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      We’d been traveling for weeks without any problems.  For the most part, things had been going quite smoothly.  We’d made significant progress, but we had all been functioning in some crazy state far beyond exhaustion.

      The only time we stopped walking was to eat, sleep, or refill our water bottles otherwise it was full steam ahead.  I had no idea where we were, or how far from home I was, but none of that really mattered.  The only thing that did matter was getting as far south as I possibly could so that I could finally find my new home.  To start rebuilding what I’d lost.  And the only thing I was certain about was that I wasn’t there yet.

      When it had started snowing again a few days ago, we’d stopped and holed up in an abandoned church.  The insides were caked in dust and dirt, but there weren’t tracks in the dust.  It was empty and had been for a while.  There was mold and mildew everywhere, but it was better than being outside.

      “The fire is dying down,” Charlie grumbled as she rubbed her hands together near the flames.

      She was sitting about four feet away from a small metal pail that held our little fire.  Charlie sighed and adjusted the blanket that she had draped over her shoulders before hugging herself.

      Logan dropped another small piece of wood into the fire, and it crackled as it blazed up, rising out of the pail.  A trail of smoke danced up toward the ceiling and out through the large cracks.  Logan glanced at Charlie, but lowered his head and stepped back.

      Charlie hadn’t been the same since she’d almost been taken away from us.  Most of the time, Ryder carried her club because she just didn’t have the energy.  She was constantly distracted.  Charlie never went off on her own unless it was because she needed to use the restroom.  Not that most places even had bathrooms.

      Every inch of the church was cold, except the area within a three-foot radius of the metal pail.  It was a good thing we still had our jackets and blankets to help keep us warm.

      I was lying on a broken, slanted pew staring at the stained-glass windows that had managed to stay mostly intact.  My stomach grumbled so loud I was sure the others had heard it.

      “Should we heat up some of the meat?” Ryder asked.  Maybe he had heard it, or maybe the others were hungry too.

      “Want help?” I asked, but Ryder held up his palm to stop me.

      “I’ll get it.”  Ryder turned and walked down the aisle toward the doors at the back of the building.

      We’d been lucky the lock still worked, but it didn’t seem all that secure.  Someone could have probably broken in with only a little effort if they wanted.  Luckily, no one had been around to even try.

      Ryder had taken out a small wolf less than twenty-four hours ago and packed it in a pile of snow.  We’d eaten so much when he first killed it that I was surprised there was even any meat left.

      I didn’t bother to turn around when Ryder made his way back inside.  We all sat there watching him slice the roughly cut slab of meat into smaller chunks.

      I held out my twig, and Ryder stuck on a piece of the meat at the top.  My mouth watered.

      “I guess I should have brought in more,” Ryder said looking up at us as the others waited for their portion.

      “I don’t think there will ever be a time that I won’t be hungry,” Logan said covering a slight cough.

      Shawn’s head bobbed up and down in enthusiastic understanding.  “Back with The Evolved, in the beginning, we could indulge in seconds.  Of course, things had changed since then.”

      “My family had stored up a lot, but my dad watched it carefully,” I said smiling at the memory.  God, I missed my parents so much it hurt.  I cleared my throat and pushed the memories away.  “No point in dwelling on the past I suppose.  Things are different now that’s for sure.”

      All of their eyes shifted up at me at nearly the same time as I squashed out the conversation.  Maybe there would be a time to reminisce, but I for one wasn’t ready.  My pain was still too raw.  Maybe if we ever found a place of our own, and we were finally safe again, maybe then.  Maybe.

      “I wonder if there is anywhere that is completely isolated from The Evolved or the natives,” I said with a sigh.  “What if we have to keep moving around forever?”

      “We haven’t seen anyone in miles and miles,” Charlie said taking a small bite from her chunk of meat.  Red juices dripped down her chin.  She wiped it away with the back of her hand and stuck the meat back into the fire.  “Maybe eventually they’ll kill each other off.”

      “Wouldn’t that be nice?” Logan said with a meat-stuffed cheek.  “But seems a unlikely scenario.”

      Ryder stood up and placed his hands on his hips.  He looked at us one after the other, his eyes moving around the circle.  “You guys still hungry?  Should I get more?”

      My head was already moving up and down before he’d even finished speaking.  I felt like I could eat a whole wolf myself.

      “Yeah,” Logan said picking between his teeth with a fingernail.

      “Please,” Shawn said.

      Ryder popped up to his feet, flourishing his arm as he walked backward, bending slightly at the waist.  “It would be my pleasure.”

      “Oh, please,” Charlie said rolling her eyes.

      I couldn’t hold back the small laugh as I looked away from him.  It felt like every eye in the room was on me.  Surely, I couldn’t be the only one that found humor in Ryder’s silliness.

      Whatever beginning to a relationship Ryder and I had, was in a strange place.  We knew how we felt about one another, but we kept things quiet.  He didn’t say it, but I knew it was because he didn’t want to upset Charlie.

      What she’d gone through had been bad enough.  It wasn’t like either Ryder, nor I wanted to rub anything in her face.  If there even was anything.

      It wasn’t like we had tons of time to be alone anyway.  We traveled together.  We were all awake and asleep at the same time.  And there was always someone around.

      Surely when we found a place to stay long term things would be different.  For the time being, the important thing was getting there.  Until then, everything else could wait.

      “Hey,” Shawn said nudging me with his elbow.  “Everything all right?”

      “Yeah,” I said with a smile.  “About as well as one might expect with all things considered.”

      “We’ll get there,” Shawn said rocking his body into mine.

      I looked into his sparkling eyes.  “I sure hope so.”

      “Look how far we’ve come,” Shawn said gesturing around the room.

      I scrunched up my nose.  The disgusting and dirty room didn’t make me feel like I’d accomplished anything.

      “OK, maybe not this room exactly,” Shawn said.  “But things have been good.  We’re making major progress and haven’t run into any problems.  I think going south was a really smart idea.”

      “Until everyone else realizes it too,” Charlie muttered.

      “Then we’re ahead of the game,” Shawn said.

      Logan was shaking his head snickering quietly.  “Progress or not, we don’t know what’s waiting for us out there.  Never let your guard down.  Not even for a second.  We can’t assume anything is safe.”

      I nodded.  Logan was right of course, but what I didn’t mention to the others was that we’d never be safe.  No mattered where we stopped… we wouldn’t ever be safe.  We’d always have to sleep with one eye open.  Then again, maybe they all already knew that.

      The back door opened and Ryder seemed to blow in with the breeze.  “Good news boys and girls.”

      “What?” Logan grunted.  It didn’t sound like he believed in good news.

      “Come with me.  I’ll show you,” Ryder stuck out his hand for me, and then for Charlie.  I took it, but she ignored it.  When I was on my feet, Ryder dropped my hand but smiled brightly.  “You guys are going to love this.”

      We followed Ryder down the aisle.  I looked down at the club he was holding assuming it would be covered in blood and he was going to present us with another wolf.  But the club didn’t have any fresh blood on it.

      Ryder pushed both doors open and stepped to the side.  I blinked several times before I realized what was different.  It had stopped snowing.

      I’d only been in the sunlight for a few seconds, and already my cheeks had felt warm.  After the previous days of the heavy snowstorm, it was almost too hard to believe.

      “Maybe we can head out in the morning,” I said looking out at the emptiness surrounding us.

      “Could start up again by then,” Charlie said crossing her arms.

      Of course she was right, but hopefully, she was wrong.  I was starting to feel a little claustrophobic being stuck inside the small church.

      “Guess we’ll see in the morning,” Ryder said holding his hands above his eyes to block out the light.  “But I think this is promising.  The sky is clear, and the sun is warm.  Let’s stay positive.”

      Ryder leaned closer to Charlie and smiled.  She returned the smile, but even I could feel the emptiness in her eyes.  Ryder looked away, and I instantly felt the worry radiate out from him.

      “Well, we might as well, go back inside.  Rest up.  Could be a big day ahead of us,” Ryder said placing his hands on his hips.

      “We’ll see,” Charlie muttered and walked back inside.

      Logan and Shawn followed her.  Ryder grabbed my hand as I was walking away.

      “We should get inside,” I said, my eyes quickly darting towards the church.  I worried Charlie was watching.

      “Oh, yeah, of course.  I just wanted a minute with you.  We don’t get to—”

      “I know.”  I stood on my tip-toes to kiss his cheek.  “But you know…,” I said swallowing down the lump at the back of my throat.  “She just needs more time.”

      Ryder tried to hide his frown.  “She does, or you do?”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Never mind.”  Ryder started to walk away before I grabbed his arm and pulled him back to face me.

      I narrowed my eyes at him waiting for him to explain himself.  His jaw was stiff but it quickly softened when he sighed.

      “It’s difficult you know?”  He leaned closer.  “I should get time with my girlfriend without having to worry about her running off.”

      “I know.”  I hesitated, chewing on my cheek.  “But if she runs off again.  It puts us all in danger.  We can’t risk it.  You know that.”

      “She won’t.”  Ryder’s eyes were hard as he stared directly into mine.  He groaned as he looked away from me.  “It’s just that I shouldn’t feel like I miss you when you’re usually less than ten feet away from me.”

      I grabbed his hand and laced my fingers with his.  “It’s hard for me too.”

      “Is it?”

      “Jesus, Ryder!  It’s like you’re angry with me.”

      “I’m sorry, but you seem so hard.  It’s like you won’t let me in.”

      I threw my hand in the air in frustration.  “Really?”

      He was right.  I didn’t, but I didn’t let anyone in.  This shell around me was necessary.  One hundred percent necessary, and he was just going to have to live with the fact that it was going to be there.

      “It’ll be better when we find a place.  I know it will,” I said, wishing I could say the right thing… the thing that would make him stop looking at me with his puppy dog eyes.

      “What will stop her from running once we find our place?” Ryder asked.

      I exhaled slowly.  “Nothing I guess.”  I looked around the area.  “We should get back inside.”

      I hated feeling like I was brushing him off.  He didn’t bother to hide the hurt in his eyes.  Maybe I shouldn’t have allowed myself to get as close as I had.  Losing my parents had hurt like hell.  Getting close to others was the last thing I wanted.  Feeling that pain again… I don’t know if I could survive it.

      I stepped toward the church, but Ryder pulled me back.  My body spun, and I slammed into his chest.  My heart raced as I looked up into his sad eyes.

      Ryder didn’t say anything.  He pressed his lips to mine pouring everything into his kiss.  It was filled with so much passion that it rattled my bones.  I felt everything he felt for me in a quick electric shock.  Then he let go and walked away.

      My knees were weak.

      I was dizzy.

      Disoriented.

      What had just happened?

      I wanted more.

      Ryder cleared his throat without turning around.  “Coming?”
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      We’d packed our things, but all of us lingered in the doorway as if waiting for something to go wrong.  Something like a snowflake.  But the sun was already on the rise, and the day was definitely the warmest I’d felt in a long time.

      Of course, just because it was warm, didn’t mean it would stay that way.  Maybe it just meant there was another snowstorm waiting in the wings.  Perhaps the one coming would be bigger and more ferocious than the last.  Maybe it would be the one that would end everything.

      “OK.”  Ryder let out a deep breath and pasted a smile on his face.  “Here we go.”

      I stepped around Shawn, then around Ryder when neither of them moved.  My boot sunk down in the wet snow.

      “Yeah.  OK.  Let’s go,” I said waving them along.

      “Wait!” Ryder said.  He took a step forward and squinted out toward the horizon.  “Get back inside.”

      “What is it?” Charlie said her voice soft.

      I noticed the black spot in the distance bobbing side to side with each step.  If we could see them that meant they could probably see us too.  Logan grabbed Charlie and guided her inside, the rest of us followed close behind.

      “Shit,” Ryder said locking the door.

      “They were alone.”  I let out a quick breath.

      “What should we do?” Charlie whispered.

      Ryder held up his hand and stared at the door.  “Emery’s right.  They were alone, which means, we can take them down if we need to.”

      “But maybe we won’t need to,” I added.

      “It's possible they didn’t see us,” Shawn said rubbing his hands together.  He almost looked as though he was ready for a fight.  At least one where we had the upper-hand.  “Can you see them?  Are they still coming?”

      Ryder raised himself onto the balls of his feet trying to see out of the small window at the top of the door.  He lowered himself and let out a breath.

      “Still coming,” he said waving toward the back of the church.  “Go back.  Hide under the pews.”

      For a second it looked like Charlie was going to protest, but then she turned and walked to the front of the church.  She lowered herself down to the floor.  All of her body was hidden under the bench except for her wide eyes.

      “You too,” Ryder said nudging me.

      I shook my head and patted my hip.  “I’m the one with the gun.  You hide.”

      He raised an eyebrow as he twirled what was once Charlie’s club.  Shawn groaned and turned around the corner, getting himself out of sight.

      Logan stood there with his hands in his pockets staring at the door.  “Don’t even fucking try to tell me what to do.  I still have my knife,” Logan said.  Ryder cocked his head to the side, and Logan groaned.  “Fine.”

      He walked to the side hiding in what appeared to have once been a place to hang coats.

      “Stand over there,” Ryder said gesturing toward the other side of the door.

      I pressed my back against the wall and pulled out my gun.  My eyes were glued to Ryder, trying to watch for any slight change in his expression.

      “It’s a woman,” Ryder said, lowering himself down again.  He took a breath and swallowed.  “She’s coming straight toward the building.”

      I nodded, as I tightened my grip.

      “She’s carrying something,” Ryder said.

      Minutes passed without an update.  My palms felt warm as I anxiously waited.  Ryder seemed to be more interested in listening than peering out of the window above his head.

      “How far away is she?” I asked, my voice softer than a whisper.

      “Not far,” Ryder said taking a quick peek.  He backed away from the window and kept his body close to the wall.

      The inside of the church was absolutely silent.  If a drop of water would have fallen from the crack in the ceiling, there was no doubt in my mind we would have heard it hit the floor.

      I listened for the person outside to approach through the wall.  Just as I was about to nudge Ryder to take another look, it happened.

      I could hear her moving just outside the door.  She didn’t knock, and she didn't enter, but I could hear her moving close to the building.

      After a few seconds, she starting pounding something into the side of the wall.  It last only a minute or so before it stopped, and it was silent again.  Moments later, I could hear her walking away.

      Ryder waited several minutes before he slowly raised up to peek out of the window.  He confirmed what I had already suspected.  “She’s leaving.”

      We stayed inside until she was completely out of sight before going outside to check what the pounding had been about.  Ryder opened the door slowly as though he expected some kind of ambush, but there wasn’t a soul in sight.

      I followed him out of the church, aiming my gun and smoothly shifting from one direction to the next.  I took a quick look over my shoulder to see Ryder staring at a piece of wood that had been nailed to the wall.

      “What is it?” I asked not wanting to look away from our surroundings for more than a few seconds.

      “It’s a sign,” Shawn said.

      I glanced back, narrowing my eyes at the wood, but I couldn’t read what it said in the short time I allowed myself to look.  “What does it say?”

      “All it says is ‘in need of help’ followed by a question mark and an arrow,” Ryder said.

      “An arrow?” I asked lowering my gun, satisfied no one was around.  I turned to look at the sign, and my heart sank into my stomach.

      The arrow was pointing in the direction we were headed.  I lowered my head and let out a heavy sigh.

      “The south is big,” Logan said as he shifted his weight.

      “I know,” I said, but unfortunately size didn’t stop me from questioning my plan.  Maybe there really wasn’t anywhere we could go.  I swallowed hard and tucked my gun into my waistband.

      Ryder looked into my eyes.  “You still want to keep going right?”

      It wasn’t like we had a choice.  We couldn’t turn back.  I rubbed my temple with my fingertip.

      “Of course,” I said pushing my shoulders back.  “We just have to be careful, but that’s been the case all along.  Nothing has changed.”

      “What do you think it could be about?” Charlie asked, tracing her finger over the painted letters.

      Logan practically sneered at the sign.  “It can’t be anything good.”

      “Maybe it’s more renegades… we know there are others out there,” Charlie said with a far away look in her eyes.  “Did she look like she could have been a renegade?”

      Ryder shrugged.

      “Thought we were trying to get somewhere safe?” Shawn said raising his eyebrow.

      Ryder turned and glared at him.  “Renegades are safe.”

      “Not for me,” Shawn said pointing his thumb at the markings on his neck.

      “It’s not like you can go waltzing into one of The Evolved’s camp either,” Ryder countered.

      Shawn pointed at him.  “You’re right about that.  And more importantly, I don’t want to.  But that doesn’t mean I have any desire to waltz into a renegade camp either.”

      “I doubt the natives would bother with signs,” Logan said, easing Charlie away from the sign that seemed to be mesmerizing her.

      “Unless it's a trap of some kind,” Shawn suggested.

      “It doesn’t matter who it is,” I said waving for them to follow.  I knew which way was south, but I was veering slightly.  We were going to head a bit more southeasterly, just in case there was something we needed to avoid.  “What matters is making some progress before the next storm rolls in.”

      Shawn walked over to me, looking eager to get moving.  Ryder, Charlie, and Logan, however, appeared a bit more apprehensive.

      “Coming?” I asked, raising my eyebrow.  If they were getting sick of traveling, they could go back to their underground home.  I’d never once forced them to follow, but if they were coming, I wanted them to move.

      “Yeah, of course,” Ryder said catching up to us.  He looked at me and then at Shawn.  “Just a bit nervous about what that’s all about.”

      “I don’t plan on finding out,” I said forcing a smile.

      The second Logan and Charlie started moving their feet, I turned around and trudged forward.  I’d gotten enough rest that I was ready to go.  The sun was already warm and seemed to be getting warmer by the minute.  I felt rejuvenated even if I was wary about my plans of heading south.

      We’d walked for several miles, and though we’d been trying to avoid the signs, it wasn’t long before we came upon another.

      “Shit,” Ryder said.

      The sign looked nearly identical to the one that had been nailed to the church.

      “On the bright side, it’s pointing a bit off from the way we’re headed,” Shawn said gesturing to the side.

      After the second one, I tried not to worry, but once we’d come across the fourth, it hit me hard.  I was beyond being concerned.

      We couldn’t go back.  It wasn’t an option.  We could head east, or west, but I had no idea why that would be any better.

      My mom had said south.  Find warmth.  A place to plant my seeds.  Rebuild.  Survive.  But when she told me that she didn’t know what the world was like.  She didn’t know what was waiting outside our little sanctuary.

      My mom didn’t know there wasn’t anywhere I could go that was safe.  I squeezed my eyes tightly together for several seconds to push away my memories of her.  My mind needed to stay clear.  I needed to stay focused.

      I chewed at my fingernail but kept leading us forward.  Ryder seemed to notice the change in my pace, but he kept it to himself.

      “Looks like that might be some city ruins up ahead.  Should we check them out or go around?” Shawn asked.

      There were a few buildings still standing.  A large concrete structure of some kind looked as though it was slowly crumbling into nothing.

      The signs had pointed away from the city.  Maybe it would be OK to take a quick check for anything that might be of use.

      Our food supplies were running low, and I didn’t know the next time we’d run into a wolf.  I let out a slow breath and glanced at Ryder.  He stared back waiting for my call.

      Sure.  OK.  I knew he’d support my decision, but it seemed the further south we went the more indecisive I became.

      “A quick check for food,” I said swallowing down the sour taste at the back of my throat.  I was tempted to stop for a drink, but it was smarter to just do a quick check, and put distance between us and the city.

      “Sounds good,” Ryder said with a nod.

      The remaining structures blocked our view of the horizon.  We could see most everything, but there were several places one could be hiding, which of course made me nervous.

      My foot stepped down into a patch of slushy snow that gathered around my boot.  The sun was definitely warming the ground.

      We made our way through the city stopping to look inside the remaining buildings.  Each one of them was coated in grime, a few even had snow that had drifted inside or come in through a hole in the roof.  They’d all been cleaned out of anything useful a long time ago.  Any traces that anyone had been inside had been covered.

      We were closing in on the last building, and I was considering whether or not we should even bother with it when a girl stepped out from inside.  There girl and I were face to face, staring at one another with the exact same wide-eyed surprised expression.

      I didn’t miss the unmistakable tattoo on her neck that curled up around the front of her ear.  The girl looked over my shoulder and let out a scream before turning to go back inside.
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      Logan took two massive steps forward and grabbed the back of her jacket before she could get away.  He held her so tightly the tips of her boots were scraping at the ground as she tried to regain her footing.

      “Let me go!” she said through her teeth.  She didn’t look all that frightened, it looked more like she wanted to bite him… in the face.

      Logan flashed her a smile that seemed to only infuriate her more.  “Now,” Logan said raising an eyebrow, “why would I go and do something like that?”

      “You stupid pansy-ass renegades think you’re so tough.  You won’t do shit to me.  You’ll let me go sooner or later,” she said trying to look smug, but failing to do so.  Maybe if she hadn’t been held up in the air dangling like a scarecrow in the breeze, it would have worked a little better.

      Her eyes shifted over toward me.  She studied me before her eyes moved over to Shawn.  He quickly turned his head away.

      “Wait,” she said narrowing her eyes at Shawn, and then back at me.  “What is this shit?”

      “Who are you?” Ryder asked ignoring her question.  He nodded slightly at Logan.  Logan sighed and reluctantly lowered her to the ground.

      The girl jerked to get away, but Logan adjusted his grip and yanked her back.  He set his face inches from her face and grunted.

      “You’ll go when I let you go,” Logan said.

      She didn’t look away from him.  The girl had no fear or at least pretended she didn’t.  “Oh, please.  Where did you find this ape anyway?”

      “Who are you?” Ryder asked taking a step closer.  He twirled the club in his hands, doing his best to make sure saw it.

      Her eyes shifted away from Logan.  I watched as her small Adam’s apple bobbed as she swallowed.

      “I know you’ll let me go,” she said fixing her gaze on Ryder.

      “We’ll see,” Ryder said widening his stance.

      The girl let out a heavy breath that blew several strands of her stringy hair away from her face.  “My name is Terah, and I’m willing to bet you’ve noticed the markings.”

      “I have,” Ryder said.  “What are you doing out here?”

      “Trying to survive,” Terah said, crossing her arms.

      Logan and Ryder exchanged a quick glance, and Logan grabbed her tighter.  He set his mouth inches from her ear.  “I think he wants you to be more specific.”

      She closed her eyes, and when she opened them again, I noticed a small amount of fear had managed to seep into them.  Her fingers trembled as she pointed at Shawn.  “I’m like him.”

      “You don’t say,” Logan quipped.

      She looked at Logan out of the corner of her eyes before focusing them on Shawn again.  “I meant someone that, um, got away.”

      Shawn looked at her.  “Where were you from?”

      “Out west.  You?” she asked.

      “North.”

      She chewed her lip for a second.  “Aw, what the hell.  Was your base attacked too?”

      “Attacked?  No.  At least not that I’m aware of,” Shawn said.

      “Oh.”  Terah scratched the side of her head.  It looked as though she wished she could take back her words, but then she shook her head slightly and furrowed her brow.  “I suppose it doesn’t matter if you know.  Not like I can get in trouble for talking.  The natives wiped out our entire camp.  I think only a couple of us got away, but I did something stupid and broke free of the other two I escaped with to go out on my own.”

      Shawn’s head bobbed up and down.  “There are plenty of other bases out there that will let you in.  However, I recommend you pass on the one in the north.”

      “Hmm, good to know.  Thanks for the warning, but I have no intentions of joining back up with The Evolved.”  Terah looked around nervously as though she was afraid someone might have heard her.

      “Do you know what these signs are about?” Ryder asked, nodding at Logan, who readjusted his grip to encourage her to start talking.

      Terah shook her head.  “I’ve seen them around.  They’re all over the area, but no idea what they are about.”

      “You’re sure about that?” Logan asked.

      Terah ignored him.  “I still don’t get how you are all together.  Like how did that happen?  Shouldn’t you be at one another’s throats?”

      “It’s not your concern,” Ryder said.

      “Well, OK, whatever then.  It’s just really peculiar.  You already know that thought right?  You must.  Right?”

      Ryder shifted his weight.  It was his turn to ignore her.

      Terah took a step in my direction, and Ryder stepped to the side.  Logan yanked her back while she kept her eyes on me.  “You’re particularly interesting.  You don’t have that crazy look in your eyes that the other natives do.  You know that look that says they’ve been to hell and back and seem quite happy about it.  You just look… well, kind of sad.”

      My jaw tensed.  I pressed my lips together not knowing what to say.

      “So, what are we going to do with her?” Logan asked.

      “Check her.  She what she’s carrying,” Ryder said.

      Terah’s eyebrows squeezed together forming a perfect line.  “You’re going to take my stuff?”

      Logan’s hands stiffly patted up and down her body.  He reached his hands into her pockets and pulled out a lighter and several crushed granola bars.

      “Where did you get those?” Ryder asked.

      “Aw, come on!  That’s all I have left!” she said stamping her boot into the melty, sloppy snow.

      Ryder moved closer, his face inches from hers.  “Where did you get those bars?”

      “I found them.  Several days ago.”  Terah grimaced.

      Ryder’s chin jerked up, and as if Logan knew precisely what Ryder’s gesture meant, he opened her hand.  He groaned as he slapped the bars against her palm.

      “I would have kept them.  You should really thank him,” Logan said in a low raspy voice.

      “Thank you.  Unless you’re going to kill me, in which case I take it back and replace it with a fuck you.”  She shrugged slightly.  “But, I suppose if you were going to kill me, you probably wouldn’t have bothered to give me back my stuff.”

      “We’re not going to kill you,” Ryder said.

      Terah let out a small barely noticeable breath.  She didn’t want anyone to know she wasn’t quite as tough as she acted.

      “Then thank you,” she said.  “Although I have no idea how long I’ll make it out there on my own.”

      “You seem scrappy enough,” Charlie said looking at the girl almost as if she was impressed.  “But aren’t you scared out here by yourself?”

      Terah shrugged.  “Sometimes.  The alternative wasn’t any better, to be honest.”

      “Off you go then.  Don’t make me regret this whole not killing you thing,” Ryder said, his lip curling up slightly at one end.

      Terah didn’t seem to find the humor in his remark.  She started walking away, heading in the opposite direction of the signs.

      “We should have let her come along with us,” Charlie said, her eyes still on the girl.

      “No way!  Definitely not happening,” Ryder replied quickly.  “She was one of The Evolved.  For all we know, she still is.”

      “So?  He was too,” Charlie said glaring at Shawn.

      I shot a quick look at Shawn.  He looked like he’d been punched in the gut.  Shawn had been with us practically since the beginning.  He’d even helped us save Charlie after she’d been kidnapped.

      “That’s different,” Ryder said.  He opened his mouth but snapped it shut.  “Let’s go.”

      Charlie crossed her arms and looked down at the snow clumped around her boots.  She glanced over her shoulder for the girl, Terah, but she was nowhere in sight.  It was as though she’d simply vanished.

      I wasn’t exactly sure how it was different with Shawn either, but it was.  He’d been beaten… left for dead.  There wasn’t any question, at least not much of one, that he was done with The Evolved.

      It was a feeling with Shawn… something I had instantly just believed.  But that feeling hadn’t been there with Terah.  Not at all.  Not even a little.  In fact, it wouldn’t have surprised me if she had been some kind of spy roaming about for The Evolved.

      I itched my arm.  “We should move faster.  In case she’s following us.”

      “How would she do that?” Charlie said trying to hide her sneer.  “We’d see her.”

      “Look at the ground,” I said trying to keep myself composed.  I felt bad for what Charlie had been through, but the attitude was getting to be too much.  It wasn’t like I had been the one to put her through hell, but most of the time it felt as though she blamed me.  If she hadn’t seen Ryder and me together, she wouldn’t have run off in the first place.  “We’re leaving tracks with each step.  It wouldn’t be that hard for her to turn and follow us once we were out of sight.”

      “She’s right,” Ryder said keeping his eyes forward.  He picked up the pace and walked to the front of the group.

      Shawn walked next to me, and Logan and Charlie were several feet in front of us.

      Shawn looked over his shoulder.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      Shawn chuckled.  “Aw, nothing.  Just a bit paranoid, I guess.”

      “About that girl?”

      “Yeah.  Worried she’ll bring them all back after us.  Maybe they’ve come for me.”  Shawn hesitated.  “Did you see how she looked at me?”

      I nodded, but I wasn’t sure what her look had meant.  She had looked at me in much the same way.

      “If this snow weren’t here, I’d feel a little better,” Shawn said glancing at the path we were leaving behind us.  “If only it would melt away.  I’m sick of winter.”

      I looked up at the sky.  The sun was still shining brightly, but there was a big gray cloud making its way toward the sun ready to block it out.  Our tracks in the snow weren’t going anywhere anytime soon.

      “Maybe it would be better if it snowed.  At least then our tracks would be covered,” I said.

      I lowered my gaze noticing that Logan and Charlie had stopped walking a second too late.  It felt like I’d hit a wall when my body slammed into Logan’s back.

      “Oof!” I grunted as I took a step back.  “Sorry about….”

      My words trailed off vanishing into nothing when I saw why we’d stopped.  I drew in a deep breath as my hand moved up to cover my mouth.

      Every single one of us jumped when a large black blob fell out of the sky and landed with a thud.  An icy chill ran through my body.

      I pulled my shaking hand away from my mouth as I scanned the area.  There were black blobs scattered everywhere.

      I swallowed hard and finally found my voice.  “What happened?”
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      For as far as I could see, the ground was littered with giant black bird carcasses.  Including the one that had just fallen from the sky in front of us.

      “Are they all dead?” Charlie asked wrapping her arms around her middle as though she was trying to make herself smaller.

      “Looks like it,” Ryder said kicking the bird that had just fallen from the sky.

      There were just so many birds it was hard to believe what I was seeing.  Everywhere I looked, except for the area behind us, the birds stretched out for what seemed like miles and miles.

      All of them… dead.

      We continued forward although our pace had slowed significantly.  Walking between the dead bird bodies in the snow was quite difficult to navigate.

      “Did someone kill them?” Charlie asked, with a slight hop away from one of the birds when the wind lightly blew a feather out of place.

      The sky darkened as the gray cloud covered the sun.  There was a thud behind us, and I instantly turned with my gun aimed at the dead bird that had just fallen to the ground.

      “God dammit,” I said, trying to catch my breath.

      Another fell a few feet away.  And then another.  Thud.  Thud.  Thud.

      “Holy shit,” Shawn said spinning in a slow circle as the birds fell down around us in a slow and steady rain.  Only it wasn’t rain.  “They aren’t dying and then falling, they’re diving head first to their deaths.”

      I watched as one of the pitch-black birds tucked in its wings and pointed its beak at the ground.  The sight of it rocketing itself to its death made my stomach turn.

      “They’re committing suicide,” Charlie muttered.

      “Why are they doing that?” I asked, my voice squeaking slightly at the end.  The sight of it happening was horrifying, and somehow, we were stuck right in the middle of the strange occurrence.

      Ryder shrugged.  “Maybe they’re sick.”

      “Maybe it’s in their code,” Shawn said jumping to the side when one zipped down several feet to his side.

      “I don’t know why it's happening, but we need to get out of here,” Logan said jogging forward.  “I don’t want one of them to come down on me.”

      We all picked up our speed and followed Logan hopping over the dead birds while trying to avoid the falling ones.

      “Up ahead,” Ryder shouted pointing at a small grouping of trees that had managed to stay standing through all the storms.  The trees were dead without a single leaf on them, but hopefully, their branches would provide some coverage until the black bird downpour stopped.

      I ducked under a low branch and stood in the middle of the dead tree trunks.  The other huddled around, standing so close to one another that our bodies touched.

      “They aren’t falling in here,” Ryder said gesturing out at the area around the trees.

      “Doesn’t mean they won’t,” Logan said squinting as he looked up.

      Shawn glanced at me and then at my gun.  He was probably wondering what I planned to do with it against the dying birds.

      “Seems to be slowing down,” Shawn said.

      I pressed my lips together and let out a slow breath as I tucked my gun back into my waistband.  I turned to look at everyone to make sure they were all OK.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I said when I spotted a sign nailed to one of the trees.  My heart rate didn’t slow… it increased.

      “What?” Ryder asked as he turned and caught sight of what had grabbed my attention.  “They're everywhere.”

      The group was silent.  All that could be heard was the occasional thud of a black bird rocketing towards the ground.

      “Should we go back?” Charlie asked.

      “To what?” Ryder asked.  “Back to Jacob?”

      “Maybe,” Charlie said with a small shrug.

      Ryder sighed and placed his hand over his face to hide his frustration.  It was obvious Charlie wanted to be done with everything we were doing, but it wasn’t like she was about to go off on her own.  Especially not after what had happened.

      “I think they’re done,” Shawn said acting as if he hadn’t heard any of their conversation, but I had no doubt with how close we were standing that he had.  “Should we keep going?  Find somewhere better before night.”

      “Better?” Charlie grumbled.

      I nodded and pushed my way between Ryder and Charlie.  I glanced back at them over my shoulder.  “I’m going.”

      Shawn was next to me in a blink of an eye.  When Logan made his way out behind us, I turned forward and marched on.

      If Ryder wanted to put up with Charlie that was fine by me.  I knew they’d known each other for a long time.  But I was reaching my limit.  If she didn’t want to be with us, she could find her own way for all I cared.  It wasn’t like she was doing me any favors by sticking around.  She was miserable with us.  There was no question in my mind that the only reason she’d came along in the first place was because Ryder had.  Now after what she saw, she wanted out.  She wanted distance.

      “Are they coming?” I asked not wanting to turn around.

      Shawn turned.  “Yes.”

      “OK.”  I looked up at the sky, but with the cloud coverage, I could only guess as to how much time we had left before nightfall.  Maybe we could get in a few more miles as long as nothing else decided to slow us down.

      “Are we going to stick to the same path?  Ignore the signs?” Shawn asked, trying to hide his fidgeting.

      “Definitely trying to avoid wherever the signs are pointing,” I said feeling the tension in my jaw.  I let out a breath trying to wash away the stress and anxiety Charlie was causing me.

      Shawn lightly touched my arm.  “Sorry I didn’t mean to upset—”

      “No, I’m sorry for being short with you.”  I glanced over my shoulder and turned back to Shawn.  “I feel bad for what happened to her, I really do, but she’s taking it out on the wrong people.”

      “She doesn’t know how to deal with it,” Logan said.  Of course, he was going to come to her defense.  “She’ll come around.”

      “It’s hard on all of us.  We’re all tired and hungry and everything else.”  I looked into Logan’s eyes.  They were a lot softer than I’d remembered.

      He placed his hand on my shoulder.  “Just give her more time.  All that shit, and then, well, she’s had a crush on Ryder for as long as I can remember.”

      “She shouldn’t have run off,” I said remembering the look in her eyes when she’d seen Ryder and me making out.  “I mean, of course I feel bad about it, but I didn’t try to hurt her.”

      “I know you didn’t,” Logan said.  “She’s not as tough as she lets on.”

      I blinked slowly.  “You don’t say?”

      Logan chuckled.  “I’ll talk to her.”

      “You’ve been talking to her,” Shawn said.

      “I’ll keep talking to her,” Logan said turning to Shawn with a hard look in his eyes.  They stared at each other.

      I cleared my throat.  “I appreciate that Logan, I do.  And I really do feel terrible about everything, but if we are all going to be together, we need to do this together.  This isn’t easy for any of us.  Except for maybe you.”

      Logan snorted and faced forward.  “This isn’t easy for any of us.”

      I could hear their footsteps behind us and Ryder and Charlie’s soft voices.  It sounded like she was protesting something, but I couldn’t make out their conversation.

      I shook my head slightly and picked up my pace.  If Ryder couldn’t talk to her, Logan’s talking probably wouldn’t do much good either.

      I’d just have to shake it all out of my mind.  She was with us for the long haul whether she wanted to be here or not.  It wasn’t like any of us were about to give up on her.  Hopefully, she’d make it a little easier on us, but until she did, we were stuck with Miss Crabby Pants.

      The sun pushed its way through the clouds and warmed us for the rest of our daytime travels.  When we lost light, we were forced to camp out for the night.

      Logan was able to set up a small fire, but he hadn’t been able to scrounge up much wood.  It was lucky he’d got it going at all considering how damp everything had been.  With the sun gone, everything was cooling quickly, and the fire was almost definitely necessary.

      Logan stood up and let out a heavy sigh.  He placed his hands on his hips and turned his back to the group.  Ryder placed his hand on his shoulder.  I couldn’t help but wonder if he was thinking about Eli.

      I’m sure they all missed him terribly and they never really had much of a chance to grieve.  We just had to keep moving forward.

      Ryder stepped up behind me and lightly touched my back.  “Hey, can I talk to you for a second?”

      “Sure,” I said.  When he stretched out his hand, I realized he’d meant in private.  I took his hand and followed him a short distance from the group.

      Even though our fire had been small, it had made a difference.  I shivered.

      “So,” Ryder said running his hand through his hair, “I don’t know how to say this.”

      “Just say it.”  I crossed my arms.

      He looked into my eyes.  “I care about you, a lot, but with everything that’s going on—”

      “Now isn’t a great time for things between us,” I said finishing his thought.

      He breathed heavily.  “That wasn’t how I wanted to word it.”

      “But that’s what you mean isn’t it?”

      He looked down at his boots.

      “It’s fine,” I said sounding angrier than I had intended.  “I get it.”

      Ryder took my hand into his and squeezed it before letting go.  “I’m just afraid she’s going to do something stupid.  When we get there.  When we’re safe, we’ll figure things out.  Right?”

      “I don’t know.  Maybe.”

      “Jeez, Emery don’t make this harder than it has to be.”

      “Me?”  I narrowed my eyes at him.  “I’m not making anything hard.  I’m agreeing with you, but I don’t know what’s going to happen.”

      Ryder’s eyes looked glassy.  “I don’t want to lose you.”

      “What do you want?”

      “I don’t want to lose anyone.”

      I pressed my lips together and let out a heavy sigh.  “I’m not going anywhere.  I set out to look for a safe place, and that’s what I’m going to continue to do.  It’s not like I forced any of you to come with me.”

      Logan looked over at us.  I cleared my throat and lowered my voice.

      “You guys begged to come with me remember?”

      Ryder nodded.  “Fuck.  I blew it didn’t I?  God dammit, what’s wrong with me?”

      “You didn’t blow anything.”  I swallowed hard.  It wasn’t like there had been anything other than a mutual attraction.  I should have known better.  I should have known it wasn’t going to ever go anywhere.  Things were too rough.  The timing was bad.

      “Maybe I need to sleep.  Can we pick up on this again later?” Ryder asked, his shoulders slumped down.

      “Sure,” I said crossing my arms.  “But my focus is on one thing.  Getting somewhere safe.”

      Ryder nodded.  He knew how committed to my quest I was since the beginning.  Nothing would change that.

      “Let's go back,” he said stuffing his hands into his pockets.  It was almost as if I could feel his pain radiating around him.

      I felt bad for him.  He was torn.  It wasn’t like he wanted to see Charlie suffering.  He didn’t want to be part of the reason she was hurting.  I couldn’t blame him for that.

      It wasn’t like I was making him choose, but Ryder must have felt like he had to make a choice between Charlie and I.  I wasn’t surprised he’d picked Charlie, nor was I hurt.  Yeah, of course it sucked, but he had to do what felt right, and he’d known her a lot longer than he’d known me.

      I’d be OK.  We’d be OK.  We all just needed time, which was fine because I wanted to focus.

      Once we got somewhere, things would work out.  Everyone was exhausted.  Tensions were high.  We were all stressed out.

      “Good night, Emery,” Ryder said walking backward toward Charlie once we were back to the fire.

      “Night.”  I forced a smile, but it looked like that only hurt him more.

      I sat down next to Shawn and hugged my knees.  He handed me a piece of beef jerky.

      “Everything all right?” he asked keeping his voice quiet.

      “Yep,” I said taking a bite and chewing longer than necessary in the hopes that I wouldn’t have to answer any more questions.

      “You should get some rest,” Shawn said popping up to his feet.  “I’m on the first watch.  No better time to sleep than when I’m the man looking out for you.”

      Ryder’s eyes were instantly on Shawn.  I swallowed hard.  Had Shawn heard our conversation?  He couldn’t have.

      He pointed at the ground before walking over to Logan.  I laid down on my blanket near the fire watching as they discussed the area.  Charlie laid down near my feet, and Ryder was across the fire from me.

      Our eyes met for a moment.  It looked like he wished he could take everything back.

      I forced my eyes closed, hoping morning would come soon.
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      When my eyes popped open, it wasn’t morning.  The entire sky was colored a beautiful shade of dark blue, and every star in the sky was visible.  There was a yellowish hue to the moon that sparkled in the snow like glitter.

      The spot we had found was at the top of a small hill with a few sad trees behind us.  We could see for miles in most directions, except for where the trees blocked the way.  Hopefully, that meant the trees would provide us some coverage to keep us hidden should an enemy approach, but probably they wouldn’t.  They likely weren’t thick enough to help hide us in any significant way.

      I couldn’t have been asleep for long considering Shawn was still on watch when I opened my eyes.  Logan, Ryder, and Charlie all appeared to be asleep.

      My body was beyond exhausted, but for some reason, my mind felt totally awake.  I sat up and leaned forward, holding my chilled hands out toward the dwindling fire.

      “Throw another branch on it,” Shawn whispered from where he was sitting away from the fire.

      I looked over at the small selection of wood that Logan had gathered before he’d gone to sleep.  The fire snapped and cracked like a wild animal when I tossed in a branch.

      “Everything OK?” Shawn asked his voice was low and his eyes narrowed.

      I glanced back at the others to make sure my movements hadn’t woken them and made my way over to Shawn.

      “I can’t sleep,” I said standing back about a foot from where he was sitting.

      The empty land he was facing looked spectacular with the big, bright moon hanging over the glittering field.  The moon looked so large it seemed as though we could reach out and touch it.

      “Wow.  Beautiful night,” I said surprised I was able to appreciate it.

      “Yeah, I’m hoping it’s a sign.”

      “What kind of sign?”

      Shawn looked up at me, the moonlight reflecting in his perfect eyes.  “For better things to come.”

      “We can only hope,” I said with a shiver.  “It’s still quite chilly though.”

      “Sit with me?”

      I glanced over my shoulder toward my blanket spread out over the snow.  I probably would have been better off trying to get some sleep, but instead, I lowered myself to the ground next to Shawn.

      “It’s so cold over here.  I don’t know how you can stand it.” I said wrapping my arms around my knees.  “If you want to get some sleep, I’m up now… I don’t mind keeping watch.”

      “Nah, I’m not tired.  I’d rather sit here with you,” Shawn said, his eyes glued to mine.

      I swallowed down hard hoping it might settle down the butterflies that started flapping their wings inside of my stomach.  As long as I avoided looking into his eyes, my mind wouldn’t wander.  His eyes were just as magical as the twinkling stars above.  They were the same glowing blue with the same sparkle only they were much closer.

      “Of course you’re tired.  We’re all exhausted.  There’s no way you couldn’t be,” I said.

      “Are you trying to get rid of me?”

      I turned toward him without thinking and latched onto his sparkling eyes.  Dammit.

      “No, of course not.  It’s just that I want to get in a lot of travel time tomorrow and that means you need your rest.”

      “So do you then.”  Shawn leaned closer, his warm breath brushed across my cheek.

      I glanced over at Ryder.  His eyes were closed, and his body rose and fell with each slow inhale and exhale.

      “I heard what he said to you,” Shawn said, reaching down to twist at the laces on his boots.  Had Ryder and I really been discussing things that loudly?  “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s fine,” I said keeping my answer short.  I didn’t want to get into a conversation about Ryder.

      “He’s making a mistake.”

      I narrowed my eyes but kept them focused on the moon.  “What do you mean by that?”

      “I mean that if I had someone like you, well, I wouldn’t stop fighting for her.”

      My heart pounded.  What was he doing?  I hadn’t even processed my conversation with Ryder enough to be having this talk with Shawn.

      “They’ve known each other like their whole lives.  She’s like a sister to him,” I said keeping my voice low.

      Someone stirred near the fire, and we both froze.  I turned back, but no one was moving.

      Shawn shook his head.  “A sister would be more understanding.  She wouldn’t want to get in the way.”

      “I don’t know how much you heard, but there is really too much going on around us to even worry about stuff liked that,” I said, tapping the tips of my boots together, watching the bits of clumped up snow fall onto the ground.

      “Do you really believe that?” Shawn asked with a chuckle.

      “I do.”  I twisted my neck sharply to meet his eyes.  “We need to stay focused.”

      He looked away shaking his head.  “I don’t think of it that way.  I saw enough people not caring about each other.  Now is the time to start caring.  Especially when there are people around to actually care about.”

      “I still care about him.  And Charlie too even though she makes it difficult and doesn’t give a damn about me.  But really, why should she?”

      “That’s just it.  That’s why you’re different.  Because you do care.  That’s how we change the world into something we can all live in.”

      It was my turn to chuckle.  “We won’t be changing the world.  At least I won’t be.  I’ll be doing whatever I can to hide from the world.”

      “We’ll see about that.”  Shawn nudged me so he could be sure I saw his gorgeous, knee-weakening smile.

      He stared into my eyes.  His smile slowly faded into something else.  The desire bubbling in his eyes made my pulse race, and my body warm even though I wasn’t close to the fire.

      Shawn leaned closer.  His eyes shifted down to my lips.  He inched closer and closer, making my heart beat faster and faster.

      A wolf howled in the distance, and I pulled back.  It felt as though I’d been in a trance.  I drew in a deep breath.  Instead of looking hurt by my sudden retreat, Shawn grinned at me.

      “I’m sorry,” I said twisting my fingers together.  My heart was pounding so hard I was sure he could see it banging against my chest.  I stood abruptly and took a step back so I could take in another breath of air.  “Um, you’re right.  I should probably get some rest.”

      “Aw, don’t go away.  I didn’t mean to… I don’t know what happened.  I’m sorry.”  He reached out toward my pants leg.

      I took a quick step to the side.  “Thanks for the chat.”

      “Emery, wait,” Shawn said, but I was already far enough away that I could pretend I hadn’t heard him.

      I laid back down, unable to slow the fiery surge of heat that was coursing through my veins.  There was no denying the attraction I had to Shawn, and I was certain he knew it.

      My eyes settled on Ryder.  He didn’t have a clue about what had just happened.  He was asleep.  Logan too.

      I glanced at Charlie, and even though she looked as though she was asleep, I was almost positive I’d seen a slight twitch at the corner of her eye.  She couldn’t have seen.  She couldn’t have heard anything either.  Even if she had, so what?  She’d already taken Ryder away from me, what more could she possibly want?  She’d already won.

      Maybe I should have pulled away sooner.  It wasn’t like Ryder, and I had ever been anything officially.  And what did it matter?  Whatever it was that had been between us was done.

      I squeezed my eyes shut.  What I needed to do, was focus on my plan.  Find somewhere safe.  Somewhere warm so that I could plant my seeds and start my garden.  My goal was to build a safe life for myself.

      When I opened my eyes again, it was morning.  I stretched my arms over my head.  Charlie was shivering near the fire that was almost completely out.  Ryder and Logan were standing several feet away looking as though they were intensely discussing something.

      My eyes darted around, looking in every direction.  I felt the moisture leave my mouth making it hard to swallow.  I stood and turned in a quick circle.

      Shawn was gone.
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      Charlie looked up at me, and it seemed as though she could tell by my expression that I was freaking out.  But why wasn’t she panicking?  Why didn't Ryder and Logan seem concerned?  Hadn’t they realized Shawn was missing?  They probably didn’t care.

      He probably left because of how I responded to him.  I should have just talked to him instead of walking away.  My eyes started scanning the ground… if I could find his tracks I could go after him.

      “What’s wrong?” Charlie asked.  “Lose something?”

      I glared at her.  Was she trying to be funny?  I drew in a deep breath fighting off the panic that was threatening to rip me in two.

      It wasn’t like I had wanted him to leave.  I shouldn’t have just walked away from him.  I should have explained.  He would have understood.  The day had just been so emotional.

      “Shawn,” I mumbled breathlessly.  Logan and Ryder both looked at me and then at the noise coming through the trees.

      It was Shawn.  His eyes were wide, and he was breathing heavily.

      “They’re coming.  We have to get out of here and fast,” he said grabbing my arm and then my backpack.

      “My blanket,” I said pulling myself out of his grip.

      “Seriously there’s no time, we have to go.”  Shawn grabbed the blanket from me and stuffed it into my pack.  He looked at Charlie over his shoulder.  “Get up!”

      Ryder and Logan were staring in the direction Shawn had come from.  I could tell they didn't see what Shawn had.

      “How far?” Ryder asked.

      “Not sure.  If I had to guess, less than two miles,” Shawn said.

      “They’ll catch up!  They’ll see someone’s been here,” Charlie screeched.

      Shawn nodded.  “That’s why I’m trying to get us out of here.”

      “Where were you?” I asked as if it mattered.  The feeling of Shawn having left us was still shaking my insides.

      “Checking the area.  Then I saw them in the distance,” Shawn said.

      “I thought you left,” I said as he pulled me along.

      He narrowed his eyes and looked at me for a split second.  “Why would I do that?  I wouldn’t ever do that.”

      Shawn stopped, and we all stared at him.  His head jerked sharply to the side.

      “There’s no time,” Shawn said.  “We have to hide.”

      “Where are we going to hide,” Logan said throwing his hands up at his sides.

      “Wait here,” Shawn said shoving my backpack into my arms.

      I turned to Logan and Ryder.  “Is he serious?  He can’t be serious.”

      Shawn ran back through the trees taking the same path he’d just come from.

      “We’re wasting valuable escaping time here,” Charlie said shifting her weight back and forth.

      After a few minutes, Shawn reemerged.  He took a second to catch his breath.

      “We’re going to hide behind those trees—”

      “The dead trees that won’t hide us at all?” Charlie asked.

      “Yes, those trees.  We’re up on a hill, they appear changing their direction slightly,” Shawn said.  “If I’m right about this, they won’t see us up here.”

      I swallowed hard.  “And if you’re wrong?”

      “Nothing good will happen if I’m wrong,” Shawn said flashing us all a nervous smile.  “But I don’t think I’m going to be wrong.  Follow me.”

      We followed him.  He pointed to a tree, and Ryder and Charlie stood behind it.  Logan stepped behind another, and me and Shawn behind a third.  It wasn’t long before the people Shawn had spotted to come into view.

      Shawn was right.  They weren’t coming our way.  It seemed as if they knew where they were going, and we were just lucky that it hadn’t been up the hill.

      “Maybe they know about the signs,” I whispered.

      “Maybe,” Shawn said, putting his arm around me so that he could move me closer to the tree.

      The group below was walking in a straight, single file line.  Most of them weren’t dressed for the weather.  They wore thin clothing that hung off of their bodies like rags.  There were men on either side of the line, some with whips and others with long pointed spears.

      “Who are they?” I asked.  They weren’t marked up like The Evolved or the renegades, and they weren’t dressed anything like the natives we’d seen in the north.

      “I think natives,” Shawn whispered.

      I glanced over at Ryder, and he nodded.  The worry in his eyes was unmistakable.

      One of the women walking in the line tripped over something and fell into the snow.  The man with the whip near her didn’t even give her a chance to get up before he cracked the whip into her back.

      I heard Charlie’s jacket rustle and turned to see Ryder holding her in place.  She looked as though she wanted to bolt.

      The woman cried out in pain.  She covered her mouth as if to hide her emotion and got back into line.  She dropped her hands to the side, and her face hardened acting as if nothing had happened.

      The line of people seemed to go by for several minutes before I could see the end of the line.  I covered my mouth and lowered my gaze when I saw the children bringing up the rear of their people train.

      They were young.  Fifteen children that looked like they were anywhere between six and twelve years old.  The men with the whips and spears walked with them just as they did for the adults.

      My hand shook as I reached for my gun.  Shawn placed his hand over mine at the back of my hip.  Our eyes locked.

      I wanted to save those poor children, but there wasn’t anything I could do.  Deep down I knew it, but that didn’t change my desire to want to do something about it.  We were outnumbered.

      “We can’t,” Shawn said with a far away look in his eyes.  Maybe he was thinking back to the poor girls he hadn’t been able to save.  “We wouldn’t survive.”

      “I know,” I said, letting my hand fall away from my hip.  Helplessness rolled through my body like a massive tidal wave.

      Shawn placed his hand on my shoulder, but it didn’t provide any comfort.  It was torture to sit back and do nothing to help them.

      “Maybe one day we can find a way,” Shawn murmured.  “Maybe one day.”

      But I knew better.  That day wouldn’t ever come.  It was more likely the day would come where we were all walking in a single file line just like the people down the hill.  Just like the children.

      We stayed behind the trees for quite some time after we couldn’t see the people anymore.  It was so quiet the only things we could hear was the occasional crack of a tree branch above us sounding as though it was about to fall and our breathing.

      “I think the native problem might be bigger than Jacob had realized,” Ryder said attempting to keep his voice quiet.

      Logan nodded.

      “While the renegades hide, The Evolved and the natives continue to grow,” Ryder said shaking his head.  “I wish I could tell Jacob.”

      “There are more renegades out there too,” Charlie said.

      “Not like that.  We had no children in our camp.  The renegades are dying out,” Ryder said rubbing his elbow.  “Maybe it’s good we got out while we did.”

      Charlie crossed her arms and shook her head.  “I’m sure that’s not true.”

      “You’re kidding yourself.  You saw the group of natives down there, right?”  Ryder pointed at the trail they’d left behind in the snow.  “There were far more down there than in Jacob’s group, and that was just one group.”

      “That doesn’t mean anything,” Charlie said with a frown.

      “Maybe there are fewer in the north.  We only know the small area we occupied.”  Ryder ran his hand through his hair and turned to Shawn.  “Was your group of The Evolved bigger than that one?”

      Shawn shrugged.  “Roughly the same I think.”

      “Children?” Ryder asked.

      “Not many,” Shawn replied.  “But some.  To think there was a time when The Evolved had it all.  There were no renegades and no natives.”

      Shawn looked at me, and I knew he wasn’t considering me a true native.  They hadn’t realized there were people out there like my parents hiding away from everything.

      “The Evolved still believe they are the biggest.”  Shawn looked out at the horizon.  “They know where all The Evolved bases are.  If they wanted to, they could travel back and forth.  It’s all mapped out.”

      The Evolved must have known roughly what their numbers were, and they probably at some point, when the renegades split must have roughly known their numbers as well.  They would have known they were bigger.  What neither of them would know was how many were never part of their organization.  People like my parents.  Or how many had left the renegades to join the natives.  Not to mention the fact that it seemed as though the natives continued to reproduce over the years where the others hadn’t.

      “The Evolved know their numbers,” Shawn said with a heavy sigh.

      “Do you think the renegades are in trouble?” Ryder asked looking into Shawn’s eyes.

      Shawn looked as though he didn’t want to answer.  “I don’t know how many of you there are out there.  That wasn’t information I was ever given.”

      “But what do you think?” Ryder prompted.

      Shawn pressed his lips together.  The muscles in his neck tightened.  “I think the renegades are in serious trouble.”

      Ryder hit his thigh with his fist.  It looked like he was considering going back to Jacob.

      “We should go back,” Charlie said grabbing his sleeve.  “Warn him.”

      Ryder looked into her eyes.  I could tell he was weighing his options.

      “Ryder,” Logan said placing his hand on Ryder’s shoulder as if to hold him in place.  “We can’t go back.”

      “Of course we can!  Those are our people back there!” Charlie said turning to Logan.  “If our people are really in any kind of trouble, we have to do what we can.  Help them somehow.”

      Ryder’s eyes shifted to meet mine.  His forehead was wrinkled as his shoulders rose and fell with each hurried breath.

      Logan pulled Charlie into his arms.  Her body was rigid with anger and fear.

      “It’s not safe, and it’s definitely not smart.  We know what’s back there… remember?” Logan said his voice softer than I thought possible.  “Jacob may already be aware of the situation.  Maybe he always had been.”

      It really was like Charlie was their little sister.  They had a bond.  One that I suddenly felt terrible about getting in the way of.

      “We’re not going back,” Ryder said crouching down to look into her eyes.  It was like he was trying to push the idea out of her mind.  “Logan’s right.  The risk is astronomical.  We probably wouldn’t even make it back.”

      “You’re just staying because of her,” Charlie said trying to get out of Logan’s arms, but he held her tighter.  “Argh!  I hate this!”

      I wanted to tell her what Ryder and I had discussed last night, but it wouldn’t matter, her mind was made up about me.  I pulled my backpack over my shoulders and drew in a deep breath.  My eyes were down, I couldn’t look at any of them.  I started walking away.

      “I’m not staying because of anyone.  I’m staying because I want to,” Ryder said his voice getting quieter as I left them behind.

      “You really don’t care if all our friends die?” Charlie shouted.  It sounded as if she wanted to make sure I heard her.

      “Of course I care.  Emery, wait!” Ryder shouted, but I could tell he wasn’t coming after me.

      “Well, I’m going!  I’ll go back alone if I have to,” Charlie said, and I picked up my pace.  I never wanted the company anyway.  This journey was supposed to be my own.  They forced their way along.

      Good riddance.
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      There was someone was coming up behind me.  I could tell without looking over my shoulder that it was just one person by the sounds of their footsteps.

      It wasn’t surprising when Shawn caught up with me.

      “Emery… please… hold… on,” he said between breaths.

      “No!” I said turning toward him.  I saw Logan, Ryder, and Charlie over his shoulder, all heading my way.  “This is ridiculous.  I didn’t make them come along with me in the first place.”  I raised my voice.  “You are all free to do whatever the hell you want.”

      I turned on my heel and marched through the snow.  My destination was waiting.  I was done with Charlie and her tantrums and the delays.  It was time to get where I was going.

      I wasn’t sure if it was the sun above that was making me warm, or if it was my anger.

      “Well, don’t take it out on me.  You found me remember?” Shawn said.

      “I did, but if you don’t want to be here, you’re free to go too.”

      Shawn touched my sleeve, but I jerked it to the side.  I frowned wishing I hadn’t pulled away.

      “Emery, I want to be here… unless you don’t want me to be.”  The sadness in his voice was apparent.  “I’m not even sure I’d leave if you told me to.”

      A short breath exited from between my lips.  “I want to keep walking.  If you want to keep walking, by all means, join me.”

      Shawn walked along at my side without another word.  It wasn’t long before I could hear three sets of footsteps crunching into the snow behind us.

      I pressed my teeth together.  The idea of dealing with Charlie made my blood boil.  When she stepped in front of me and stopped, I thought my head was going to explode.

      “Can we talk?” she said her hands balled up into tight fists.

      I turned to Ryder knowing full well that somehow, he was behind the confrontation.  But maybe it was time Charlie, and I had it out.  It was time to discuss everything that was going on between us.

      “Sure.”

      Shawn looked at me with wide eyes.  “I’ll just… walk with them.”

      He dropped back with Logan and Ryder.  None of them moved until Charlie, and I did.  They stayed back, giving us our privacy.

      Charlie let out a long sign.  “I just wanted to apologize to you.”

      “You don’t have to,” I said.  Even though I was glad she was apologizing, it was probably only because Ryder told her to.

      “I know we haven’t gotten along, and probably never will—”

      “Nice.”

      She blew out a puff of air between her pursed lips.  “It broke my heart.”

      “I didn’t mean to.”

      “That’s what he says too.”

      “You know,” I turned to her.  “You didn’t like me long before that happened.”

      I was referring to the kiss she walked in on, but I didn’t want to say the words.  It would probably only cause more problems.

      “Because….”  Charlie hesitated.  “Because I knew the second he asked us to go after you how he felt.”

      “Well, I can’t do anything about that,” I said, staring out at the horizon.  The sun felt so warm I started to take off my jacket.  “Are you hot?  I’m hot.”

      “Yeah, I guess it’s warm,” Charlie said scrunching up her eyes at me.  “Anyway, I just wish you could see it from my point of view.  I’ve known him my whole life.”

      I straightened my spine.  “So, I’ve heard.  Several times.”

      “You didn’t have to deal with girl after girl knocking down his door.”  Charlie sighed.  “It’s been everyone but me.  It’s like he’s been torn away from me again and again and again.  I just don’t know how much more of it I can take.”

      “Maybe, you need to accept the fact that it’s never going to be you.”

      She winced as though I’d punched her in the stomach.  I wished I could take the words back.

      “I’m sorry,” I said.  “That came out all wrong.”

      Charlie swallowed.  “Whatever.  We’re stuck together, so let’s just make the best of it.  How does that sound?”

      “Fine by me.”  My words spilled out much sharper than I had intended.

      “So, we’re good?”

      “As good as we can be,” I said doing my best to keep my words from sounding sour.  I couldn’t imagine a time that Charlie and I would be anything more than fine with each other.  And it seemed as though that was OK with both of us.

      “OK,” Charlie said dropping back presumably to walk with Ryder and Logan.

      Shawn was back at my side in seconds.  At some point, he had taken off his jacket too.

      “Warm huh?” he asked, before lowering his voice.  “What was that all about?”

      “She wanted to apologize.  All is well.”  I held out my arm and let the sun dance on my skin.  “I can’t decide if it’s actually warm, or if it’s just slightly warmer and to us, it feels like a summer day.”

      “Either way it’s better than snow, right?” Shawn asked.

      I nodded enthusiastically.  “You got that right.”

      We kept walking, continuing to veer slightly to the east but still heading mainly to the south.  The snow on the ground seemed to be diminishing before my eyes.

      My mom had been right.  It was going to be warmer in the south.  Maybe my family should have made the move, and things would have ended differently.

      Then again, we’d had so many supplies it would have been impossible to give that up to explore the world.  My parents had done a lot of traveling, or at least that’s what they’d told me.  They’d found their safe place and stayed put.  That was what I wanted too.  I wanted to find my safe place and stock it with everything we’d need to survive until our time was done.

      “Hey!  Look at that,” I said squinting as I pulled on Shawn’s arm.  Ryder, Logan, and Charlie had fallen a bit behind.  “Water!”

      Shawn and I picked up our pace to a jog.  When we got closer, I stopped and stared.

      The sunlight hit the tiny little waves making them sparkle like little crystals.  My mouth dried at the sight.

      I dropped my backpack and inched closer to the water.  I licked my lips and knelt down on the rocks to scoop up some of the water into my hand.

      “It’s warm,” I said surprised by the temperature of the water.  I slurped the liquid and closed my eyes.  “This is amazing.”

      Shawn and Ryder were next to me in seconds.  Ryder let the water run between his fingertips and Shawn took a drink just as I had.

      Shawn nudged me with his elbow.  “How deep do you think it is?”

      “I don’t know why don’t you test it out?” I joked.

      “Yeah?” he asked narrowing his eyes at me.

      I leaned closer.  “Dare you.”

      Shawn looked at the others before scanning the horizon.  “OK.  All right.”

      He widened his stance and dropped his jacket to the ground.  His eyes were focused on the water as he peeled off his shirt.

      “What?” he asked with a smirk when he caught me staring.

      I swallowed hard.  I’d been busted admiring his physique.  “Your arm.”

      “Yeah, it’s much better.”  Shawn kicked off his boots and pulled off his socks.  I looked away, mostly, when he undid the button of his pants.  “It still aches sometimes.  Pretty sure I’ll always be able to predict when it’s going to rain.”

      Shawn pulled down his pants and stepped into the water.  Both Ryder and Logan laughed when he shivered.

      “You’re nuts, man,” Logan said.

      “It’s not that bad,” Shawn said cupping his hands in front of himself.  “You should try it.”

      I hadn’t tried very hard, but I couldn’t hold in my laugh.

      “You think this is funny?” Shawn asked lightly kicking a little water in my direction.

      “Hey!” I said wiping a few drips off of my cheek.

      I couldn’t deny how amazing Shawn looked.  The curves of his solid muscles, but mainly it was his eyes that had me.  There wasn’t anything I could do about the magic in his eyes.

      When the water came up to his knees, he started washing himself.

      “Oh!” he said.  “It feels amazing to get clean.  I’m not even joking you guys should jump in, if only for a second.”

      Ryder looked over at me and then at Logan and Charlie.  He pulled at his shirt.  “Fuck it.”

      In a matter of seconds, he was wearing nothing but his boxers.  He shrieked as he stepped into the water.

      “Holy shit!” Ryder said.  “How can you stand this?”

      “You’ll get used to it,” Shawn said.

      Ryder looked amazing.  When our eyes locked and his smile faded, I knew he’d been able to tell what I’d been thinking.  The only problem was it frustrated him that there wasn’t anything he could do about it.

      “OK,” Charlie said standing up.  “I can do this.”

      “Go wash your hair,” I said smiling at her.

      She tugged on her pigtails and raised her eyebrows.  Charlie quickly undressed.  “It really needs it.  Come on you two don’t be party poopers.”

      “Someone should keep watch,” Logan said with his hands on his hips.

      “Don’t be silly.  We can see for miles!” Charlie said placing her foot in the water.  “Ahhh!  Oh my God!”

      “Go on,” Logan said glancing at me before spinning in a slow circle to check our surroundings.  “If you want.”

      I blew out a puff of air between my lips.  “I’m not sure I want.”

      “Who knows when you’ll get to do this again?” Logan said.

      I looked out at the others cleaning themselves.  Charlie squeaked when she sat down so she could try to wash her hair.

      “Anyone have any soap?” Charlie asked.

      I straightened my spine, and Logan grinned at me.  He looked surprised.

      “You’re doing it?” he asked.

      “Yeah.  You should too,” I said pulling off my clothes and folding them into a neat pile.  “There’s really only one way across.”

      “Shit,” Logan said.  “I don’t want to get my boots wet.”

      I cocked my head the side and took several quick steps into the water.  Holding back the noises that threatened to escape.

      “Then you better take them off, huh?” I said.

      I made my way closer to Shawn and Ryder where the water was a little deeper.  They both stopped and looked at me at the same time.

      I ignored them as I splashed the clean bubbling water over my skin.  It felt as though I was washing away everything that had happened.  A fresh start.  Other than being chilly, it felt good.

      “What are you thinking about?” Shawn asked as he splashed me to get my attention.

      “Is that how it’s going to be?” I asked splashing him harder.

      He laughed and cupped his hands to scoop up some water.  I tried to get away, but before I knew he was pouring the water down over my head.  My hair flopped down over my eyes, and I shivered.  The water dripping down my neck reminded me that it wasn’t summer.

      “Oh God!” I said hugging myself.

      “I’m sorry,” Shawn said standing next to me.  He was laughing as he put his arm around me.  “Are you OK?”

      “I’m fine.”  I shivered again.  Ryder was watching us.  “It was a bit of a shock apparently.”

      Shawn chuckled.  “Apparently.”

      When I shivered again, I became more aware of how close our bodies were.  Shawn’s wet skin against my wet skin.  I could feel both how warm and cold he was at the same time, and it made my pulse race.

      He looked deeply into my eyes, and it felt like I’d forgotten how to breathe.

      “We should get our stuff to the other side,” I said clearing my throat as I stepped back toward my stuff.

      Logan was already dressing back on the other side the of the river.  I hadn’t even realized he’d washed up in the river.

      I grabbed my things and held them over my head as I waded to the other side.

      “What?  Party’s over already?” Charlie said with a small frown.  Her pigtails drooped down over her bony shoulders.

      “We should get going,” Logan bellowed.

      Everyone started moving, but I could still feel Shawn’s eyes on me.  The others grabbed their things, and in a matter of minutes, we were all dressed on the other side of the small river.

      I hadn’t noticed the strange structure when we’d been in the water, but after I took several steps forward, there was no way I could miss it.  My eyes narrowed as my head tilted side to side, trying to determine what I was looking at.  In the distance, hidden by several large rocks was a strange curved wall.

      “What is that thing?” I asked.

      Ryder took several careful steps forward.  “Looks like dried mud.”

      “We should keep moving,” Logan said, taking a step in the opposite direction.

      I nodded and started to follow him when I heard something sloshing in the water behind us.  My hand went for my gun as I quickly turned around.

      Before the guy could say anything, my gun was aimed at the hairy spot between his heavy eyes.

      He held up his hands.  “Don’t shoot!”
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      I could see the fear in his eyes, but I didn’t lower the gun.  The hairy guy’s fingers shook as he held them up for me to see.

      “Don’t see many people around here,” he said forcing a smile.  There was a bucket near his feet, but I couldn’t tell what was inside.  “What are you all doing out here?”

      “Passing through,” I said, shifting my eyes down to his bucket.  “What’s in there.”

      His hairy eyebrows pressed together.  The muscles at his neck tightened, and I caught a glimpse of his barely noticeable marking.

      Renegade.

      “Mud,” he said, grimacing as he lowered his hands.  “Ah, shoot me if you want.  I’m too old for all this shit anyway.”

      “You alone?” I asked, not that I was about to believe him.

      “Nah, the wife’s inside taking care of the youngins.”  He dismissed my gun with a shake of his head and picked up his bucket.  He rolled his eyes as he hobbled closer.  “Put that thing away unless you plan to use it.”

      My nose twitched, but I lowered my gun nonetheless.  We followed him as he walked toward the structure.

      “Of course, I’m alone.  Wish that wasn’t the case, but it has been for quite some time.  Years now I think.”  He stopped and tapped his lower lip with his finger.  “Come to think of it, I can’t even remember the last time I spoke to anyone besides myself.”

      “Where did you come from?” I asked.

      The man shrugged.  “Hid upstream a bit when I saw you coming, but you all seemed harmless.”

      “What are you doing out here?” Ryder asked nodding at the structure.

      “You like it?” The man asked looking proud.  “Working on a wall.  It’s working pretty well.”

      The odd wall was in the shape of a semi-circle.  It was about three feet tall at its highest point and at least a foot thick.  I could tell it was a work in progress.

      “What’s it for?” I asked.

      “Protection,” the man said squinting at me.  “Keep my home safe.”

      “Your home?” I asked looking around.

      He clicked his tongue.  “Don’t worry your pretty little head about it.”

      I remembered how Jacob had used the basement of an old building for his shelter.  Perhaps this man had done the same.

      The man stepped up next to Logan and looked him up and down.  “Go on, kick it.”

      “Me?” Logan asked.

      “Yeah, you.  Right there,” the man pointed at the middle of the wall.

      “I don’t really feel like I need to,” Logan said looking confused.

      The man rolled his eyes.  “Just try it, you big lug.  Kick the wall.”

      Logan groaned and stepped up to the wall.  He pulled back his foot a bit and gave it a half-hearted kick.

      “Well, I’m probably twice your age, and I can kick it harder than that.  Give it a real go.”  The man waved at him.

      Logan let out a heavy sigh before kicking the wall significantly harder than he had the first time.  He grabbed his foot and started hopping backward.

      “Ha-ha!” the old man said jumping in place.  “It’s like cement!”

      “Yes.  Very nice,” Logan said aiming his dark eyes at the man.

      The man slapped him on the back.  “You’ll be fine.”  He laughed.  “Rub some dirt on it.  Ha!”

      “Very funny,” Logan muttered.

      The man started making his way back toward his home.  He stopped and turned around, looking at each one of us carefully.

      “OK.  Visits over.”  He hiked his pants off of his hips and up to his waist.  “Get off my property.”

      “Your property?” Charlie asked with a smirk.  She jerked her thumb in my direction.  “Remember her gun?”

      The man chuckled.  “She ain’t going to use that gun.  I ain’t worth the bullet.  Now go on.”

      Charlie looked back at me, her mouth dropped slightly when I shrugged.  He was right.  I wasn’t going to waste my bullets on him.  There was nothing to gain by threatening the old man that just wanted to be left alone.

      “We were just about to leave anyway,” I said with a small nod.

      “Nice meeting you,” the man grumbled as he walked behind his wall.  He knelt down next to his bucket and dipped his hand in the mud.

      As we walked away, I couldn’t help but look back at his wall.  I wasn’t exactly sure what he was planning to do with it.  He couldn’t close it up because he wouldn’t be able to go in and out.  Maybe he had planned to make a door.  Or maybe he was just a crazy old guy keeping himself busy as the world around him fell apart.

      “That wall was pretty solid,” Logan said glancing down at his boot.

      “Did you break a toe?” Ryder asked grinning at him.

      He shook his head.  “I don’t think so, but any harder and I bet I could have.”

      “What did you think was going to happen when you kicked it?” Charlie said tartly as she scrunched up her nose.

      “A small part of me thought it was going to crumble,” Logan said answering her with a chuckle.  “I was curious to find out.”

      Everyone was quiet as we trekked through the nearly melted snow.  It seemed to have happened so gradually that I hadn’t realized until I noticed all the mud and mashed down dead grass.

      As the sun lowered in the sky, the chill came back into the air.  I pulled on my jacket, spotting the nearly flattened city in the distance.

      “Another city,” I said gesturing with my chin.

      “Should we go around?” Shawn asked.

      I pressed my lips together as I weighed our options.  “We’re running low on food.”

      “We probably won’t find anything there anyway,” Charlie said with a loud sigh.

      I nodded.  “Probably not but we won’t know if we don’t look.”

      “We haven’t seen anyone in miles and miles,” Ryder said.  “Except for that man back there.”

      “That doesn’t mean there isn’t someone in the city,” Charlie said.  “There could be a lot of them… hiding.”

      I didn’t miss the shiver that made her body tremble.

      “Just have that thing ready then,” Charlie said.

      “Of course,” I said, patting my hip.

      As we approached, water gathered forming somewhat deep puddles on the crumbled and cracked concrete.  There wasn’t much snow to be seen to the front of us, but when I looked back over my shoulder, there were still patches scattered about.

      I nudged Ryder and pointed back.  “So weird,” he said.  “Hey guys, look behind us.”

      “Maybe south was the right way to go,” Logan said, and Charlie’s eyes shifted quickly to the side.

      “Maybe staying home was the right thing.  I don’t think we’ll ever know,” Charlie said, turning around.

      We continued down the road stopping in front of a building that looked as though it had once been a store of some kind.  There was a large plastic sign with faded lettering that read “Miller’s Grocery” hanging down from the top of the brick wall.

      “Maybe there will be something in there,” I said looking around.  “Everything else is pretty damaged.”

      “This one is pretty damaged too,” Charlie said.

      “I’ll go check,” I said tightening my grip on the gun.  “Stay here and keep an eye out.”

      Ryder crossed his arms and snorted.  “That was a joke, right?”

      “No?” I questioned, cocking my head to the side.

      “We’re coming with you,” Ryder said.  Shawn was just behind him nodding in agreement.

      “Whatever.  Stay behind me,” I said ducking down under a wooden beam that looked as though it was supporting the front half of the building.  “Careful.”

      Inside the store was a complete an utter disappointment.  It was completely trashed.  The shelving units had been pushed to the ground, and there was broken glass scattered all over the floor.

      “Kind of what I expected,” Charlie said pulling her shoulders back.

      “I’m going to look around.  Just in case,” I said.

      “In case of what?” Ryder asked.

      I shrugged.  “Maybe something was missed.  Who knows?”

      “After all this time… I doubt it,” Logan said, but his eyes started moving around the room.  He tried to lift one of the shelving units to have a look underneath, but he quickly dropped it back down to the floor.  Logan pushed open a door and stuck his head inside.  “Closet is empty.”

      “Eww,” Charlie said opening another door and plugging her nose.  “Bathroom is disgusting.”

      I headed toward the back of the room where there was a door with a small window at the top.  I tried to peer in through the window, but there was far too much dust and dirt caked onto the glass.

      My heart thudded as I turned the knob and slowly pushed open the door.  Inside, the room was just as much of a disaster as the rest of the place.

      As I was about to leave, something caught my eye.  There was another door.

      I stepped into the room, and it wasn’t long before I heard someone come in after me.

      Ryder coughed.  “What are you—”

      He stopped talking when I opened the door.  I looked at him over my shoulder and flashed him a half-smile.

      “Stairs,” I said as I stepped down onto the first step.

      “Hey guys, in here,” Ryder called out before coming into the room behind me and following me down the stairs.

      I walked slowly, and carefully as if I was afraid someone might be hiding, waiting to pounce.  But there wasn’t anyone down there.  The only thing in the space were boxes, and boxes of God knows what.

      I didn’t lower my gun as I walked over to one of the boxes.  A smile grew on my face as I read the printed words on the box.

      “It’s food,” I said placing my hand on my forehead.  “Oh my God, it’s food!”
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      Breakfast pastries,” I said as I dragged my fingers over the lettering on the box.

      “This one says beans,” Charlie said.

      “Potato chips,” Logan said using his small blade to cut open the box.

      “And this one says potato flakes,” I said placing my hand over my mouth trying to hold in my excitement.

      Shawn stepped closer to one of the boxes.  “I’m sure it’s all expired.”

      “I don’t even care,” I said.

      “You will if you get sick,” Shawn said, pressing his lips together.

      I stepped up next to him and lowered my voice.  “Don’t be a party pooper.”

      “I’m not,” he said swallowing hard.  There was no doubt about it, he was just as hungry as I was.  “But we can’t just eat stuff if it’s going to make us sick.”

      “The potato flakes are fine.  I mean, I’m sure they are.  Jacob had a ton of it stored up too,” Ryder said.

      We all turned at the muffled crunch that broke through our conversation.  Logan was sampling a bag of chips.

      “Taste fine to me.  A bit stale perhaps,” Logan said shoving the bag in Shawn’s direction.  “Want one?”

      “I’ll pass, thanks,” Shawn said.

      “This is insane.  There is so much here,” Ryder said slamming his palm down on one of the boxes.

      Charlie’s eyes widened.  “Can we stay?”

      My eyes darted up toward the small windows at the top of the walls.  The room was dark, and it would only get darker as daylight faded.

      “It’ll probably be pitch black down here,” I said looking around.  “Any chance we have a box filled with candles?”

      Ryder shook his head.  “I still think we should stay.”

      “Well,” I said with a sigh, “if everyone wants to.”

      “We want to,” Charlie said walking over to Logan and snatching a chip from his bag.

      Logan jerked the bag away from her teasingly.  “Get your own bag.”

      “I will,” she said reaching into the box.  “So, we’re staying right?”

      “Whatever.  Don’t complain to me when it gets so dark down here you can’t see the person next to you,” I said opening the box of potato flakes.  I reached in and pulled out a smaller box.  “Hey, Ryder?”

      “Yes?”

      “How do we make these up?”

      Ryder raised his eyebrows and smiled.  “My favorite.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      We’d ate so much I’d actually had a stomach ache, but I couldn’t help but have a big happy smile on my face about it.  I was almost certain it was better to have eaten too much than it was to continue eating so little.

      “Ughhhhhh,” Logan groaned.  “I’m so full.”

      “Me too,” Charlie said spreading out her blanket and lying on the floor.

      Shawn was sitting on the bottom step picking at his fingernails.  He hadn’t eaten nearly as much as the rest of us had.

      I walked over and kicked his boot with mine.  “Everything OK?”

      Ryder glanced over, but I pretended not to notice.

      “Yeah, yeah.  I’m good,” Shawn said, but his knee that was bobbing up and down told a much different story.

      I squeezed myself down next to him and leaned closer.  “Tell me what’s on your mind.”

      “Wish we could lock the door.”

      “Did you check to see?  Maybe we can.”

      He shook his head.  “I checked.”

      “We haven’t seen anyone in forever.”

      “It’s just weird all of this was down here.  After all this time.  Completely untouched.”

      I shrugged.  “No one found it.”

      “You’re telling me that after all this time, it’s been sitting down here, and no one stumbled upon it until we just happened to come here?” Shawn asked biting a hangnail.  “Maybe.  I’m just worried that’s not the case, and that someone will be back for it.”

      “If someone was aware of it, why weren’t they using it.  There wasn’t a single box that had been opened.”

      Shawn shook his head.  “Maybe they’re bringing it somewhere else.”

      He blew out a heavy breath from between his lips.  Shawn’s hand moved through his hair before he turned to look into my eyes.

      “Maybe I’m just really paranoid.  Worried, you know?” he said.

      God damn those sparkling eyes.  I shook my head quickly, shaking away my drifting thoughts.

      “Yeah, you’re right.  We should be,” I said scratching my head.  “But everyone wanted to stay.”

      “We should have packed up what we could and left,” he said turning to look up at the door.

      The basement was dark, just as I had predicted, but my eyes had adjusted better than I thought they would.  I could see everyone although not in very much detail.

      “It doesn’t matter now,” Shawn said.

      “We’ll leave in the morning,” I said placing my hand on his arm.

      My mind flashed me an image of Shawn standing in the crystal clear little river in nothing but his underwear.  He’d looked so good, even with all the markings The Evolved had given him.  I hadn’t thought about it at the time, but when we were in the river, I had noticed he had white scars on his torso and abdomen.  Shawn must have had a rough life with The Evolved.  Much harder than he’d let on.

      Shawn placed his hand over mine, causing a ripple of warmth to wash over my entire body.  I looked over to see if Ryder was watching us, but he was lying down near Logan and Charlie.

      I yawned realizing just how tired I was too.  There probably wouldn’t be a time when I wasn’t tired.  Finding sleep was hard, maybe even harder than finding food.

      “I guess one of us is on watch,” I said feeling as though I should pull my hand away… but I didn’t.

      “I can do it,” Shawn said, taking his hand away.  “You should get some rest.”

      “Very gentlemanly of you, but I don’t mind.  I hate being woken after I finally fall asleep.”

      Shawn chuckled.  “Maybe I do too.”

      He looked over his shoulder at the others and then back at me.  His eyes glowed in the darkness.

      “Tell me I’m crazy.  Tell me you don’t feel whatever this is between us?” Shawn’s voice was as soft as a cloud.

      I opened my mouth, but the words didn’t come out.  As much as I wanted to deny it, I felt it too.  I’d felt it since the moment I looked into his eyes.  But I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t had the same feeling with Ryder too.

      I had no experience with this kind of thing… relationships.  The only couples I knew anything about were those I’d read about in books and my parents.  I’d already accepted long ago that in this world, I wouldn’t ever find anything like what my parents had.

      Did it even matter what I felt when it came to Ryder?  He’d made his choice.  It wasn’t like I had forever to sit around and wait for the day Charlie would give us her blessing.  And probably she never would.

      “You’re not crazy,” I said my voice barely audible.  “It’s complicated.  I was isolated my entire life.”

      “I don’t care about any of that,” Shawn said.  “None of that matters to me.”

      “Then what does matter?”

      He shook his head.  “I’m not even sure.  All I know is that when I think of you and I being apart it feels like my heart is being ripped in two.”

      “You barely even know me,” I said with a small frown that was probably hidden by the darkness that surrounded us.

      “I know enough.”  Shawn wrapped his fingers around mine, tightened his hold.  “When I was laying there in the snow trying to decide if I should let go, or keep fighting, it was your face that helped me decide.  You were like an angel.”

      “Oh, please,” I said feeling the pink warmth as it flooded my cheeks.

      He looked down at his boots and smiled.  “I know it sounds so cheesy, but it’s true.  Don’t you believe in love at first sight?”

      Did I?  I had no idea.  I’d never considered the possibility.  I wasn’t even sure if I had thought I’d ever find any love at all, how could I have considered experiencing it at first sight?

      “I don’t think so,” I said.

      He placed the tip of his finger on my chin and turned my face, forcing me to look into his eyes.

      “Well, I do.”

      My heart pounded inside my chest so hard it felt like my body was shaking.  I couldn’t deny my feelings for him, and more importantly, why should I?  At any moment there were probably a hundred things that could take away my life.  Why shouldn’t I get to have someone at my side until the end?

      Shawn moved toward me, inching closer.  I didn’t pull back.  I didn’t want to.

      When his lips pressed against mine, it was like I could hear music playing.  The beat was fast.  Each note strummed quickly to match the rhythm of my pounding heart.

      His lips lingered, softly pressed against mine as if he was waiting for me to back away.  Afraid he might scare me off with the slightest movement.

      When his fingertips grazed my neck, sliding back and into my hair, my whole body warmed.  His touch was just as overwhelming as his eyes.

      The song started to play faster.  It was like we were spinning as our mouths moved faster.  Passionately hungry for one another.  A craving we couldn’t satisfy.

      Shawn’s lips were perfectly silky.  His tongue smoothly slipped against mine.

      I felt lighter than air.

      Shawn’s fingertips slid to my chin, each finger dropping away one after the other until only his index finger was left.  His mouth paused for a second before he pulled away.

      He stared into my eyes as his finger touched my lower lip.  Shawn was looking at me as if he wasn’t sure the moment had happened.  That maybe it had all been a dream, and he wanted to remember it from now until eternity.

      If it was a dream.  I wanted to remember it too.
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      In the morning, Logan was sitting on the steps.  It was the crunching of chips that had woke me up initially, but it was Shawn’s eyes looking into mine from across the room that made sure I didn’t fall back asleep.

      I smiled, but he didn’t smile back.

      “Good morning, sleepy head,” Ryder said, and my body jerked.  “Oh, sorry I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      “It’s OK.  I’m fine,” I said sitting up and running my fingers through my hair.

      “Sleep well?” Ryder asked, glancing over at Shawn and then back at me.

      I narrowed my eyes at Ryder, but the smile on his face didn’t fade.  His head cocked ever so slightly as if he was suddenly worried about me.

      “You sure you’re OK?”

      I nodded slowly as I pressed my palms to my face.  “Yeah, yeah.”

      “Dreams?”

      “I’m fine, really,” I said flatly.

      Ryder took a step back, his forehead wrinkled like a piece of old fruit.  He leaned back against the wall as he pulled a package out of a box and ripped it open.

      I stretched my arms over my head, unable to stifle the noisy yawn I released.

      “Hard floor,” Shawn said standing several feet away with his hands in his pockets.  I stared at him as if trying to remember if our kiss had really happened or not.  The look on his face gave no indication whatsoever that it had been real.

      “It is,” I said standing up, and folding my blanket.  As I stuffed it inside my backpack, I looked at each one of the boxes packed with food.

      I couldn’t decide if I should suggest staying another night.  We could fill up on food and get more rest.  Even though I wanted to get going, maybe it was smarter to stay back and take time to refuel.

      I straightened my spine, unable to take my eyes off the boxes.  There was so much food inside the room.  Far more than we could take with us.

      My right fist tightened as my other hand ran through my messy hair.  I started to pace, only to stop when my stomach clenched.

      “Should we stay another day?” I said spitting out the words.

      Everyone stopped what they were doing and turned to look at me.  I started to pace again.

      “It’s just that there is so much food here.  We can’t possibly take it all, and it seems like such a waste.”  I covered my mouth with my hand and let it fall back to my side.  “We could stuff ourselves for one more day, pack what we can, and then get back on track.”

      The room was absolutely silent until Logan bit down on a chip.

      “Sounds good to me,” Logan said stuffing another chip into his mouth.

      “Are you sure?” Ryder asked taking a step forward.  My stomach tightened again.

      I shook my head.  My eyes settled on the bag of chips Logan was holding.  It was almost as if I could taste the salt when I swallowed.

      “No, I’m not sure,” I said with a small, nervous laugh.  “I think my stomach is holding me hostage.”

      “Your stomach is right,” Logan said popping two chips into his mouth.

      Ryder turned and glared at him.  “Don't listen to him, his stomach is doing the talking.”

      “Damn straight,” Logan said.  “But I agree with it.”

      Charlie was digging in another box smiling as she pulled out some dried fruit strips.  “I’m in heaven.”

      Ryder and Shawn both closed in on me.  They exchanged an odd look before facing me.

      “We’re trapped down here,” Shawn said pointing at the door.  “If someone comes, there’s nowhere to run.”

      “I know that,” I said.

      “I don’t like it,” Shawn said rubbing his elbow.

      Ryder cocked his head to the side and smirked at Shawn.  “Claustrophobic?”

      “No.”  Shawn looked him up and down.  “Not more than anyone else.”

      “Is that so?” Ryder asked.

      I placed my hand on my forehead and stared at them both with wide eyes.  The noises of eating several feet away was making it hard to think.

      “Should we take a vote?” I asked, wiping my palms on my pants.

      “I think I already know how those two are going to vote,” Ryder said.  “So, it’s up to us.”

      I drew in a deep breath and crossed my arms.  “OK, well, then how do you vote?”

      “Go,” Shawn said almost instantly.

      “Stay,” Ryder said, widening his stance.  It almost seemed as though he said the opposite of Shawn intentionally.  I shook the thought from my head… Ryder wouldn’t have done that.  “Guess it’s decided then.”

      I looked at Shawn and pressed my lips together.  I was glad the deciding vote hadn't come down to me because my stomach was telling me to stay, and I wasn't sure I could convince it otherwise.  We’d be stronger if we refueled.

      “If we refuel, we’ll travel faster,” I said avoiding looking at either of them.

      Shawn’s head dropped back as he groaned.  Ryder nodded in agreement.

      “I’ll tell them the good news,” Ryder said, eyeing Shawn briefly before he walked away.

      Shawn stepped past me, scratching at his eyebrow.  “I need some air.”

      The stairs creaked as he walked up them.  I took a step to go after him but forced myself to stop.  If he wanted space, I’d give it to him, even though I was worried about him out there alone.

      Then again, he’d been out there on his own half-dead.  He could probably manage now that he was at full health.

      “What climbed up his ass?” Charlie said looking satisfied.

      I shrugged.  “Just wanted some air.”

      Ryder leaned closer to Logan and Charlie.  “I think he’s claustrophobic.”

      I rolled my eyes and decided to go after him.

      “Aw, don’t go,” Ryder said.  “I’m just messing around.”

      “I’ll be back.  Just going to check on him,” I said, reaching back for my gun.

      “I’m sure he’s fine,” Charlie said picking at the back of her teeth.  She tossed a foil wrapped fruit strip at me but I wasn’t ready for it, and it hit me in the arm.  “They’re good.  You should try one.”

      “Later,” I said with a nod as I made my way up the steps ignoring the fruit strip near my boot.

      The main floor above us was empty.  I could hear their mumbled voices below, but I couldn’t make out what they were talking about.

      “Shawn?” I said quietly.  He must have stepped outside.

      I looked out of the half-opened door before stepping outside.  The sun was so hot I could feel its heat before stepping out of the building.

      I squinted as my eyes worked to adjust to the bright lighting.  The light was making it hard to see further than a few feet in front of me.

      I blinked rapidly hoping to force my eyes to adjust quicker.  Something touched my shoulder, and I jerked my elbow back defensively throwing my whole body into it.  But my arm didn’t hit anything.  I’d missed my target.

      I turned, aiming my gun at the person I thought I’d find standing there but it was just empty space.  After a second, I saw Shawn crouched down.  He’d ducked my blow.

      “Sorry,” he said.

      “Don’t you know not to sneak up on someone with a gun?” I asked breathing heavily.

      He flashed me a smile.  The sparkle was back in his eyes.  “I do now.”

      “Feeling better?” I asked lowering my gun.

      Shawn nodded and scanned the horizon.  “I almost miss the snow.”

      “Really?”

      “At least then I could see if anyone had left behind tracks.”

      I looked down at the ground realizing he was right.  There wouldn’t be any way to know if anyone had been around.

      If we ever found a place to stay, I’d use some of the skills my dad had taught me.  I could set up traps, and even some alarms as long as I could find the supplies I’d need.

      “The sun’s pretty warm,” I said, pulling my hair back and letting it fall over my shoulder.

      “Wonder if it’ll stay this way,” Shawn said, his boots sloshed in the water as he paced back and forth in front of me.  “What are they all doing down there?”

      “Eating.”

      Shawn sighed.  “About last night.”

      Oh God.  My mouth felt like it had been glued shut with a cotton ball stuffed inside.

      “I didn’t mean to—”

      He stopped talking when there were noises coming from inside the building.  Ryder stepped out into the sunlight with a smile on his face.  When he caught the looks on our faces, the smile vanished.

      Ryder looked around as if he’d expected something bad to have happened, but all that was surrounding us was sunshine and soggy ground.  He looked at me and then at Shawn.

      “Did I interrupt something?” Ryder asked.

      I drew in a deep breath that squeezed my lungs so hard it felt like they could pop.  My stomach twisted as an image of Shawn’s lips on mine flashed in my mind.

      “No,” I said quickly.

      Ryder’s eyes narrowed for just a second before returning to normal, but I hadn’t missed the slight change.  I don’t know why, but I felt guilty.  Probably because I barely let any time elapse between when Ryder broke things off to the moment when I’d kissed Shawn.

      I knew I was going to have to tell him, then again maybe I wouldn’t depending on what Shawn had been about to say to me.  Although I wasn’t sure why I’d have to confess anything to Ryder.  Ryder had told me how things were going to be between us.  As far as I was concerned, he’d picked Charlie.  I didn’t owe him anything.

      It was just that talking to him seemed like the decent thing to do.  Either way, I’d worry about it later.

      I didn’t know how he’d take the news, and at the moment I didn’t want things to take a turn for the worse.  For the most part, they were going well.

      Charlie and I were on terms we’d both agreed upon.  We were fed and getting rest.  There was no reason to stir the pot between Shawn and Ryder.  Especially when I didn’t even know what I’d tell Ryder.

      “Why don’t you two go back on inside,” Shawn said, avoiding my eyes.  “I’m going to have a look around.”

      “Alone?” I asked squinting at him, but not because the sun was too bright.

      “Nah, he’s not going alone.”  Ryder stepped to the side and smacked Shawn on the shoulder.  “I’ll go with him.  You can keep an eye on the chip monsters downstairs.”

      I swallowed hard, trying to catch a look at Shawn, but he was still avoiding my eyes.

      “Um…,” I said hesitating in the hopes something would change.  But it didn’t.  “OK.  Don’t go far.”

      “We won’t,” Ryder said with a smile.

      When I didn’t move, Ryder waved his hand toward the door.  I pressed my lips together and stepped inside.

      I turned to look back at them out of the doorway, but they were already out of sight.  There was a part of me that considered sneaking out after them, but I decided against it.

      In the basement, Charlie and Logan were sitting with their backs against the wall, and their shoulders touching.  Each with a bag of chips tucked between their legs.

      “Where are they?” Logan asked, his voice rough and demanding.

      “They went for a walk.”

      Charlie scrunched up her nose.  “Together?”

      “I guess so,” I said holding in my sigh.  My eyes focused on the stairs, waiting for them to come back.

      I should have gone after them.  I shouldn’t have let them go out on their own.

      They wouldn’t go far.  Would they?  I started to pace, and every time I went near the stairs, I considered running up them to find Shawn and Ryder.

      I’d give them five minutes, give or take, and if they weren’t back, I’d go out after them.  Each step I took echoed loudly in the basement.  I could feel Logan watching me as I moved back and forth.

      After roughly five minutes passed I stared at the door at the top of the stairs.  Time was up, and they weren’t back.

      I took a step toward the stairs stopping abruptly when Logan’s arm dropped down in front of me to block the way.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” Logan asked.

      “To look for them.”

      Logan shook his head.  “They’ll be back.”

      “OK,” I said letting out a heavy sigh and lowering my gaze.

      The second Logan turned his back, I made a run for it.
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      Before I’d even made it half-way up the stairs, my feet lifted off of the ground, and Logan pulled me back down the stairs.  His arms were wrapped tightly around my waist.

      “You’re a fast one, aren’t you?” Logan asked.  “Sneaky too.”

      “Why won’t you let me go?” I said between my teeth.

      He shook his head.  “The last thing we need is for something to happen to you while you’re out looking for them.”

      I opened my mouth to speak, but he pressed his fingers down over my lips.  My eyes widened.

      “Don’t look so offended,” Logan said.

      My brow wrinkled as I squeezed my eyebrows together.  Charlie bit into a chip, and my eyes shifted over to her.

      “They’ll be back.  Jacob let Ryder out every day, and he always came back.  He can take care of himself,” Logan said, and Charlie nodded.

      I wiggled my head, and his hand dropped away from my face.  He loosened his grip on my torso slightly.

      “Luck runs out,” I said with a sharp exhale.  “When I first met him, he was getting attacked by one of The Evolved.  That could be happening right now, and you two are just sitting in here chowing down on your bags of stupid chips.”

      Logan moved his mouth an inch from the side of my face.  I could feel his breath against my cheek.  “They will be back.”

      When the first step creaked, Logan let go of me.  I drew in a sharp breath and turned toward the stairs.  Every muscle in my body tensed until I recognized the boot.

      They were back.

      “Thank God,” I said in a breath.

      “Told you,” Logan said brushing past me.

      Ryder and Shawn both wore blank expressions.  Neither of them said anything.

      “Find anything of interest?” I asked, my voice cutting through the silence like a knife.

      “Nope,” Ryder said, turning to dig in one of the boxes.

      Shawn sat down on the steps and kicked off his boots.  “But it’s getting pretty hot out there.  Not that you can tell down here though.  I’m going to need shoes.”

      “That’s not going to be easy to find,” I said wishing I’d been more prepared.  I should have packed more clothes before I’d left my home.

      “No… no, it’s not,” Shawn said.  “It actually started raining when we were out there.”

      “Rain?” I asked.

      Ryder nodded.  “Not snow… rain.”

      “It was just a sprinkle,” Shawn added.  He looked up at me and must have noticed the concern on my face even though I’d been trying to hide it.  “Just a passing shower.  Nothing to worry about.”

      He’d intended to relieve my worries, but it didn’t.  There could be more storms behind a passing shower, but on the bright side, if there was one, at least it wasn’t snow.

      “Hopefully the sun will dry everything out,” Ryder said looking out the window.

      “Based on how warm it is today, I bet it will,” Shawn said fanning himself with his hand.  “Think it’s even starting to warm up a bit down here after all.”

      My eyes darted at the boxes.  “We should plan what we’re going to take with us.  Pack it up.  Things that will keep us full, but that are packaged small.”

      “So not the chips?” Logan asked with raised eyebrows.

      “Right.  Not the chips.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      After we packed and feasted, we all wanted to get some rest.  There was still a bit of sunlight coming through the small window, but we had to take advantage of the situation.  It could be days, weeks, or maybe even longer before we’d come upon anything even close to an opportunity like this again.  Maybe we never would.

      Shawn took the first watch as I expected he would, and the second the others were asleep, I sat up.  I sucked in a deep breath and soundlessly made my way over to him.  His eyes were on me every step of the way.

      I sat down next to him and rubbed my palms up and down my thighs.

      “You should be sleeping,” Shawn whispered.

      “I know… I will,” I said, pausing to chew on my cheek.  “But I have to ask you something first.”

      Shawn picked at his fingernail.  When he didn’t say anything, I knew I had to prompt him.

      “Earlier,” I said, hesitating for a moment to swallow, “when we were outside… you started to talk about something.  About what happened between us.”

      “Um, yeah.”  Shawn looked down at the floor.  “And then we were interrupted.”

      I nodded.  “What were you going to tell me?  That you regretted it?”

      “What?  No!” Shawn said almost too loudly.   “What would give you a crazy idea like that?  I would never.”

      Shawn grabbed my hand and tilted his head slightly to look into my eyes.

      “I don’t know.  Then what was it?” I said feeling as though the oxygen was being sucked out of the room.

      Shawn let out a breath that seemed to go on for minutes.  He squeezed my hand.

      “Just that we can’t let that happen again,” Shawn said, as his eyes shifted down toward my lips.  He didn’t have to say it, I could already tell what was on his mind.  “Because of him.”

      “He’d understand.”

      “Would he?” Shawn interrupted.

      “He should.  He’s the one that broke it off with me,” I said, my voice just above a whisper.

      Shawn was shaking his head before I’d even finished.  “Not because he wanted to.  He felt like he had to.”

      “He still did it.”

      “No matter how badly I want to do it again, right now, we can’t.”  He forced himself to look away from my mouth.  “It would tear him up.”

      I blew out a puff of air between my lips.  “What makes you so sure about that?”

      “Because I know how I’d feel.”

      The air between us felt tighter.

      “Doesn’t it matter what I want?” I asked.

      “Of course, but we have to think of our group as a whole too.  As long as we are together, we have to work together.”

      I hated it, but he was right.  We couldn’t do anything that might put any of us at risk.  I’d done that with Ryder, and it sent Charlie running, putting her in danger.

      My talk with Ryder had basically been the same.  He wanted to keep the group together, just like Shawn was doing now.  But with Shawn it was different.  With Ryder, it had felt like he was choosing Charlie, but with Shawn, he was choosing all of us.

      Shawn turned his head to look into my eyes.  “But it doesn’t change how I feel.  It’s killing me inside because if I could, I’d do it all over again, right now.  I’m using every last bit of willpower I have not to because I know it’s the right thing to do.”

      “I wish you could too,” I said feeling a blast of heat surge through my body.

      “You should go lay down,” Shawn said, placing my hand back down on my thigh.  “Before I lose my willpower.”

      I smiled and left him sitting there.  Even though he was right, it didn’t make it any easier to digest.

      At some point, I’d talk to Ryder.  Surely, I could get him to understand.  After all, he’d made his choice.  There was no reason I should have to give up on what I wanted.  He’d made his choice, he should be the one to live with the consequences.

      I sighed and turned over on my other side.  Ryder was laying there, his leg moved ever so slightly.  It looked as though he was dreaming.

      I still had feelings for him.  They didn’t just disappear the minute he’d broken things off, but I couldn’t sit there wishing and hoping.  It was done.  I could move on… except that apparently, I couldn’t.

      When I woke in the morning, the others were still sleeping, except for Ryder who was on watch.  He stared as I tried to silently go through my backpack.  I wanted to make sure I’d squeezed as much as I possibly could inside my pack.  It was going to be hard to leave behind the boxes of food.

      What if we were making a mistake?  What if we should stay here until everything was gone?

      This room was temporary.  Once everything was gone, we’d still have to go out there and make our way.  We’d still have to find somewhere else to stay eventually.  Other than the food, staying was a bad idea.  If anyone came poking around, we’d be in major trouble considering there was only one way out of the basement.

      I wiped the sweat from my brow.  My hands were starting to shake.  We needed to get out of the basement.

      “Are you OK?” Ryder asked, from directly behind me.

      I grabbed my chest, trying to hold my heart inside.  “Oh God!”

      I placed my palm on the wall to steady myself.  His hands moved toward me, and I held up my palm to stop him.

      “You just scared me is all.  I think we should get going,” I said wiping my head again.

      “Boy it is warm out there,” Ryder said studying me.

      “It’s warm down here,” I said, turning when the others started to wake.  “It’s like an oven.”

      Ryder clapped his hands.  “Time to wake up.  We need to get a move on.”

      Charlie groaned as she turned on her side and covered her head with her arm.  “Five more minutes.”

      “Nope.  Wake up sleepy head,” Ryder kicked her boot with his.  “We’re already behind schedule.”

      “What schedule?” Charlie grumbled.

      Ryder looked at me and rolled his eyes.  She was being her difficult self.

      After we stuffed our faces one last time and made sure everything was packed, we headed up the stairs.  It was too hot to wear our jackets, in fact, it was almost too hot to carry our jackets.

      Ryder was leading the way, but I wasn’t far behind.  When we got to the doorway, I saw something move outside.  I grabbed his arm and yanked him back.

      His head whipped around and he narrowed his eyes at me.  “What is it?”

      A small bead of sweat trickled down the side of my face.  I swallowed down hard and pulled out my gun.  “Someone’s out there.”
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      Ryder waved us back away from the exit.  His eyes were wide, but I wasn’t sure if he had seen what I had.

      “Everyone, away from the windows,” he whispered as he carefully crept forward, gripping Charlie’s club with both hands.

      Ryder stood with his back against the wall, carefully trying to peer outside.  I could see someone walking past the door.  Then I heard the voices.

      Shawn and I locked eyes.  He’d heard it too.

      “Has someone been here?” the deep, raspy voice said.

      “Can’t tell,” replied a much softer female voice.

      I could hear whoever was outside coming closer.  There were at least two people out there, but something told me there were more.

      When I saw the feet moving toward the door, I took a step back.  My eyes locked with Ryder’s and I jerked my head back toward the basement door.

      The only thing I could think of was to barricade ourselves down there and hope they wouldn’t find us.  Ryder nodded slowly, but I could tell he was unsure if it was our best move.  I wasn’t sure what choice we had.

      Charlie and Logan were closest and started moving toward the basement.  One of them must have stepped on something that made a snapping noise.

      “Someone’s in there,” the raspy voice said.

      “Nah, probably just some kind of animal,” the woman said.

      “Shh!” said a third voice.

      I waved at them to move faster, but before I could make a move, someone ducked inside and grabbed Ryder around the neck.  The movement was so abrupt, it caused Ryder to drop Charlie’s club.

      “Now, hold it right there,” the man with the raspy voice said.  He was tall and bearded, wearing a red flannel shirt, sweat decorated his forehead.

      I aimed my gun at the man, and he shifted himself almost directly behind Ryder.  If the man was holding a weapon of any kind, I couldn’t see it.

      The man forced Ryder to duck down, and he pulled him outside of the building.  I took several quick steps forward and looked out the doorway.

      “Come on out,” the man said.  “Do as I say and we can avoid any unnecessary trouble.”

      Were they The Evolved?  They were marked but not to the extent that Shawn had been.  Natives?  I didn’t think Ryder would be alive if they were.  That left one option.  Renegades.

      I stepped outside and let out a sharp breath as I looked around.  We were outnumbered.

      Shawn followed me, with Logan and Charlie just a couple steps behind.  Logan was holding the club.  All of us stared out in the crowd of ten.

      “Seems we have visitors, eh Ross?” the woman said as she crossed her arms.

      My brain was rifling through all the information my dad had ever given me.  There had to be a way to get us out of our predicament.  The only problem was I was drawing a blank.  My dad would have been disappointed because I couldn’t think of anything.

      “Who are ya?” the woman asked.  When no one answered she narrowed her eyes at us.  She paced slowly looking each of us over good.  “Well, you’re an interesting crew, aren’t you?”

      The woman turned around and gave Ryder a closer look.  Her head tilted upward slightly, looking down her nose at him.

      “Renegade?” she asked.

      Ryder swallowed.  I could tell he was trying to decide what, if anything, he should say.

      “Yes.  You too?” Ryder asked.

      “Yes, sir, long time renegade and damn proud of it,” she said throwing her shoulders back.  Her arm flung back as she pointed a finger at me.  “But, she’s not a renegade, and he’s definitely not a renegade.”

      The man, Ross, holding Ryder didn’t loosen his grip.

      “No ma’am they aren’t,” Ryder said.

      “Tina.  I ain’t that old you need to call me ma’am.  If I asked what was going on, would you be inclined to tell me the truth?” she asked placing her hand on her hip.

      Ryder’s eyes met mine.  I had no idea what he should or shouldn’t tell them.  My experience with Jacob had been fine, but that didn’t mean all renegades would be as kind.

      “There isn’t anything going on,” Ryder said.  “The five of us are just looking to find our place in the world.”

      “Is that right?” Ross asked, nodding toward Shawn.  “Him too?”

      “He’s renegade now,” Ryder said.

      Ross chuckled.  “For how long?  He’s got about ten too many markings to be a renegade.”

      “He’s new, but proved himself,” Ryder said.

      “It don’t work that way,” Ross said shaking his head.

      “Hmm,” Tina said tapping her chin.  “And what about her?”

      “She’s… I don’t know what she is,” Ryder said, and the woman tensed.  Ryder quickly shook his head.  “No, I mean, somehow she wasn’t part of any of this.  Ever.”

      The woman shook her head.  “How’s that possible?”

      “Her family had been hidden away,” Ryder said.

      “Native,” the guy next to Ross said.  He was younger than Ross and Tina.  He didn’t seem to be much older than we were.

      Ryder shook his head.  “Not really.”

      “Does she talk?” Tina asked cocking her head to the side as she studied me like I was a rare specimen.

      “Of course I can talk,” I said narrowing my eyes at her.

      Tina smiled and stepped back as if my voice surprised her.  It was almost as if she’d expected me to sound different.

      “Well, I’m Tina, this is my husband Ross, and my son Benny.  We’re in charge of what’s left of our little group here.”  The small group behind them nodded their unenthusiastic greetings.

      Tina stared at me as if waiting for something to happen.

      “What’s your name?” Tina said gesturing at me.

      “Emery,” I said my name slowly as if I wasn’t even sure if it was my name.

      Ryder cleared his throat.  “I’m Ryder, he’s Shawn, and those two back there are Logan and Charlie.”

      “Which is which?” Ross asked with a heavy sniff as he loosened his grip on Ryder so he could swipe at his nose.

      “I’m Charlie,” Charlie said stepping forward with her shoulders back.  “And I’m also proud to be a renegade.”

      I wanted to roll my eyes, but I managed to hold them in place.

      “Where are you all headed?” Ross asked.

      “South,” I answered quickly.  They didn’t need to know anything beyond that.

      “What’s down there,” Ross said, letting go of Ryder when Tina nodded at him.

      I shrugged.  “That’s what we’re going to find out I guess.”

      “Where you all from?” Tina asked.

      “North,” Ryder said, rubbing the back of his neck.  “How about you guys?  What’s your story?”

      Ross chuckled.  “We’re just out here surviving.  Trying to avoid The Evolved and the natives.”

      “We’re losing too many,” Tina said shifting her weight.  “Used to have sixty.  We’re all that’s left.”

      “Meanwhile their numbers keep going up… at least that’s how it seems whenever we come across them,” Ross said.

      Charlie took a step forward.  “Where do you guys live?”

      A slow grin spread across Ross’ face.  “Here.”

      A bead of sweat dripped down the side of my face.  If they discovered what we’d done to their supplies, it wasn’t likely they were going to be thrilled.  I had to hope they wouldn’t look in my backpack.

      “Do a lot of natives come through the area?” I asked, hoping to change the subject.  We needed to get out of here with what we had.

      “Enough,” Tina said, glancing at my backpack.  Dammit.

      “Not long ago, we saw a group of natives, walking in a straight line,” Ryder said.

      Tina’s gaze shifted to Ryder.  She nodded.  “Yep, we know of them.  They go around harvesting what they can.  You name it, wood, food, doors, anything really, then they bring it back to their camp.”

      “Where’s their camp?” Shawn asked.

      “You see those signs around?” Benny asked.

      We all nodded.

      “That’d be them.  Don’t follow those signs,” Ross said.

      “How do you know?” Ryder asked.

      Tina looked over her shoulder at the group behind her.  “We were curious.  We followed the signs.  It wasn’t pretty.”

      “How far away from here is it?” I asked.

      “Too close for comfort, but we were working on changing all that,” Tina said.  “For now, all our stuff is here.  Most of it well hidden.”

      Her eyes moved back to my backpack.  I forced myself to keep control of my breathing.

      “Something tells me you found some of it,” Tina said with a smirk.

      “We didn’t know,” I said, tightening the grip on my gun.  Since Ross had let go of Ryder maybe we had a chance to flip things in our favor.  Then again, I didn’t know if they were armed.

      “No need for that,” Tina said gesturing at my hand as if she’d seen the slight twitch.  “Us renegades have to stick together.”

      Tina looked at Ross, and then at Benny.  She stretched her neck to the left and then to the right.

      “Maybe I have an idea,” she said rubbing her shoulder.

      Ryder’s eyes met mine, and then he turned to Tina.  “What’s that?”

      “Maybe we join forces.  I need more.  You all need a place to stay, and apparently food.  I think this could be mutually beneficial.”

      “What about him, mom?” Benny said pointing at Shawn.  “You know we can’t trust him.”

      My head started to shake.  “We can’t stay.”

      “Why not?”  Tina pressed her lips together.

      “Sure we can,” Charlie said twisting the end of her pigtail between her fingers.

      Tina stepped closer to me.  Her hair was coarse and frizzy, it probably hadn’t been washed in weeks.  “You’d be much safer with us.  There are a lot of them out there.  Natives.  How many have you killed?”

      I drew in a controlled breath, and Tina flashed me a half-smile.  She pulled up her sleeve and showed me the underside of her arm.

      “Each one of those little tally marks… that’s a native.”  She flipped over her other arm.  “These… these are Evolved.”

      “We’ve taken down groups bigger than ours, well back when we had more.  But the point is we know what we’re doing,” Ross said.

      “There’s nothing out there for you all.  You’ll just wander around until you either starve or get taken out by one of the bloodthirsty groups,” Tina said, patting down her hair.  “At least with us, you’ll live longer.”

      Ross crossed his arms.  “There’s another group of renegades not far from here.  We help them out from time to time.  That’s where we were.  We’re in the process of bringing our stuff over there.  Considering a permanent residence with them.”

      “Why don’t you all think about it.  We’ll give you a few minutes to talk it over,” Tina said, waving at Ross and Benny as she started walking backward.

      We huddled together even though they’d given us plenty of space.  It wasn’t just the sun beating down on me that was making me feel hot.

      I drew in a slow breath.  “I’m not staying.”

      Charlie crossed her arms.  “I am.”
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      I stared at Charlie with my mouth hanging open.  It took several seconds before I could speak.

      “What?  Are you kidding me?” I said trying my best to keep my voice down.  “Fine by me!  Have fun.”

      I started to walk away, but Ryder pulled me back.  There were several muffled chuckles coming from the group of renegades watching us.

      “I told Ryder this back when you guys were still with Jacob, and I’m still saying it.  I do not want to get involved in your war,” I said.

      “We don’t have to stay forever,” Ryder said, his voice calm.

      “You too?” I asked.  My hands were clenched so tightly I couldn’t feel my fingers.  My blood was boiling.

      Ryder placed his hand on my shoulder, but quickly pulled it away as if he’d been burned.  “You saw that group of natives.  There isn’t anywhere out there that is safe.”

      “I’ll find somewhere.  My parents did it.  I can do it too,” I said between my clenched teeth.

      “That was a different time,” Logan said in a low voice.  “A lot has changed.  Maybe they knew what they were doing then, but this is different.”

      “Why would I want to join up with the losing team?” I said unable to keep my voice low.

      Ryder’s face dropped as if I’d punched him in the stomach.

      “Let’s all take a minute,” Shawn said, his eyes darting back and forth between Ryder and I.  He turned to me.  “Emery.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me!” I said.

      “What if it’s just temporary?” Shawn said.  “I’ll go wherever you do, but at least consider it.  They have supplies.  They have others.”

      “I don’t want to stay with them,” I said crossing my arms.

      Charlie exhaled loudly.  “I have no idea what you even think you’re going to find in the south.”

      “A place that’s far away from everyone else,” I said.

      “Alone?” Ryder asked his voice barely above a whisper.

      My thoughts suddenly shifted back to the time I’d spent alone after my mom had died.  It had been painful to the say the least.  Lonely.  It hadn’t been any way to live.  Did I really want that?

      If I was being honest with myself, being scared out of my mind that the natives were going to find us, was better than being alone.  Either way, I was scared, but one way I was by myself.

      Ever since my mom told me to go south, I had an image in my mind of what my life would be like.  A secret home, on a warm beach with plenty fish to catch and abundant water.  My garden would grow, and I wouldn’t have to worry about anything.  But I never thought much about how alone I’d be.  Just me for the rest of my life.

      My knees felt weak, and I sighed.  “When it’s just us, it’s easier to be invisible.”

      “We don’t have to stay forever,” Shawn said.  “When you want to leave, I’ll go with you.  Let’s just see what they have to offer.”

      “I think it’s a terrible idea.”  I crossed my arms and tilted my head back.  The sun warmed my cheeks.  “I’ll give it a few days, but after that, if it’s not something amazing, I’m back on my way with or without you.”

      Charlie clapped her hands.  “You’re going to love it.”

      “How do you know?” I asked.

      “Well I don’t, but I remember what it was like with Jacob.  Let me tell you, it was about four thousand times better than it has been traveling around willy-nilly,” Charlie said, raising her eyebrows.

      “I didn’t make you come with me,” I grumbled, turning when I heard someone coming up behind me.

      Tina was standing there giving us a bright smile.  “So, is it a yes?”

      “It’s a yes,” Ryder said.

      “Temporarily for me,” I said pressing my lips together.

      “Ain’t no one going to keep you if you don’t want to be with us,” Tina said, leaning closer.  “But I think you’ll see it’s better when you have friends.  Tell you what, I’ll even let you keep everything in your backpack just to show you what good people we are.”

      “Thanks,” I said.

      Tina clapped her hands, and the others closed in.  She did her best to introduce everyone, but all I could think about was how big of a mistake I was making.

      “So,” Tina said turning toward us when she finished rifling off all their names, none of which I would remember.  “We’ll probably rest up here for a day or so before hauling supplies back to our main base.”

      “We’re in the process of moving.  Just feels like the natives are too close,” Ross said.

      Instead of traveling to the south, I’d be stuck in the middle of nowhere helping some renegades move their goods to another location.  I felt more lost staying with the renegades than I would have wandering around toward the south.

      “You guys all sleep in the basement?” Charlie asked.

      “Nah,” Benny said stepping up next to her.  “We’ve got a different place cleared out down the way.”

      Tina crossed her arms.  “Might be a good idea to show them around.  We’ll be here a bit yet, they might as well see where we live before we head back out.”

      “You got it,” Benny said with a salute.  “Follow me.”

      We followed Benny through the puddles, and across the cracked concrete.  He gestured to a large piece of metal.

      “Right under there,” Benny said lifting it up with ease.

      Under the thin sheet of metal was a staircase leading underground.  Charlie went down first, practically hopping with excitement.

      I couldn’t believe that no one had discovered their hideout, but I couldn’t say anything about it because we hadn’t either.  What was it with the renegades hiding underground?

      It was a small basement with three doors.  The walls were coated with grime and had bits of peeling wallpaper still clinging on in seemingly random places.

      Benny pointed to the first door.  “That’s my mom and dad’s room.  Then boys sleep to the right and girls to the left.”

      My heart sank into a fluttering frenzy.  We couldn’t be separated.  I couldn’t be with Charlie, and God knows who else.  I hadn’t even been paying attention during the introductions to know who else would be in the room with us.

      Dammit.

      I had to get out of here even if it meant I was on my own.  That’s how it was supposed to be anyway.

      Shawn touched my shoulder, and I recoiled.  Thankfully, I managed to stop myself before I elbowed him in the face.  I closed my eyes and pressed my palm to my forehead as I sucked in a deep breath.

      My anxiety was high, and I felt jumpy.  I needed to think.  Everything had happened too fast.

      “I need to get some air,” I said backing away from them.

      Shawn reached out to me, but I turned and zipped back up the stairs.  Once I was back in the fresh air, I wanted to keep going.  Run.  Just run.

      “Hello,” a small voice from behind me said.

      I spun so fast I felt dizzy.  After I blinked several times, I noticed the girl standing there looking at me with a big, friendly smile on her face.

      “It’s not so bad here,” she said, blinking her wide eyes.  “I mean… you know, compared to what’s out there.”

      The girl stuck out her hand, and I took it apprehensively.  I stared into her bright green eyes as we shook.

      “I’m Abby, in case you didn’t remember,” she said.

      “Sorry,” I said pushing the breath out of my lungs.

      “I know it’s a bit overwhelming.”  Abby tightened her ponytail.  “I’m pretty new here myself.  Been here for only a couple years.  They found me starving to death in an attic.  My mom went out, and she never came back.  Tina took me in.”

      I bit my lip, so I didn’t frown.  “I lost my mom too.”

      “Lots of people do I suppose,” she said with a shrug.

      “I guess so,” I said, noticing Ross looking at us from the outside of the old grocery store.

      “There are a lot more people at the other hideout,” Abby said turning so she was facing me.  “I like it there.  Lots of food.”

      I nodded.

      “I like that you don’t have any marks,” Abby said, her fingers twitching slightly as if she wanted to touch my unmarked skin.

      “You don’t have many,” I said.

      “It wasn’t that long ago I didn’t have any.  They wanted to give me some so no one would think I was a native and kill me.”

      My eyes shifted down to my arms and then over at Ross.  He wasn’t watching us any longer, but he was still standing there leaning against the building.

      There was no way I was going to let them do that to me.  Seconds later, the others came up from the basement.

      “What are you doing out here, Abby?  Aren’t you supposed to be somewhere?” Benny asked, his eyebrows heavy on his forehead.

      “Your dad said it was OK,” Abby said, jerking her thumb toward Ross.

      “My dad’s an idiot.  Should have asked mom.  She’d put you to work,” Benny said grabbing Abby by the arm.  Her feet moved heavy on the ground.

      She looked at me over her shoulder.  “That’s the reason I didn’t ask your mom.”

      “Is there a lot to do around here?” Ryder asked.

      “Nah, not really.  Not until we pack up.  The real work comes in when we have to haul shit for miles and miles,” Benny said.

      I scratched the back of my neck.  “Abby and I were just talking.”

      “Yeah, I saw,” Benny said.

      “Is that not allowed?  I mean I was talking to her,” I said, even though it wasn’t true.  The way he was dragging her along made it seem as though she was in trouble.

      Benny stopped and looked at me.  His eyes were scrunched up.  “What?  No.  Of course, it’s OK to talk.”

      “You said you she’s supposed to be somewhere.  That your mom would put her to work,” I said.

      “Yeah, I just meant like she could help rather than standing around doing nothing.  There’s laundry.  Preparing meals.  Always something to do,” Benny said letting go of Abby as we got closer to Ross.

      I nodded, but I couldn’t help but feel there was a reason he didn’t want Abby talking to me.  But maybe I was just looking for something that wasn’t there.

      “Go on inside,” Ross said when we got closer.  “Tina made some… oh shit.”

      “What is it?” Benny said turning.

      Ross gestured for us to go inside.  “We got trouble.  Go tell your mom.”
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      Benny pointed to the back of the room.  “Abby take them.  I gotta tell mom.”

      “OK,” Abby said sounding as if she was out of breath.

      “What’s going on?” Ryder asked.

      Abby opened a glass door.  “Go in there.  It’s where we hide.”

      “Hide from what?” Logan asked.

      “Natives.  Well, or The Evolved, but here, it’s almost always natives,” Abby said flapping her hand.

      I stepped inside the room where several of the others were already sitting down eating.  Their smiles vanished when they looked up at us.  They must have realized something was happening.

      Abby turned to them.  “Natives.”

      “Do they ever come in here?” I asked as the door opened, and Benny and a few others came inside.  “Inside the building I mean.”

      “They have,” Abby said.  “But not back here.”

      “What about all the stuff downstairs?” I asked.

      Abby shook her head.  “They never found it.  When they come around, it’s only because they’re passing through.”

      Everyone was inside the little room, with their backs against the far wall.  The only ones that weren’t in the room were Tina and Ross.

      “What about Tina and Ross?” Ryder asked noticing their absence at the same time I had.

      “They’ll keep watch.  They know where to hide,” Benny said ducking as he tried to look out of the dirty glass.  “But if the natives come close enough, they’ll come in here.”

      “We should probably stop talking,” someone whispered, and the room instantly fell silent.

      The only sounds I could hear were the occasional creaks and cracks the building made, and of course my own heartbeat.  If the natives came inside, they could easily find the storage room we were hiding inside.  It didn’t feel any safer than the basement had… we were sitting ducks.

      My heart was pounding so rapidly, I could feel the pulse in my neck.  Sweat dripped down the sides of my face.  I hated not knowing what was going on.  Not only that, we were putting faith in complete strangers.

      I pulled out my gun.  If they got through Ross and Tina, I’d do whatever I had to.

      Ryder tightened his grip on his club as if he’d had the same idea.  As far as I was concerned, Tina’s group needed to be better armed.  Any weapon at all was better than nothing.

      When the door popped open, I gasped and pointed my gun at the door.  My aim was spot on, only it was aimed at Ross’ forehead.

      “Put that down,” Ross grumbled.  “You’re going to hurt yourself or someone else by mistake.”

      “I doubt that,” I said as I lowered the gun.

      “They’re gone,” Ross said shaking his head.  “Coast is clear.”

      I tucked my gun back into my waistband and followed the others out of the room.

      “Tina’s going dish out some food for everyone,” Ross said, placing his hand on Abby’s shoulder.  He jerked his thumb toward the basement.  “Why don’t you go on and help.”

      “No problem,” Abby said flashing me a tight-lipped smile.

      “You guys can just make yourselves at home,” Ross said jerking his elbow into Benny and nodding toward the door.  “Although, I guess you already have, haven’t you?”

      He smiled at us, but I didn’t smile back.  Charlie, however, was beaming.  I couldn’t even guess what she was seeing that I wasn’t.

      We spent the rest of the day alternating rest with eating.  It’s what they all did.  For the most part, they were a quiet group, but maybe that was because of our presence.

      There was no doubt that Tina was in charge.  She did most of the work, and without complaint.  It was as though she thought the only way to have things done right was for her to do them herself.

      When the sun started to drop in the sky, I did everything in my power not to freak out.  All I had to do was make it one night away from Shawn, Ryder, and Logan.  They would only be one room away.  It wasn’t like I was going to fall asleep anyway.

      “All right then, let’s all go home,” Tina said brushing her hands together as she entered the room.

      We followed her over to their underground sleeping quarters along with the others.  I hesitated as everyone started walking down into the basement.

      Shawn grabbed my arm and pulled me back slightly.  “You OK?”

      “Yeah,” I said as I nodded slowly.  “I’ll just be one room over.  Not that far.”

      “If you need anything—”

      “I know.”

      Shawn quickly kissed my cheek before grabbing my hand to help me have the courage to make my way down the stairs.  Or maybe it was because he was worried I’d run off and leave him there.  And maybe I would have.

      The girl’s room had six twin beds pressed against the walls, but it was just four of us in the room.  Abby lit a candle on the floor in the center of the room before flopping down on the bed.  She smiled as she looked up at Charlie and me.

      “This bed is mine, and that one is Gina’s but pick any of the others,” Abby said.

      Charlie picked the one that looked the cleanest.  I sat down on the one closest to the door.

      “So, what do you do down here?” Charlie asked, looking around the mostly empty room.

      “Sleep,” the girl I assumed was Gina said.

      “Yeah and Tina doesn’t like much noise so if you gotta say something keep your voice low,” Abby said, her eyes shifting downward.

      I rubbed my elbow.  “Why don’t they want talking?”

      “Tina and Ross checked when they first set this up, and it’s not sound proof.  Someone passing by might hear noises,” Abby said.

      “No one guards the area?” I asked, heat prickled at the back of my neck.

      Abby tapped her lips with her finger.  “The boys alternate sitting in the hall out there, but if someone came down….”

      I nodded.

      “So, she likes it quiet,” Abby said, rolling over onto her back and closing her eyes.

      Charlie and Gina laid down, but I didn’t.  I adjusted myself to be a bit more comfortable, but I didn’t want to fall asleep.  Just one night.  I only had it to make it one night, and then I could be back on my way.

      There were faint mumbles coming through the wall.  It sounded like someone was arguing in the other room.  When a door slammed, Abby’s body jerked.

      I wanted to ask Abby and Gina what was going on, but something told me they weren’t going to talk.  They both wanted it to look like they were asleep, but based on their rapid breaths, they weren’t.

      Our door opened abruptly, and I reached for my gun.

      “Hey girls,” Tina said breathing heavily.  “You all settled?”

      “Yeah,” I said.  “Thanks.”

      “Good.  Go on then, and get some rest,” Tina said pointing at my pillow.

      I smiled.  “I will.”

      The door closed, and I heard her make her way down the hall.  There were more mumbles which were far calmer than the ones I’d heard minutes ago.  She was probably asking Ryder, Shawn, and Logan if they were settled.

      Moments later, there were quick footsteps down the hall, followed by the grinding scratching noises of the sheet of metal being moved.  Tina was leaving.

      I drifted off several times.  I could only fight off exhaustion for so long.  My sleep was light, and when the door creaked as it was opened, I froze.

      “Abby,” a man’s voice whispered.  I didn’t dare look.

      She didn’t respond.

      Someone stepped inside the room, and I closed my eyes, pretending to be asleep.  The footsteps padded lightly across the floor.

      I opened my eyelids just enough so that I could try to make out what was happening.  Ross was inside our room.

      Abby’s bed creaked as he picked her up and carried her out of the room.  After he softly closed the door, my heart started to beat again.

      I couldn’t hear anything.  Everything was quiet… too quiet.  I debated whether or not I should wake up Charlie, but she would probably tell me to go back to sleep.

      But my racing heart wouldn’t let me even close my eyes.  Something felt off about the whole thing, not to mention how would I ever know when it was morning?  There were no windows which meant there wouldn’t be any light to indicate the time of day.  Would someone come get us?

      We couldn’t have been in the basement long.  Only a few hours so far.  I wasn’t sure how I was going to make it through the night without having a panic attack.

      Maybe I was overreacting.  Everyone here seemed to be happy, at least happy enough under the circumstances.  They all appeared to trust Tina.  She seemed to truly want to do her best and take care of everyone… keep them alive.

      It was probably an hour or so later when the door opened again.  Abby made her way across the floor dragging her feet.  Her shoulders looked like they were weighted down.

      She laid down on her bed and sniffed loudly.  Her eyes met mine for just a second in the darkness before she closed them.
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      Tina had wanted us to leave that morning and head back to their sister camp with the supplies.  Maybe it was the visit from the natives, but she seemed anxious to get moving.  Everything had already been packed up and was ready to go.

      There were several carts lined up with boxes piled on top.  We’d take turns pulling them until we reached our destination.  Simple.  At least that’s what Tina had said.

      Tina had been awfully quiet.  She’d barely acknowledged our presences other than to give us our directions.  There were large, dark circles under her eyes and the skin appeared thin and saggy.  There was no doubt in my mind she hadn’t gotten much sleep.  If any.  She and I had that in common.

      Abby was in line, talking quietly with Charlie.  She was wearing a big smile, but it slipped off her face when she caught me watching her.

      “Sleep at all?” Shawn asked, tapping his fingers on the unmarked box as if he was trying to figure out what was inside.

      “Not really.  How about you?”

      He shook his head.  “Ryder and Logan didn’t have any trouble.”

      “Charlie either.”

      “These are their people.  I guess that makes a difference.”

      “If you were in a new camp or base, or whatever you call them with The Evolved, would you have instantly trusted them?” I asked.

      Shawn’s forehead wrinkled.  “I suppose I would have.  Not anymore though, I can assure you of that.”

      “Right,” I said inching close to Shawn.  I lowered my voice.  “I think we need to get out of here.  Something isn’t right.  I’ll go alone if I have to.”

      Shawn cocked his head to the side.  “What do you mean by that?  What do you think is going on?”

      “I can’t say right now.”  My eyes darted around.  There were too many people.  Too many ears that could be listening.  “Maybe it’s more of a feeling.”

      But it wasn’t just a feeling.  Ross taking Abby from the room was just too odd.

      “Whatever you want to do, just let me know.”  Shawn kept his eyes forward on the others as if he was trying to put puzzle pieces together.  But he wouldn’t get far, he’d need more pieces.

      Tina checked over each cart one by one.  She stopped at our cart and looked up and me and Shawn before moving on to the next.  When she got to the last one, she whistled and pointed both fingers forward.

      “All right let’s get a move on,” she said making her way back to the front of the group.

      I watched as Ross tried to ask her something, but she ignored him.  She kept walking acting as though he didn’t even exist.  It seemed as though they hadn’t patched up from the argument I’d heard through the wall.  Tina wasn’t going to let it get in the way of her work.

      “Go, go, go!” she shouted when the front of the line wasn’t moving fast enough.

      Shawn was pulling our cart, and Logan was pulling the one in front of us with Ryder at his side.  Charlie and Abby walked in front of them, giggling every so often about something I couldn’t quite hear.

      “It’s going to be hard to get her to leave,” Shawn mumbled.

      Tina turned around looking over our heads toward the back of the line.  “Remember,” she said cupping her hands around her mouth, “keep all talking to a minimum.”

      “Let’s pick up the pace!” Ross shouted, and I could have sworn Tina rolled her eyes.

      Shawn leaned closer.  “They sure are loud for wanting us to be quiet.”

      Ryder turned around and eyed Shawn.

      “Sorry,” Shawn mouthed, not even bothering to hide his smirk.

      The renegades traveled at a much slower pace than what I was used to.  Not only did our speed, or lack thereof, make me nervous, but the fact that we were traveling in a much bigger group made me feel like we all had a big target on each of our backs.

      It was about midday when Tina circled her finger over her head and held up her palm.  Everyone stopped.  Those at the front of the line sat down on the sloppy ground and pulled out a snack.

      “Break time,” I whispered.

      Shawn’s eyes scanned the horizon.  “I guess so.”

      “See anything?”

      “Nope,” he said.  He turned back and watched as Ryder and Logan sat down on the ground, taking the snack Abby passed back to them.  Shawn kicked the wet dirt near Ryder.  “How can you do that?”

      Ryder squinted and looked up at Shawn.  “Do what?”

      “Just sit down.  Trust they’ve checked everything,” Shawn said wiping his brow.

      The sun was warm hanging just above our heads.  Hopefully, it was working hard at drying the ground.

      “I don’t know.  No one here wants to be found.  They don’t want the natives or The Evolved to find us any more than we do.”  Ryder shrugged.

      I pressed my lips together and looked out at our surroundings.  Everything was different.  All the snow was gone, and it seemed weeds were trying to sprout up through the wet earth.

      “Still,” I said keeping my voice low, “I think you’d want to double check.”

      Tina’s head jerked in our direction, but she didn’t come over to tell us to keep it down.  It wasn’t like she needed to.  The look she’d given us was more than enough to send us the message.

      In a way, I admired Tina.  She was hard, but she kept her group in order.  It seemed like she’d do whatever she could to help them.  Tina was a captain that would go down with her ship if it came to that.

      After a long silence, Charlie and Abby broke out into a fit of laughter.  They tried to hold it back, but it only made it worse.  Every time they looked at one another they laughed harder.  And louder.  It was almost infectious.  I could feel my mouth forming a smile even though I had no idea what they were laughing about.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Ross marching over toward the girls.  He crouched down and dug his fingertips into Abby’s arm as he roughly yanked her to her feet in one swift movement.

      Her cheeks turned a shade of bright red.  I didn’t miss the grimace that appeared on her face before she was forced to turn away.

      My body leaned forward as if I was going to go after her, but Shawn stepped in front of me.

      “Don’t stare,” Shawn advised.

      As I looked away, I noticed the dark purplish bruise on the back of Abby’s arm.  It wasn’t the first time he’d grabbed her like that.

      “I told you something wasn’t right,” I whispered.  My eyes darted around to make sure no one was watching me.  I’d been adamant about leaving, but maybe I needed to stay and do something first.

      “What’s on your mind?” Shawn asked as if he could actually see the gears in my mind turning.

      “I need to talk to her.”  My eyes shifted quickly toward the front of the group where Ross was talking to Abby.  His face only inches from hers.  Tina and everyone else for that matter were pretending nothing was happening.

      Tina whistled sharply, and everyone stood up.  She had her group perfectly trained.

      “You think that’s a good idea?” Shawn asked.

      My head bobbed up and down slowly.  “I think she might need my help.”

      “Our help.”

      “Up to you.”

      “So, we’re staying?”  Shawn’s lips barely moved.

      I let out a quick breath.  “Temporarily.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      That night we camped out in the open.  The stars above twinkled in the dark blue sky.

      It was clear the group knew the routine.  Four people slowly walked the perimeter in a slow, methodical way, while watching and listening for anything out of the ordinary.  The rest of the group sat anywhere inside the large circle, resting.

      “Remember,” Tina said as she walked around the area with her hands on her hips.  “If anything should happen, don’t hesitate to get the hell out of here.  Run.  Don’t worry about our supplies.  Your lives are far more valuable than what’s inside these boxes.”

      I looked around the area as I hugged my knees to my chest.  Shawn, Ryder, Logan, Charlie, and I were huddled together, but everyone else was much more spread out.

      Ross, Benny, and Abby sat together far enough from us that they wouldn’t be able to hear us whispering.  Abby’s smile and her cheerful attitude seemed to have gotten lost since last night.

      After Ryder, Charlie, and Logan fell asleep, I turned on my side and faced Shawn.

      He blinked several times and flashed me a gorgeous smile.

      “I could really get used to falling asleep like this,” Shawn whispered.

      “Shh,” I said narrowing my eyes at him.  It was a sweet comment, but I couldn’t let it distract me.  I had important matters to discuss, and I didn’t know how much time I had to discuss them.  “I have to tell you something.”

      Shawn hardened his jaw and exhaled slowly.  He didn’t ask me to continue, he waited for me to go on.

      “Last night, Ross came into our room—”

      “What?”  Anger radiated out of his body so strongly I could feel it.  “And this is the first you’re telling me about it?”

      “Calm down!” I whispered.  “This is the first opportunity—”

      “Are you OK?”

      Shawn’s head was moving up and down my body as though he was looking for something out of place.

      I shook my head.  “I’m fine.  He didn’t do anything to me, or Charlie, he came for Abby.  He carried her out of the room.”

      “What?  Why?”

      “I don’t know.  She came back a while later on her own.  It was dark except for a candle, but I could have sworn she’d been crying.”

      The muscles in Shawn’s neck protruded out like thick cords.  “I thought I’d heard someone leaving last night.”

      “Tina.  After she checked on us,” I said quickly closing my eyes.  There were footsteps behind me, not that far from where we were laying.  Had we been that loud?

      After several minutes, Shawn nudged me.  I looked around, but there wasn’t anyone nearby.

      “So, Tina left the basement, and then Ross brought Abby into their room?” Shawn asked.

      “That’s what I suspect.”

      “Christ,” Shawn said, letting out a heavy sigh.  “If that doesn’t bring back memories.”

      I swallowed hard.  “What do you mean by that?”

      “Just like when I was with The Evolved.  I couldn’t help those girls.”  Shawn looked around.  “But I can help her.”

      I nodded.  “But I don’t know anything for sure.  I need to talk to her.”

      “You think she’ll come out and tell you what’s going on?”

      “Probably not, but I’ll see what I can learn nonetheless.  She told me she hasn’t been with the group that long.”

      Shawn nodded once.  “Be careful.  There’s just one major problem with all this.”

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “Convincing them that there’s something going on.”

      I sighed.  He was definitely right about that.  It was going to be difficult to convince Ryder and Logan.  And it was going to be impossible to convince Charlie.

      But first, before I could even worry about that, I needed more evidence.  I needed to be sure.
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      After traveling all morning, we came upon a small river.  The group stopped and began refilling their water bottles without being instructed to do so.

      Tina walked up and down the riverbank, her eyes busy sweeping the area to keep her group safe.  Ross walked over to Tina, and I looked over my shoulder to locate Abby.

      She was sitting on a rock by herself tossing pebbles into the water.  Charlie was discussing something with Ryder and Logan.

      It felt as though I were walking through glue as the soggy ground grabbed at my boots as I made my way over to her.

      “Hey,” I said as I stepped up next to her and picked up a small pebble.

      “Hi,” she said without looking at me.

      I threw a pebble into the water.  “Things always like this?”

      “Like what?”

      “Quiet.”

      “Oh.”  Abby hugged her knees.  “Yeah, I guess so.”

      I stared at the water, trying to think of what to say.  It wasn’t like she was going to just come out and tell me she needed help.  She didn’t have anywhere to go.  These were the people taking care of her.

      “Everyone seems pretty nice,” I said but my words tasted sour, and I worried she’d been able to sense it.

      “Yeah,” she said, but still her smile didn’t resurface.

      “Tina seems to run a tight ship.”

      Abby nodded.  “Yep.”

      She was being short with me.  Maybe I needed to just come out and ask something more direct because I wasn’t making any headway with small talk.

      “About the other night,” I said sitting down next to her.

      She turned to glare at me.  “I was in the room the whole night.”

      I squinted at her.  “Sorry?”

      She turned and looked over her shoulder, and I followed her gaze.  Ross wasn’t with Tina anymore.  He was standing at the riverbank pretending to watch over everyone as they filled their bottles, but I was pretty sure what he was really doing was watching Abby.

      “Don’t.  Just don’t ask me.”  Abby stood abruptly.  “It’s nothing, and if you make a big deal about it, everything will just get worse.”

      “I want to help you,” I said standing to look into her eyes, but she started walking away.

      “I don’t need help.  You need to leave me alone.  Don’t,” Abby said forcing a smile on her face.  “Just don’t.”

      Abby turned and practically skipped away.  She stood next to Benny without giving me another look.

      Shawn was looking back and forth between us.  He ran his hand through his hair as he made his way over to me.

      “I take it you didn’t learn anything?” he asked.

      “What makes you think that?”

      He raised his eyebrows.  “The worry in your eyes is still there.”

      “Yeah.”  I sighed.  “I didn’t learn anything.  Well, maybe that’s not exactly true.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “She told me not to ask questions.  That I had to leave her alone and if I made a big deal, it would get worse,” I said crossing my arms.  “That implies there’s at least something to ask about doesn’t it?”

      Shawn shifted his weight.  “It sure does.”

      Tina stepped toward the middle of the group and whistled.  “Let’s move.”

      I washed my hands in the river and dried them on my pants.  When I turned back around, I saw Ross grab Abby by the arm again and drag her away from everyone else.

      He glanced over at me before he said something close to her ear.  Shawn’s body stiffened, and I put my hand on his shoulder.

      “Looks like maybe I already made things worse,” I said.  “I’m not sure what we should do, but I do know we can’t do anything with all of them around like this.”

      I drew in a deep breath, trying not to stare at Ross.

      “There’s no doubt in my mind they’ll all gladly gang up on us without even knowing what we’re trying to help her.”  I nodded toward his markings.  “You’re one of The Evolved, and I’m a native.  That’ll be what they see first.  Not that we’re trying to help a young girl out of some kind of weird situation.”

      “I know.  You’re right.”  Shawn nodded.

      “Besides,” I said with a quick shrug, “we can’t help someone that doesn’t want to be helped, can we?”

      Shawn exhaled loudly and picked up his pace.  Tina was watching us.  Everyone else was already at their carts.

      “We can… if we’re smart about it,” Shawn said.

      Ryder turned and looked at us with his eyebrows scrunched together.

      “What’s going on with you two?” Ryder asked in a low voice.

      “Nothing,” I said flashing him a smile.  “We were just enjoying the fresh water.”

      Ryder’s head tilted ever so slightly.  It seemed as though he didn’t believe me.

      When Ryder turned back to face forward, I let out the breath I’d apparently been holding.  I didn’t like keeping secrets.  Ryder deserved to know that I thought something was going on.  Would he really be that loyal to them?  It wasn’t like he’d tell Tina what I suspected.  Would he?

      Of course, he wouldn’t.  I could trust Ryder.  After everything we’d been through, I had to believe that.  If it hadn’t been for what happened with Charlie, we’d still be… whatever we’d been.

      I could tell him.

      I nudged Shawn.  “I’m going to tell the others.”

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Shawn asked, keeping his eyes forward.

      “We might need them.  It might be the only way.”

      Ross stopped walking and stood there as the line kept moving past him.  As we got closer, I couldn’t look at him, but I could feel his eyes on me.

      He was already suspicious of me because of my lack of markings.  All I knew for certain was that this group was not where I wanted to be.  After I figured out what I was going to do about Abby, I was leaving, and hopefully, Tina would let that happen without a fight.

      Ross took a step toward me, but something whizzed past him, hitting one of our boxes.  The arrow wiggled until it came to an abrupt stop.

      “Shit,” I said pulling out my gun.

      Ross took off toward the front of the group.  “Tina!  Get down!”

      Ryder turned around and spotted the arrow.  He grabbed Logan and Charlie pulled them behind the box on their cart.

      “Natives!” Tina shouted.

      The others started to run, leaving behind their carts.  Another arrow zipped by several feet from us and landed in the ground.

      “What do we do?” Charlie asked.

      “I guess we run,” Ryder said looking back at the group.

      “Then why aren’t we?” Charlie’s voice was shaking.

      When another arrow landed nearby, I was able to spot where it had come from.  There was a single person standing behind a what was some kind of crumbling stone wall.

      “There’s just one,” I said.  My eyes carefully moved along the area.  There was absolutely no doubt in my mind.

      We could run, and let whoever was back there feast on Tina’s goods, or we could do something about it.

      “You’re sure,” Ryder asked.

      “Yes.  Right back there.”  I pointed to the wall.  “He’s reloading his arrow now.”  I glanced down at the club sitting in the cart with the boxes.  “I could shoot, but it’ll make noise.”

      Ryder followed my gaze.  “Cover me?”

      “When he reloads again,” I said, and Ryder nodded.

      The guy hiding behind the wall didn’t shoot.  I glanced over my shoulder, everyone was still in sight, running to get away.

      “Why isn’t he shooting?” Charlie asked.

      “He doesn’t know where to shoot,” Logan said.  “He needs a target.”

      Logan stood up, and we all whispered for him to get down.  Shawn pulled on his arm, but Logan wouldn’t move.

      “Get down!” I whispered.

      Shawn used more of his strength and pulled Logan down behind the box.  Seconds later, an arrow ripped through the sky just above his head where he’d been standing.

      I swallowed hard.  “Go!”

      Ryder took off, running for the wall.  I followed ten feet off to his left with my gun aimed right where I needed it.  If I pulled the trigger, I was certain I wouldn’t miss.

      But it wasn’t going to be necessary.  Ryder was more than halfway to the wall when the native dropped his bow and started running.

      When Ryder got to the wall, he hopped over it and picked up the bow and single remaining arrow and held them up.  I waved for him to come back because, for all we knew, the native’s backup wasn’t that far away.

      Ryder and I jogged back to the others.  Logan turned back and chased after the group of renegades.

      “How far away do you think his friends are?” I asked.

      “Can’t even guess,” Shawn said.

      “You think if he had more friends he’d also have more arrows,” Charlie said, yanking out the arrow that had been stuck in our box.

      Ryder shook his head.  “I think it’s odd he was traveling alone.”

      “You traveled alone back with Jacob’s group,” I said.

      “I’m not a native,” Ryder said raising his eyebrows.

      Charlie grimaced.  “Jacob didn’t like you traveling alone either.”

      I turned away from the wall for a second to see Logan had managed to gather everyone up.  They were on their way back.

      “Tina doesn’t look happy,” Charlie said, glancing at me.

      The scowl on her face was hard to miss, even at our distance.  She started jogging, passing by Logan.

      “Shit,” Shawn said.

      I didn’t put my gun away.  Tina’s eyes were on me as she approached.

      “You know that was fucking stupid right?” Tina said.  “I said, if we’re attacked, we run.”

      “There was just one of them,” I said, sweat stinging at the back of my neck.

      “Does it look like I fucking care how many there were?”  Tina stepped closer, and I noticed both Ryder and Shawn arms twitch.  “I have rules for a reason, and if you don’t like them, you’re free to go.”

      Her arm jerked out to the side.  It didn’t escape me that she’d just so happened to indicate the area to our south.

      “If you stay, you follow my rules is that clear?”  Tina looked at each one of us.

      I considered telling her I was happy to leave, but then I caught sight of Abby.  The worry in her eyes was so heavy it almost leaked out of the corners.

      “Yes,” I said my voice soft.  The others echoed me.

      “Good,” Tina said flapping her hands at everyone else.  “Hurry up before he comes back with his friends.  Let’s go!”

      It hadn’t been bad enough that Ross didn’t like me, I had to go and make sure Tina didn’t like me either.  It didn’t matter that we’d saved their supplies.  All that mattered was that we hadn't followed their rules.

      As we moved forward my expression hardened.  I really didn’t want to be part of this group.  I was going to tell Ryder, Logan, and Charlie about what I’d seen with Abby.

      I didn’t want to spend any longer with Tina and her group than I had to.  It was time to come up with a plan.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            17

          

        

      

    

    
      After our incident with the native, I’d told the others I had to talk to them when everyone was asleep.  They stared at me in the darkness waiting.

      My palms were sweating, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that someone was listening, but night was the only chance I’d get to tell them about Abby.  I glanced at her wincing even in her sleep.  That was all it took for the words to come crashing out of my mouth.

      I told them everything from the night Ross took her out of the room, to Abby pleading for me to stop asking her questions.  Charlie looked annoyed, but Logan and Ryder both seemed concerned.

      “You just want to leave, so you’re making up some stupid story,” Charlie said, and everyone shushed her at the same time.

      “She wouldn’t do that,” Ryder said.

      “I’ve seen him grab her,” Shawn said.  “He’s not doing that with anyone else in the camp.”

      Charlie crossed her arms.  “That’s hardly proof.”

      “No, it’s not,” Shawn turned to her.  “I don’t know if we’ll get anything more than what we have.”

      “She says she doesn’t want my help,” I said with a soft exhale.  “But I think she’s terrified to ask for it.  She said she was worried things would get worse.”

      Charlie was shaking her head.  “There’s no way he’d get away with anything like what you guys are implying with Tina in charge.  Nothing gets past her.”

      I glanced at Shawn.  Charlie was right, which is why I had my suspicions about the whole thing.  I didn’t know why, but I suspected Tina was aware of what was going on.  Why she wasn’t doing anything about it, I couldn’t figure out.

      “This is all insane.  I’m going to sleep,” Charlie said, laying back down on the ground.

      “So, what do you want us to do about it?” Ryder asked.

      I shook my head.  “I’m not sure yet, but I do know that after I figure it out, and I help her, I’m leaving this place.  You guys can all stay if you want, but I’m done.  This,” I said waving my hand wildly around the area, “is not for me.”

      “I’ll be right by your side, whatever you need,” Shawn said.

      Ryder’s eyes jerked toward him for a split second, but I didn’t miss it.

      “Me too,” Ryder said.  “I’ll help her any way I can.”

      “Same,” Logan said.

      Charlie’s body squirmed on the ground.  I couldn’t see her face, but I could imagine the sour look she was most likely wearing.

      “Count me out,” Charlie said.  “You guys are going to get yourselves killed.”

      Ryder stared at her back, but he didn’t say anything.  He probably didn’t know what to say.

      “If I can convince her….”  I hesitated.  “I think I’m going to ask her to come with me.”

      Ryder and Logan both looked at me as if I’d lost my marbles.  I always talked about being alone, doing everything alone… maybe I was losing my mind.  But if terrible things were happening to her, she didn’t deserve them.  What if I was the only person who could help her get away?

      “Are you sure about that?” Ryder asked.

      “If Tina caught wind of you trying to take her people she might not think too kindly of it,” Logan warned.

      “Well, she won’t know.  I’m only telling you guys.  Besides,” I said with a shrug, “what choice do I have?  The only way to help her is to get her away from all this right?  I can’t just help her and then send her off on her own.”

      Shawn waved his hand.  “Lay down!”

      I put my head down.  My eyes scanned the area to see if I could figure out what had drawn Shawn’s attention.

      I heard their feet moving somewhere behind me.  It didn’t take long to see a small group being led away from the area.

      Ross turned back, looking at our group specifically.  My eyes were closed before his eyes reached me.  The same must have been true for the others because I could hear the ground squishing underneath their feet.  They hadn’t stopped moving.

      When I couldn’t hear them any longer, I opened my eyes to narrow slits.  Ross was leading the small group away from our campsite.  Tina and the other two people patrolling the area ignored them.

      He led them so far, I couldn’t see anything but small black shadows moving in the darkness.  They stopped near a tree that had been mostly ripped out of the ground.  A big root stretched up toward the sky like a hand reaching out for help.

      “What is going on?” I whispered.

      Shawn’s eyes were wide, glowing orbs in the darkness.  He tapped his finger against his lips.

      My heartbeat pulsed so hard it felt as though it was shaking my body.  When I heard someone cry out, I bit my lip.

      Shawn inched his way slightly closer and wrapped his arm around my middle.  It was as if he was afraid I might run off and take Ross on by myself.

      There were long pauses between each cry, and each one sounded like a different person.  I shivered with each one.

      Charlie rolled on to her side, facing the rest of us.  Her lower lip was quivering ever so slightly.

      “This seems normal to you?” I whispered.

      She didn’t answer.  She didn’t move.

      “It’s not,” Ryder answered for her.

      I couldn’t sleep.  All I could do was lay there and wait for the next cry.

      It seemed to go on forever until eventually, it stopped.  Not long after, I could hear the ground squishing again.

      It sounded different.

      It sounded like just one person.

      And it sounded as though they’d stopped.

      I slowly opened my eyes and saw Ross standing over Charlie, looking down at her.  My body jerked back into Shawn, and Ross caught my eye.

      “Sorry to wake you,” Ross said.  The icy look in his eyes was colder than the air.   He took a step closer to me and crouched down.  “I heard a couple of our group sneaked away last night to partake in some of our more potent supplies.”

      I nodded.  Fear was holding my mouth shut.

      “They put the whole group at risk.”  He looked me up and down.  “Kind of like that stunt you guys pulled today.  Tina decided to let that go.”

      “We’re very sorry,” Shawn said.  “It won’t happen again.”

      “See that it doesn’t,” Ross said, tapping me on the side of my head with two fingers.  “Tina prefers obedience, but in rare instances, sometimes folks need a reminder how important it is to stay in line.”

      Ross glanced over at Ryder and Logan.  He smiled as he pointed at them.

      “No doubt they’re why you two are even still alive, huh?” Ross said with a chuckle.  He tapped my head again.  “You mute all of a sudden?”

      My hand twitched, but Shawn held it tighter.  It didn’t seem as though Ross had noticed.

      “No sir,” I said biting my cheek.

      “We’re all just tired,” Shawn said.  He desperately wanted to say whatever would send Ross away without incident.

      “Yeah.”  Ross stood and looked up at the sky.  “I bet you are.  Get some sleep then.”  I could hear him walking away.  “Remember what I said.”

      I blinked rapidly trying to clear the hazy fog that had filled my vision.  When my sight cleared, I saw Tina standing with her hands on her hips staring at us.

      Ross met up with her, and they both looked over at us.  She nodded, and they walked out of sight.

      I turned to face Shawn.  “We gotta get out of here.”

      He nodded and soundlessly kissed my forehead.  “Try to get some sleep.”

      “You’re kidding right?”

      “I’ll stay awake.”

      I blew out a puff of air.  “As long as we’re here, I won’t be able to sleep.”

      “You need to.  We’ll have to take turns.  We’ll need to be rested for whatever is to come.”  Shawn rubbed my back.  “Now, close your eyes.  Get some rest.”

      “We’ll take turns,” I repeated squeezing my eyes shut.

      It didn’t feel like much time had gone by when Shawn was shaking me awake.  He was crouched down, rocking my body.

      “Emery!  Wake up!” Shawn said, his voice filled with urgency.

      I rubbed my eyes.  The sun was inching over the horizon.

      “What’s going on?” I asked, sitting up.

      Shawn stood and reached out his hand.  “We have visitors.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            18

          

        

      

    

    
      Ross, Benny, and Tina were face to face with a small group of marked-up men.  There were six of them, at least that I could see.  Three of Tina’s men stood behind them as if they’d herded them over to her.

      “Stay behind us,” Ryder said locking eyes with Shawn.  “Keep your face down.  If they see you—”

      “I know,” Shawn said, taking a slow step behind Ryder and Logan.

      Nearly all the renegades were holding knives behind their backs.  Guess they were armed after all.  The Evolved on the other hand weren’t bothering to hide their weapons.  They brandished them proudly.  One man held a baseball bat, while another had a long sword, but the remaining four had smaller knives similar to what the renegades had.

      “Looks like your numbers are dwindling,” The Evolved standing in front of his group said.  He appeared to be the leader.

      “Could say the same to you,” Tina said.

      The Evolved leader laughed.  “We just don’t need many to take out our enemies.”

      “And you dumb renegades like to trap yourself in basements making it even easier to take you out,” a man with marks all over his cheeks said.

      “We ain’t underground,” Tina said, adjusting her grip on her blade.

      “No, you ain’t,” the leader said mockingly.  “But your friends up north were.”

      The leader’s sidekick let out a high-pitched laugh.  “Sitting ducks.  We took out several groups.  Completely wiped your friends out.  Bet that makes you wanna cry.”

      Tina snorted.  “Makes me want to get revenge.”

      “They just sat there, in their basement cowering in fear.  Set half of them on fire and the other half,” the sidekick said as he dragged his finger across his neck, “slit their throats.”

      “God dammit,” Ryder said swallowing hard as he turned to Logan.  “Is he talking about our people?”

      The muscles in Logan’s arms bulged.  “How many northern renegades are there?  Not a lot.”

      Ryder stepped forward.  “How long ago was that?”

      “What?” the leader asked eyeing Ryder.

      “That you supposedly took out the northern renegades,” Ryder asked.  Tina glanced at him over her shoulder, but she didn’t seem to mind the question.  Maybe she wanted to know the answer too.

      “A while ago.  What’s it to you?” the leader asked.

      “I’m from the north,” Ryder said taking another step forward.  His hands were wrapped around the club so tightly his knuckles were white.

      The leader clicked his tongue.  “Aw man, I’m sorry.  They’re all gone.”

      “How do I know you aren’t lying?  Describe the place,” Ryder said.

      “The first place had several rooms underground.  A pretty big group in fact.  Nice set up with a kitchen and lots of supplies. Sleeping quarters at the back.  They had a hairy man in charge.”  The leader tapped his lip several times.  “But he’s dead now.”

      There were probably several renegade groups that would fit that description.  Ryder pulled his shoulders back.  I could tell he was already suspecting the leader of The Evolved group was referring to Jacob’s crew.

      “I talked to him,” the leader said staring into Ryder’s eyes.  “Jack?  Justin?  Jacob?  Can’t remember.  He put up a really good fight though.”

      “Lots of blood,” the sidekick said with a smirk.

      Ryder looked at Tina, her expression was unreadable.  He turned his back toward The Evolved for a second before spinning back around and slamming the leader in the face with Charlie’s club.

      Blood splattered all over the sidekick's face.  The smirk he’d been wearing dripped down his face along with the blood of his friend.

      He held up his sword, but before he could do anything, Ryder kicked him square in the stomach knocking him back several feet.

      The leader dropped down on the ground, his hand reaching upward for help, but Ross knelt down next to him and rammed his blade into the side of his neck.

      The renegades shouted as they attacked what was left of the small group of The Evolved.  A stubby-legged man tried to run away, but Benny chased him and caught him with ease.  He jumped on his back, jabbing a small knife into him again and again until they both crashed down to the ground.

      I stood there with my mouth hanging open.  What the hell just happened?

      Tina walked over and kicked the leader.  His body barely moved before settling back into place.  There was no doubt about it, he was dead.  They all were.

      Tina threw her fist into the air and cheered.  The others copied her, celebrating their victory.

      Ryder’s hand went to his mouth and slowly slid down his face, dropping heavily down to his side.  Ross patted him on the back, but Ryder didn’t seem to even notice.

      He made his way back over to us, his shoulders slumped down.

      “I can’t believe they’re all dead,” Ryder said.

      “Maybe he was lying,” Charlie said, but there was a tear dripping down her cheek.

      Logan placed his hand on Ryder’s shoulder and squeezed.  The corners of his mouth twitched, but he pressed his lips together as if he couldn’t find any words.

      My stomach turned.  It didn’t matter who was lying on the ground dead or why.  The bloodshed.  The fighting.  The war.  I hadn’t wanted any part of this, yet somehow, I was trapped in the middle of it.

      “We gotta get out of here,” I whispered.

      “The bad guys are dead,” Charlie said glaring at me.  “A few less of them to worry about.”

      Ryder looked like he hadn’t felt any better about it than I did.  He looked into my eyes, and I could see the sadness filling them.  Ryder was mourning his people.  All of them… they were like family to him.  And all of them were gone.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, my words softer than the air.  They floated up and away barely touching his ears.  I didn’t have the right words to make him feel better.

      “No, I’m sorry,” Ryder said, looking down at his boots.

      “For what?” Charlie said pushing at Ryder’s chest.

      “We wouldn’t even be in this mess if it weren’t for me,” Ryder said.

      My eyes darted over to Charlie.  She met my gaze but quickly looked away.

      “I’ll get us out of here,” Ryder said, not noticing Abby walking by our group.

      She stepped in closer and looked around.  “It wasn’t that long ago,” she said, her eyes darting up again, “that someone wanted to leave.”

      We all stared at her waiting for her to continue.  Abby swallowed hard.

      “He didn’t make it far.  Knife in his back,” she said quickly moving away from us and over to Benny.

      My lips felt as though they’d been glued shut.  I didn’t know what to say.

      Ryder let out a sharp breath and closed his eyes.  He ran his hand through his hair.

      “Fuck,” Ryder said looking over his shoulder at Tina.

      “So much for letting people go that don’t want to be here,” Logan said.

      “Well, I still want to be here,” Charlie said pressing her boot into the ground.  “We don’t know anything—”

      “Jesus, Charlie!” I said taking a bold step toward her.  “She just told us they killed someone because they wanted to leave.  What is it going to take to get it through your thick skull?”

      Charlie cocked her head to the side.  “She’s still here.”

      “That’s because she can’t leave without getting a knife in her back!” I said noticing Shawn moving his hands in the corner of my eyes.

      “Shh!” Shawn said.

      I coughed and drew in a deep breath.  No one seemed to have noticed my outburst.  They were all too busy being pleased with taking out The Evolved.

      “I’m sick of this same conversation.  Stay if you want, Charlie.  It’s your life,” I said turning away before she could say anything.

      My mind was buzzing so loudly with anger that I hadn’t heard anyone behind me until I stopped near the row of carts.  I turned, and Shawn pulled me into his arms.

      “We’ll figure this out,” Shawn said, and I couldn’t stop myself from pressing my face against his chest.  It was the only way I could think of to block out the world.

      “Charlie’s insane,” I muttered.

      “Charlie’s scared,” Shawn said, rubbing his hand up and down my back.

      I pulled back from him and straightened my shoulders.  Tina and Ross were winding down the celebration and rounding up the others.

      Before everyone gathered around their carts, Shawn, Logan, and Charlie came up to Shawn and I.  Ryder had his arm around Charlie’s shoulders.

      “We’re with you.  At the next opportunity, we’re out,” Ryder said.

      Logan’s head bobbed slowly.  Charlie kept her eyes on her feet.  She still didn’t seem convinced.

      “What about Abby?” I asked.

      “All we can do is ask her to come with us,” Ryder said.

      Charlie shrugged out of Ryder’s arms.  “No.  I won’t do it.  I’m staying.”

      She stormed off with her head down.  It was less than ten steps before she walked right into Ross.

      “Whoa, there girly.  Where ya off to?” Ross said grinning at her like a snake who just found its dinner.

      “Nowhere.  Nothing,” Charlie said.

      Ross’ arm slithered around her shoulders as he led her further from us.  He was dividing us.

      “I’ll try talking to her,” Ryder said.

      “It’s not going to work,” I said.  “She’s made up her mind.”

      Tina waved her arm over her head and whistled.  “Let’s move out!”

      Abby stood in front of Ryder and Logan’s cart, but Charlie didn’t come back to join her.

      “Ross and Tina want to teach her some things,” Abby said over her shoulder without making any eye contact.

      The line started moving.  We were back on our way to the renegade camp.  A camp that I was afraid of seeing because if I didn’t leave this group before we arrived, I worried that I’d be trapped forever.

      “Abby,” I whispered.  She turned slightly.  “We’re going to escape, and I want you to come with us.”

      She faced forward again.  Her hand went up to her face, but all I could see was the back of her head.

      Her shoulders rose up and then sank back down with a heavy exhale.

      “OK,” she said.  “When?”
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      At the next break, I watched as Ryder and Logan tried to talk to Charlie.  Ryder’s face was red with frustration.  It looked like at any minute he could explode.

      After a few minutes, he threw his hands into the air and stomped back over toward Shawn and me.  I chewed my fingernail as he approached.

      “She doesn’t care,” he said through his teeth as he walked past me.  “She’s done running.  There’s nothing we can do to convince her.”

      “Doesn’t she understand he what he’s going to do to her?” I asked.

      Abby was lingering nearby, but her eyes were glued to Tina and Ross.  She twisted her fingers against one another as she watched them.  Abby let out a short breath.

      “OK.  I’ll talk to her,” Abby said before marching over toward Charlie.  Charlie pushed at Logan’s chest and started walking away from him when Abby stepped in front of her.

      Logan stood there with his mouth hanging open.  He looked as though he was stunned by whatever Charlie had said to him.

      “She said she’s afraid of getting captured again,” Ryder said running his hands through his hair.  He pulled them out, and his hair stuck out in random directions.

      “Ross is going to do the same thing those natives did,” Shawn mumbled.

      “We don’t have enough to convince her.  No proof,” Ryder said.

      I swallowed as I watched Abby talking with Charlie.  “We don’t, but she does.  Let’s hope whatever Abby’s about to tell her will help her change her mind about staying.”

      Tina had told us it was going to be a short break.  Ross glanced over at Charlie and Abby more than once.  Having the two of them together was making him nervous, at least that was how it seemed.

      When it was time to get moving again, Charlie smiled as she went back to the front of the group with Tina and Ross.  My shoulders slumped.  Whatever she told her hadn’t worked.

      As we started moving, Abby looked back at us over her shoulder.  “She says she’s sorry.”

      “Is that it?” I asked.

      “No,” Abby said looking around to make sure everyone was where they were supposed to be and that no one was paying attention.  “She also said not to leave without her.”

      Logan grunted, but I could tell he was smiling.  “Then what’s she doing up there?”

      “Keeping up appearances,” Abby replied.  “I suggested it.”

      Ryder let out a heavy breath, and Logan patted him on the back.  Shawn smiled, but the best I could manage was a small nod.

      It wasn’t like I had wanted to leave her behind with creepy Ross, but she had been… difficult to deal with.  She wasn’t a team player, at least not on any team that I was a part of.  The way things were, she was a thorn in my side.

      “Now it’s just a matter of when,” I said.  “How much further until we reach the renegade’s camp?”

      Abby touched her lip as she looked around.  “Hmm, one more night, I think.  We usually reach their camp around midday.”

      “I want to be gone before then,” I said finishing my sentence just as Ross jerked his head back.

      I worried that maybe he suspected that something was going on.  Maybe that was why he’d wanted Charlie at the front of the group in the first place.  If his plan had been to divide us, it would have worked, but thanks to Abby, he had failed.

      I wanted to ask Abby if my suspicions were right.  If Ross had, in fact, hurt her in some way, but really it wasn’t any of my business.  Whatever she’d told Charlie had been enough to change her mind.  That alone told me enough of what I suspected must have been true.

      The rest of the day we traveled in silence.  I was stuck in my head trying to come up with an escape plan.

      We followed their every order with a smile.  We played the part.  When a brick house came into view, I knew our time was running out.

      “We made good time,” Tina said with a big smile.  She brushed her hands off on her thighs as if it had been hard work walking at the front of the group.

      The sun was still out, but it would be night in a few hours.  I didn’t know how we were going to get away once we were all locked up inside the house together.

      The wrinkled look on Shawn’s face told me he’d had the exact same thought.

      “Hey,” Tina said, stepping up next to me.  She laughed when my body jerked.  “Didn’t mean to startle you like that.  I need to pull you away from your friends for a minute.  I’d like to talk to you.”

      “About what?” I asked as a wave of prickles moved up my spine.

      Tina squinted at me.  It looked like she’d swallowed a lemon.

      I forced a laugh.  “I mean, sure of course, what would you like to talk to me about?”

      “Come with me.”  She turned on her heel and walked away from the group.

      I glanced back at them over my shoulder.  Shawn, Ryder, Logan, and Abby all looked at me wearing the same worried expression.  I wanted to put my hand on my gun, but I couldn’t.  Tina would notice.

      My heart was pounding.  The sun, although on its way to the horizon, felt hotter than it had all day.

      “I have something I want to ask you,” Tina said scratching the back of her neck.

      “Me?”

      “Yes.”

      “OK…,” I said forcing myself to keep my eyes on her even though I wanted to look away.  Tina was making me anxious, the way she was shifting her weight back and forth.  “What can I do for you?”

      Tina settled herself and widened her stance.  She crossed her arms and moved her jaw as if she were chewing something.

      Her eyes moved down the side of my body and set her gaze on my hip.  After a second, she looked up and met my eyes.  “It’s about your gun.”
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      I wrapped my fingers around my gun, gripping it tightly.  Tina held up her hands and smiled.

      “Whoa, cowgirl,” Tina said with a slight drawl.  “It’s not what you think.  Hear me out.”

      “Go on,” I said keeping my eyes glued to her.

      Tina took a cautious step back.  My jaw felt stiff, but I kept my breathing calm.  It felt as though time was slowing down around me.

      “It’s just that we had an idea,” Tina said slowly lowering her hands down to her sides.  “If I had your gun, temporarily, at the front of the line when we travel, it might keep us all a bit safer.”

      I shook my head.  “No.”

      “We’re a team here.  All you’d have to do is ask, and I’d give it—”

      “No,” I said staring into her eyes.  There was an emptiness inside them.  It was obvious that Tina had been through hell.  I couldn’t imagine the things she’d seen or been through.  All of it turned her into the shell of a person that was standing in front of me asking for my gun.

      “Ross and I both think—”

      “I won’t give up my gun.  Not for anything.”  I said my fingers twitching.  If she took even one step toward me, I’d pull it out.

      She patted down her wild hair and sighed.  “Well, OK.  But if something happens and I could have saved us if I’d had a gun, I guess it’ll be your fault.”

      “Are you kidding me?” I said under my breath.  “Whose fault would it have been before you met me?”

      “Mine.  But now, since you’re on our team and you have something that could save us all.  I guess the blood will be on your hands.”

      “I’ll take that risk I guess,” I said pressing my lips together.  “I have training.  My accuracy is nearly one hundred percent.  Have you ever even used a gun?”

      Tina grinned.  “Oh kid, there was a time we all had guns.  One day, you’ll have to toss yours too.”

      I wouldn’t ever get rid of my gun.  It may become useless, but I’d never get rid of it.  Maybe it was silly, but it reminded me of my dad.  As long as I had it, I felt like he was with me.

      “Well, go on then.  Go back to your pals,” Tina said gesturing back toward the group.  “Oh, by the way, your friend Charlie.  She’s a real doll.  Now that girl is a team player.”

      “OK,” I said, not wanting to turn my back and walk away.

      Tina walked back toward the group whistling to get their attention.  “All right folks hide the goods like usual.”

      After I made my way back to Shawn, I lowered my head and rested on the boxes, attempting to catch my breath.

      “What was that all about?” Shawn asked.  I could feel Ryder’s and Logan’s eyes on me too.

      “She asked,” I said gasping for a breath, “for my gun.”

      “Jesus Christ,” Ryder said.

      Logan pushed his shoulders back and pressed his fist against his palm.  It looked like he was ready to fight.

      “What did she say?” Logan asked.

      I looked up and saw Tina and Ross looking back at us.  I lowered my head back down.

      “She said it would help the group if she had it.  Because she’s leading the way.”  I drew in a deep breath.  “At least I think that’s what she said.  I lost focus and started worry something was going to go wrong.”

      “What did you tell her?” Ryder asked.

      “I told her there was no way I was going to give up my gun,” I said.

      “Good,” Shawn said.  “And not good.  We need to get out of here.”

      Tina waved at us.  “Let’s go!”

      We pushed our carts following the others.  They parked them inside of a dirty brick garage that had a dented-up sliding door.  Once everything was inside Ross yanked the door closed.

      Charlie and Abby were standing just behind us.  They both wore the same wide-eyed expression.

      Charlie looked as though she were some kind of state of shock.  And if I had to guess, Abby was both terrified to leave but anxious to get away.

      Ross walked over with a grin stretched across his face.  He looked me up and down before turning to the group.

      “Let’s go inside,” Ross said placing his hand on Charlie’s shoulder.  “Get some food.  Some rest.  How does that sound?”

      He turned to look at Charlie.  Her expression quickly changed into something soft, and warm, but she wasn’t fooling me.  Ross beamed back at her.  Thankfully, he’d been fooled.

      Ross turned her body toward the house and led her toward the front door.  Everyone else had mostly entered, except for Tina and Benny who were scanning the horizon.

      “We good?” Ross shouted over his shoulder.

      “Yeah, we’re good,” Tina yelled back before whistling for Benny.

      I walked up the steps with Shawn at my side.  My heart was pounding hard as I approached the door.  I worried that once I was inside, I’d never be able to get out.

      A droplet of sweat dripped down the side of my face.  It felt like my body was taking over when I turned away from the house.

      All I could see was the wide-open space surrounding us.  It felt like it was closing in on me… about to swallow us whole.

      “Keep moving,” Tina said, all the kindness she’d had was gone.

      Shawn grabbed my hand and led me inside.  When Tina shut the door behind us, it felt like the warm blood running through my veins had turned into ice.

      I shivered.

      Shawn put his arms around my shoulders, but it didn’t help.  I didn’t feel any warmer, and I didn’t feel anywhere near safe.

      “Should we get a fire going?” Ross asked.

      “Nah,” Tina said.  “Don’t think we’ll need one with how warm it’s been.”

      The house had been emptied out except for what looked like a soggy, moldy sofa.  It was a rather large living room with a fireplace.  I tried to imagine what it might have looked before the storms, and before the wars, but my mind was blank.

      “There are several bedrooms upstairs.  You’ll all stay up there except for me, Ross, and Benny, we’ll stay down here.  Cooper and Javier, you’ll take the first watch,” Tina ordered, and the two men nodded before walking out of the front door.  “Gina, want to help me get some food?”

      “Sure.  Would love to,” Gina said, following Tina out of the house.

      It suddenly felt like there was a little more oxygen in the house.  That was until Ross stepped back into view.

      As the night went on, we followed along with the others.  Watching and waiting for an opportunity, but of course, nothing came.

      Our only chance might be when everyone was asleep, but even then, we’d have to somehow manage to get out without disturbing Ross, Tina, or Benny.

      After we ate, the others started to head upstairs.  We stood there not sure what to do.

      “Oh,” Tina said slapping her thigh.  “I’ll show you to your room.”

      “Unless any of you want to stay down here tonight,” Ross said, placing both of his hands on Abby’s shoulders.  Tina shot him a look.  “Kidding.”

      I caught Abby watching us as we walked up the stairs.  It looked as though she was struggling to keep it together.

      Tina led us down the hall to the room further from the stairs.  “You guys can take this room.  If you need anything, we’re just downstairs.  Don’t worry about waking me, I’m a terrible sleeper.”

      I flashed her a tight-lipped smile.  That was about the last thing I wanted to hear, but maybe I’d already known.  I couldn’t even remember a time when I’d see Tina sleeping.

      When she left the room, closing the door behind her, I ran to the window.  I bit my cheek as I looked down at the ground below.  It was a long way down.

      I tried to open the window, but it didn’t move.  At some point over the years, it had been nailed shut.

      I pressed my back against the wall and slid down.  My fingers jerked through my hair as I combed my hands back.

      “We’re screwed,” I said.

      Logan sat down on the bed, and a puff of dust shot up into the air around him.  I covered my nose and mouth trying not to breathe it in.

      “We’re not,” Ryder said pacing back and forth.

      “Shh!” Shawn whispered pressing his ear to the door.  He held up his index finger.

      After a few seconds, I heard the floorboards creak.  It seemed as though Tina had been outside the door listening.

      Ryder walked over to me and crouched down near the window.  He stared outside for a few minutes before waving everyone over.

      “We can do this,” Ryder said.  “Tonight.  But if it comes down to it, you might need to actually use that gun.”

      I reached to my hip feeling the cool metal against my palm.

      “What’s the plan?” Shawn asked rubbing his hands together.

      Ryder leaned closer.  “It’s simple.  When everyone is asleep, we sneak downstairs.”

      “That part might be simple, but once we’re downstairs, it won’t be as easy.  Tina will be down there, and there’s no way we’ll get past her,” I said shaking my head.

      “That’s where your gun comes into play,” Ryder said.  “Hopefully you won’t need to use it, but if you do, taking out Tina and Ross should do the trick.”

      “The others will hear the gunshot.  They’ll come running,” I said rubbing my palms against my thighs.  It wasn’t like I enjoyed the idea of having to kill anyone to get away.

      Ryder’s head was moving up and down.  “They will, but I don’t think they’ll do anything about it.  And even if they did, by the time they got downstairs we’d be out the door.”

      “What about the two outside?” Logan asked.

      “I don’t think that would be a problem, do you?” Ryder asked.

      Logan’s forehead wrinkled.

      “You have your knife, and I have a club, worst case Emery has to use her gun again.  Getting past the two outside should be easy enough,” Ryder said glancing out the window.  “Sound good?”

      “Wait.  What about Abby?” Charlie asked.

      Ryder nodded as if he'd already planned that part out too.  “I'll get her.  Everyone in?”

      “Sure,” I said pressing my hands over my eyes.  I exhaled and clasped my hands together.  “Yes.”

      Logan and Shawn both nodded.  They didn’t need any convincing.

      “Charlie?” Ryder asked.

      She raised her eyebrow.  “Can’t wait to get the hell out of here.”

      “Perfect,” Ryder said giving her a big smile that made her flash him one right back.  “Now,” he said letting out a slow breath, “all we have to do is wait.”
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      The moon was a large, glowing yellow orb floating high in the night sky.  None of us had fallen asleep.  Not even for a second, but when we heard someone coming up the stairs, we pretended that we were.

      The floor creaked with each soft step.  I could tell whoever was coming, was slowly making their way down the hall, and there was no doubt in my mind they were coming toward our room.

      I figured it was probably Ross.  He was going to come and carry Charlie away just as he had with Abby the first night we’d stayed with Tina’s group.

      I wouldn’t let that happen.

      The doorknob squeaked.  I tried to keep my breathing slow and steady as the footsteps padded across the floor.  Closer and closer.

      Whoever it was, was creeping toward me.  I couldn’t see them, but I knew it without a doubt in my mind.  When the footsteps stopped, the feeling of someone standing over me was overwhelming.

      The second something touched near my hip, my hand moved fast.  I gripped the handle of my gun and aimed it directly between the set of eyes that were looking down at me.

      I blinked, surprised to see Benny standing there.

      “Don’t,” he whispered.  His fear filled eyes begged me not to pull the trigger.  He slowly lifted his palms up toward me.

      “Don’t move a muscle,” I hissed, pushing myself to my feet without taking my eyes off of him.

      The others opened their eyes.  Ryder was already on his feet pulling Benny’s hands behind his back.  He jerked them harder, and Benny winced.

      “What are you doing up here, Benny?” Ryder hissed.

      “He tried to take my gun,” I said.

      Benny shook his head.  “I did not!”

      “Shit,” Logan said, glancing out the door and down the hall.  “Which one of them set you up to this?”

      A smile filled with hate stretched across his face.  “My Ma did.”

      “Great.  What do we do now?” Charlie asked, and something told me she wasn’t referring specifically to the Benny situation.  She was wondering how we were going to get out of the house while we were holding Benny hostage.  It definitely wasn’t going to make sneaking out easy.

      “Hmm,” Ryder said raising an eyebrow.

      Shawn cocked his head to the side.  “What are you thinking?”

      “Maybe having Benny is a good thing,” Ryder said clamping his hand down over Benny’s still smiling mouth.  “I have an idea.”

      “Think you might share it?” Shawn asked.

      Ryder smirked.  “Just follow my lead.  Emery, follow me.  Everyone else stay behind her.  Keep your gun out.  We’re going to pay Ma and Pa a visit.”
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      Downstairs Ross was staring at us with his arms crossed.  His eyebrows low on his face as he clicked his tongue at Benny.

      “Told you not to send him,” Ross said.

      Tina soundlessly washed her hands with air.  “Shut up, Ross.”  She held up a hand.  “It’s not what you think.”

      “It’s not?” Ryder asked using Benny as a shield.

      I couldn’t decide who to keep my gun pointed at, so I slowly shifted back and forth between Tina and Ross.

      “I think you sent him up there to take Emery’s gun so you could have it,” Ryder said with a laugh.  “Which part do I have wrong?”

      Tina mimicked his laugh.  “Well, I guess you got it right, but the reasoning is what you got wrong.”

      “I bet I don’t,” Ryder said.

      “Look, I just want to keep my people safe,” Tina said taking a step forward.  When I readjusted my aim, she stopped.  “You are my people now too.  I want to keep us all safe.”

      My eyes shifted over to Abby who was sitting on the sofa.  Her hands were shaking, and her knee bounced up and down.

      “I didn’t want to cause any problems, it’s just that your friend doesn’t seem to understand how important that gun could be for keeping all of us safe,” Tina said gesturing at me.

      “Trust me, I know how important my gun is,” I said.

      “But if I have it I can protect everyone,” Tina said sticking her arms out to the side.

      I clenched my teeth.  “I will never give up my gun.  Matter of fact, from now on, I’ll put a bullet in anyone that even thinks about taking it.”

      “OK, OK,” Tina said glancing at Benny.  She might not give a shit about Ross, but there was a small flicker when her eyes connected with Benny.  “I’m sorry.  It won’t happen again.  Now, if you’d be so kind.”

      Tina nodded at Benny and waved for him to come to her.  Of course, Ryder didn’t let go.

      “I have an idea.  Let’s make a trade,” Ryder said, and I narrowed my eyes even though I kept them focused on Tina and Ross.  I could feel Shawn shift his weight next to me.

      “Ryder,” Logan whispered.

      “I’ll give you Benny, but you’ll give me Abby,” Ryder said.

      Tina glanced at Abby.  Her mouth scrunched up awkwardly, and she blew out a puff of air that sounded like a muffled laugh.  She turned and looked at Ross over her shoulder, her expression slowly turned into a smile.

      “Deal.  Go on, Abby,” Tina said.

      Ross stepped forward and stood in front of Abby.  “What are you doing, Tina?”

      “The slut for our son,” Tina said.  “Seems like an easy choice to me.”

      “You’re not that stupid, you know they ain’t gonna shoot him,” Ross said.

      Logan stepped in front of Ryder and Benny.  The candlelight glimmered on the edge of his blade.

      “No, she won’t shoot him,” Logan said touching the blade to his neck.  “That would be too loud.”

      Tina shifted her weight back and forth.  She’d seen Ryder take out The Evolved who’d claimed to have wiped out Jacob’s camp.  There had to be very little doubt about what Ryder or Logan might do to Benny over the attempted theft of my gun.

      “I don’t want any trouble.  Just want my boy,” Tina said.  “I don’t give a flying fuck about the girl.”

      Tina’s hand flapped at Abby, moving faster when Abby didn’t move quick enough.  Abby stood behind me, but Ryder didn’t let Benny go.

      “OK now, keep up your end of the deal.  Give me my boy,” Tina said.

      Ryder hesitated, but Logan lowered his knife slowly.  When the front door burst open everyone jerked to the side, except for me.  I kept my gun aimed at Tina.

      “We got problems, Tina,” the man said stepping inside.  He sounded as though he was out of breath.  “We spotted natives… not far.  They’re coming this way.”

      “God dammit!” Ross said, moving his hand back and forth quickly through his hair.  “What we going to do, Tina?”

      “We… we gotta run,” Tina said pressing her lips together.  Her eyes were still on Benny.  “Wake up the others get them down here.”

      The man that had come in ran upstairs, seemingly unaware of the situation in front of him.  He pounded on the doors, shouting for them to get up and come down to join the others.

      We stood there facing off with Tina.  She sneered at Ryder, taking a quick step forward holding up her clenched fist.

      “A deal is a deal,” she spat.

      “You’re right,” Ryder said.

      Logan stepped out of the way.  Ryder shoved Benny so hard he stumbled forward and tripped over his own feet.  He fell to the ground, pulling Tina down with him.

      “Run,” Ryder said, and they all bolted out the front door, while I kept my gun on Tina.

      “Come on,” Shawn said grabbing my arm.  I glanced back and saw that we were the only two left.

      “Right,” I said, following him out of the door, closing it behind us.

      The moon was still bright enough to light the way, but it was still dark enough that it hid much of our surroundings.  I didn’t see the natives that were approaching.  Hopefully Ryder was leading us away from them, instead of directly into them.

      “Stay together,” Ryder shouted, looking over his shoulder at Shawn and me.

      We weren’t far from the house when I heard the door open and close behind us.

      “They’re coming,” I said to Shawn between breaths.

      “Faster,” he said.

      I tried to move my legs faster, but the soggy ground seemed to pull my feet down deeper with each step.  There were voices shouting behind us, but I couldn’t make out what they were saying.

      “Oh shit!” I said reaching around to pat my back.  I started to slow, but Shawn grabbed me and pulled me along.

      “What is it?” he asked.  “You can’t stop moving.”

      “My backpack.  It’s inside the house.  Everything…,” I said feeling warm tears gathering in the corner of my eyes.  I pressed my hand to my back pocket and felt the packet of seeds tucked inside.

      Shawn glanced at me for a second.  “I’m sorry.  We’ll find more.”

      “It was all my stuff,” I said sucking in a deep breath.  “My stuff from home.”

      “I’m really sorry, but we have to keep going.”

      My heart twitched inside my chest.  “I know.”

      I swallowed down my sadness and forced my legs to work harder even though my calves were burning.  Not far in front of us, I could make out the shadows of Logan, Abby, and Charlie.  Ryder was just a bit in front of us, waving us along.

      All of a sudden Logan came to an abrupt stop.  Ryder held out his arm to slow us.

      “What is it?” Ryder asked when he caught up to them.

      Logan, Charlie, and Abby were all looking down a steep hill.  I turned and spotted several shadows behind us.

      “We don’t have a choice,” I said pointing at the shadows.  “They’re coming.”

      “OK,” Ryder said running his hands through his hair.  “Fuck.  I wish I could see what’s down there.  There’s no time… slide down.  Don’t hit your head on a rock.”

      Logan sat down and scooted himself forward.  In seconds he was gone, moving down the soggy hill.

      “Here goes nothing,” Charlie said sitting down exactly where Logan had.  She started moving down even faster.

      “Keep your legs in front of you if you can.  Knees bent slightly… I think,” Ryder said.  “Go Abby.”

      She sat down and slid down the hill.  I turned around and saw the shadows were even closer.

      Ryder pulled me forward.  “You’re next.”

      “Oh God,” I said sitting down and pushing myself down into the darkness.

      The ground was slippery, but it was also bumpy.  I held my hand out to my side while gripping the gun tightly in my other.  Dirt coated my fingers and crept under my fingernails.

      It felt like I’d been going down the hill forever when I finally came to a slow, painful stop as my leg scraped against a large log.  I winced and grabbed my leg.

      “Take it,” Logan said, and I looked up and saw his stretched-out hand.  I took it, and he pulled me to my feet.

      My legs felt numb.  I took a few wobbly steps before letting go of Logan’s hand.

      Not long after, Shawn and Ryder appeared at the bottom, almost at the same time.

      “Keep going,” Ryder said.  “I heard them.”

      “We’re never going to get away,” Abby said.  “I shouldn’t have agreed to this.”

      “It’s better than the alternative… staying back there with them,” Charlie said.

      Abby sniffed.  “Except I’m going to end up back there and it’s going to be worse.  So much worse.”

      “I won’t let them take you,” I said gripping my gun tighter.

      We didn’t make it more than ten steps before someone slammed into Ryder and knocked him to the ground.  I couldn’t tell who was who in the darkness.

      “Ryder!” I said trying to figure out where to aim, but before he could say anything, everything turned black, and my body was falling toward the ground.
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      In the distance, I heard a woman let out a horrific scream.  The pain and terror in her voice chilled my bones.

      I opened my eyes and pushed my palms against the ground trying to get to my feet.  My hands were empty.

      My gun.

      It was gone.

      I frantically patted the ground with both hands searching for my weapon.  It couldn’t have gotten far.  Somehow it must have fallen out of my hand when I’d been knocked to the ground.

      “You’re not leaving with her,” a voice I instantly recognized growled.  Ross was near.

      I crawled forward, touching every inch of the ground around me.  My eyes peered into the darkness looking for any bit of moonlight that might glimmer on the metal to help it stand out.

      I glanced upward to check on the others.  Abby and Charlie were hugging one another not far from where I was.  Shawn was standing in front of them with his arms stretched out protectively.

      Abby let out a soft cry and wiped the side of her face.

      Before I could get up, someone kicked me hard on the behind.  My whole body shot forward, and I flopped down on my stomach.  Dirt coated the side of my face where it landed in the mud.

      In seconds, there was a knee digging into my back just to the side of my spine.

      “Got her,” the guy on top of me said.

      “Take her gun, you fucking idiot,” Ross said.

      I looked over my shoulder, spotting Ross and Ryder a foot or so apart from one another.  Logan was face to face with one of Ross’ other men.  Logan’s fingers were wrapped tightly around the blade he had pointed at the man, ready to jab him if he moved.

      “She doesn’t have it,” the guy on top of me said.

      “Check her waistband.  She likes to keep it there,” Ross said, and the guy’s hand started moving across the top of my pants.  I tried to jerk away, but he pressed his knee down harder.

      I grunted into the dirt, trying to force myself to focus despite the pain.

      “It's not there,” the guy on top of me called out.

      Shawn looked down at me for a split second and caught my eye.  I was pretty sure he spotted the panic that filled my wide eyes.

      “You might as well let us go,” Ryder said weaving slightly to the side.  “The three of you can’t stop us.”

      “Don’t worry about that.  Back up is on the way,” Ross said, jerking his thumb over his shoulder.

      There was more shouting in the distance.

      “Sure about that?” Ryder asked.  I noticed his hands were empty, he didn’t have the club or his blade, but his hands were balled up into tight fists.  He must have dropped the club.

      I pressed my palms into the ground and tried to push myself up, but I barely moved.  The guy holding me down let out a small laugh.

      “Going somewhere?” he said close to my ear.

      “Just hand her over, and we’ll let you go,” Ross said.

      “Not going to happen,” Ryder said turning slightly to the side.  “Why not let her decide who she wants to go with?”

      When Ryder turned forward again, Ross yanked his fist back before slamming it into the side of Ryder’s face.  Ryder stumbled to the side, but quickly regained his footing and threw his fist into Ross’ gut.

      Ross doubled over, and Ryder punched him near his ear.  Ryder pulled back his fist, wincing as he shook it.

      “Shit, man,” Ross said extra loudly.  He placed his hand next to his ear and then held it in front of his face.  “You hit me in the ear?  Who does that?”

      “Guess I do,” Ryder said hitting him again.  It was so hard I heard what sounded like a bone cracking.

      “You fucking broke my nose,” Ross said, his voice sounding a little stuffed up.

      “You give up yet?” Ryder asked.

      Ross grinned.  “Never.  Not without her.”

      I could see in his eyes that he’d rather die than give up Abby to us.  My eyes quickly scoured the ground.  I needed to find my gun, and when I did, I knew that the only way this would end was if I pulled the trigger.

      Maybe the other two guys would run away, but at the very least, I would have to shoot Ross.  We all froze in place when we heard another distant scream.

      “Sounds like they’re killing your people,” Ryder grunted.  “You should probably go back and help them.”

      “Nah,” Ross said glancing at the guy on top of me.  “They’re in good hands with Tina.”

      “Really?  It doesn’t sound like it,” Shawn said.

      Ross pressed his palm to the side of his head again.  “Would you fucking find her gun already?”

      “I’m trying, Ross,” he said lifting his weight off me just enough that I was able to shift my hip upward and knock him off balance.

      I quickly got to my feet and launched my foot toward the guy’s face.  My foot connected just under his chin.  I’d hit him so hard his body flopped backward, and he landed hard on his back.

      I blinked several times noticing the moonlight touching something on the ground near his head.  My gun.

      The guy shook his head and must have noticed something had caught my eye.  He started to turn, but I charged toward him and dove for my gun.

      Our hands landed on it at the exact same time.  He yanked hard, but I held on as if my life depended on it.  And it probably did.

      The guy was without a doubt stronger than I was, and I wasn’t sure how to swing things in my favor.  If it was a battle of strength I wasn’t going to win.

      “Arrr!” I grunted as I pulled the gun as hard as I could, but he pulled it right back turning my body towards him.

      On the ground near my leg was a rock the size of a baseball.  Before I realized what I was doing, I let go of my gun and reached down, wrapping my fingers around the rock.  I picked it up, and as the guy held up the gun to show Ross, I bashed the stone into the guy’s skull.

      He stopped moving and stared at me, his eyes almost completely crossed.  After a second, the gun dropped out of his hand and tumbled to the ground.  Blood trickled down his forehead and into his eye before he flopped backward into the mud.

      I smiled as I turned around and aimed the gun at Ross.  But my smile faded when I saw Ryder on the ground and Ross’ arm wrapped around Abby’s neck.

      She reached out her hand toward me.  He was holding her so tightly she gagged as she tried to suck in air.

      “No,” Abby managed to utter in my direction.

      “Ah, well,” Ross said, stepping behind Abby.  “Should have just let me have her in the first place and avoided all this, huh?”

      My eyes darted over to Shawn who was kneeling down next to Ryder.  Charlie was behind him clinging to his back while Logan was crouched down ready to attack the guy standing behind Ross.

      “Shoot him!” Charlie shouted.

      “I… I can’t,” I muttered.  There wasn’t a clear shot.  I couldn’t risk hitting Abby.

      I moved closer.  Carefully planting each step as I made my way over to Shawn.

      “Oh, we both know you won't pull that trigger,” Ross said confidently.  But he must not have fully believed his words because he kept himself well hidden behind Abby.

      “Shawn,” I said taking in a quick breath.  I didn’t take my eyes off of Ross.  “Is he OK?”

      “He’s out cold, but he’s alive,” Shawn said, and Charlie whimpered.

      Another scream at the top of the hill echoed into the night.  It had sounded much closer than the last.

      “Maybe that one was Tina,” I said.

      Ross swallowed and pinched his lips together awkwardly as he tried to keep the smug smile on his face.  “She’s long gone.”

      “Or, she’s up there waiting for you to help her and Benny.  To save them.  Maybe she’s wondering right now what’s taking you so long.”  I flashed him a smirk.  “I can’t even guess what she might think if she knew you were down here refusing to help her and your son, selfishly caring only about yourself.  Something tells me she wouldn’t like that.”

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Ross said aggressively pointing his finger at me.

      All traces of his smile had vanished and was instantly replaced with anger.  Hatred.  I’d hit a sore spot.

      “Just go without me,” Abby said.  “It’s not worth all this.  I don’t want anyone else to get hurt.”

      “And I don’t want you to get hurt anymore,” I said crossing one foot over the other as I stepped to the side.

      The guy in front of Logan held up his hands slowly.  He took a step back, and then another.

      “Where are you going?” Ross asked in a rough voice.

      “I definitely don’t want to get hurt,” he said turning and running away from us.  He didn’t look back.

      “Two down,” I said, raising my eyebrow.

      Ross took a step back moving his hand to make sure I spotted the knife against Abby’s throat.

      “Fuck this,” Ross said, pressing the knife into her skin.  “If I can’t have her, no one will.”

      A droplet of blood oozed out of the tiny cut he started.  He was serious.

      “You kill her and then you’ll die,” I said.

      “I don’t care,” Ross said throwing his hand into the air.

      Pop.

      One bullet right in the shoulder, exactly where I'd aimed.

      It knocked him back just enough that I could line up the second shot.  Abby held her hands up to her mouth, it looked as though she was silently screaming.

      Pop.

      Right between the eyes.  Ross dropped heavily to the ground as the life left his body.

      “We gotta go,” I said stepping forward to grab Abby to pull her away from Ross’ dead body.

      She looked back at his body on the ground as if she wanted to make sure he was really dead.

      “He’s still out,” Shawn said.

      Logan tapped his cheeks several times, but he didn’t come to.

      “I’m sure they heard the gunshots.  They’ll come looking,” I said.

      “Maybe they won’t.  Maybe they’ll be afraid they’ll get shot,” Shawn said.

      I shook my head.  “Maybe, but we don’t know.  Either way, we should get out of here.”

      “Well, we can’t leave him,” Charlie squeaked.

      “I know that,” I said pressing my fingertips against my temple.

      I looked up toward the hill and saw the shadows in the moonlight.  Several people were at the top looking down, and more seemed to join them with every passing second.

      “Oh shit,” I said.

      The others followed my gaze.  More and more shadows popped up.  There were far more than what had been in Tina’s group.

      “Can they see us?” Abby whispered.

      “I don’t know,” Shawn responded in a voice quieter than a whisper.  “When we were up there we couldn't.  It was pitch black.”

      I grabbed Logan’s arm and shook him.  “Can you carry him?”

      “No, but I will,” Logan said, grunting as he picked Ryder up and flopped him over his shoulder.

      We started moving away from the hill, but when I turned back, the shadows were disappearing one by one.  They weren’t walking away… they were lowering themselves to the ground just as we had.

      They were coming.
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      We moved as fast as we could, but with Logan carrying Ryder, we were slower than usual.  I listened closely, but I couldn’t hear anything behind us.  Of course, that didn’t mean they weren’t coming.

      I looked up at the sky as I drew in a deep breath.  It felt as though I couldn’t get enough oxygen into my lungs.

      Clouds were filling the night sky, moving quickly toward the moon.  Once the moon was covered, our surroundings would be even darker than they already were.

      “Uhhh,” Ryder groaned.

      “Keep moving,” I said stepping behind Logan.  “Ryder, you were knocked out.  Logan’s carrying you and there are natives are behind us.”

      Ryder groaned again, and I wasn’t sure he’d heard what I’d said.  Even if he had, maybe he hadn’t understood.

      “Ryder,” I said again.

      “Yeah, yeah,” he said grabbing his head.  “Logan… put me down.”

      “Are you sure?” Logan asked.

      Ryder’s eyelids closed as he pulled in a deep breath.  “Yes.  I’m sure.”

      Logan stopped and set him down.  He held his arms out worried that Ryder wouldn’t be able to steady himself.

      “OK.  I’m OK,” Ryder said turning his body in the direction we’d been going.  “This way?”

      “Yes, we need to hurry,” I said glancing over my shoulder.

      We ran as fast as we could, keeping our voices down.  All we had to do was put enough distance between the natives and us that they’d either give up or didn’t know which way we’d gone.

      A dark cloud drifted in front of the moon, darkening the path in front of us.  My eyes adjusted but my visibility was cut in half.

      I looked over my shoulder, but I couldn’t see anything.  It looked like a navy sheet hanging down from the sky blocking out everything.

      “What do we do now?” Abby said in a soft voice.

      “We keep going,” Ryder said.

      “When do we get to take a break?” she asked rubbing the back of her neck.

      Ryder patted her back.  “Sorry, I know it’s hard.  But keep moving as if your life depends on it because it might.”

      It hadn’t been long after the clouds blocked out the moon that the rain started to fall.  The ground was slick, and we had to slow down our pace to a careful yet brisk walk.

      The air felt heavy.  It felt like a thick fog had surrounded us like a cushion.  There was a hint of sweetness on my tongue whenever I drew in a breath.  I could smell the pungent scent of moss covered wood even though I couldn’t see any trees around.

      With each step, my feet slid just a bit on the dead grasses and mud.  I took another step forward, and suddenly my feet had a bit more traction.

      We were on a road.  It was in terrible condition, cracked and broken in many places but it was far easier to walk on than the wet ground.

      “A road,” I said, and the others looked down.  It had been a long time since I’d seen a road like the one we were on.

      “Think this used to be a highway maybe,” Logan said looking at the stretched out wide path in front of us.

      “Maybe it leads somewhere,” Charlie said, not bothering to hide the tinge of hope.

      I let out a slow controlled breath.  “Might lead us into trouble, and I think we’ve had enough of that.”

      Shawn bumped his shoulder into mine and took my hand into his.  “You’re going to lead us south, and we’re all going to be OK.  Isn’t that right?”

      “Well,” I said swallowing down the sour taste that formed in the back of my throat.  That had been my plan, but after everything we’d been through, I worried that wasn’t realistic.  I couldn’t imagine a time we’d ever be able to be safe.

      “Well, I believe in your plan,” Shawn said not waiting for me to finish my thought.

      “Me too,” Ryder said.

      I wiped the beads of moisture off of my cheeks.  “At least you guys do because I’ve lost all faith.  If we’ve managed to lose the natives, I still don’t know how we’re going to survive long without our supplies.”

      I wanted to cry just thinking about my backpack.  It held everything I’d taken from my home.  My items.  My memories.  All of it was gone forever.

      The only thing I had left was what was in my pockets, and the memories that would always be in my mind.  It wasn’t going to be easy to find food, but there was no point in worrying about it when I wasn’t even sure we’d escaped the natives.

      When the sun started to touch the horizon, the world around us lit up a bit more.  The rain had stopped hours ago, but the dampness clung to the air.

      I turned and exhaled slowly when noticing that our surroundings were completely empty.  There was nothing in front, to the sides, or behind us.  It was just a bumpy road stretched out for miles in front of us.

      “We made it another day,” Shawn said stretching his arms over his head as he yawned.

      “Hopefully that’s a good thing,” Abby said with a shiver.  “How much longer until we can rest?”

      Ryder scanned the area.  “Maybe up there.”

      He pointed at what looked like a hunk of rusted metal sitting on its side in the ditch.  It was coated with moss, and a tall weed was growing out of an opening.

      “But just a short rest,” Ryder said placing his hand over his eyes and rubbing vigorously.  “They could still be after us for all we know.”

      “Lots of days of traveling in are in your future,” Logan said flashing Abby a smile.  “It’s tiring, but I’m glad you’re with us.”

      “Me too,” she said smiling back.  “This is what you guys were doing before Tina found you?”

      I nodded.  “Just walking around making our way.  It was easier when we had our things.”

      “Well, you still have your gun,” Abby said.

      “Can’t eat a gun,” I said.  My eyes shifted to Ryder’s empty hands.  “What happened to Charlie’s club?”

      “I lost it going down that stupid hill,” Ryder said flicking out his blade.  “Still have this though.”

      My hand jerked to my hip to make sure my gun was still there.  “And once I’m out of bullets, I’ll have nothing.”

      The sun finally peeked over the horizon highlighting the gray clouds that scattered the sky.

      “Looks like we might get more rain,” Ryder said approaching the hunk of metal with his blade in hand.

      “Better than snow though, right?” Charlie asked, leaning against the rusted metal.

      “I suppose so,” Ryder said crouching down to pick at some of the grasses.  “Wonder if this is edible.”

      I glanced over at the tall bruised up grasses.  “Hmm, not sure but I think it’s a good sign that things are starting to grow.  Hopefully, we’ll spot something we can eat.”

      “Maybe we can find a lake or river and catch some fish,” Logan said.

      “Doesn’t look like worms should be hard to find,” I said as one scooted across the cracked pavement.  “Hey Ryder,” I said gesturing at the worm, “that’s edible.”

      He laughed and covered his mouth.  “Not that hungry yet.”

      “Good thing we had our fill of Tina’s stuff,” Charlie said.  “But I could really go for one of those salty bags of chips right now.”

      “Let’s not talk about food.  That’ll just make it worse,” I said, patting my stomach.

      Everyone grew quiet as they rested.  I looked at the position of the sun and tried to plan our route.

      Shawn bumped me with his elbow and jerked his head to the side.  “Can I talk to you for a sec?”

      “Sure,” I said glancing at the others, but no one seemed to even notice us stepping away.

      I crossed my arms and looked into his eyes.  He met my gaze for a second before turning to look back at his boots.

      “Everything OK?” I asked, starting to feel flutters in my stomach.

      “Yeah, it’s just that, I think we need to talk to Ryder,” Shawn said.

      I scrunched up my nose.  “What do you mean?”

      “About us.”  He swallowed hard.  “Time is getting away from us.”

      My heart bounced as he ran his fingers through his hair.  He looked at me with those eyes.  Those beautiful sparkling eyes.

      I didn’t realize at first, but I was already nodding.

      “Not now,” I said pressing my lips together.  “But yeah… soon.”

      “I want us to be together,” Shawn said keeping his voice low.  “He’ll be OK with it.  At least he will in time.”

      “I hope you’re right,” I said, crossing my arms.  It wasn’t a conversation I wanted to have, but I didn’t want to put my life on hold.  Ryder had made his choice, and I deserved to make mine too.  “I’ll talk to him when things settle down.”

      Shawn flashed me a gorgeous smile that made my insides swirl.  “Good.  Because if you don’t, I will.”

      “Is that a threat?” I asked smiling back at him.

      “Think of it more like motivation,” he said placing his arm around my shoulder as he turned me back toward the others.

      “Maybe I rather you do it.”

      “Really?  Because I will, right now—”

      “No, not really.”  I chewed my lip.  “I’ll do it.  I will.”

      I let out a heavy sigh and turned away from the group to check our surroundings.

      Everything was peaceful.  For a moment, I almost thought that maybe things could actually work out.

      All I knew for sure was that I wasn’t ready to give up trying.
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      I think I took it all for granted.  I had become accustomed to my daily routine and to be totally honest, I liked it.  In fact, there was nothing I enjoyed more than sitting still, reading a book, soaking in the bathtub, watching a movie, or other simple things that some people think are monotonous.  They are always on the go, scheduling the next event, sending text messages and taking quick showers, but I didn’t mind being slow.  I relished it.  I thought everyone should take a more leisurely approach to life, what was the rush anyway?  Had I been able to see into the future, I may have thought differently.  I might have changed how I had lived my life.

      There had been something drastically different in the air that afternoon, but I couldn't quite put my finger on exactly what it was.  The whole day had been hot and humid, the weatherman had predicted a thunderstorm, and we were under a tornado watch.  My clothes had been soggy from dripping sweat all day in the unpleasant claustrophobic classrooms they refused to air condition.  I had felt gross and was eager to change into something dry, ideally right into my pajamas.  This day had been draining, and I was exhausted.  Maybe I'd curl up in bed after a cool bath, read a book and listen to the storms pass by.  That sounded like heaven.

      I wanted to put a name to the smell floating in my nostrils.  It was salty and musty, making me think of under-cooked French fries.  Both the smell and the feeling in the air had been unsettling and I couldn’t wait to get home.  I walked faster hoping I’d beat the rain since my clothes were already wet enough.  I crossed my arms in front of me and let my backpack hang off my shoulder as I walked fast with my head down.  After the bell had rang letting school out I had practically sprinted out of the building leaving a little earlier than I usually did.  Since it had been the last day before summer vacation, everyone else was lingering and making plans for the summer with their friends.  They had all apparently been oblivious to that unusual fragrance in the air.

      “Have a great summer Roslyn!”  A tall girl shouted to me from across the street, waving at me altogether too excitedly as she opened the passenger door of a beat-up blue corvette.  I couldn't remember her name, so I smiled awkwardly and waved at her.  Then as if I felt weird about my hand up in the air, I dropped it down to gather up my dark blonde hair letting it fall down over my left shoulder.

      I was probably about halfway home when I looked up from the sidewalk.  Across the street was a boy in my class I didn’t really know, but I recognized him only because he was often the object of discussions I’d overheard the other girls chittering about.  He was cute, dark hair, dark eyes but guys like that don’t have an interest in girls like me anyway.  He wouldn’t want someone who was as boring and low-key as I was.  A boy like that is only interested in the most popular, the most beautiful and the most interesting girls.  In front of me was another boy from my class, Ryan I thought, kicking a stone as if it were a soccer ball.  Another one of the boys all the girls went crazy over, he was absolutely gorgeous, but he didn’t know it, or at least if he did, he didn’t care.

      There was another group somewhere behind me.  I could hear them talking, making plans for the night, and next they’d probably plan out the whole summer.  After I rolled my eyes, I was hit smack dab in the middle of my forehead by an abnormally large drop of wetness.  I wiped my skin dry with the back of my hand and tilted my head upwards.  The dark ominous clouds looming ahead traveled at what seemed to be an unrealistic speed.  Only moments ago the sun had been shining but now a darkness akin to night was setting in, the feeling made me shiver even in this heat.

      I looked to the others to see if anyone else had noticed the extreme raindrops but the boy across the street still had his head down and was even further ahead of me.  The other boy, Ryan, who had been in front of me had turned off and was walking into what I assumed was his house.

      The drops of water started to fall quicker, each one smacking against my face and the exposed skin of my arms with small but annoying stings.  I swung my backpack in front of me to look for something I could put over my head.  Before I even got a chance to unzip my pack there was a loud thunk followed by the clanging rattle of a street sign.  It had made such an unusual high pitched noise that my ears started to ring.

      Another chunk of hail hit the ground a foot in front of me with a thud, crashing so hard it broke into countless smaller pieces on impact.  They scattered all around my feet looking like little chips of glass.  This was by far the largest and most dangerous hail I’d ever seen in my entire life.  Within thirty seconds of each other, another two large pieces fell only a few feet away from me, and thankfully not on my head.  How many more of these large ice blocks would fall?  These pieces of hail weren’t the small and smooth pebble-like hail I’d seen a hundred times before, instead they were rough and thick, jagged like chipped and broken rocks.  I put my backpack over my head hoping it would at least protect me from the falling shards, but in all reality they probably weighed several pounds and the backpack wouldn’t do much of anything to soften the blow.

      Down the street a car window shattered with a loud pop and crack.  I hadn't been expecting it and I jumped backwards startled by the sudden noise.  My house was still a fair distance away, and the hail didn’t seem to be letting up.  If anything, it was getting worse.  I needed to find a place to hang out temporarily until this lethal storm passed.  The girl in the group behind me let out an awful howl.  I whipped around to see watery blood streaming down her face.  Her crystal blue eyes were wide with surprise.  I guessed that she'd been hit by the small chunk of hail that rocked to a stop near her feet.  Had it been one of the larger pieces she wouldn’t have been able to let out her painful cry.

      The house Ryan had walked into had a covered porch.  I called over to the group behind me, pointing as I ran up the walk.  “Over here, come this way!” I said, and they followed.  I didn’t think he’d mind... considering.

      A car barreled down the street and I realized what was about to happen only seconds before it did.  The driver didn't have a chance.  The girl next to me with the gash in her forehead let out a scream that made my bones ache.  It had been like something out of a horror movie.  The boulder of hail which had been the size of a large watermelon smashed through the windshield.  Copious cracks sprouted out from the hole that had been left by the chunk of hail further weakening the glass.  The car slammed into a parked van, and the driver was ejected from his seat.  The broken windshield had slowed the drivers exit and his body was sprawled out on the hood of the car like a rag doll.  Blood pooled out from his middle and oozed out of his nose and ears.  He laid there staring blankly towards me, his body motionless.  Oh crap, was he dead?

      The boy who had been ahead of me on the other side of the street was running towards the car, but he stopped suddenly when he saw the body spread out on the car.  He put his hand on his forehead and then both hands over his eyes.  I guessed it had been someone he knew.  The winds picked up and the booms from the thunder and lightning shook the earth so much I worried it was an earthquake.  It was terrifying.

      The tall boy who was with the girl spun her around so she was facing the house and the guy with black hair stood in front of me to block my view since I had been unable to turn myself away from the gruesome scene.  The front door to the house flung open, partly from the wind and partly from an aggressive push.  The bang startled me and I jumped into the bigger guy grabbing his arm way too tightly.

      “You guys have to come with me,” he said.  “Please, follow me.”  He gestured for us to follow him and it took me a few minutes to understand as my brain hadn't worked the same way it had before seeing the crash.  Ryan was trying to get us to go with him somewhere.  I caught another glimpse of the guy across the street, he was looking at us, he didn’t say anything he just stood there.  The others hadn’t noticed him, I was about to say something when I was jostled by the guy with the black hair whose name I couldn’t recall.

      “But—”  I managed to eek the word out in an attempt to alert them to the guy across the street.

      “Go!” he said, his eyes begging me to make my feet move.  And I did.  I glanced back after a few steps and he was gone.  We followed Ryan like lost puppies.  The guy with black hair yelled through the howling winds, “Where are we going?”

      We looped around the side of his house going into the backyard, “My grandpa has an underground shelter.  We’ll be safe there!”  We ran through his backyard jumping over broken tree branches and random things that had blown into his yard— trash bins, a grill, even a little pink tricycle.

      “How far?” the tall boy shouted as a brick-sized piece of hail landed about a foot away from him.

      “Not far,” Ryan said, “this way!”  He weaved between a garage and a small shed and onto the sidewalk of the next block.  “That one,” he said pointing to a green house across the street and three houses over.

      We splashed through the puddles on the roadway running as fast as we could.  A gust of wind almost knocked me off my feet, but somehow I managed to regain my footing without falling or blowing away.  I saw a car rolling top to bottom and side to side through the air about a block away and then I noticed the twister that was propelling it.  Another gust of wind came and lifted me for a full second off the ground.  It happened so fast I wasn’t even sure it had been real or if I was imagining it until I felt a hand grab onto mine pulling me along.

      “Here?” I asked when we were in front of the green house.

      Ryan turned around the side of the house.  Boards from the roof were being lifted off, and the siding was peeling away towards the twister that I could feel was even closer than it had been before.  The winds were stronger, and the air was filling with dust and dirt, and it was getting harder to breathe.  A large piece of siding from the neighbor’s house zipped past my face and pierced itself into the side of Ryan’s grandpa’s house.  It stuck out like an arrow that hit its target.  A target that had only been inches from my face.  We were finally in his grandpa's backyard when I realized I hadn't been breathing.

      Everyone was holding onto one another.  I grabbed Ryan’s shirt as he flung open the doors to his grandpa’s underground shelter.  We all piled in— the girl with the gash on her head first, then the tall boy, then the pale boy, followed by the one with black hair and then it was my turn.  I turned around to help Ryan inside when I saw a tornado weaving back and forth heading right for us.  There was a second one the size of a full city block not too far behind it also heading our way.  I wanted to scream but instead I gained a burst of extra strength and yanked Ryan inside.  Together we pulled as hard as we could to close the doors, but I wasn’t much help with the wind's ever-increasing strength.  I could feel myself rising above the ground.  My feet were no longer touching the floor, and everything felt like it was moving in slow motion as I was gradually being pulled out of the doorway.  Ryan grabbed one leg while the boy with black hair grabbed my other.  I felt like an out-of-control kite as they yanked me inside and threw me against the back wall.  They hadn’t intended to be rough with me, but they had to act fast so they could get the doors closed before we were all whisked away.  The double doors had a huge lock that slid into place, but the wind outside was so strong the doors rattled aggressively, causing them to shake and bow outward.

      I could hear the windows shattering in the house above us, it sounded as if the whole building was being torn apart at the seams.  “This way,” Ryan said as he grabbed a radio off a nearby shelf and a flashlight which he instantly flicked on.  It was almost as if his grandpa had made him do test runs to make sure he’d know what to do should he ever need to come here in an emergency.

      We followed him down a cement hallway.  The thudding of our feet turned into booming as the hallway turned into a metal corridor, something that had been added somewhat recently by the looks of it.  I wondered if his grandpa had been one of those people that prepared for the end of the world, what were they called?  Preppers?  Thinking of everything going on outside right now, I kind of hoped he was.  I was thankful, I knew how lucky I was to be here.  Even being in this hallway I felt somewhat safe, that was until I felt a sudden breeze and heard the whistling of the wind.  The doors must have been pulled off their hinges.  Ryan grunted as he opened the next set of thick metal doors, he passed the flashlight to the boy with black hair, “Go down, I’m going to wait for my family here.”

      It sounded to me as if the house above had been lifted off of the foundation and placed back down in the wrong spot.  “Where are they?” I asked him, wondering at the same time where my mom was and hoping she was safe in our basement or somewhere even better.  I questioned how safe a person would be in a normal basement with this storm.  Ryan had saved my life and I didn’t really feel comfortable just leaving him out here alone, especially with all the rattling and crashing noises.  The wind was so strong I could feel it against my skin even at the end of the hallway.

      “I’m not sure, work?  School?  Just… not home yet,” he said shaking his head as if he was trying to sprinkle the worry that he felt out of his ears.

      “They might be hunkered down somewhere not even trying to get here, you have to come inside, I don’t think you are safe out here,” I said tugging his arm gently.

      “I have to wait,” he said still shaking his head, because he knew better, he knew they weren’t coming.  He also knew that he should go inside and that the last thing anyone in his family would want was for him to wait outside of the shelter for them.

      “Please,” I begged, “if they come we’ll just let them in.”  I tried to talk some sense into him, I hoped it wouldn’t take much to sway him.  I couldn’t have timed it better, the wind picked up again with an ear piercing whistle.  It was a forceful gust that shifted both of our bodies.  At the end of the long hallway, I saw a piece of wood, maybe from a shelf, go flying up into the air and out of the basement with other pieces chasing after.  Each airy blast was stronger than the last.  The pieces of his grandpa’s house were being plucked out like the loose pieces of a Jenga tower and at any minute it would come crashing down.  He inhaled sharply and guided me inside, he tried to pull the door closed, but it was like a vacuum preventing it from shutting.  Luckily we were able to get it closed working together, but we lost our footing and tumbled to the ground.  Ryan vaulted up and slid several locks into place and pulled down a huge bar to secure it even further.

      He offered me his hand to help me to my feet, I gladly accepted the help.  I just stood there gawking at him, waiting for further direction, like I no longer knew how to function without guidance.

      “Down.”

      “Excuse me?” I said looking at him as if he were speaking another language.

      “Go down the stairs.”

      I pivoted and descended the approximately fifteen steps quickly, fearing the door would be pulled off its hinges and I’d be whisked back out into the storm, but the buckled down solid door didn’t even rattle.  It gave no signs that it was weak.  The others were gathered by the door waiting for instructions from Ryan.  He flipped some switches that caused air to start circulating, and I could hear the humming and buzzing of other things starting up.  Once he was satisfied it was all working as it was supposed to, he closed the last door that would keep us inside and the nasty weather outside.  We were locked inside.  Underground.
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      I was freaking out about what just happened.  I held it all in mainly because I didn’t know how to express it and I didn’t want to cause everyone else to panic any more than they already were.  I was worried about my mom, was she home?  Was she OK?  I wished there was some way for me to communicate with her so I could tell her I was safe.

      “What was that?”  The boy with black hair bellowed, “I’ve never seen anything like that!”

      “I think I counted five tornadoes at one time, and that’s just the ones I could see,” the pale boy added.

      Ryan turned on a small TV that was up against the wall centered within the living room.  It was mostly cracks, whistles and gray fuzzy snow with little flashes of a grayish shadow of the newscaster who was overly dedicated to his job.  He sat there spouting out everything that was going on outside, and for us, what was happening above ground.  We all sat in absolute silence trying to make out what he was saying between noises and the static.

      “Seek immediate sheltkrrrrrrrrrrrrrr… tornadoes, clusters of them…wizzzzzzzrrrr… here is a look at the live radar…krrrrrr.  Fwaappp area covered in red, this is no joke folks…whhhhhoooooooooo in all my years… fizzzz never seen something like krrrrrrrrrrrrrip.”  It started to come in a little clearer for just a moment “We’ve had reports of homes pulled right off their foundation and thrown into neighboring states.  Hail the size of watermelons and as sharp and deadly as axes falling from the sky.  Downpours that are causing major flooding and even landslides.  We’ve just, just…krrrrrrrrip no end in sight, stay safe out there krrrrrrrrrrr.”

      Ryan broke the silence, “I guess we’ll be down here for a while.”  We all stared at the fuzz on the TV trying to make sense of it all.  Everything outside was being torn apart and we didn’t know where our families were or if they were even OK.  I couldn’t stop myself from thinking the worst— that our families hadn’t found shelter in time, or a good enough shelter.  The storm came so fast.  We barely made it to safety.  And why didn’t the weathermen know it was going to be this bad?  How lucky I had been did not escape me, I didn’t know how I’d ever thank Ryan if I survived this.

      His grandpa’s shelter seemed quite safe, I couldn’t even hear anything that was going on above us.  I wasn’t sure how we’d know when it was safe to leave this place, but the storm couldn’t last forever.  We would have to wait for someone on TV to come back and tell us it was OK, and then I could go find my mom.

      Ryan held out a bottle of water in front of my line of vision, “Drink?” he asked in a low voice.  I nodded a thank you even though I had no intentions of opening it.  I wasn’t thirsty even though my mouth felt like sandpaper.  I’d drink when I got home.  The water at my house was great.

      I had forgotten about the girl’s wound until I heard her making little gasping noises as she dabbed her shirt sleeve against her forehead.  “It really hurts,” she whispered to the tall boy with a sniff, and he put his hand on her shoulder.

      I hadn’t noticed Ryan had left the room until he returned carrying a mirror and a first aid kit.  “That’s a big scratch,” he said handing her the kit.  Her bleeding had slowed significantly.  She was lucky it hadn’t been worse.

      “Thanks,” she said taking the kit and handing it to the tall boy.

      I watched the radar on TV and tried to see if I could make anything out.  With everything so jumbled and fuzzy it was hard to tell what was going on, but it appeared as though the whole state of North Dakota was covered in the colors red and purple.  A small portion of our state had the yellow coloring but there wasn’t a single area that had clear sky.  Everything in our state and the surrounding states was currently experiencing severe weather.  This was bad.  The worst part of it all was that when they put the radar in motion it showed more coming.  It was an endless storm of heavy rain, damaging winds, hail, tornadoes and dangerous lightning.  They cut away to what appeared to be the map of the whole United States and parts of Mexico and Canada.  I gasped.

      “What’s wrong?” asked the girl not even attempting to disguise her shaking voice.  She now had a large piece of gauze taped to her forehead with a red dot in the center where the blood was soaking in.

      “It’s just all red, that just can’t be right.”  The words spilled out.  I spoke before thinking.  It hadn’t been my intention to make anyone more scared or on edge than they already were.

      “What’s all red?” the tall one asked.

      “Everything, I mean, it’s not even possible!  It’s everywhere, the whole United States, Canada, it’s all covered with these storms, can that be?”  I flapped my arms at the TV and looked at the others waiting for any kind of logical answer, but they stared back at me as if I had the answers, which I didn’t.  I wasn’t even sure this was all really happening.  Everything we had been through to get here seemed like it had to have been a bad dream.  Only it wasn’t.

      “We are safe down here,” Ryan said trying to keep everyone calm.  “I know you’re worried about your families, I am too, but there isn’t much we can do until this all passes.  We are several feet underground, this place has been flood tested, nothing can get us.  It was designed to keep my family safe if there was some sort of end of the world disaster… like bombs or whatever.  My grandpa was a prepper, he knew what he was doing, he was a little crazy about it…” he stopped himself, swallowed hard, “thank God he was though.  I just hope my family….”

      His words were getting stuck in his throat, it seemed as though he was having trouble talking after he said his ‘grandpa was a prepper’ as in past tense.  I wasn’t sure if that had meant his grandpa had died since building the shelter or if he was just assuming that his grandpa wouldn’t have survived the deadly storm outside.  But I wasn’t going to ask.  I already felt guilty that it was me down here and not his family.

      Everyone was silent probably thinking of their own families.  I refused to think of all the things that could have happened to my mom, at least not right now.  She had survived a lot of hardships in her life, losing her mother to cancer, my dad cheating on her with a 24-year-old stripper, a horrible divorce, a stint with an abusive boyfriend and that was only the beginning.  If anyone would get through this storm, it would be her.  I didn’t need to waste time thinking about it, I’d go to her as soon as I could.

      “KrrrrrrrOHMYGOD!  Krrrrrr…wizzzzzzzz….”  The newscaster screamed and the station blacked out completely.  There was no sound, no picture, not even any gray snowy fuzz.  TV was gone.

      “I’ll try the radio,” Ryan said, “Uhh by the way, I’m Ryan for those that don’t know me.”  I already knew him, I had a few classes with him but he was quiet, I didn’t really know anything about him other than his name.

      “Owen.”  He and I were in study hall together but I couldn’t ever remember his name.  I’d see him and think his name was Evan, he had shiny black hair and he was all muscle, solid and outgoing.  I think everyone in school liked him.

      “I know who all of you are but anyway, I’m Dean, and this is my little sister Sienna.”  She forced a quick smile but I could tell she was trying to hide the fact that she was scared out of her mind.  Dean was tall, I’d seen him around before, mostly hanging around with Owen, and he was crazy hot.  His brown hair was messy, but that kind of messy that probably takes a half hour of styling to perfect.  What stood out to me most of all were his eyes, they were the color of chocolate syrup.  I wondered how I hadn’t noticed him more in school, but I never cared about things like that.  Under other circumstances I might feel shy around someone this attractive, but considering what we had just escaped it didn’t seem to matter.

      “Seth,” the pale boy with the blonde hair said.  I knew of him only because he stood out at school, it was nice to finally put a name to his face.  There was a short time where some of the other kids tried to get the nickname ‘albino’ to stick but he didn’t let it get to him and it was short lived.  I couldn’t even remember the last time I had heard anyone call him that.

      “I’m Ros,” I said lifting my damp tangled hair in a pretend ponytail.

      Ryan turned the radio dial so slow you could barely see his hand moving.  There were a few stations that had that annoying buzz but instead of them saying, “This is only a test,” they were saying “this is not a test” and to stay tuned for further instruction.  But those further instructions never came and Ryan continued searching.  When he hit the end of the dial, he switched the power off out of frustration and hit the table with his fist causing a few stacked coffee cups to rattle.

      “How will we know when we can leave?” Sienna quietly asked the group.

      “Cameras.”  That was all Ryan managed to spit out after his frustrations with the radio.

      “What do you mean?” I asked not understanding.

      Ryan flipped a switch on the wall and clicked a button on the remote control.  The picture on the TV worked but what it showed wasn’t what any of us wanted to see.

      “Jesus Christ.”  Owen choked and swallowed hard, “Is this some kind of joke?”

      The screen was divided into four panels, one for each of the cameras that had been placed in various strategic locations outside.  The camera with a number one appeared to be underwater, I couldn’t quite figure out where it was located outside and why they’d need an underwater camera.  Camera two wasn’t working and showed just a solid black box.  The third camera showed what the weather was doing the best.  It was difficult to see but there were huge chunks of ice falling from the sky.  It looked like it was snowing jagged melons.  Dancing along the background was a bouquet of several tornadoes.  It wasn’t just a tornado or two, within the frame of this particular camera, it was at least four, and what looked like another two or three even further back in the distance.  I wasn’t sure if the ones further back were actually tornadoes or not due to the low visibility from the rain, hail, and misty fog.  I wondered how many more there might be outside the viewing range of the camera.  Was the whole state just covered with tornadoes?  The thought was terrifying.

      Camera four was my least favorite.  It was the camera that I assumed was pointed at the shelter, or more accurately, the ground above the shelter.  It was the worst of all three because it showed the ground above us wasn’t actually ground, it was a large pond.  We appeared to be at least four feet under the water by my guess.  Not only were we already trapped underground, but now we were also trapped under a small body of water, and the rain didn’t appear as though it had any intention of letting up anytime soon.

      Sienna plunged her face into her brother’s shoulder and sobbed.  He almost looked as if he could do the same.

      Ryan quickly flipped the switch.  “OK, so who wants to see the place?”  He hopped up on his feet with half a grin.  He seemed proud of this shelter, or perhaps he was just good at hiding how terrified he was from the rest of us, for our sake.

      [image: ]
* * *

      He started the tour, “as you know, this is the living room… couch, chairs, DVD player, books and games.”  The room was about the size of your average living room, spacious enough considering.  It was a long rectangle with a big, fluffy couch against the wall opposite the TV.  There were two chairs also pointed towards the TV, and two wooden chairs, one on each side of the bookshelf which rested against the short wall.  On each end of the couch was a cheap looking end-table holding matching lamps.  The lighting wasn’t great, but I wasn’t going to complain.

      “There is a generator that powers most everything, and most things have backup batteries,” he said when he noticed me staring at the lamps.  “We should conserve power when possible of course, but we’ll be OK for a good while.  Next room!”

      He led us to the perfectly square kitchen which had a small dining table with four chairs.  There were two stools pushed up to the counter so seating wouldn’t be an issue.  On the counter there was an impossibly small microwave, matching fridge and freezer and tons of cupboards.  Ryan walked over to them and opened them displaying the assortment of goods they held.  The shelves were fully stocked as I imagined the fridge and freezer probably were too.  He opened a door at the back of the kitchen and we all took turns peeking in.  It was another room, almost the size of the kitchen stocked top to bottom with anything you could possibly need, kitchen-wise or otherwise.  It was a kitchen-sized general store.

      There were small doors scattered about the entrance and living room.  Ryan didn’t open them but I assumed they were closets and storage areas, probably stocked with things one might need in an end of the world type situation.

      Next there was a little hallway that ran between the living space and the kitchen space which I had to assume led to the bedrooms.  “Door on the left here is the bathroom, sorry one toilet and one shower,” he said grimacing, “and these are the bedrooms.”  He stretched his arms out as if he were presenting the top  prize on a game show.

      There were only two bedrooms.  We walked into the first room which was fairly large and looked incredibly cozy.  It had two full sized beds pushed against opposite walls made up with clean sheets, or so I assumed, and a large, plush comforter.  One with a pink and white dot design was calling my name, even though I had no idea how I could even consider sleeping right now.  My body was craving it, but my mind was still high on adrenaline.  I needed rest, but with my thoughts going every which way I didn’t know how I would be able to actually settle down enough for sleep.

      There was a nightstand beside each bed and a closet on each side.  In the middle was a stiff curtain divider you could pull out for a privacy wall.

      The second room was even bigger than the last but it too only had two full sized beds.  I wasn’t the only one thinking about the math, Sienna was fidgeting next to me and I could tell she was nervous about the sleeping arrangements.  Ryan walked over to the closet and pulled out a cot, “And with the couch in the living room, that’s six,” he said glancing at Sienna hoping she’d be satisfied.  “Ros and Sienna can have the other room, you guys can figure out who gets what in here and I’ll take the couch.”  He glanced around looking at each one of us, and then crossed his arms, “Well, that concludes the tour, so with that, I guess everyone should just go ahead and make yourselves at home.  Please.”

      “Anyone know what time it is?” Seth wondered with a yawn.

      “I don’t know how anyone will be able to sleep!” Owen said seemingly surprised by Seth’s yawn, “I still want to know what the hell is going on!”

      I nodded in agreement but I knew we weren’t going to know, at least not tonight.

      Ryan pointed to a clock on the nightstand, “I think that’s probably accurate even though the generator hadn’t been on in some time, the clocks have backup batteries.”

      According to the clock it was 9 p.m.  The running from the storm, getting in the shelter and the tour all took approximately six hours.  It had all passed by in what felt like minutes.  We’d missed dinner, but no one asked about it and I didn’t even feel the slightest bit hungry.  I just wanted this night to pass so we could hopefully find out tomorrow what the damage was and how we were going to get out of here.  I wanted a little space from everything and everyone so I could mentally process what just happened and if it was a dream, make myself wake up.

      “Oh, there are supplies in the bathroom, like toothbrushes and toothpaste, deodorant, towels, and all that stuff, if there is anything else you might need check the pantry in the kitchen.  At the end of the hall is the laundry but we should limit using that as much as possible since all the running water is on the same line here.  Full loads only, please.”

      “What about clothes?” Sienna asked picking at her fingernails.  “You know, like a change of clothes or something to sleep in?  I don’t want to wear the same thing every day.”  She let just a little of her inner diva start to emerge.

      “Right.  Well, there should be some things in the closets, but it’d be my mom’s or sister’s things so I don’t know if you’ll find anything,” Ryan said with a frown.  “You are more than welcome to use anything you find though.”  I guess that was a problem with the stocking up of the shelter, they hadn’t anticipated helping anyone other than the family, but why would they have even considered that?  “My mom’s things would be in this closet and my sister’s in the other room.”

      “Let’s see what we can find,” I said putting my hand lightly on Sienna’s shoulder as I guided her out of the room.  She didn’t protest or shrug me off, so we got a little space from the others.  I wanted to be alone but since that wasn’t likely to happen, I figured being with Sienna was almost as good as being alone.  After all, we were about to be roommates, I might as well try to be her friend.

      We entered our new room, “Which bed do you want?” I asked not really caring all that much but secretly hoping a little for the bed with the pink comforter.  Both beds looked inviting, my body desired to lie down even if my brain was a bee hive of thoughts, but it didn’t matter, so why not let her choose?  The other bed had a comforter striped with various shades of blue, the pink one must have been intended for Ryan’s sister and the blue one was his.  He was giving up his bed for us.

      “I’ll take the pink one,” she said looking away from me.

      That meant I’d be taking Ryan’s bed.  He was giving up his bed for me.  That selfless act didn’t make me feel so great.  I didn’t want to be the one to take his bed from him.  I would have taken the couch but I knew Sienna wouldn’t be comfortable sharing the room with Ryan.

      “OK.  Let’s check out the closet.”

      I opened the door and I could feel Sienna’s eyes peering around me attempting to get a glimpse of our future wardrobe.  I pulled the string that clicked the overhead light bulb on in the small walk-in closet.  It was filled with girl’s clothes.  The other closet by my bed likely was filled with Ryan’s clothes which I’m sure he will want access to, but he hadn’t said anything about it.  His sister’s clothes were close to my size, but they were a little big for Sienna, so unfortunately she had little choice.  I found a nightgown which I handed to her because I figured the size difference would be less noticeable in gown form.  For myself, I found a plain gray T-shirt and some yoga pants with pink zebra trim.  They were not my style at all, but it was a change of clothes and for that I was thankful.  We’d all have to make do when it came to certain things.

      Owen wasn’t as small as Ryan, he was bigger and more muscular, athletic.  And Seth was a little overweight, neither of them very likely to fit into Ryan’s things, so they’d probably have to wear his dad’s clothes and they likely wouldn’t complain about it.  We didn’t know how long we’d be down here, it could be until someone came looking for us, or the water drained away.  Our choices in most matters were pretty limited.  Maybe tomorrow Sienna and I could go through Ryan’s mom’s things, perhaps she had items that would work, and it would give us something to do to pass the time.

      I started to change hoping that it would help Sienna feel more comfortable with me, I didn’t want to close the room divider afraid she’d take it the wrong way.  Flipping the fluffy blankets over I crawled inside the soft bed not bothering to turn out the lights.  I was so exhausted I felt like I was melting into the mattress.

      “What do we do now?” she asked.

      “I’m not sure,” I said my face twisted, “Do you want to go get a book?”

      “No, I think…” she paused for a yawn, “I think I’m actually tired.”

      “Yeah.”  I copied her by letting out a yawn against my will, “Somehow, I am too.”  I glanced through half-closed eyes at the clock on the nightstand next to my bed.  It was closing in on 10:00 p.m., only about two hours earlier than I usually go to bed, but today wasn’t a normal day by any stretch of the imagination.  Today was a lot different.  That’s the last thought I remembered having before I drifted off into a dreamland where things hadn’t changed.  The storms hadn’t raged and destroyed everything in its path.  We weren’t trapped underground, or under water.  I was at home and I was happy.  Yes, today had been a lot different.

      

      [Continue Reading Ravaged Land…]

    

  

cover.jpg
RAVAGED LAND: DIVIDED - BOOK TWO

TEHREs L AsS T

KELLEE'L. GREENE






