed me appraisingly as we came to a stop in front of him. His eyes narrowed, and he took a deep breath through his nose, something I barely registered as my mind whirled with thoughts of conversations with Chris and what did, and didn’t, happen when he was around.
The angel began to laugh as he leaned forward looking straight into my eyes. I could sense Bob’s muscles tense, as he tightened his hold on my hand where sweat begin to gather in his palm.
Suddenly, I was hyperaware of this angel who couldn’t take his eyes off of me, a glint of something I’d never seen before in his eyes. It was too simple to call it insanity because it went through that door and completely out the other side of that padded room.
“Fi fi fo fum,” he said quietly watching me intently.
Every muscle on either side of my spine seemed to seize up, and I pushed down a gurgle of fear that threatened to rise into my month. Swallowing carefully, I noticed that his brown irises were rimmed with red. Forcing my muscles to relax, I smiled the best beauty queen smile I could muster.
“Read a lot of Jack in the Beanstalk do you?” I asked, gently tilting my head to the side, and tugging on the end of my veil.
Everyone went silent at my words. The angels at the outskirts of the circle faded even further back into the darkness, while the other women looked at me as if I was insane. My words hung in the air for what seemed like an eternity, as my cheeks began to hurt from holding the smile. I took shallow breathes in an attempt to not choke on the cloying burning smell that radiated off of him that was completely at odds with how beautiful he looked. His ebony wings moved lazily back and forth behind him. Focusing on those as I stood there, I watched their graceful arc as if I didn’t have a care in the world.
The angel looked over at Bob before a smile slowly crossed his face, looking for all the world like a cat that just ate a canary. He began to laugh and immediately the others began to laugh with him, Bob smiled as did Felicia and her angel.
“A sassy Daughter of Eve,” the angel said settling back in his chair spreading his wings out on either side of him. “It’s too bad she’s wearing a veil. So many of them,” he gestured dismissively to the women who were in the circle standing in their cocktail dresses and high heels, their hair loose down their backs free from a veil. “Have no, shall I say, joie de vivre.” He steepled his fingers together looking at me consideringly. “Ah well, that is the way it is, no?” He tilted his head to the side, smiling at me before turning to an angel on his left.
Bob relaxed beside me, not letting go of his grip on my hand. The group lightened up too, returning to their chatter and women. Bob leaned over to an angel, whispering something I couldn’t hear as the smell of creepers became more noticeable in the darkness that surrounded the party. Trying not to crane my neck, I looked around to find out where they were when I heard their telltale moaning.
“I guess someone forgot to take out their larynxes,” said an angel standing near Felicia.
“And their tongues,” a voice belonging to someone I couldn’t see replied. “And, the smell,” the voice continued. “Whoever fed them?”
“Someone who obviously didn’t know better,” commented the angel next to Bob.
I tried to keep my face from registering surprise. I didn’t realize that creepers telltale smell went away if they weren’t fed. Of course, I had never run into creepers who hadn’t been fed. I said a silent prayer of thanks that the ones that Cassie and I ran into had fed on something, hopefully not human, because it was my hyper sense of smell that had kept us safe a large part of the time.
Looking over Bob’s shoulder, I saw creepers brought toward individual cages and pushed inside. Edward stood nearby trying not to show his fear as he held the tray of champagne. He walked deceptively fast into the crowd of partygoers making it look like a languid move as he offered champagne here and there. Glancing up he met my gaze, tilting his head to indicate that I should meet him inside before he disappeared in the group.
“I need to ..,” I whispered leaning towards Bob, who immediately nodded in understanding.
“Felicia?” He asked as my stomach sank realizing that he was going to send me with a chaperone.
“Come on,” she said taking my hand and hurrying me towards the hotel. When we stepped into the hotel lobby, I was struck by how quiet it was, with people standing around waiting to serve. Everyone else who was outside was serving.
“They don’t want to go outside if they don’t have too,” Felicia said, glancing at those who stood around trying to look inconspicuous before leading me down a hallway. “There have been accidents,” she whispered her eyes darting around.
“Accidents?” I felt my eyes widen. She nodded.
“Yes, you know with creepers, it wasn’t pretty.”
“I get the picture,” I replied, as we went into the sumptuously decorated bathroom.
As I sat in the stall wondering how I was going to get alone to talk to Edward, I heard a slight whimper from the stall next to me. Bending down, I recognized the silver heels of the slight blond in the blue dress who looked as new as I was to this world of the angels.
“Hey,” I whispered.
A sheet of blond hair lowered to the floor near the silver shoes in response.
“Are you okay?” Inwardly I groaned at myself, hoping she wouldn’t too. “I saw you earlier,” I continued in a rush. “I’m new here too.”
“No,” her voice came to me on butterfly wings making my heart clench.
“You know they won’t let you hide in here forever,” I said wondering what they did with the women who didn’t want to come to their party. I shuddered to think that what they would do was only limited by what they could do. As I sat there folded in half my mind hitching on thoughts of what could be done to help the young woman in the stall next to me, my veil slid down into my face. Pushing it out of my eyes, I stood up and rearranged my dress along with the veil. As I carefully smoothed it out down past my waist, an idea came into my mind.
“Come out and wash your face, I have an idea,” I said to the stall wall.
As I washed my hands, she came slowly out of her stall setting her face into lines of bravery as she looked at Felicia and me. Felicia’s eyes narrowed, first at the young woman then at me.
“You don’t have anything to do with this,” I whispered. “Just check the other stalls.”
She surprised me by nodding before she opened every stall door making sure no one was there. Glancing up, I wondered if there were cameras in the bathroom.
“No, that’s why they sent me,” Felicia said following my gaze up to the corners. “But, I don’t want anything to do with this,” her hand flapped towards the young woman. “If they ask me, I don’t know a thing.”
“Okay,” I said shrugging. “What’s your name?” I asked, turning my attention to the girl.
“Becky,” she said her voice stronger than it was before.
“Okay Becky, we’re going to make it so they don’t touch you okay?” I took my veil off and searched for the seam in the center that I knew was there.
“You’d better not just rip it, Bob won’t be happy,” Felicia said, as I started to tug it to rip out the stitches. She grabbed the veil from me, pulled out one of her earrings and began to use the post to carefully break each stich. By the time she was done, the veil was in two perfect pieces. “It’s not going to match, they’ll know,” she said handing me the now two veils.
“That’s not the point,” I said as I carefully laid the veil over Becky’s hair. “They can’t touch us if we have a veil on, right?”
“Right,” Felicia said.
“So, it doesn’t matter what color it is as long as it’s there, right?”
“Yes,” she replied slowly. “Except Bob will get the brunt of it because whoever her angel is will think he’s pushing in.”
“Pushing in?” Becky asked, smoothing the veil down over her hair. A look of relief passed over her features  as she looked at herself in the mirror.
“Yeah, you know taking what’s not his.”
Felicia’s words hung for a moment before the main door to the bathroom swung open. We turned in unison to see two unveiled women push through, falling over themselves in their rush to get in. Stopping when they saw us, they stood unsteadily wobbling in their heels, their eyes wide as a wave of alcohol rolled off of them.
“We were just leaving,” said Felicia imperiously before walking out. Becky and I followed in her wake. Just before the door closed I heard one of the women slur something about the veiled thinking they’re so safe, but they’ll get theirs in the end.
“Champagne ladies,” Edward appeared behind us as we made our way slowly down the hallway.
“No thanks,” Felicia waved him off even as he leaned towards me.
“Be ready,” he said, before he took off in front of us.
Looking over, I saw that Becky’s eyes were wide as she absorbed what he said. She stepped closer to me, taking my hand. I clasped hers and smiled reassuringly as we rounded the corner and almost ran into Felicia’s frozen form. Edward was just a foot or so in front of her, both of them were riveted watching the scene that played outside the glass windows that could only be described as something out of Dante’s Inferno.
The random thought that English Literature had actually taught me something worth remembering flitted through my mind along with how proud Mr. Smith would have been that I, an academically unrepentant cheerleader, would have retained something so deep, were forefront in my mind before both of them were caught up in the horror of seeing creepers on fire, strung up in cages like they were torches. Underneath them, figures ran and ducked out of the way as other creepers raged, hungrily biting one person, then another. A server in a white shirt and black bow tie ran for the door only to have a creeper leap on his back and rip at his neck. The hapless server tripped into the window making it shiver as he hit it before the creeper was distracted by yet another warm body. We stood watching as the young man's body began to twitch succumbing to the virus.
Edward moved to the doors to find some way to lock them as I looked around trying to find something I could use as a weapon. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Becky bend down and pull both of her shoes off her feet. She clasped them in both hands, the 4-inch blue spikes pointed at who or whatever came her way.
“Good thinking,” I muttered, pulling my own shoes off and saying a silent thank you to whoever might be listening that there was something I could fight with. Bending down I ripped the skirt of my dress as high as I could so I could move freely as Edward looked back at us.
“I can’t keep this closed,” he said. “Make sure your veils stay in place, they may be what save you, at least from the angels.”
We all nodded. Felicia was trembling as I stepped in front of her and Becky stepped behind her. By this time, the server turned creeper was standing on unsteady legs looking around hungrily when he spotted us through the glass. His mouth dropped open spilling glistening saliva that was only starting to turn into a blackish ooze down his chin and onto his shirt. He stared at us for a moment before throwing his body against the glass and releasing a keening cry that made my spine shiver. He hit the glass, again and again and again until it began to splinter.
“This way,” Edward called out as he made his way down the hallway we had just come from. We ran after him as the sound of crashing glass came from behind us mixed in with the moans of not just one creeper but many. Screams came out of one of the rooms down the hallway as Edward made a sharp left opening the door to a stairwell and gesturing for us to follow. He pushed it shut, only to have it shudder as creepers ran into the other side. I knew that we had a little bit of time until they accidently opened the door by hitting the door lever as we began to make a quick ascent, the lights above us flickering.
“Come on,” he whispered, just as Felicia tripped hitting the steps hard. We all stopped, looking at her prone body and the blood that began to drip off her forehead onto the step. The door went still as if the creepers on the other side sensed the blood, then they began to howl, their moans sounding like they were doubled from before. The door began to shake and buck as they threw themselves against it.
“What do we do?” I whispered.
Edward just looked at me, raising his shoulder slightly.
“We can’t just leave her here,” I said glaring at him.
“We can’t carry her either,” he replied.
Looking back and forth between us with wide eyes, Becky took a deep breath before bending down and shaking Felicia, who moved slightly. 
“Come on,” she said to Felicia. “You’ve got to get up, none of us can carry you, and if we drag you you’ll start bleeding even more and then that’ll leave a trail…” her words dropped off as all of knew what that would mean.
Felicia’s eyes opened looking a little dazed as she put her hand to her forehead. “Please don’t leave me,” she whispered. “I can’t,” she shuddered and glanced down the stairs at the door. It went suddenly quiet on the other side as the door latch twitched a little.
My stomach dropped. Shaking my head a little, I tried to dislodge the thought that somehow one of them was smart enough to figure out the door latch. As it wiggled again, thoughts of my aunt and the creeper on the rooftop that knew enough to come at me where Bob couldn’t see rose in my mind. As I watched the latch wiggle down a little further, I silently asked whoever might be upstairs in this hell we were living in that the creepers weren’t somehow morphing and using their brains instead of being mindless bodies looking for their next meal.
“Can you get up?” Edward’s hiss brought my mind back to the right now, and how we were going to manage Felicia.
Felicia tried to stand, but her head wobbled and her body slid down the wall as soon as she pulled herself halfway up. We watched as the creepers pounding was becoming more insistent. Finally, Becky and I helped her stand as I realized she still had her heels on.
“These may be the problem,” I said as I took them off of her and handed them to Edward. “You can use these, just in case.”
“Wicked,” he said with a tight smile looking at the points on the heels. “I’ll take the rear. We just have to get to the third floor, which should be safe for now.”
I had no idea why the third floor was safe, but I had to assume he did. I could see by looking at Becky that she wasn’t fully convinced either as we each took Felicia arms around our shoulders and began to make our way up the steps. Each step was arduous even as she tried to help us. By the time we got to the door with a large 3 written on it the door downstairs sounded like it was going to rip off its hinges. Felicia could carry more of her weight and seemed more coherent, although she kept mumbling about finding her angel and how he would protect her. I fought the urge to roll my eyes at the thought of any angel coming to anyone’s rescue.
“You hold her,” I said to Becky, who stood solidly as I carefully put all of Felicia’s weight that I was carrying onto to her. She grimaced slightly but didn’t move. 
I looked through the window in the door into the hallway, pushing down on the door handle that gave but didn’t move. Frustrated I pushed harder when a pair of deep blue eyes looked back at me through the window. Gasping I jerked back and fell just as a loud crash came from below followed by the unmistakable smell of creeper rot.
“Get the door open,” Edward yelled as the sound of bodies scrambling over themselves to get up the stairs got louder. The blood on the stairs below sending them into a frenzy. Glancing over, I saw he stood at the top of the stairs a shoe in each hand. I stood up, launching myself at the door, just as he managed to grab a hold of the stair rails and kick out at the first of the fast moving group snapping the necks of multiple zombies with one smooth motion. They fell back stopping their comrades in death momentarily and becoming a light snack before the main meal, which was us.
The door opened as I made contact with its cool steel. I flew through the open space landing on all fours on the carpet, quickly followed by Becky throwing Felicia forward, who landed on my back. Bucking her off, I pushed myself up standing just in time to see Edward nailing creepers in the eyes with the shoe heels as he kicked out and stepped back in an impressive dance to not get bit or overrun.
A young man darted into the stairwell and pulled Edward back into the hallway, as three others appeared out of one of the rooms across the hall. They quickly slammed the door securing it with a piece of furniture as the creepers thudded against it howled with rage.
Felicia used the wall to crawl up to a standing position, as the rest of us watched the door to see if it would hold. It did.
“Come on,” Edward said, making his way down the hallway.
All of us followed as the lights flickered then went off.
“That would put an end to communications,” said an unfamiliar voice.
“You think?” I asked having trouble keeping the sarcasm out of my voice, then realizing I didn’t really care. “Who are you?”
“It doesn’t really matter who we are at this point,” said another voice. “Just know we’re from Sanctuary, and we’ve been working on freeing the women from the angels for a while.”
“Freeing us,” Felicia voice pitched up so that it vibrated on the edge of a shriek. “We don’t need to be freed, who do you….” she trailed off with a gurgle, and began to cough.
I took a deep breath only smelling the faint scent of creepers and nothing else as I made my over to her in the dark hallway. Reaching out, my fingertips grazed the fabric of her dress and she clasped my hands to hers.
“We can’t survive with them,” she whispered to me her voice vibrating with urgency. “You don’t know what they do.”
“Down here,” came Edward’s voice from down the hall.
“Come on,” I said to her as I pulled her hands towards his voice, and was immediately met with resistance.
“No,” she said her voice gaining a little steel. “I won’t go with them, you don’t know what they do.”
“Listen,” I said leaning forward so only she could hear me. “You’ve been here with the angels for a while, out there, out there where I just was a few days ago, Sanctuary is where we all head to and if we can get there, we’re lucky. They’ve come to help us. We’ve got to go with them.”
“No,” she said again.
I could feel Becky move closer to us. “We have to take her back to her angel,” she said.
Turning in the darkness I tried to see Becky’s form. If I narrowed my eyes just so, I could see her, a slightly smallish darker form against the darkness, and she was a lot closer than I thought she was.
I felt rather than saw her lean towards us. “Besides, even with all we’ve heard out there, we still don’t really know if they’re okay, these guys,” she said dropping her voice into low tones so only Felicia and I could hear.
“See,” Felicia said bolstered by Becky’s show of support.
I gripped her hands feeling torn, if these guys were from Sanctuary then they were the ones who could get us there, and possibly to Cassie and Chris and the others if they made it. But, in reality, I knew nothing about the place, except that it was supposedly safe from creepers. More than safe if the stories that circulated that the residents of Sanctuary could walk among the creepers and not get attacked and eaten or turned were true.
“What’s going on?” Edward’s voice came from down the hallway. “We have to get going, there’s a transport.” His voice came closer.
I gave Felicia hands a squeeze before I reached out with my right hand for Becky’s hand, who knew just where to find mine. We stood linked together as he stopped in front of us.
“Dani?” He whispered.
“We’ve got to get her to her angel,” I found myself saying. “He will take care of her.”
The others down the hall snorted in derision at my words.
“They take care of no one,” called out a voice.
“They do,” Felicia hissed.
Edward stood still in front of us. I could sense every muscle in his body tighten as he processed my words.
“How long do you think it will take?” He finally said.
“Not long,” Becky answered. “I saw where he was when we looked out the glass doors. He may not have moved far waiting for her to come back.”
“You’re sure?” Edward’s voice came for the darkness.
“Yes,” she said. “The ones who are,” she stumbled over her words. “The ones that are fond of their partners, they do seem to take care of them.”
I stared at the black spot where her voice came from wondering how she knew these things when she’d just come into the mix today.
“I notice things,” she said softly as if in response to my thoughts.
“All right,” Edward said. “We can’t hold up the transport, if you do this you may be on your own. I’ll try to find you, but if we can’t find each other, head North, the compound is a little North of the city.”
He reached out blindly before making contact with me and pulling me close to him. Wrapping his arms around me, I sensed he opened his mouth as if to say something before closing it abruptly.
“I’ll be looking for you,” he said, before releasing me as quickly as he hugged me, leaving me feeling cold. “Go to the other end of the hallway, there’s a set of stairs to the outside that’s protected, no creepers there. Hopefully Becky can guide you from there. And here,” I felt him push two sheathed knives into my hands, “One for you and one for Becky, don’t let them know where they came from.”
“Okay,” I whispered finally finding my voice around my dry tongue. “We, Becky and me, we’ll see you there.”
“I hope so,” he whispered furiously before he turned and disappeared into the darkness.


 




Chapter 10
The window at the end of the hall suddenly flared with light allowing us to see the door to the stairway that Edward had mentioned. We crept towards it, stopping so we couldn’t be seen from below and looked down at the controlled chaos. Angels and men were working together to herd creepers into cages. The angels grabbing them with their bare hands, while the men pushed at them with what looked to be electric batons.
Watching one man in particular, I noted that the creepers didn’t respond to the baton, but they did respond to the man. I had never seen such a thing before, they didn’t even lunge for him, just allowed him to herd them into a waiting cage.
“Why are we waiting?” Becky gently touched my arm before her gaze followed mine. “Oh,” was her only comment.
“Why aren’t they attacking the men?” I whispered.
“They train them,” came Felicia’s flat response from behind me.
“Train them?” I turned to her. She stood, a gray figure next to the door that would take us downstairs and into the fray.
“They’re afraid of them, the men,” Becky said.
“How do you know?” I asked looking back at her.
She just shrugged before making her way to the door and putting her head next to it to hear what might be going on on the other side.
“Come on,” she whispered as she opened the door before disappearing inside.
Felicia and I slipped through behind her. The stairwell was pitch black and silent. Groping over to my side I grasped Felicia’s hand as Becky walked down the stairs her feet whispering so softly on each step that if I hadn’t been listening intently, I wouldn’t have heard them. Carefully, I found the steps gently tugging on Felicia’s hand behind me until we had safely navigated the stairs in the dark.
“Ready?” Becky said.
I nodded before I realized that she couldn’t see me.
“We’re ready,” Felicia said quietly, her voice firmer than the shaking of her hand.
Becky opened the door slowly letting a shard of light into the stairwell. We stepped into the hall, and I looked down into the gray haze that had settled there seeing the door we had gone through before more than three quarters down from where we now stood, not a creeper in sight. My stomach twisted as I thought of them coming back.
“They won’t,” Becky said, as if reading my mind again. Looking over at her I knew the disbelief I felt had settled on my face, but she just smiled as she saw my expression. Turning back towards the hallway she smiled. “What do you see?” She asked pointing.
Following her hand, I looked again seeing limp golden scarves hanging from the walls exactly across from each other. “They won’t go past those,” she said.
“Okay, that’s just about the weirdest thing I’ve ever heard,” I said looking back at her. “What do you mean they won’t go past those?”
“We don’t have time for this,” Felicia whined.
“We do,” I hissed glaring at her. “What do you mean?” I turned to face Becky again.
“They’ve trained them,” she explained. “They’ve trained them not to attack the people who have that golden thread or scarf on them, at least they’ve trained the ones around here.”
Mentally turning over what she said, I could hardly believe it. I thought back to the servers I had seen, along with some of the other people, but I didn’t remember seeing any of them with the gold material on them. Glancing over, my eyes seemed to focus on the veils that still hung loosely from our heads and that despite their main color, they all had gold threaded through them. I felt realization dawn inside my mind.
“You get it?” Becky said. “The veils aren’t just about the angels, they’re about protecting us from the creepers.”
“Do we need to wear them on our heads?” I asked.
“Not really,” she shrugged. “That’s just for the angels, for some reason they like that, I suspect it’s an inside joke with them. We can just as easily wear them on our arms, which actually might be a good idea, just in case we do come across some who aren’t responsive to them. The last thing we need is having those stupid veils falling in our eyes if we’re having to fight.”
“Aren’t responsive to them?” My head was reeling with this new information, at the thought that the creepers could be trained, and all manner of things that could be done with them, which brought back a memory I had buried as being too bizarre to examine in Cassie’s and my flight across the country. “So, that’s why,” I whispered.
Becky nodded. “You’ve come across some of the creeper armies?”
“That’s not what we thought they were,” I said. “It was just so odd. We saw men walking with a group of them in the distance, and were just thankful they didn’t head towards us, but they were definitely headed for something.” The word armies sunk in. “People are using them to fight each other?”
“That’s what I’ve heard. Some men, mostly in the South, have figured out how to control the creepers and are using them to try to create their own countries or something. I’ve also heard they’re using them to attack some of the angels creatures even though they don’t work against the angels themselves,” she said, as she pulled her veil from her hair and handed it to me. “Can you knot it on my arm?”
The idea of trainable creepers churned through my mind as I made sure the veil was firmly attached to her arm, and she tied mine. Felicia shook her head when we looked over at her, the question of changing the placement of the veil not even our lips.
“So they’re fighting them?” I asked Becky looking down at her and thinking of the possibilities of an army that was fighting for freedom from the angels.
“A little,” she shrugged. “But, mostly they’re fighting each other.”
I sighed in frustration.
“What about Sanctuary?” I asked.
“We can’t stand here talking all day,” Felicia exploded. “We have to find my angel.”
We stood silent in the face of her sudden outburst, Becky and I exchanging glances as Felicia made her way to the door, throwing it open before we could say a word.
The stench of the place hit me before we even walked outside. Sickly creeper rot mixed with the appealing fragrance of the angels, alongside human sweat mingled in an offensive combination. My nose wrinkled at it, and I immediately regretted not having any sort of shirt collar to pull up over my nose to mute it a bit. Glancing down at the veil on my arm an idea hit me. I quickly untied it and wound it around my head, covering the lower half of my face and securing it with knot at my neck.
It was relatively silent where we stood. From the window upstairs it had looked like the creepers were largely controlled, but I had no idea where we would find the angel we were looking for. I just hoped we didn’t find the angel next to the pool first.
Hugging the wall, we made our way down the walkway alongside rooms that opened up onto the lush garden area centered around the pool. It was a larger area than I thought. Light would flare up every once in a while, bathing everything in a shadowy orange hue that allowed us to see for a moment before being plunged back into darkness again.
In her haste to find the angel she was looking for, Felicia hurried along, seemingly oblivious to her surroundings and the fact that we were coming to the edge of the building. I shook my head slightly. She certainly hadn’t been living on the outside for very long if she could just rush headlong to an unknown area without being chased. Cassie and I had found that silence, stealth and caution were the watchwords for survival. That first night we’d seen too many people killed or turned by rushing forward to what they thought was safety only to find that it was a trap.
Pushing myself forward, I caught her around the waist just as she was going to turn the corner. She struggled against me, but I held her still.
“Don’t move,” I whispered.
She went still in my arms, and I released her taking a deep breath in. The chaos of smells was still in the air, but didn’t seem to be any closer.
Becky carefully looked around the corner. “It looks clear,” she whispered.
“Don’t just rush around,” I whispered to Felicia. “You could get us all killed.”
She nodded in agreement, but I could tell from the frantic look in her eyes that she wasn’t really absorbing what I was saying. She pulled on the ends of her hair, rearranging her veil as her eyes strayed to Becky then on to the corner of the building.
I sighed. “Come on.”
I grasped one of the knives Edward had given me in my hand, unsheathing it before handing the other the Becky, who to her credit didn’t even ask where I got it or why I hadn’t given it to her before. I made a mental note to find out what her story was, that is if we got out of here alive and made it to Sanctuary.
A crash to our left made me tense and crouch down. Becky whipped around to see what it was too. A body shambled through the foliage, as Felicia took the opportunity to run around the corner and down the hallway. The figure saw the movement and looked over, its yellowish eyes oozing black as recognition dawned there, before moving over to Becky and me.
Homing in on Becky, it dashed forward grasping at her before she even had a chance to raise her arm. Jumping forward I quickly stabbed it in its eye, feeling the knife rip through its brain before it even had a chance to move. Pulling my knife out, I stepped out of the way as it crumpled to the ground in a heap. A flash of light lit up the area and I recognized it as the server who had changed earlier. That was why I hadn’t been able to smell him. He had too recently changed.
Anger and fear buzzed between Becky and I as we took off at a run after Felicia, just in time to see the tip of her veil turn into the garden area. My grip on my knife tightening as we followed, the smells growing stronger. A motion up ahead set every one of my nerves on fire itching to do something.
We stopped short at the edge of the pool area where angels determinedly barked orders at men in uniform and creepers moaned and thrashed. The men were pushing the creepers into a cage that sat at the far back of the area, the space where pool chairs and chaise lounges were just a little while ago. I registered mild surprise as I saw foliage that had been smashed down because trucks had driven over it. The cage sat just on the edge of the open area beyond which shadowy figures moved in the darkness. Flashlights cast flickering light around, sometimes landing on a creeper, angel, person or something else I wasn’t able to quickly identify.
“There she is,” Becky whispered, pointing to the left side of the pool where Felicia had slowed down. She stopped moving, a panicky expression settling on her face as she looked around, making her seem even more pale. Her veil hung at an odd angle in her hair that resembled nothing of the golden locks that shone down her back when we first stood poolside, just a short time ago. A purple blue bruise had formed on her forehead and blood from her gash had coagulated around it. I silently thanked anyone who was listening that it wasn’t still actively bleeding. No matter what Becky said about the golden threads in the veil, I wasn’t a hundred percent sure they would stop the creepers.
Even with the blood just a crusty mess on her forehead, I saw that a couple of the creepers had caught its scent, craning their necks back their eyes rolling to see its source as they were prodded forward into the cage. One of them even shuffled backwards trying to evade the baton to get to her.
“Hurry it up,” said an angel who was clearly irritated with how slow the process was going. He walked over and grabbed the offending creeper, throwing it into the cage as it howled in frustration. Some of the other creepers fell to the side as it landed on them causing a chain reaction that only intensified their moans. 
“Get them to shut up,” the angel growled at one of the men.
“You made them that way,” the man shot back.
Every muscle in my body tensed at how the man spoke to the angel. I could sense Becky’s did the same. Both of us held our breaths at what would come next. But, it never did. Instead, the angel just looked at the man and laughed. “Yes, we certainly did,” he said before making his way back around the pool towards us. 
Darting into the foliage for cover, we pushed into the shadow filled greenery. As he got closer I recognized him as the one who seemed to run things earlier on. I held my breath as he walked past without a second glance into our hiding place.
Looking back towards Felicia I spotted her angel coming from another pathway just behind her, relief on his face as he spotted her. Felicia turned as he called out to her, and her feet began to move before the rest of her body in her haste to reach him. She fell, slamming hard into the concrete and hitting her bruised, bloodied forehead again. Pushing herself up, she put a hand to her forehead, a look of confusion crossing her face as she looked at the fresh blood on it. The blood was running into her eye, down her cheek and dripping onto the concrete as her angel ran towards her and the creepers went crazy at the smell and sight of the fresh blood. They went from moaning to screeching instantaneously, the men and angels barely containing them as her angel bent to pick her up.
A sigh of relief came out of me as held her in his arms, a look of relief and affection settling on his face as he looked down at her.
“No,” screamed Becky, as a hidden creeper leapt at the couple latching onto Felicia’s arm and biting down until blood and black saliva ran down her arm. Her body shuddered, and her eyes rolling back in her head as the virus took hold. Setting her down, her angel grabbed the creeper ripping its head from its body and throwing it as far he could, before turning back to Felicia’s jerking body, devastation etching itself on his face as he watched her.
Rage replaced the look just as fast and he spun around, throwing men to the side as he ripped through the creepers in the cage shredding them so quickly that his movements became a blur as arms, legs and heads were tossed into a sticky mound at his feet. His mouth was moving as if he was saying something, but I couldn’t quite hear what it was.
“I knew I smelled you,” came a deep voice behind us making my stomach churn in fear. The angel who has walked past us earlier, grabbed both Becky and I dragging us out into the open just as Felicia’s angel turned around. His wings were spotted with black and red blood, and his face twisted with vengeance as he looked over towards us.
“Wormwood,” he said in a low voice. “I told you. We told you, this wasn’t going to work, but you just kept on making them, just kept on going.”
“Come now,” Wormwood replied his voice oily, as we crouched on the cold cement in front of him. “You can’t tell me that you actually have feelings for this Daughter of Eve. Look at her.”
Everyone went silent as we glanced over at Felicia who had begun to sit up and moan, her eyes empty of anything that was remotely human as she looked around in order to satiate the awful hunger that now filled her.
“You did this to her,” Felicia’s angel said. “You did this, this, all of this …..,” he gestured around him letting his voice trial off.
Looking around I spotted Bob, a few other angels with him as he approached. Creepers moaned behind him, but they were already in cages. A grim expression rose in his eyes as he saw me, those same eyes filling with rage when he spotted Felicia who was starting to wobble to a standing position.
“Are you doubting me? Are you doubting who we serve?” Wormwood ground out. “Look at them,” he spat gesturing to Becky and I. “Is it any doubt that one can be exchanged for another?”
“Wormwood you go too far,” Bob called out from the edge of the light. “You know that isn’t the reality of the situation. I told you to make an antidote, but you didn’t.”
“Ah yes, Bob, if I remember correctly you did mention that, and our master told us both, or actually told you, no. So be careful how you speak against who you serve, there is no going back for you.”
Grabbing me by my hair, Wormwood yanked me up my feet stumbling to catch up until I found my footing. “This one is yours no?” He asked Bob who had taken a step forward. “They are expendable,” the roots of my hair flared with pain as he shook me. I ground my teeth together to keep from screaming. “All of you need to know that, they are always expendable. These filthy mud creatures are always expendable.”
Some of the angels didn’t look too happy to be told that, but most of them nodded in agreement. A rumble of assent working its way through them. Bob and Felicia’s angel along with a handful of others weren’t among them.
“You don’t believe that,” Bob said, his voice quietly threading itself among the others. “Or, you wouldn’t have spent so much time looking for the other one.”
My veins suddenly ran with ice at the thought of who they were talking about. It had to be Cassie. All of the odd happenings since the attack by the bioengineered all pointed to her, but how did he know about her in the first place? My thoughts scattered as he shook me again.
“Don’t I?” Wormwood asked a sharp laugh escaping his mouth.
Becky moved slightly at his feet. He kicked out sending her sprawling towards Felicia who tipped her neck to the side and took a deep breath, immediately causing black drool began to slowly makes its way down her chin. Her eyes locked onto Becky, and she began an ungainly shuffle towards the tiny woman who clutched her side and stifled a groan of pain.
Felicia’s angel grimaced, closing his eyes and turning his head at the sight of her.
“So, you see the way it is,” Wormwood said quietly, watching the other angel intently.
None of them moved as Felicia made her way over to Becky. Bob watched with pity in his eyes, as the others began to laugh.
“See what they do each other if given the chance? Their loyalties are fickle, and they think only of themselves and their own needs. All we did was turn them into what they truly are.”
The angels didn’t respond as Felicia launched herself at Becky who rolled out of the way at just the right moment to avoid getting bit, her hair getting caught in the others hands and mouth. Felicia screamed in hunger and lunged again as Becky rolled again, this time towards her. The flash of Becky’s knife came up in a glittering arc as slid into Felicia’s eye. Blood oozed out hitting Becky in the face as she pushed Felicia away even as Felicia continued to try and attack her until her body went still.
Anger radiated off of Wormwood, his teeth clicking and grinding as he looked down at Becky who was pushing herself further away from Felicia. He threw me aside as he lunged at her meeting Bob instead.
“That’s enough,” Bob said, glaring at the other angel whose face was twisted with hatred.
“That’s where you’re wrong,” he said. “It will never be over until they’re gone, until the blight they’ve set in motion is gone.”
He kicked at Bob who lunged at him at the same time, their wings flapping until they were hovering over us tangled in a death grip. Wormwood managed to hit Bob in the jaw knocking him back.
Pushing myself up off the ground, I ran over to Becky who was standing shakily. I grabbed her hand turning to run in the other direction only to find myself looking at the chest of a very tall, broad angel. 
“Where do you think you’re going?” he asked as he reached for us.
Becky pulled me to the left, and we ran towards Felicia’s angel who stood as still as a statue in the middle of the escalating fighting between the angels. They threw punches at eachother as they stood on the ground and in the air as some of them began to take flight. Creeper moans were getting louder by the second as they made their way to the pool apparently abandoned as the fighting increased.
There were shots in the distance. The men in uniform had all but disappeared, even as the creeper stench became cloying.
“Please,” Becky said grabbing Felicia’s angels arm as another angel took a swipe at us. “Help us.”
Shaking his head, he opened his eyes to look at us with such deep sadness and regret, I felt it go through me like a knife. “We were wrong,” he whispered. “We were all wrong, and now there’s no way to get back.”
“What are you talking about?” Becky yelled up at him. “You can still help, you can help us.”
Shaking his head no, he covered his eyes and walked away through the chaos as if it wasn’t even there. We watched him disappear between two palm trees that were now just pillars of flames where creepers had been left to burn.
Creepers flooded in trying to weave their way into the fray, looking for fresh or nearly fresh bodies to consume. The angels largely ignored them, every once in a while taking one’s head off or throwing one into another attacking angel. Their moans and screeches blended with the insults of the angels.
“Here,” I yelled grabbing Becky’s hand and dodging a nearby pair of angels as they fought. Sidestepping another pair, we headed for the building and the relative safety of having a wall on one side with the fighting on the other. If we were able to get to one of the buildings, we could figure out how to get out of the hotel complex, and maybe find another way around to get up to Sanctuary.
As we left the pool area behind us, the fight thickened as more angels came into the complex. They were joined by bioengeereds and other new creatures the angels had been working on. I shuddered at the memory of the creatures with the knife like teeth who moved so fast they couldn’t be seen and hoped we didn’t encounter any of those. The bioengineered birds shrieked from above as they caught sight of the creepers, diving down and lifting them off the ground where their fleshless limbs dangled. Their screeches could be heard as they were taken away to who knew where.
Glancing back at Becky who was following one of the hapless creatures in the air with her eyes, I saw that her face became even more drained of blood making her look almost white.
“You’re not going to faint are you?” I whispered.
She shook her head no. “I just don’t want them to drop on us.”
“Me neither,” I whispered back, watching another bioengineered disappear from view with its prey. Setting my gaze back down to earth, I spotted a door into one of the buildings not far from us. “Come on.”
Hoping that no creepers were around to see us, I sprinted for the door Becky hot on my heels. I reached for the handle, putting my hand around it just as someone else did. I pulled my hand back as if I’d been burned as Wormwood burst out into laughter next to me. I could feel his hot breath wash over my face and was faintly disappointed to find that his breath smelled like roses instead of something rank and dying.
His laughter stopped abruptly, and he reached out to grab my hand just as an arm came around my waist yanking me up. Wormwood’s furious face looked up and he spread his wings ready to come after us, when Felicia’s angel came out of nowhere and hit him in the jaw knocking him back for a moment. Shaking his head he stood up launching himself into the other angel.
“Hold on,” Bob’s voice growled near my ear as Becky and I grasped each other arms, his wings lifting us higher and higher with each steady beat.
The fight below us continued as he banked to the left turning to fly North leaving behind the angels, the creepers, the humans and the flames as we flew into the dark sky.


 




Chapter 11
Gripping Bob’s forearm and interlocking my arm more tightly with Becky’s, I fought to breath evenly as we flew. Becky’s arm tightened in mine making me look over to see why. Looking past her I saw other winged creatures flying behind us. They looked like dark spots of blight on the night sky. Twisting my neck, I turned to see if Bob had seen them too. His grim expression told me he had.
The steady beat of his wings increased and we flew faster, I shivered in the increasingly cold air. Becky’s arm became colder the longer we were in the air. Glancing over, I knew that if I could see anything she would look as blue as the dress she wore.
My gaze went past her to the inky blackness that stretched out to our left that could only be the Pacific Ocean. I couldn’t help but smile as I thought of all the times, my parents and I had come to the coast to visit my Aunt, making frequent trips to the beach and the Santa Cruz Boardwalk which weren’t very far from where she lived. If you were driving that is.
I could almost feel the warm sand in between my toes, and the coconut scent of sunscreen that my mom insisted that I put on and reapply when I went in the water. Sometimes she’d let me bring Cassie along too, and we’d run screaming into the waves that crashed in front of us only half listening to the screams of the people who were riding the Giant Dipper on the boardwalk way behind us.
As we got older, my parents would drive us down, then sit and have a shake or a baked potato next to the carousel as we made our way along the boardwalk smiling at boys and trying to be cool, which we weren’t in any way shape or form. A twisting in my core that had nothing to do with anything physical made me grit my teeth at the thought of my parents and my aunt and the fact that they were gone. Shoving the thought aside, I focused on where I was gripping onto Bob’s arm as we flew.
Spots of lights broke the darkness far ahead of us and Bob pushed even faster.
“It’s Sanctuary,” Becky screamed so I could hear her.
“That’s not where I thought it was,” I yelled back.
“It’s not in the City,” was her loud reply. “Below,” she yelled out, “Below the City.”
I nodded even though she couldn’t see me. I wasn’t as familiar with this part of the coast so took her word for it.
“How do you know?” I yelled.
“Know what?”
“Know where it is?” I leaned towards her so I could hear what she said a little more clearly through the wind that whistled and whipped past us.
“It’s where I came from…,” her response was cut off when we were suddenly jerked off course as Bob dipped and swerved as something narrowly missed hitting us.
“What was that?” I yelled.
Bob said something I couldn’t hear as he dipped again. This time I saw what it was, a metal object with spikes all over it came hurtling towards us missing its mark, Bob’s wing, by an inch at most. Closing my eyes, I could feel a lump of fear form in my throat making it hard to swallow. Pushing it down, I forced my eyes open only to see more of the metal spiky objects coming towards us from the ground.
Looking down, I saw there were large vehicles making their way along the highway hugging the coast below us. Flashes of light appeared then receded as they fired at us, narrowly missing us.
Craning my neck down, I looked to see if there were other angels behind us that were taking fire too. In front of a group formation of dark spots in the sky, there were two others who were dipping and diving keeping the group at the back from making too much progress.
“Look,” Becky screamed, as she gripped my arm even tighter.
The sky was beginning to turn from an inky black to a grayish blue that washed over the ocean. Dark shapes dipped in and out of the water on the horizon, as a ship came in from the south. As I watched the ship take shape in the growing light revealing turrets and guns. Part of the group of angels behind us shaved off aiming for the ships as the others redoubled their efforts to get to us.
Bob clutched us closer bending his head down so we could hear him. “Almost there,” he yelled above the wind. “When I land run.”
Becky nodded her head, sliding her hand down to clasp mine and glancing over at me a look of determination on her face. “I know where to go,” she said.
We banked to the right, swerving over the forest before making a sharp turn to the left and dropping down, landing with a thud on a road that lead to a cement wall with large metal doors.
As I struggled to get my legs underneath me, I saw that there were men standing in turrets along the wall, guns evident in their hands even from this distance. Glancing around to get my bearings, I saw the wall became razor wire fencing a distance down on either side of the walls disappearing into the distance in either direction. In the gray light, the shapes of large buildings and houses were apparent, but there was no overhead covering to protect them. Confusion over why they didn’t have overhead protection blanketed my thoughts until I heard the moaning, the smell of creeper rot so strong as it rolled over me it made me feel like I was going to vomit.
“Come on,” Becky yelled as creepers began to make their way out of the forest. Bob pushed us forward as the ground vibrated behind us.
“Well, Bob,” came a familiar voice. “It looks like you’ve made your choice.”
I tried to stop as Becky’s grip on my hand tightened pulling me forward. I pulled back trying to unwind my fingers from hers and falling forward as she continued to run towards the door. I hit the ground hard feeling my teeth loosen in my jaw, and tasting the irony tang of blood. Rolling over, I quickly scuffled to my feet, trying to swallow the blood so the creepers didn’t get a scent of it. Glancing over I saw it was too late, they had already seen me.
Two other angels, one of them Felicia’s, landed next to Bob as he turned to face the growing group of angels landing behind Wormwood. Bob shook his head as he watched the other angel wonderingly.
“This has failed,” Bob said, his voice vibrating with the conviction of his words.
“No Bob, there is no failure here,” Wormwood replied glancing back at me before moving his eyes behind me to Becky whose small fists managed to make a firm reverbing thunk on the metal doors. “Are they worth it, these Daughters of Eve?”
“This isn’t about them,” was Bob’s reply.
“Isn’t it?” Wormwood replied, walking even closer to Bob and the others.
“Leave him alone,” I yelled out skittering towards them, all the while keeping my eye on the creepers who were shuffling back and forth in place their moans rising to shrieks, as some began to turn tight circles. I vaguely wondered why they weren’t coming any closer as I turned my full attention back to the two angels.
“Ah, isn’t that sweet, one of the Daughters of Eve showing loyalty, how refreshingly rare,” Wormwood said, his laugh rising above us as the angels behind him followed suit. “Bob you disappoint me, you disappoint our Master. They really aren’t worth all this fuss. One dies and another takes its place. They aren’t worth the dust they’re made of. But, because you are valuable, I will be merciful to you and give you another chance. You dispose of this Daughter of Eve and we’ll forget any of this ever happened. What do you think?”
My stomach folded over on itself as I looked at Bob who slowly turned his head until his eyes locked with mine. The angels next to him seemed to hold their breath, and the noise around me grew muffled until all I could hear was the beat of my own heart and the sound of my breathing. As his gaze moved down from my eyes to the rest of my body, I realized what he saw, a thin young woman with stringy hair that hung down her back wearing a ripped red dress and a veil tied to her arm. I’m sure he could smell me, because I could smell my own pungent fear infused sweat. Pursing my lips, I felt something wet run out of my mouth and down my chin. I wiped it away seeing that I hadn’t been able to swallow all the blood from my loosened teeth. Looking up again, I met Bob’s eyes which were filled with something surprisingly close to affection.
He turned back to Wormwood. “I think not,” was his simple reply.
“We have seen what he sees in them,” Felicia’s angel’s deep voice boomed out over the others.
Wormwood glanced over at me, his face twisting with hatred so intense that it made me shrink back. “That is a shame that you would choose them, I had so much hope for you.” He said, as he gracefully moved his wings and gently beginning to float upwards. “But, since you love them so much that you would betray your own kind, maybe it’s best that you join them.” He turned to the angels that could barely restraint themselves. “Take his wings.”
I froze, horrified as the angels surged forward, grabbing ahold of Bob before he could even unfurl his wings to fly. His companions and he lashed out punching and kicking to drive the others back. One angel fell then another under their onslaught as they became a whirling motion of arms, legs and feathers fighting in unison. Even as they fought, others of Wormwood’s kind came into the fray, dragging the two angels that had sided with Bob aside before grabbing him and pushing him to the ground.
He looked up seeing me standing frozen there and pity rose up in his eyes. “Run,” he yelled as a blade flashed above him causing him to double over in pain as it bit into his flesh. As I turned, I saw his white wing marred with a splatter of blood as it fell.
The creepers held back as I ran towards the metal doors that were only just beginning to open as Becky threw herself against them. Hands pulled us in through a space barely wide enough for us to fit and the door closed with a thud behind us. I could barely make out the sounds on the other side as the creepers began to shriek, followed by the angels whoops and yells in their triumph.
Pushing myself away from the men who had let us in, I ran along the wall until it turned to razor wire, craning to see what had happened to Bob. He lay face down in the middle of the road, his two white wings, broken and bloody, laying not far from him. His back was ripped open, shreds of bone and feather still attached at the joint where they had been sawed off. I watched as the creepers shuffled back to the forest, walking by him and his bloody back and wings as if they didn’t exist. Taking a deep breath, I couldn’t smell his blood only the sweet aroma that accompanied some of the angels.
“Dani?” Becky stood next to me gently grasping my arm her eyes following mine to where Bob lay.
“We have to go out and get him,” I whispered. “We have to save him,”
“We can’t,” she said carefully, before glancing behind her.
“What do you mean? We have to,” I pushed away from her running back to the door. Grasping hold of the metal handle I pulled. It didn’t give. So, I pulled harder arching my body backwards in an attempt to pry the door open.
“It’s locked,” came a voice behind me.
“No kidding,” I whirled around lashing out with my fist before my mind absorbed the fact that the voice was familiar.
Carlisle lay on the ground in front of me rubbing his jaw where I had hit him. A wry smile crossed his face, his eyes twinkling in recognition as he stood up. “Well, I see that we can still expect the same from you.”
“Carlisle,” was the only word that escaped me. I threw myself at him as he stood until we were hugging one another. I pulled back to look at him.
“We have to go out and help him,” I said. “We have to help.” I pulled him towards the door gesturing towards the unyielding handle.
“Dani,” Carlisle said in a low voice, glancing behind him. “There’s something you need to know.”
“No, no, no,” I said, my thoughts on the outside where Bob lay. “We have to help him. They’ll kill him.”
“We don’t get involved with the angel’s business,” came a woman’s voice from behind Carlisle.
Startled I stopped and looked over his shoulder. I tall woman stood there, her dark hair in a severe bob that was reflected in her expression.
“That angel saved me,” I spluttered. “He saved Becky, when he did that. He got me involved in his business. I don’t know who you are, but he is my business. They ripped his wings off because of me.”
The woman coolly surveyed me for a moment as I glared at her. “Open the door so she can see,” she said.
Two men in uniform came forward and unlocked the door, pushing it open just enough for me to look out. My breath caught as I saw nothing on the road. Bob’s body and wings were gone, not a spot of blood or a feather remaining to show where he had been. Confusion rose up in me as I turned back to the woman.
“They take care of their own,” she said before turning her back on me. “Close the door, we’ve got other issues to deal with right now.”
The door grated closed behind me as I leant against the concrete wall folded my arms across my chest and tried hard not to slump forward.
“Don’t get too relaxed,” Carlisle whispered, as he took my arm and led me forward. “We’ve got to get out of here.”


 




Chapter 12
“What? Why?” I whispered.
We were walking down the main street of the town. The small shops that used to sell touristy items were on either side of us, their windows either smashed or blocked with sheets of plywood from the inside. I wondered where they got the whole pieces of wood from, and how they managed to put the fence up without being turned or eaten by the creepers or any of the other creatures the angels made.
Carlisle motioned for me to be quiet as we made our way further into the town. The ripple of blue water with white caps was a long way off in front of us. I could barely see the blue past Becky’s shoulders as she walked next to the tall woman. Every once in a while, the woman leaned down to talk to her. The third time this happened, they both glanced back at me before turning forward again making me wonder what they were saying. I thought I could trust Becky, but apparently that wasn’t the case. A fist sized knot formed in my stomach as I thought of that misplaced trust.
“Is everyone else here?” I sidled closer to Carlisle if that were even possible.
He nodded sternly keeping his eyes focused on the backs of those in front of us.
A low rumble began coming from the direction of the ocean. We all froze as it rolled through the ground and under our feet, before losing its strength as it settled somewhere behind us.
“It’s happened just like we knew it would,” the tall woman woman’s voice floated back to us. “Let’s get everyone to safety…”
Her words were cut off by the shriek of an alarm that sounded over the town.
I looked up trying to see if the angels were anywhere in the early morning light, but only saw the watercolor like streaks of blue, white, orange and pink.
Carlisle grabbed my arm as people seemed to pour out of every building at the ready even as the alarm abruptly cut off. I glanced around in wonder, dazed at so many people in one place before Carlisle began to drag me off to the side.
“Come on,” he growled as he went down a side street. I worked to keep up, adrenaline pumping its way into the far corners of my body and giving me a jittery awareness that was lacking just a moment before.
A hand gripped my other arm making me shudder. I twisted around, reaching out with my foot and kicking out. Becky jumped just out of my foot’s reach, her fingers continuing to wrap their way around my arm gripping tightly. Gritting my teeth, I shook her off as I followed Carlisle deeper into the town towards the water.
“Dani,” Becky hissed behind me.
“What?” I ground out as Carlisle ducked into a house making his way through to the bedroom.
As I ducked inside the house I saw it looked surprisingly well put together. A sofa with a floral print sat along the front wall with matching curtains hiding the boarded up window behind it. Other pieces of furniture sat looking completely normal, or what would have passed as normal before, as we followed him into the bedroom to find him opening up drawers and the closet. A row of small windows near the top of the far wall let in the strengthening sun, casting the room in a murky brightness.
“Here,” he said, throwing pants, a t-shirt, hoodie, socks and boots at me. “Get changed.” He glanced over at Becky. “There’s clothes your size too. Be quick.” Looking fixedly at each of us in turn he walked out the door closing it in his wake.
Another rumble shook the ground as I quickly ripped off what was left of the dress and pulled on the clothes noting the soft fabric of the shirt as it slid over my body. I would have liked to have taken a shower, but this wasn’t the first time I’d had to dress and run, or just run.
“What is that?” I asked Becky as another rumble shook everything throwing her into a chest of drawers as she pulled on the jeans she found.
“Leviathan,” she said as she pulled a hoodie over her head.
“Like the sea monster?” I reached down to tie my boots.
“Sort of,” she said.
“Don’t tell me,” I said standing up, and settling into my clothes. “The angels made them.”
“Sort of, but that’s not important. Look Dani, I know what you’re thinking but I’m not,”
“You don’t know what I’m thinking,” I snapped before I opened the door turning to glare at her as I did so. “But, if you want to come along with us go ahead, just make sure you know where your loyalties lie.”
She nodded. “I do.”
“And why isn’t it important? Isn't it attacking?”
She jsut looked at me and shrugged, as we made our way towards the partially open front door where Carlisle stood waiting, his attention fixed on the people moving through the street. Pushing in next to him, I saw there were a lot more people out there than there were when we had gone into the house, which I realized was actually a small cottage complete with window boxes full of colorful flowers.
“We have to get the others,” Carlisle said. “Then we can go out the back way along the water to the north.”
“There’s a gate there,” Becky said. “The going’s a little rough once we get outside, but everyone else will be going out to the south instead of the front to avoid the creepers.”
“I thought everyone here was immune?” I asked keeping my eyes on the street where people were strapping on full backpacks and heading to the south like Becky said.
“Most of them are” she said, “But no one wants to get bit. That’s just gross.”
“Wait,” I held out my arm blocking her from coming even further towards the door. “So almost everyone is immune here?”
“Yeah.”
“How?” I asked, searching her carefully blank expression for the answer.
“Dani, we don’t have time for this,” Carlisle said beginning to move into the street, pushing a knife up his sleeve.
“We don’t not have time for this,” I said, crossing my arms and staring at Becky who opened her mouth to speak.
“It’s their blood,” Carlisle said behind me. “Now can we go?”
“What do you mean their blood?” I whirled around to look at him. He glanced away discomfort settling on his features as he tried to avoid looking at me. “What is it about their blood?”
He sighed. “Dani, you’re not going to like it, but they figured out if they had,” he paused. “If they had a certain type of blood then they were immune to the infection.”
“What? Like type O, or A or something?”
“Sort of, but, not really,” Becky answered, squeezing into the doorframe next to me and looking up and down the street where there were considerably less people than there were before. “We have to go.”
“Look she’ll explain things as we go get the others,” Carlisle said, taking off down the street as Becky and I followed.
The rumbling had stopped but that didn’t put an end to the exodus from the town. We joined with others on another street. The bulk of the crowd was going south like Becky said, but some were heading in other directions too. Quite a few men in dark green uniforms were heading to what seemed like the center of town, where the Community Hall would have been before.
Carlisle ducked into a side alley heading down to the end where it spilled out onto another street, before diving into a building and a stairwell that we climbed quickly to the third floor. I glanced out a window at the crowded street below. It was obvious they had all been trained as they wound through the streets towards the southern end of town their backpacks in tow. Children grasped the hands of their mothers, or fathers, or other adults. Most of the adults grasped the hands of a child on either side as they hurried away.
“Stay here,” Carlisle said, “I’ll bring them right back, then we’ll head out.”
“Okay,” I said, as I continued to stare out the window wondering why the groups of people looked so odd.
“It’s the kids,” Becky said.
With her words, the groups came into sharper focus, and I realized she was right. There were more kids than there were adults. It looked like their ages ranged from 5 to 12, with a smattering of teenagers too. I could feel my brow draw together in confusion.
Everywhere Cassie and I had gone had revealed the fact that there were precious few survivors in the aftermath of the angels release of the creepers. In all our travels, we had never even seen one child beyond Rosalie and Jasper, which was why so many children in one area seemed almost impossible.
“What about the blood?” I asked.
She sighed next to me as she watched the children too.
“Early on, before I got here, there was someone in the original group who had survived multiple creeper bites, and when I say multiple, I mean, like, tons of them,” she said.
Looking over at her, the picture of Chris at John’s bunker and the scars that marked his body came to mind. Shaking my head, I tried to get rid of the image, but it seemed dogmatically insistent on staying, bringing with it a sneaking suspicion.
“They figured out that if the blood was injected into someone else, somehow it changed the blood of the person it was injected into, and then they became immune to the creepers’ bites too,” Becky continued. “In fact, not only were they immune but if the creepers bit them there was an adverse reaction, something the creepers seemed to sense. So, they avoid those who have that blood, and, they usually go for those who don’t.”
“Where is he now?” I asked quietly.
“I didn’t say it was a he,” she responded looking over at me.
Footsteps came down the hallway echoing down the stairwell.
“Dani,” Rosalie cried out as soon as she saw me, laughing as she launched herself at me in an invisible cloud of rose scent. I wrapped my arms around her small frame as she clung to me, the others came into view.
“OMG,” Cassie cried out, as she threw her arms around Rosalie and I. “I was so worried about you.”
“Me too with you,” I said, as the others crowded into the stairwell. Their faces reflecting the expression on mine of joy and relief that we were all safe and together again. Even Robert stood at the back of the group a smile on his face. Becky stepped to the side to let all of us crowd together. Pulling back and wiping at the moistness in the corners of my eyes, I saw that we weren’t all here after all.
“Where’s Chris?” I asked, looking from one to the other before settling on Robert who looked down.
“That’s the problem,” Carlisle said as the others went silent. “He’s here.”
“Just not with us,” Rosalie piped in.
“Where is he?” I asked, smoothing her blond hair back into her ponytail as she looked up at me.
“The building in the middle of the town,” was Edward’s answer.
“Where those men who looked like they’re in the military were going,” I said, more to myself than them.
“Pretty much,” Carlisle said.
“We’re going to have to get him,” I said, as I looked out the window where people still continued to leave the town.
Silence met my words. They stared at me with varying degrees of pity.
“There’s no way we can get in there,” Carlisle said quietly. “They have him heavily guarded and they’re not going to let him go.”
“Is that true?” I asked Becky.
“Pretty much,” she replied. “They’ve had a transport for him ready to leave at any time in case of an evacuation because he slipped away from them early on.”
“Why do they need him? Can’t they just use their own blood?”
“No, they tried, in fact they even tried to synthesize the same elements in the blood and weren’t able to do it,” she said. “From what I heard the results were pretty gruesome.”
“So, how are all these people immune then?” I gestured out the window.
“The kids aren’t, well, most of them aren’t,” she said. “But the adults are, a lot of them are the originals. The original group of people. After they found out what his blood could do, they took as much of his blood as they could safely remove and stored it for later.”
Gritting my teeth, I looked out the window absorbing what she said.
“There’s no way we can leave him here,” I said turning back towards them.
“I told you she would say that,” Edward commented looking over at Carlisle.
“Fine,” his older brother said. “You two go get him while we head out the north side of town. There’s a shelter in a cove not far from the town, the creepers can’t get to it, we’ll wait for you there.”
“I’ll come with you,” Becky said, looking at me. “I know how to get in there.”
Edward and I stared at Becky. She met our gazes with a flinty look of her own.
“It seems you know a lot more than you’ve let on,” I said.
“Maybe, but like I told you earlier, I’m on your side,” was her reply.
“We don’t have time for this,” Carlisle said as he began to move down the stairwell. “You guys get Chris, and we’ll meet you to the north.”
Rosalie wrapped her arms around my waist before looking up and smiling. “See you soon,” she whispered.
“Definitely,” I said, giving her a quick hug before letting her go. “Be safe.”
“I think there’s no question about that,” Cassie said before giving me a quick hug. “See you later. Don’t get caught up.”
“Like I ever do,” I barked out a laugh as I watched them disappear around the curve below us. “So, what’s up with the kids?” I asked turning back to Becky who looked like she was considering our options.
Glancing over her shoulder at me as she made her way into the hallway, she shook her head.
“That’s a little long to explain right now,” she said. “We should go down the opposite side of this building. That will put us within striking distance of where they’re holding him.”
Making our way through the hallway, the doors were adorned with name plates telling anyone who passed by whose office was behind the tightly closed doors, along with what they did. I couldn’t help but smile at the words attorney at law and realtor, professions that were no longer needed. My smile fell as I wondered what happened to the owners of those titles, where they were today or even if they were alive at all.
Glancing over at Edward, I saw that he was looking at the name plates too a look of sadness changing his expression into one I hadn’t seen before. He caught me looking at him.
“My mom was a realtor,” he said with a half shrug. “Well, at least she tried to be with all us kids hanging around. Whenever she got a phone call from a client, she would always yell at all of us to be quiet, then she’d be so nice when she answered. We used to tease her about it because she talked so much nicer to her clients than she did to us.” He paused and took a deep breath as he looked at the name plate again. “She would always argue with us that she didn’t do that, that she loved us more than anything, then she’d just roll her eyes and give up her argument.” He smiled, and I found myself chewing on my lip as I watched him. “Then we’d laugh because she knew we’d won.”
“Are you guys coming?” Becky called out from the end of the hall.
We hurried after her, the unknown realtor and attorney not quite forgotten as we made our way down to street level, sliding out of the door and pressing ourselves along the side of the building surveying the crowd.
Some of the children looked over at us curiously. One little red headed girl broke rank to run over to me reaching out with her small hand to take mine. Then she was suddenly snatched away from me by a harried looking woman whose dark hair was coming out of its tight bun at the back of her neck.
“Come on Victoria, we need to leave,” the woman said, firmly holding the girl’s hand.
“But, I have something to say to her,” said the little girl.
The woman glanced at me, her eyes filled with anxiety. “I’m sure she doesn’t want to know what you have to say,” she said sternly as she turned away.
“I do,” I said, looking at the girl and smiling. “I do want to hear what she has to say.”
“Really, you don’t,” the woman replied.
“Do what he tells you,” the little girl called out as the woman dragged her away until she disappeared into the crowd. “Make sure you do what he says.” Her voice rose up over the heads of the people behind her.
“What the…,” Edward looked over at me. My confusion was mirrored in his face. We both looked over at Becky who just shook her head.
“Like I said, later,” was her response. “But, just so you know, you probably should listen to her.”
“Okay,” I said. I took a deep breath to squash down the feeling of confusion that was rising up, threatening to distract me.
“I’ll go in from the left side,” Becky said pointing towards the building that sat on one corner near us. “You both go in from the right, they don’t have so many people on that side. When you’re stopped, just tell whoever it is, the commander has need of information.”
“That’s it?” Edward asked dubiously.
“Yes,” she replied. “Most people wouldn’t even dare to try and get in there.”
“Why?” I asked.
“Because they’ll just kill you on sight,” she said. “You’ll only have a few minutes to find him on the third floor before they figure out that you’re not supposed to be there. Let’s go.”
Edward and I barely had time to glance at one another the same ‘kill us?’ question in our eyes before she was moving, diving into the crowd towards the community center. We followed, allowing the crowd to push us to the left as we made our way across to it. Looking over, I saw Becky’s blond hair disappear around the far corner of the building even as we stepped into its shadow.
Pushing ourselves up against the wall, I leaned over to see where the door was.
“Not far,” I whispered half to myself.
“See anyone?” Edward asked.
The area around the door was surprisingly empty of people.
“No,” I said, making my way towards the door.
Placing my hand on the handle, I gently pulled. It heavily came towards me as I peeked into the interior hallway washed in gray. It was empty too. We stepped into its cool interior, looking back and forth down the hall.
“Over there,” Edward said, pointing to a stairway at the end of the hall.
I nodded trying to push down a feeling of unease that was infecting me. The silence was thick. I took in a deep breath through my nose, shaking my head slightly at the lack of any sort of scent.
“Up three levels,” Edward said as we stood at the bottom of the stairs.
We looked up, both our bodies straining beyond themselves trying to pick up anything that might be above.
“I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” I whispered.
“Me too,” was his response. “But, we’ve got to do it.” His forehead furrowed with thought. “Of course, maybe Becky has distracted them all.”
“Maybe,” I answered as I began to quickly climb the stairs.
Our feet were velvety silent as we made our way past the second floor and on to the third. Stopping at the door with a big 3 painted on it in black, a loud thud and a crash from behind it made us both jump and dive for either side of the door. Before we had time to even think, a large man in fatigues, followed by another came through the door.
“I just don’t think,” the man was saying. His words dropped off when he saw me standing there. “Who’re you?” He asked, his scowl growing deeper as he took in my clothes and crazy ponytail.
“Let her go,” said the other as he walked into the landing. “Clearly she’s marked.”
“I’ve never seen,” said the first man as Edward came around for behind the door, a metal rod in his hand. He brought the rod down hard on the back of the man’s neck who crumpled into a heap on the floor. Silence descended for a moment as the other man looked at his fallen companion before lunging at Edward.
“Go get him,” Edward yelled as me, as he threw his arms around the man and pulled him backwards. I darted through the doorway losing sight of them just as they tumbled down the stairs.
Rushing down the hallway, I frantically tried almost every door only to find they were all locked.
“Please,” I whispered under my breath when there was only one door left.
Reaching out, I tried to turn the handle only to find that it wouldn’t move. Leaning against it, I could feel tears begin to well up in my eyes. Taking a deep breath and chewing my lip in frustration, I tasted the tangy saltiness of metal in my mouth. Dragging the back of my hand over my eyes, I willed the tears to stop and forced myself to calmly look down the hallway as I tried to slow my heartbeat.
Shouts in the stairway told me I didn’t have much time when I noitced a shard of light come into the hallway from the window near me. Looking more closely at it, I narrowed my eyes following it to its ending where it fanned out into another stairwell. Quickly walking over to it, I stepped in and saw there was one more door there hidden away from the rest of the hall.
Taking a deep breath, I reached out to the doorknob, saying a prayer to whoever might be listening before turning the knob. It twisted easily in my hand.
Carefully pushing it open, I slid into the room that looked like a chemistry lab from high school complete with beakers, flasks, bunsen burners and tubing, lots, and lots of large rubber tubing. The sweet scent of blood wafted over to me, hitting me with its intensity as it thickened. Pulling up my shirt collar to cover my nose, I looked around again. My eyes focused on glass vials that were filled with a deep red liquid that could only be the blood I was smelling.
I made my way over to the vials that were neatly arranged in trays on one of the countertops. Picking one up I turned it one way, then the other, watching the liquid shimmy up one side of the vial before making its way down the other, leaving a thin layer of transparent red in its wake. Gritting my teeth together, I placed the vial back.
As I put it back a whispery shift sounded for the far corner of the room. The rubbery tubes were thicker there, snaking their way up and down from floor to ceiling. I made my way around the counter trying to see what was in the corner through the glass beakers and vines of tubing. Picking up a glass flask, I gripped its neck until my knuckles went white as I continued to make my way over to the corner.
“Dani,” a whisper floated over to me making every muscle in my body freeze, while my hand somehow gripped the glass flask even tighter. I crouched down peering into the tubes but only saw an outline of a body there.
Thin laughter rose up out of the nest of tubing, followed by deep coughing.
“You don’t recognize me,” the voice commented after the coughing spell was over. Relief washed over me as the timbre of the words settled around me.
“Chris?” I whispered, making my way towards him.
“Don’t come too close,” he said.
I stopped just short of walking into a trip wire that was undoubtedly attached to an alarm of some sort. I carefully stepped over it, pushing rubber tubes out of my way and finally saw Chris who lay on the floor in a nest of blankets. He tried to smile, but the effort made sweat appear on his forehead and above his upper lip, making his pallor seem even more pronounced.
I tried not to gasp as I saw the rubber tubes attached to needles pushed into the flesh of both his arms and his legs. Blue, purple and green bruises bloomed up and down his limbs where he had been poked and prodded with Lord knows what. The tubes that were attached to him were filled with dark blood that ran through the tubing in a path out from his limbs into beakers where it dripped, slowly filling the glass containers up one drip at a time.
My shock was followed by swift anger at seeing him this way. “We have to get you out of here,” I whispered fiercely, all too aware that the noise down the hall was coming closer.
“No Dani,” he whispered. “I’m not going anywhere, you have to get the rest of them and make sure you take them to safety.”
My mind reeled as he grimaced in pain.
“No, I need to get you out.”
He shook his head, “Listen to me,” he said. “Take as many of those vials as you can fit safely in your pack,” he nodded towards the vials on the countertop. “Then get the children in this building and take them to safety. When you are in a safe place inject them with the blood in the vials and…,”
“What?” I interrupted him. “What are you talking about? We’ve got to get you out of here, they’re bleeding you out.”
He looked at me as if I had just said the most obvious thing in the world, but still wasn’t understanding.
“Dani,” he said slowly. “They need my blood.”
Standing still, I tried to absorb what he said. “What? Why?”
He didn’t answer, he just looked at me his eyes staring into mine as if by sheer force of will he could get me to understand.
“Chris,” I carefully made my way even closer to him, stepping over tubes, trying not to jostle anything as I made my way into his space. I crouched down next to him. “We need to get you out.”
Reaching out he took my warm hand into his cold one, shaking his head no. “The children are right down these stairs. You have to get them out. They’re important.”
I glanced at everything that he allowed to hold him in place.
“But, you’ll die,” I whispered hearing my voice crack as I took a shaky breath.
He didn’t answer, he just smiled at me squeezing my hand even tighter.
“The blood, my blood, is the key,” he said.
Those words jogged something in my memory about the way the creepers reacted to me at the angel’s hotel, and even outside of this place itself when we were trying to get in. They avoided me and Becky but went for Edward. My mind whirled as more memories surfaced.
“In the car, when my aunt,” I whispered.
He nodded, confirming the directions my thoughts were taking.
“But, why are they doing this,” I gestured to the tubes. “I know you, you would just...,”
“Give it to them,” he finished for me. “Yes, I would,” he said with a sigh, his eyes traveling over the tubing and beakers and vials. “They want my blood, but they don’t want to be bothered with me.”
We sat quietly as I took his words in.
“I want you,” I whispered, gripping his hand tightly and trying to hold back the tears that insisted on leaking from my eyes. He reached out and gently wiped away the ones that were escaping down my cheeks.
“I know,” he whispered, “But you have to leave me here and do as I say, the children must be saved. You need to take them North there’s another sanctuary town there, but before you do make sure they are inoculated with the blood in the vials.”
Scuffling came for just outside the door.
“Quickly,” he said pushing me away from him.
Instead of moving away from him, I reached out, winding my arms around his neck and as if he couldn’t stop himself, he wrapped his arms around my waist as best he could. We clung to each other for a moment.
“Go,” he whispered, pushing me away from him.
“Okay,” I whispered as I began moving away from him, grabbing trays of full of vials and carefully putting them in my pack. Just as I zipped up the top of my pack and slung it on my back, the door flew open and Edward came in.
“Come on,” he said grabbing my arm. He stopped as he saw Chris behind me. “What the…,” he trailed off as he took in the tubes, the beakers and the blood.
“We have to go,” I said, shaking him and heading for the door.
“What about Chris?’ He said not moving.
“We have to go, he wants us to go,” I said. “There are kids downstairs that we have to get. Is anybody out there?”
“What?” He asked as he watched Chris.
“Go,” Chris whispered, as he barely held on to consciousness. “Go.”
With one last look at him, Edward and I ran out the door before ripping open the door the stairs and making our way down the stairwell.


 




Chapter 13
“Where did he say to go?” Edward called out over his shoulder as I tried to hear if the guards figured out where we went.
“This floor,” I stopped next to him on the landing on the floor below, as he carefully looked through the narrow window in the door to see what, or who, was behind it.
He shrugged his shoulders as he looked over at me.
“How many kids?”
“Dunno,” I answered, stepping in front of him. “But, we’ve got to be quick.”
Pushing the door open just a crack, I carefully looked down the hallway. It was entirely still. I tried to move the door open even further, but it stopped. Reaching around the opening, I felt a large piece of furniture blocking it.
“Come on,” I whispered, pushing against the door with my back. Edward threw his weight on it next to me and it began to move, then stopped, suddenly pushing back on us. Pushing even further, we managed to look at one another shock bleeding its way into our eyes.
“What the,” Edward grunted out, as voices from the floor above grew louder.
I took a deep breath, scenting out cool mintishness from the hallway we were trying to get into. Chewing my lip as we pushed, my mind turned over as I tried to figure out what to do. Rustling behind the door made up my mind.
“Please let us in,” I whispered.
“Who are you?” Came a small voice in my mind.
“We’ve come to help,” I answered out loud. Edward looked quizzically at me.
“We’re okay,” said another voice out loud.
“You won’t be soon, they’re coming for you,” I told them.
“Who sent you?” Came yet another voice, this one larger than the others.
“I told you,” came a girl’s voice. “It was the guy upstairs.”
“Shush.”
“No, we have to go with them, I told you that,” the girl’s voice came again this time louder. “Let them in.”
A second hung just after she finished speaking, then the door moved so fast behind us that Edward and I flew into the hall. The desk that had been blocking the door moved down the hallway away from us as the door slammed open behind us. Pain flashed in my skull as my head hit the far wall followed by a moment of blackness. Hearing myself breath, I could still smell the cool mint. I took a few deep breaths as I scrabbled on the floor trying to rock myself up using the wall to brace myself until I sat in a crouch. Carefully opening my eyes so the light didn’t stab into my brain, I saw Edward push himself up on his elbows pulling his legs into a crouch at the same time.
Glancing over I opened my eyes even wider. A crowd of bodies ranging from small to somewhat large was standing in the shadows next to the wall opposite of me. Children looked at us curiously, their faces expressing a range of emotions from kindness to sullenness to open hostility and everything in between.
A grating sound told me the desk was on its way back down the hall. Instinctively, my eyes closed as I quickly stood trying to press myself against the wall. Edward threw himself over towards me, landing heavily on the wall, the desk narrowly missing him as it pressed itself against the door.
“That’s not nice,” the familiar girl’s voice rang out.
I opened my eyes just in time to see a taller boy shrug, a smirk on his face.
“She’s right,” I said my voice sounding so strong I surprised myself because my brain was still wobbling around in my skull. “That’s not nice, especially since we’re here to help you get out.”
“We don’t need help,” he said his brown eyes daring me to contradict him.
“Yes you do,” Edward said.
All eyes turned to him.
“Because when the zom’s come in and try to eat you, no matter how much furniture you throw at them they’re still going to get to you,” he stopped, taking a deep breath letting that sink in as he pointedly looked at each of the them.
I nodded, as the kids began to shift and wiggle where they stood.
“True,” I said. “But we can get you out, and Chris,” I stumbled on his name, pushing down the pain that threatened to well up. “Chris made sure we could get you immunity.”
“We don’t need immunity,” said the tall boy crossing his arms and glaring at us.
Looking over the rest of them, I could tell they weren’t so sure. I shrugged.
“You may not, but the rest of the kids do,” I replied pushing myself off the wall and looking down the hall towards the door that I knew stood at its end.
Shuffling and banging from upstairs told me that if we left now, we’d just make it out in time. A shadow that flew over the window at the end of the hall, made me rethink that, my stomach clenching at the thought of the angels in the sky above us. A soft touch on my hand made me flinch back, grabbing my knife I brought it up in one fluid motion until it abruptly stopped. Looking down I saw it rested in the air so close to a little girl’s face that it would have sliced her cheek open if it had gone any further. She gazed steadily at me, not one ounce of fear in her eyes.
“I’ll go with you,” she said, her voice barely carried on the rose scented breath coming out of her mouth.
“Abigail,” the tall boy walked over and grabbed her arm, which she wrenched free.
“I’m going with them, and so should all of us. I told you I’ve seen it, we’ll be safe with them, he sent them to us,” her small mouth puckered up as she finished, her irritation at the tall boy more than evident.
“Your sight,” he spat out. “What use is it if it can’t do anything.”
Edward and I glanced at each other. Obviously, this was a well-worn argument between the two. One that I wasn’t going to get in the middle of, and from the look on Edward’s face neither was he.
“Come on,” he said heading for the door at the end of the hallway. “Either you come with us, or you stay here, your choice.”
Faint footsteps that quickly got louder told us that someone, or multiple someone’s were coming down the stairs toward the door. No matter how strong this boy thought he was, there was no way he was going to hold off grown men with that desk.
“Abigail,” I said quietly. “If you’re coming with us, we’re going.”
She turned back to the other children. “We have to go,” she said her voice quavering as she looked from one to the other. The children’s eyes bounced back and forth between her and the tall boy like ping pong balls looking for a place to rest.
I jumped as banging started up behind the door. Men’s voice demanded to be let in. Some of the children went over and sat on the desk to give it more stability. The moment stretched until Edward beckoned from the end of the hall.
“We have to go now,” he insisted his voice barely carrying to us.
“Please,” Abigail whispered to the others.
Shaking my head, I bent down to gather up my backpack, and without a backward glance I made my way to the door at the end of the hall. Only one set of footsteps echoed behind me as the banging increased and a low laugh slowly leaked into the hallway.
“Come on,” I whispered as I carefully opened the door listening for what may be in the stairwell. I looked back to see at least half the group following Abigail towards us, their feet ghostly quiet on the floor as they quickly made their way towards us. A faint smile of triumph flashed across the little girl’s face as she came up to us.
“If we go around the back way, the path will be clear,” she said looking up at me her brown eyes wide with delight. “They won’t dare get to us there.”
Less than five minutes of dodging through what could be called the small town's back roads followed by silent little bodies towards the ocean, I saw why. Waves crashed against the cliff where the path, as Abigail called it, wound its way around the sharp rock face. It was halfway up the cliff wall, which meant the waves just reached it making it slippery. Looking over I saw Edward’s face had whitened.
“This way,” Abigail said pointing to the path as if there was no issue with it at all. “Don’t worry, we’ll make it. I’ve seen it.”
“You’ve seen it,” Edward muttered. “Excuse us if we’ve just met you and aren’t too sure about what you’re seeing.”
She just nodded.
“You will be,” said a boy who looked to be about nine years old. “Abigail and I have grown up together since before this all happened, and she’s always right.”
For the first time, I really looked at the group and saw that a lot of them were in that age group, anywhere from five to ten, which meant they had all been born before the angels. Before the creepers were released decimating the world as we knew it, leaving us with the mess it was now. Something occurred to me as I watched them with narrowed eyes.
“Where are you parents?”
The question might as well have been a bomb for how quiet and still they all went. Each pair of eyes shifted away from me in every direction, to the sea, to the cliff, to the path in front of us. Finally, Abigail’s eyes met my own. She half smiled and shrugged.
“Okay,” I said filing away their reaction to pursue later. “Let’s get this over with. I’ll take the front and you take the back,” I looked pointedly at Edward.
“I’ll take the middle,” Becky’s voice came from behind me.
Turning around, I was mildly surprised that relief washed over me at seeing her.
“We have to be quick about it though, because they’re coming.”
Her words caused a not so silent stir of anxiety in the kids. Walking from one to the other, I made sure they held each other’s hands tightly until they made a human chain. I put Becky, who just slightly taller than all of them, in the middle while Edward and I positioned ourselves on either end.
Waiting until a particularly large wave flowed away from the cliff, I stepped onto the path not liking the slippery feeling of it at all.
“Hurry, they’re coming,” a voice invaded my thoughts of keeping my body, and everyone else’s, stable. This time I recognized it as Abigail.
“I’m going as fast as I can,” I thought back forcing the words out of my mind and only being mildly surprised at her reply.
“Go faster.”
I made a mental note to figure out how to block her  when this was done, and was met with a small giggle behind me. I didn’t even have time to look, but I knew it was her. 
Sighing, I scooted even further out on the path as another wave hit the side of the cliff getting all of our shoes wet. Glancing back I saw everyone was okay, except for a couple of kids whose faces had gone white their lips pursed in tight, desperate lines as they tried to overcome their fear. Again making sure that all their hands were tightly linked, I pushed forward just as harsh voices carried on the air from behind us.
“Hurry,” Edward’s voice rose over the sound of the crashing waves from the back of the line.
He was the closest to the men and women who were running towards the path. I knew he would do whatever it took to make sure we were all safe, I just needed to make sure he didn’t have to.
Pushing harder, I ignored the slipping of my feet, not allowing any step to stay put for more than a fraction of a second. The rest did the same behind me, as we curved around the side of the cliff the spray from the water starting to splash on our faces. Finally, I saw the pathway end, but shadows of people farther up the path in front of me made my feet falter causing a chain reaction behind me.
“Oh crap,” Becky cried out, as I felt the pull of Abigail’s hand behind me. I turned to see a little girl about five children behind me had slipped and was hanging over the edge of the cliff. She was only being held in place by Becky on one side and a very small child on the other. A wave crashed over the little girl as she tried not to cry out even as it punched her into the rock her face coming away red from a bloody gash on her forehead.
Edward and I stood helpless trying to anchor the line as Becky did her best to pull the little girl up. Glancing out at the ocean, I saw a particularly powerful wave gearing itself up for a launch at us. I couldn’t help but say a silent prayer to whoever was up there to alleviate the power of it.
My eyes met Edward’s and he nodded his head for me to keep going. Maybe if I put enough pressure on the line it wouldn’t break but it would help to pull the girl up. If I didn’t, there would be domino effect, and we would lose the middle of the line. I grimaced as the saying being between a rock and hard place took on a whole new meaning.
“Everyone hang on to your neighbor for dear life,” I called out over the line.
The kids responded, their small hands gripping their neighbors even more tightly as the little girl over the edge did her best to keep her grip on her neighbors. Becky was fine, but the little girl on the other side was slipping towards the edge.
“Abigail, what’s that girl’s name?”
“Kaydence.”
“Kaydence,” I called out. “Push back a little with your shoulders, you’re doing a good job keep it up.”
A tiny shuddering in her shoulders told me she’d heard me, as she did her best to gain her balance and grip even more tightly to her neighbor’s hand. Satisfied that she wasn’t going to fall too, I turned forward preparing myself for what might be waiting for us there.
My arm stretched out behind me as I pushed forward feeling it tighten as everyone else pushed forward too. Voices came from the behind Edward, and the crack of a gun was barely drowned by the wave I had been watching before. It rose up out of the water as a bullet caused the rock slightly above me to explode raining shards of rock down on me and Abigail.
Continuing to push forward, I heard voices calling in front of us, and screams from behind. The pulling pressure on my arm didn’t let up, so I moved forward until I’d almost reached the end of the pathway only to have hands reach out and pull at me. Hitting out at them with one arm, I blindly fought even as they pulled the rest of the line from the pathway.
“Dani,” a voice called out quietly, barely making its way through the anger at being caught that surged through me.
“Dani,” this time it was Edward. “Stop.”
At hearing his voice, the rage partially cleared from my eyes, and I realized that the hands belonged to people I knew. Cassie stood looking at me, concern etched next to her eyes, as well as the rest of our group and a few people I didn’t recognize at all. The children were gathered in a group, huddled together around the girl who had slipped over th edge who was being treated by a woman I barely remember seeing at the hotel.
Taking a shaky breath, I glanced back down the path which has partially disappeared, its center had fallen into the water. Bodies bobbed in the waves below that were quickly being taken out to the ocean as fast as the waves rolled backwards from where they'd come. Looking away I found Cassie again, and she smiled launching herself at me and hugging me so tightly I thought my ribs wouldn’t survive.
“What happened?” I whispered.
“It was crazy,” she said, pulling away from me. “One second they were gaining on Edward and the little girl looked like she was going to fall right in, and the next that wave came up and just sucked every one of them off the path and kind of pushed the little girl up and the whole line forward. Then the path sort of crumbled inot the water after you were all safe, ” She shook her head. “If I hadn’t seen it, I wouldn’t have believed it.”
We stood for a moment, arms around each other's waists as our eyes roaming over the group.
“Chris?” She asked.
I shook my head, the threat of tears starting to pool in my eyes.
“Oh Dani,” she whispered, pain threading itself through her words. I saw my pain reflected in the eyes of our group as they realized that he wasn’t with us.
“He said there was another Sanctuary where we could be safe,” I could barely believe it was my voice that croaked out the words. “He said we needed to get to it.”
Carlisle nodded, “If he said it then we need to shoot for it,” he said as he glanced toward the east. “And we’d better head out as soon as we can.”
Looking over our motley crew, I agreed.
“Let’s go,” I said.










 








About The Author
S. E. Lunsford
 
They say that it takes 10,000 hours of deliberate effort to become an expert at something. 
S.E. Lunsford has been writing for years, mainly in the world of journalism, has put way more than 10,000 hours into the craft and has learned that the clock resets whenever you start something new.
At this rate, S.E. will never become truly an expert at this thing called writing, which is okay, because being an expert isn't all it's cracked up to be.
Furthermore, S.E. grew up in the San Francisco Bay Area on a steady diet of Ray Bradbury, Stephen King and Creature Features before discovering Philip K. Dick and Octavia Butler when they were supposed to be studing English Literature at U.C. Berkeley. Needless to say, Macbeth was never read.
With a beginning like this, expert status in anything was never in the cards, but writing fiction that has a difficult time fitting into a particular genre and living with two cats was, which is just the way that S.E. likes it.




cover.jpeg





images/00001.jpg





