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Thank you to my family.
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If aliens visit us, the outcome would be much as when Columbus landed in America, which didn’t turn out well for the Native Americans.

-Stephen Hawking
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Ben and I stood there glued to the ground as we stared out at the black goop that covered the city. When we came out from the laundry room in the basement of Ben’s parents’ apartment I had felt determined to set out in search of help, but the direness of the situation quickly swallowed me whole. It was overwhelming. Paralyzing.

Everything was lost.

I gripped the metal rod I’d found on the ground that I planned to use for protection. We didn’t know what had been left behind and we wanted to be ready to face whatever it might be.

The joints and muscles in my fingers felt sore as I held the bar tightly. I worried my hand might get stuck in this claw-like position forever. But it would be worth it to have a weapon. It made me feel a little safer, even though I wasn’t sure I’d be able to use it.

I had thought the creeps descending and sucking everyone up into their ships had been the disaster, but what had been left behind was almost as terrifying. It was just me and Ben, but at least we were still alive.

Things looked bleak and I couldn’t help but wonder if we were the last ones alive. We had yet to see another living soul, but we hadn’t ventured out far from the apartment either. Others must have survived just as we had… but where were they?

The night that the creeps had arrived and started their rampage of terror on the city felt as though it had been a lifetime ago. But in reality it had only been a short time. That part of my life didn’t even feel like it was mine. It felt as though I was living someone else’s life.

I felt different. The whole world around us was different. When I had seen the ships with the glowing pink lights arrive, I knew my life would change forever, but I didn’t realize exactly how much.

They’d taken nearly every human out of the city with their vacuums. Somehow, Ben and I managed to stay hidden long enough. We survived their attack, but we didn’t know what to do with what was left.

Ben and I had seen what they do with people. They were taking humans to turn them into fuel. We were a resource to them. Nothing more.

It wasn’t the least bit surprising that if they needed lifeforms for power, they’d take as many of us as they possibly could. They’d harvested us for days. They took everyone… only they hadn’t gotten Ben and me.

“What are we going to do?” I asked rubbing my hands together as if I was washing them with air. Dirt and grime was stuck under my fingernails and I really wished I could take a shower. Running water was probably going to be very difficult to find, if not impossible, now that everyone was gone and the city was in shambles.

My eyes darted from building to building as if I expected a phaser creep to pop out and start sucking the life out of me. I didn’t know if I could ever get over that fear of something lurking in the shadows, ready to jump out at me.

I wasn’t sure why I even thought any of them could still be here. There wasn’t a single ship left in the sky. The creeps were gone, and I was pretty sure they were all gone. Hopefully, for good. They had nearly all of the people in their possession, there wasn’t anything left for them here.

The city looked as though it had been chewed up and spit back out. Ben and I would have to figure out how to navigate the world that had been left behind. We’d have to find food, water, and shelter… the essentials to live, but beyond that I had no idea what to do or where to go. I guess we’d try to search for others… for help. What else could we do?

“I don’t know. I mean, we’ll figure it out… what choice do we have?” Ben said, as he looked out at our surroundings and slowly exhaled. He appeared as frustrated and nervous about the world as I felt. Neither of us were equipped to manage the end of the world. I didn’t know the first thing about survival. And it probably showed.

Things between Ben and I had become a bit strained while having been locked together in that small room. It wasn’t that we weren’t getting along, we did, we were a team and I was glad to have him, but we didn’t talk as much as we probably should have. It was like we were both in some kind of shock from what had happened to our families, our friends… the world.

For Ben, losing his best friend, Roman, to the creeps had been hard. I knew he missed him. I did too. And if I closed my eyes, I could still see the look on Grace’s face when the phaser started to suck the life out of her.

It was hard to accept that we had survived and our friends hadn’t. We hadn’t done anything differently… why were we still alive?

I never expected that Ben and I would be together the way we were, but somehow it happened. He was my long time crush. I dreamed about how it would be to be his girlfriend, but this wasn’t a scenario I ever imagined.

Ben was everything I wanted… smart, funny and extremely good-looking, but the creep attack had definitely made things difficult. It was hard to grow a new relationship when everything around you had gone to hell.

“Where should we go?” I said squinting up at him. The sun was brighter than I had remembered. It had been blocked out by the black powder clouds for so long that the sunlight hurt my eyes with its powerful, hot glow.

“I’m not sure. Maybe we should find some food and water first?” he said with a shrug. It sounded more like he was asking what we should do rather than telling me what we should do.

“Sure. Yeah. I think so,” I said taking his hand into mine. He met my eyes and flashed me a nervous smile. I let out a puff of air as I smiled back and held his hand tighter.

Ben carried his bat in his other hand and I had my metal rod in mine. Together we must have looked like quite a pair… not that anyone would see us.

We started walking, making our way through the streets in silence. If there were any creeps left behind, we didn’t want to alert them to our presence, if we could help it.

Looking out at all the broken down buildings and torn-up streets was sobering. I could still remember exactly what the buildings had looked like before. It didn’t even seem as though it was possible.

The empty feeling surrounding us was eerie and terrifying. A cold chill ran up and down my spine. I tried to tell myself that we were lucky to be alive. We had found a way and survived those awful creeps. But were we the lucky ones? Luck wasn’t the word I wanted to use for our current situation.

If there wasn’t anyone left, and it was truly just Ben and me, what would we do with the rest of our lives? It wasn’t going to be easy, that was for sure. We wouldn’t have TV, internet, video games, phones, fast food… nothing at all. For now, we’d be able to find things in stores, but eventually the food that was left would expire. I wasn’t sure if we’d be able to face what was ahead of us alone.

The nothingness and the vastness surrounding us was overwhelming. It felt as though my lungs were tightening in my chest, making it harder for me to breathe.

“Are you OK?” Ben asked looking down at me.

I rubbed my throat, almost hitting myself in the face with the metal rod. I swallowed hard, “I think so.”

We slowly and cautiously made our way down the road. I moved so quietly I could hear bits of glass, plastic and other things crunching under my feet.

I paused when I heard what sounded like a voice in the distance. At first I wasn’t sure if I had heard the voice, or if it had just been the wind, but by the way Ben looked at me, I was pretty sure he had heard it too.

The voice called out again, sounding as though someone was crying out for help. I closed my eyes and waited, hoping to hear it again. When it called out again, I knew the voice belonged to a female, and she didn’t sound as though she was too far away.

“You heard it too?” I asked looking up into Ben’s eyes. He looked out in the direction where the voice had come from.

“Yeah,” he said dropping my hand and gripping his bat tightly with both hands.

I looked at his bat, “Sounds like she needs help.”

“It does sound that way,” he said taking a deep breath. “Better safe than sorry.”

If I was supposed to feel relief that Ben and I weren’t alone, I didn’t. I hadn’t given a whole lot of thought to what we’d do if we came across another person. Were they good? Were they bad? Maybe they were a serial killer.

Ben’s bat and my metal rod would be no match for someone armed with a gun, or a knife. We had managed to survive the creeps, but maybe we wouldn’t survive the people or the mess that had been left behind.

She called out again. Ben looked at me and then up at the sky. He spun around in a circle as if he was looking for a lingering ship. I didn’t know if he was being overly paranoid or if he was being smart.

When the creeps left Earth, I assumed they had all left. What would they need to stick around for after their harvest was complete? It wouldn’t be worth staying to suck up the last few people that remained.

There wasn’t a single ship in the sky or any wandering creeps in the street. They were probably on the way to their next location to gather up more resources. They’d taken everything from Earth that they needed and left.

I started walking in the direction of the voice but Ben put his hand on my arm to stop me. He looked at me with an unusual darkness in his eyes.

“What is it?” I said meeting his eyes and biting the side of my lip. “She might need our help.”

“And what if it’s not, you know, a person,” Ben said shifting his eyes back and forth between me and the direction of the voice. It sounded like the voice of a human. I was pretty sure they were speaking English even though I couldn’t make out the words.

The creeps’ voices that we had heard while they were here were stiff and awkward. This voice sounded like a normal, but distressed girl.

She continued to call out but her voice was getting weaker with each unanswered attempt. It sounded as though she was considering giving up. Maybe her throat was sore from yelling out for help… she could have been calling out for hours before we came upon her.

“It sounds like a person to me,” I said shrugging.

“Yeah, but remember what they did to Grace?” Ben asked, and it was impossible to forget what they’d done. The phaser grabbed her and sucked the life out of her so that he could look more human. Like a weird, creepy version of Grace.

I understood Ben’s concerns. They were completely valid. He was afraid we’d walk into something dangerous. Something we wouldn’t be able to get ourselves out of.

“They sounded different when they talked. She sounds… normal,” I said looking down at my feet so I could try to isolate her voice. I wanted to hear it again to make sure I was right.

“She does, but still… we need a plan. A way to check them… to be sure,” Ben said rubbing and pulling at the skin on his elbow.

“I think they’re all gone. There isn’t anything here for them. They took everything,” I said crossing my arms around my middle. But I wasn’t sure if that was true. The big ships were gone, but beyond that I didn’t know.

He looked at his bat, and then towards the ground. Ben picked up a shard of glass and wiped it clean on the leg of his jeans. He touched the tip with his finger and quickly pulled it back. He winced, but then he smiled as though he was satisfied with his find. The shard was sharp. Very sharp.

“What are you going to do with that?” I said shifting my weight nervously from one leg to the other. Standing still made me jittery.

“After the phasers turned into humans do you remember what happened when they got hurt?”

“Yeah. I don’t think I’ll ever forget… why?”

“Well, when they were injured, they turned back into creeps. Like the one that came to the apartment door pretending to be a police officer… it turned back into a creep and rather quickly too. No blood. Nothing. Just shifted back into its original form,” Ben said turning the shard around in his hand as if inspecting it for some kind of flaw. He gripped the more rounded edge tightly, making sure he could maintain a good hold on the glass without slicing open his own hand.

“So let me get this straight. Your plan is to attack people to make sure they are actually people and not one of the creeps? Yeah, people are going to really like that,” I said shaking my head.

Ben smiled and let out a small laugh, “We have to do something. It’s the only way… the only way I can think of, that we can make sure they aren’t creeps.”

The girl shouted out for help again. I looked at Ben and then in the direction the voice seemed to be coming from. It would probably be hard to convince anyone we came across, like this girl, to let him cut them in order to make sure they would bleed like a human. But he was probably right. It was a good idea to make sure any people we found were actually people.

“Let’s hope they’ll let you slice them then,” I said smirking at him.

Ben’s face turned serious, “I’m cutting them whether they let me or not.”

I stared at him trying to determine just how serious he was. Without a doubt I knew that even if they refused, Ben would find a way to check them.

“Let’s go find her,” he said pointing with his bat.

We moved down the street in the direction of her voice, but she was calling out less frequently. Ben led us down one street only to find out her voice was getting fainter and we were going the wrong way.

Now it seemed as though she had stopped calling out. We went the wrong way several more times. I was getting tired from making my way through the disheveled streets and frustrated we didn’t seem to be getting any closer. Without asking Ben, I called out to her.

“Hello! Where are you?”

Ben looked at me with wide, round, unblinking eyes. His mouth was hanging open. It looked like he was horrified at what I had done. I could tell he wished I wouldn’t have yelled out to her. “What?”

He shook his head and sighed. Ben looked down at his feet and then spun around as he looked out around us. I tried to follow his eyes to see what he was looking for.

“What if those creeps are out here somewhere? What if she’s one of them?” he whispered.

“Sorry,” I said wishing I could take it back. I hadn’t given much thought to the consequences before shouting out our own location. Now if there was anyone out there they would know approximately where we were too. If we had any advantage, I had given it away.

“I’m here! Please! Please, help me!” she shouted, her voice was raspy, but it sounded as though she was relieved. Maybe she thought she was the only one left in the world too.

This time I looked at Ben for approval before answering. He nodded, and I cleared my throat before shouting, “Where is ‘here’ exactly? I’m looking for you!”

“I’m not sure. I can’t tell,” she said, and Ben and I looked at one another. It seemed a little strange that she couldn’t tell where she was, but then again, with everything falling apart it was hard to tell where we were too. Buildings that we could have used as landmarks looked completely different now. “Please! Please help me!”

“Keep talking… I’m looking for you,” I said trying to make it sound like I was alone. She didn’t need to know Ben was with me. That way if she wasn’t who she said she was, at least I’d have a backup hiding in the wings.

She kept talking, describing things around her as best as she could, but nothing sounded familiar. Her voice got louder and louder and I knew we were getting closer. Ben backed off and stayed several feet behind me.

Then I saw her.
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The girl was sitting on the ground near one of the crumbling buildings. Ben and I stopped behind the corner of a different building before she saw us.

I scanned the area, and I was almost certain she was alone. This part of the city was nearly completely destroyed. None of the buildings seemed safe. It definitely didn’t seem likely that someone would be hiding amongst the rubble risking part of a building falling on top of them.

The way she moved around looking for me to approach looked nothing like how the phasers had moved after they became human. She shouted, having no idea we were nearby, “Are you coming?”

“Are we going?” I whispered gently nudging Ben with my elbow.

“You first… I’ll stay back for a bit, you know, just in case,” Ben said turning the shard of glass in his hand. I knew he was trying to plan out exactly how he was going to convince her to let him cut her.

“OK… I’ll just walk over there then,” I said trying to build up the courage to go to her by myself. It wasn’t that I was afraid of her, I just didn’t want to do it alone. The whole world felt different, and it sent shivers through my body. I felt safer when I was next to Ben.

I took a deep breath and forced my feet to move. She must have heard me coming because her head quickly jerked to the side to look at me.

As I got closer, I could see she was pinned under what appeared to be part of the building. She tried to move backwards looking as though she was afraid of me, but she couldn’t really move more than an inch.

I held up my hand that wasn’t holding the metal rod and approached slowly. She looked at the metal rod and her eyes widened even more.

“Please don’t hurt me!” she said putting her hands over her ears.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” I said with a small laugh. The idea that I could hurt her was unfathomable. I stopped about ten feet away from her and gestured towards her leg that was trapped under a long structural beam. “Is it broken?”

“I don’t think so,” she said putting her hands on her thigh. “But I’m really stuck.”

“How did this happen?”

“I was trying to get out of the building… I’d been staying with my cousin. He didn’t make it out,” she said looking at the building behind her. A tear leaked out the corner of her eye and streamed down her cheek.

“Sorry,” I said not really knowing what else I could say. We’d all lost everything and everyone.

“And if I can’t get out of here, I won’t make it either will I?” she said rubbing the corner of her eye with the side of her hand.

The girl sitting on the ground was looking up at me with soft, round eyes. She was very pretty and looked to be around the same age as I was. Her long blonde hair was pulled into a loose pony tail. But fear and sadness filled her green eyes.

The girl’s eyes quickly darted behind me causing me to twist around to see what she was looking at. My pulse quickened and I could feel the blood pumping through my veins.

“Who’s that?” she said so quickly it sounded like one word. I let out a sigh when I realized it was just Ben coming out of hiding.

“It’s OK. He’s with me,” I said stepping forward to take a closer look at her leg. There wasn’t any blood, it just looked as though she was being squished by the beam. “Hopefully, we can get you out from under that thing.”

Ben stood next to me and looked down at her, but he wasn’t thinking about her predicament. He was studying her face and her movements. She looked back and forth between Ben and I.

“I’m Jane,” she said looking as though she didn’t know why we were just standing there instead of helping her get out.

“Darcie, and this is Ben,” I said gesturing over my shoulder. When neither of us moved, she pointed at her leg. I nodded, and glanced at Ben’s hand, “There’s just one thing….”

“What kind of thing?” she looked at us, slightly raising an eyebrow. If she could have backed away any further, she would have.

Ben shifted his weight from one leg to the other, “We have to, um, make sure you aren’t one them.”

I pointed up towards the sky and she pushed at the beam on her leg with her palms.

“Me? What? Look at me! Do I look like one of them? They are gone!” Jane said hitting the beam. She threw her hand up towards the sky, “If I were one of them I wouldn’t be stuck under this thing, that’s for sure.”

Ben looked at me and I knew he wasn’t going to make any exceptions. No matter how unlikely it was that she was one of the creeps, we had to check. We had to be sure. Our lives could depend on it.

She sighed when she could tell we weren’t going to change our minds. “OK. What are you going to do to make sure I’m not one of them?” she asked making her eyes bug out as she wiggled her fingers.

“This is going to sound really—”

“We need to cut your arm. It’s the only way we know to make sure you are one of us,” Ben said pressing the shard of glass flat against his leg.

“Really? That’s what you guys came up with?” She opened her mouth to say more, but nothing came out as she looked at us trying to determine just how serious we were. She pulled lightly on her lip, “OK, so my leg is pinned under this beam and you want to cut me? Fine. Whatever. Do whatever you have to do.”

“Do we really have to do this?” I said. “She just seems so normal.”

“Remember, the phasers seemed normal enough to fool others. We have to.”

Jane stuck out her arm and pursed her lips. She looked annoyed and I couldn’t say I blamed her. If I had been in her position, I would have probably felt the same way.

“OK… ok,” Ben said, looking as though he hadn’t expected it to go this smoothly. It seemed as though he had been expecting her to put up more of a fight. Maybe it would have been easier for him to slice someone who was resisting because they would have seemed more suspicious.

He crouched down beside her and stretched out his neck to one side and then to the other. She looked at him and then at the shard of glass in his hand. She pulled her arm away.

Ben tilted his head and turned to look at me. I shrugged.

“Oh my God, is that thing even sanitary? I didn’t know you were just going to cut me with some random piece of glass you probably found laying on the ground,” she said shaking her head. She crossed one arm over the other as if that would somehow stop him.

Ben shrugged. We hadn’t considered whether or not it would be sanitary to check for creeps with the glass. It hadn’t really played into the equation because, one way or another, we’d have to check.

“Oh fine, but if it gets infected, I’m not going to be happy.”

She stuck her arm out again and closed her eyes as she waited. Ben started to move the sharp edge of the glass across the back of her arm, making a small cut. The second he saw the dark red blood bead up he stopped and smiled as he inhaled deeply and exhaled.

“OK, that looks good to me,” he said stepping away from her. Ben rubbed the glass against the side of his jeans to make sure it was clean for when he might have to use it again.

“Perfect. Now, any chance I could get you guys to help me?” Jane asked pressing her palms down against the cement.

“Does it hurt?” I asked as Ben tried to lift the metal beam. He grunted and his face turned red, but he couldn’t get it to budge.

She shook her head side to side, “It doesn’t feel great. It kind of feels like I’m being held down by a big metal bar.”

I smiled at her. At least she could maintain her sense of humor while being pinned to the ground.

“Let’s try to lift it together,” Ben said bending down and grabbing the beam with both hands. He tightened his grip, “On three.”

After he counted to three we both used all of our strength. It didn’t feel as though the beam had moved at all, but Jane started wiggling her leg back and forth.

“It’s working!” she said, and once she got past her knee she didn’t have any trouble pulling her leg out the rest of the way. Ben and I let go of the beam but it was already down.

Jane scooted backwards and looked as though she was afraid to try to stand. She put her feet flat on the ground and pulled herself up using a nearby piece of rubble for support. I watched her as she avoided putting any weight on the leg that had been under the beam. Jane looked at me and then back down at the ground as she slowly and carefully started to put some weight on it.

She shifted her weight back and forth and then she took a step. And then another. A wide smile spread across her face. “It’s a little sore, but it still works!”

I smiled back at her and watched the look wash off of her face. She scrunched up her nose and squeezed her eyes together. In a matter of seconds her hands were over her face and she started crying. I watched her shoulders rise and fall with each squeaky whimper.

I looked at Ben with wide eyes hoping he would do something, or say something, but he waved me forward as if he thought I would know what to do. It seemed strange how quickly she turned from happy to sad.

“Everything OK?” I said reaching out my hand towards her shoulder. I was pretty sure it was the dumbest question I had ever asked. She was sobbing uncontrollably, obviously things were not OK.

“No!” she shouted through her hands. “Everything is not OK!”

Her shouting and loud crying was making both Ben and I nervous. He looked around the area as though he was expecting creeps to come crawling out of the rubble to suck the life from us.

She started crying louder, and I felt like running away. Ben grabbed his bat tighter and gritted his teeth. Her cries were so loud anyone left in the city, creeps or humans, would be able to hear her blocks away.

We needed to get her to stop. Our lives could depend on it.
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Even though I felt like running, we didn’t. If we tried to get away, she’d probably chase after, howling behind us like a siren, giving away our position at all times. I had to try to get her to stop.

“Anything we can do to help?” I said softly. I could imagine the grimacing look on Ben’s face without turning to look at him. He was probably wondering how we could help anyone else when we weren’t even sure how we were going to help ourselves.

“No! There isn’t anything you can do… it’s just… just awful!”

“What’s awful?” I asked even though I assumed she meant the new world we were faced with.

Jane pulled her hands down her face making the redness of the skin around her eyes pop out at me. She looked at me as though I was the dumbest person on the planet. And, well, that probably wouldn’t be a hard feat to accomplish considering the human race had been nearly wiped out of existence.

“I’ve lost everyone. They’re all dead and I had to watch as it happened,” she said sucking in sharp breaths as she gasped for air between her sobs.

“Uh, yeah, we all have… and it sucks,” I said not even the least bit concerned I may have come off as sounding insensitive. It was super awful what had happened, but it happened to all of us.

I hadn’t seen my family get sucked up into the ships but I was pretty sure they had been, along with everyone else. Ben and I both saw Roman get sucked up, and we saw the life get sucked out of Grace by one of the phasers. It was horrifying. It was a nightmare. But it all had happened to us too.

She looked at me as if I had warts all over my face, “Then why don’t you seem upset?”

I narrowed my eyes at her. It was so strange to be questioned about my feelings by a stranger. Maybe I should have been crying, but what good was sitting around crying going to do? It wasn’t going to bring anyone back.

“I’m very sad… I’m never going to see my family or friends again either. It really, really sucks, but I think I just have to keep going. I mean, I don’t know, maybe I feel a little numb about it all… Ben and I went through hell,” I said and Ben nodded in agreement.

“Yeah… yeah, I did too,” Jane said as her sobs slowed down for a minute before they started back up in full force. “But you guys have each other! I don’t have anyone!”

I looked at Ben and he shook his head side-to-side. He took a step back as if he could read my mind. Ben seemed to know what I was thinking about asking her. It wasn’t like we could just leave her out here on her own. I wasn’t sure she’d last more than a day. Ben probably had the same thought. He looked at her and ran his hands through his hair.

“You can come with us,” Ben said rubbing at his elbow. I could tell he didn’t want her with us, but it was the only option we could live with. As far as I was concerned, three would be better than two.

“Really? Are you sure? I won’t get in the way… I promise,” she said holding her hands an inch away from her face as she looked at us.

“Yeah… why not?” I smiled.

“Don’t get too excited. We don’t have anything and we don’t know where to go,” Ben said as though he was trying to dissuade her from coming with us. I wondered what he was worried about as far as Jane was concerned. If we were on a quest to find others, well, we’d found one.

She hugged herself and looked at me with a big smile, “Perfect. Neither do I. We’ll make the best team.”

“We were going to start looking for some food and water,” I said as something hit me on top of the head. My hand instantly pressed into my hair and I felt a bead of wetness the droplet had left behind. Then, one hit my arm and another, against my cheek.

The sprinkles quickly turned into rain and started to come down harder. We ducked under an overhang to try to stay dry, but it was coming down at such an angle that made it impossible not to get wet.

“Over there,” Ben said over the loud pat-pats of the rain hitting against parts of windows that were still intact and the chunks of scattered metal and cement. He indicated a building… a gas station down the block, that looked like it was mostly still in one piece. “Come on!”

We ran through the street jumping over boulders, beams and other debris while the rainwater splashed around us. Ben easily pushed open the door to the gas station and, one after the other, we stumbled inside.

I followed Ben as he looked around the area cautiously. The ceiling above us was hanging low, as if something was sitting on the middle of it. Hopefully it wouldn’t cave down while we were inside.

Random items were scattered all over the floor. It looked as though a tornado had blown through the room, but really the vacuums had probably been responsible.

Ben held on to his bat tightly as he walked down each aisle and at the end kicked open each bathroom door. He checked inside but they were empty.

He pushed open a door that was marked ‘employees only’ and turned to look at us, “Be right back. I’m going to check this out.”

He disappeared before I could stop him. We should stick together. I looked at Jane and twisted my fingers nervously.

“Is he your boyfriend?” she asked looking at me blankly. It seemed like a strange question to ask out of the blue, but truthfully Jane seemed like a slightly strange girl. It definitely seemed as though she didn’t get out much.

“Yeah, I guess so,” I said taking the metal rod out of the back of my pants. I started to think that maybe I had sounded too unsure of myself. “Yes, he is my boyfriend.”

“Gotcha,” she said turning her attentions to the food on the floor. “Want something to eat?”

“Sure, yeah whatever you can find,” I said hitting the metal rod against my palm as I walked over to a little table near the window. I picked up one of the chairs off of the floor and sat at the table that had been glued to the wall.

Jane tossed several random items and three bottles of water on the table before she picked up a chair and sat across from me. “This good?”

“Think so… at least for now,” I said with a small nod as I looked out the window.

The rain was coming down so hard I was glad we made it inside when we had. I watched as black gunk that had coated the city was washed away. It streamed and streaked down the buildings and into the drains.

The black goop had a metallic, glittery look as it swirled this way and that. It was interesting to watch, but I was happy to see it go.

“It’s kind of hypnotizing,” Jane said leaning into the window and pressing her palms against the glass. Her eyes followed the swirls as they raced down the curbing and into the drain. “It’s almost kind of pretty really.”

“I think it’s gross,” I said crossing my arms. To me it was just a reminder of the creeps and what they had done to our city… our Earth. The sooner it was gone, the better.

Ben came out from the back and started picking up more random packages of food. He tossed them on the table and picked up a chair. I watched as he spun it around and sat on it backwards. He reached forward and grabbed one of the bags and tore it open with his teeth.

“What?” he said when he noticed me watching him.

“Nothing,” I said with a smile.

“I’m hungry.”

He finished the first bag quickly while Jane munched on a big cookie. I ate orange colored crackers with fake, dried cheese product smooshed between them. They were good, or maybe I was just so hungry it didn’t matter what I ate, but we were going to have to figure out real food at some point.

All the real food, like milk, meat, fruits and vegetables were probably rotting. Nothing would keep for very long without refrigeration and there wouldn’t be trucks bringing produce into the city anymore. Maybe we could find an apple tree, although I had no idea if it was even apple season. For now, I guess we were stuck with gas station snacks. We should probably look into getting ourselves some multivitamins too.

“Shit,” Ben said standing up abruptly.

“What is it?” I asked looking out of the window trying to see what had grabbed his attention. I saw them.

There were four men walking down the street wearing camouflage and big, black army boots. One of them wore a baseball cap and sneakers, which seemed a bit out of place with how the others had been dressed.

“Are they here to help?” Jane said looking out at the men. “Are they going to rescue us?”

Ben looked at the guys and there must have been something that he noticed about them that he didn’t like. Or maybe that was just how things would be now. Cautious and careful, and always suspicious of everyone. Maybe he was worried they were all creeps. “Get down… stay low and go hide behind the counter.”

I looked at him as though he were speaking another language. If there was something wrong with the guys heading our way, I didn’t see it. They looked like maybe they had been in the military, except for the one in sneakers. Maybe they were here to help. They could have been part of the military that was fighting against the creeps. Maybe they knew where we could go to get help.

I could tell Ben wasn’t as sure. Or maybe he was just being extra cautious.

“But—”

“Go!” Ben whispered as he pointed aggressively towards the counter. Jane and I dropped to the floor and crawled behind the counter. Ben followed, grabbing my metal rod that I had left on the table. It clinked against the floor each time he moved his right hand and the bat thunked every time he moved his left.

I was about to ask him what it was about the men that had concerned him, but before I could the front door was pushed open. Ben placed his hand over my mouth lightly and tapped his finger against his lips warning me to stay quiet.

They didn’t talk as they entered the gas station, but I could hear their boots tapping against the floor as they walked around. It sounded as if they were spreading out.

My hands started to shake as the sounds of one of the men’s feet began getting closer to the counter. Why weren’t they talking? What were they here for? It wasn’t like they could all be creeps, but even still, there was a feeling in the air I didn’t like.

The man nearby pounded his fists against the counter above us. My body jerked at the same time Jane’s did, but thankfully neither of us made a noise that would give away our location.

“See, I told you this was a good place. Pack up what you can boys. Take as much as you can,” the man standing near the counter said. His voice was unnecessarily loud in the quiet room.

He took a few steps away from where he had been standing and then I heard a strange crunching noise. Even though I couldn’t see him, I was pretty sure he had picked up one of the bag of snacks off of the table and squeezed it in his hand.

“Someone’s been in here taking our stuff.” I heard what sounded like one of the bottles of water being slammed down against the table. His boots tapped… tapped… tapped as he moved back to the counter. “And maybe they are still here.”

I pushed myself against the cabinet behind me so hard I was lucky I didn’t break the door. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t make myself disappear. It seemed Ben may have been right to be wary of these men.

I didn’t know what they’d do if they found us and I didn’t want to find out.

“Well… lookee what we have here,” the voice said, and I could tell he was looking down at us. “I found our little thieves.”
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The man with sneakers walked around the counter and grabbed Ben. I reached out towards him as he was pulled away from me.

Jane clung to my arm as if her life depended on it. But if it did, I wasn’t going to be able to save either of us. These men weren’t here to help, they were here to stock up on their own supplies.

Another man turned the corner, almost bumping into the guy with sneakers. He grabbed me and I quickly scooped up Ben’s bat. The man tried to take it away from me but I held onto it with every ounce of strength I had. I wouldn’t use it, but I wouldn’t let him have it either.

The man sneered at me and put his face an inch from mine. He growled and then pulled out his gun.

“We come for money and supplies and instead we find three little looters. Dumb kids,” the tall man standing at the counter said with his arms crossed in front of his broad chest.

“Money? What are you going to do with money?” Ben said and laughed at them.

The man with sneakers pulled his arm back and twisted. Then he smacked Ben across the mouth with the back of his hand. He chuckled, “Still funny?”

“I mean, yeah, kind of,” Ben said, and I squeezed my shoulder blades as if bracing myself for the impact. I knew he was going to get hit again. And I was right.

“Still funny?” he asked again, but this time Ben shook his head and indicated that it wasn’t. I was pretty sure Ben still thought they were idiots. But Ben wasn’t one. He was smart enough not to antagonize them. “Good.”

“What are we going to do with them?” the one that was holding me asked. It felt like he was standing abnormally close to me.

The man by the counter looked at us one by one. It seemed as though he was trying to decided what to do with us. The unsure look on his face made me think that he didn’t want to deal with us any longer than he would have to. That he felt we might be more trouble than we were worth.

We didn’t have anything to take except for the bat and the metal rod. They wouldn’t get the bat unless they pulled it out of my cold, dead fingers.

It was all we had to defend ourselves. We needed it more than they did, especially when they had at least one gun. It wasn’t like they’d care about the bat.

“Can we take this one with us?” the man holding Jane asked as he sniffed her hair.

“Gross! No you cannot!” Jane said spitting out the words right into his face. She’d seen what they did to Ben, but that hadn’t been enough to stop her.

“Oh please can we take her? I love when they are feisty. This one is really feisty… I can tell,” he said grinding himself against her hip.

“Eww!” she said trying to pull away from him. “Get off me!”

“And she’s just so pretty too! Please can we keep her?” he asked as though he’d found a stray puppy.

“I think I’m going to puke,” Jane said trying to break her arm free from his tightening grip.

The guy at the counter laughed. Jane pivoted her foot and turned towards the guy holding her and slammed the heel of her hand into his face. He doubled over and cupped his nose with both hands.

“Ahhh! God dammit! She broke my nose!” he shouted in a muted, nasally voice. The blood oozed out of his nose and started to coat his fingers with a dark, red color. He looked at Jane and pointed at her as though this was Salem and he’d discovered a witch. His finger shook, causing droplets of blood to fall to the floor, “She broke my fucking nose!”

The man who was holding me let go of my arm and stepped towards his friend to offer him help. I turned my body one-hundred and eighty degrees and kicked the man holding Ben between the legs.

“Jesus Christ,” he choked out. When he grabbed his crotch, I handed Ben the bat and ducked.

Ben pulled the bat halfway behind him as though he was getting ready for a pitch and launched it towards the guy who had been holding me, as if his head was a baseball. His eyes slowly rolled back into his head before he sunk to the ground.

The guy at the counter pulled out his gun and pointed it at Ben. His gaze darted around the room as he looked at his injured men. Something had changed in his eyes and I knew he was going to let us go.

It seemed as though maybe they never wanted to kill us. Maybe they thought they were just going to teach us some kind of lesson. But things got out of hand and now he had a man with a broken nose they’d have to deal with.

He was done with us. He didn’t want to deal with us any longer.

“Go on you stupid kids, get the fuck out of here before I have to use this,” he shouted as he flicked the barrel of his gun towards the door. We were leaving with nothing, but at least we were still alive.

I grabbed Jane’s hand and pulled her along as I followed Ben to the door. He opened it and stepped to the side, allowing Jane and me to leave as he watched to make sure the men didn’t change their minds and come after us.

Ben followed closely as we ran from the gas station. We had no choice but to leave all of the food, water and other supplies behind.

We were probably a solid six blocks away when we finally slowed down to a fast walk. I put my hands on my hips as I tried to get my breathing under control.

Ben turned around and started walking backwards. I knew he was checking to make sure the men in camo hadn’t followed us. I watched him as he turned to Jane and stared at her. She didn’t seem to notice, and if she did, she was ignoring him.

“What the hell was that back there?” he asked, and I saw his hand tighten ever so slightly around the handle of his bat.

“What was what?” Jane asked narrowing her eyes at him. She took in a deep breath and let it out slowly between her slightly parted lips.

“You broke his nose?” Ben said in a slightly higher pitched voice than normal.

She looked away from him and kicked at something on the ground. She laughed softly, “Thank you self-defense class!”

Ben looked at me. It seemed as though he didn’t know whether he should believe her or not. I shrugged. It seemed plausible to me, considering her quick movements and accuracy. It looked as though it had been something she’d practiced, not just something she’d done in the moment.

“I can’t believe it worked to be honest… I was the worst in the class. At least that’s what my instructor told me,” she said with a frown as though the memory was replaying in her mind. She grimaced and put her hand on her stomach as though she felt sick. “He didn’t like me very much.”

“Ah… well glad it worked,” Ben said, turning back to face forward as we continued to put distance between us and the gas station. We hadn’t decided where we’d go… our only goal was to get as far away from those men as possible.

“How did you know those guys were trouble?” I asked as I turned to look at Ben. The clouds in the sky behind him were starting to break up.

Ben twirled his bat around and scanned the area, “I didn’t know. It was just a lucky guess. I figured people are going to go into survival mode, which I think will make them do things that maybe they wouldn’t normally do.”

“Like trying to kidnap girls,” Jane mumbled.

“You think we are essentially in competition with other survivors?” I asked as I thought over his words. Maybe he was right. Food and water were limited and the supplies in stores wouldn’t last forever. Anyone who survived the creep attack was going to need food and water to live. And if it meant life or death, people probably would start hoarding it. If they weren’t already.

“I hope not. I hope there is somewhere we can all go, but that’s probably just wishful thinking. I’m not sure enough people survived… who would organize it? We might be in a dog-eat-dog world here and we’ll have to do what it takes,” Ben said looking at me, and then at Jane, who was expressionless. I couldn’t even guess what she was thinking about. Did she agree with Ben? Was she even listening at all?

“I like to think most people are good,” I said mostly to see if I could coax Jane into sharing her thoughts with us.

Ben laughed, “And I think that would be a foolish thing to think. Look around. Think about what just happened back there.”

“Are you calling me foolish?” I asked crossing my arms in front of my chest. I could feel my face getting hot as the anger rose up from my belly into my chest.

“Well, no, I don’t think you are foolish, but I do think it might be a foolish thing to think after what just happened to us.”

“I’m not foolish.”

Jane looked at me and then at Ben. She frowned, “Don’t fight guys. We’re in this together… don’t you think things are bad enough?”

“I’m not fighting with anyone, but I don’t appreciate being called foolish,” I said furrowing my brow. I kind of wanted to tell her to mind her own business. It was annoying that she felt comfortable saying something during our disagreement, but she didn’t weigh in on the topic about whether or not people were generally good. Why was she so concerned if we were getting along? “Where are you from anyway?”

“Not from the city… I lived up north. Was here visiting some family when all this happened.” Jane waved her hands up towards the sky. “I told you about them…. You guys are from around here right?”

“Yeah, we both lived here,” I said answering for both of us.

“OK. So you guys must know the area pretty well then?”

“I did,” Ben said glancing at the crumbled buildings. “But it’s quite a bit different now. I pretty much know where I am though, but it doesn’t really matter since I don’t have any idea where we should go.”

“We should probably just find supplies like we planned,” I said skipping down the road.

“What if we run into more bad guys?” Jane asked rubbing at the skin on her elbow.

I shook my head and smiled at her, “You’ve got your trusty hand. Ben’s got his bat. I’m not worried about it, are you?”

Ben looked at me with a raised eyebrow. He was still worried. Of course I was too, but somehow it made me feel a little better to pretend that I wasn’t.

“What choice do we have?” I said pointing forward. We would have to do whatever it took, just like Ben had said.

It was going to be hard, but I wanted to live. I wanted to see if there was help out there. I would fight and I hoped Ben and Jane would be right there with me. So far we had made a pretty good team.

My metal rod had been left behind in the gas station and until I could find something else to use as a weapon, Ben’s bat and Jane’s hand would have to be enough. I didn’t think it would be too hard to find something laying around that I could use to defend myself.

“OK then, let’s go find some supplies,” Ben said twirling his bat and leaning it against his shoulder as if he was ready to use it. And if we ran into more trouble, I hoped he would.
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We walked through what was left of the city. It was far more difficult than we had anticipated to find a place we could safely go inside to look for supplies. Everything looked like a deathtrap and it wasn’t worth the risk. At least not yet it wasn’t.

“We’re not going to be able to find any food and we’re all going to die,” Jane whined as she hugged herself.

“We’re not going to die… at least not from starvation.”

“Ben!” I said looking at him with wide eyes. Jane was already upset… his words would probably only freak her out more.

“What? I’m just being realistic. I think we’ll find food, but who knows what kind of people are out there? Not to mention I think there could still be a random creep or two hanging around. They could have forgotten some… who knows?” Ben said squinting at something in the distance.

“Well, you don’t have to scare her,” I said trying to find what he was looking at.

“I’m not scared. What’s a creep?” Jane asked tilting her head to the side.

“One of them,” I said pointing up towards the sky.

She nodded, “Right. The creeps.”

“I think maybe we can find something in there,” Ben said gesturing at whatever he had spotted in the distance. He started walking faster until he was jogging. Jane and I followed a few steps behind trying to keep up.

He stopped in front of an apartment complex. I wasn’t sure what to think about the condition of the building. The whole left side of the complex had collapsed to the ground. Big chunks of building materials were piled up randomly on the ground.

The right half of the building looked practically untouched. The only sign of what the creeps had done was the remnants of the black powder that was still dripping down the side of the building.

I wasn’t sure if the side of the building that was still standing would be safe to enter, considering the other side. If it was about to fall to the ground I didn’t want us to be inside when it did.

“What if it falls on us?” Jane asked looking at Ben as she pulled on her fingers. She looked just as nervous about it as I was.

He shrugged, and then walked up to the door, pushing it open with a light touch. I followed him inside, looking up at the part of the ceiling that was missing on the other side of the entrance.

We turned down a hallway and couldn’t even tell anymore that the other half of the building was missing. Other than the mess, it was just like being inside any other normal apartment building.

Ben gripped his bat and tried the first door we came to, but it was locked. So was the second. And the third door too.

After we went to the fourth and fifth door and they were both locked as well, I assumed they would all be locked. They probably had some sort of auto-lock mechanism similar to those in hotels.

“Ugh!” Ben said as he kicked at the first door.

“Don’t do that! What if there is someone inside?” Jane whispered looking as though she was afraid someone might hear us. After what had happened, I guess she wasn’t exactly excited to find other survivors.

I shrugged. It was possible, considering Ben and I had survived the attack in an apartment complex, but it was probably unlikely. The reason we had survived was because we locked ourselves in the basement so we didn’t get sucked out of the broken windows. If we would have stayed in the apartment itself, I was pretty sure we wouldn’t still be here on Earth.

People had been sucked through broken windows, but not all of the windows everywhere had been broken by the vacuums. Perhaps if someone was very lucky, or very smart, they could have survived the attack inside a first floor apartment.

Ben pushed hard against the next door and looked surprised when it swung open. The wood by the doorknob was cracked as though someone had hit it with something like a hammer.

We stepped inside the apartment and I closed the door behind us even though I knew it wouldn’t stay in place. The room was a mess. Random items were scattered all over the floor and the furniture looked as though it had been pulled through the room. Even the sofa was pressed up against the wall underneath one of the broken windows.

“Check the kitchen cabinets,” Ben said as he sifted through the closet near the front door. He pulled out a backpack, unzipped it and set it on the counter. “Put anything you find that we can use in here.”

“Maybe we should just hang out here for a while,” I said nodding towards the windows. It would be better to stay inside before night fell than to be out there looking for a place to stay in the darkness.

“Hmm, yeah, that probably would be best. We don’t really want to get stuck wandering the city at night,” Ben said as he walked over to one of the windows. He paused and looked up at the sky. “Maybe we should see if we can find guns somewhere.”

“That would be great except for none of us know how to use guns,” I said looking at Jane, half-expecting her to admit that she did in fact know how. Maybe she’d gone to the shooting range for practice all the time. But she didn’t… she shook her head and frowned.

Ben walked around the apartment and started to open the closed doors. He looked inside the first one and raised his bat up, “Oh my God!”

He slammed the door shut and took several steps away from it breathing heavily. Ben bent over at the waist to catch his breath. I made my way over to him and looked him in the eyes as if that would somehow reveal to me what he’d seen, but it didn’t.

I started walking towards the door but he reached out and caught my hand to stop me. He shook his head and pulled me back, “You don’t want to go in there.”

“Why not? If we aren’t safe here… if there is something going on….”

“We’re safe. It’s just I freaked out. It’s nothing. Not something you need to see,” Ben said rubbing his neck. His fingers trembled slightly as he moved his hand back and forth.

“What is it?” I said crossing my arms in front of me as I felt a chill down my spine.

Ben raised the side of his lip slightly, looking either disturbed or disgusted… maybe both. “Someone decided they’d rather take matters into their own hands than go with the creeps… I think.”

“Oh,” I said feeling bothered by the fact that I was only a few feet away from a dead body. “Wonder who broke the front door then.”

It probably didn’t matter, though. Either someone was trying to get in, or someone trying to get out. Whoever it was wasn’t here anymore.

Ben shrugged and moved on to the next door which turned out to be a bathroom. He opened the third door and squinted his eyes as though he was afraid of what he might see, but he let out a short breath and pushed it open all the way.

“Hey, no windows,” he said and checked the lock on the door to make sure it worked. “We can stay in here for the night. Hope we can find a flashlight.”

Ben scoured the place from top to bottom and managed to find a flashlight, a lighter and some candles. The flashlight was dim, and the light flickered occasionally, but it would do.

Jane and I continued looking for items in the kitchen, filling the backpack with anything we could find that we could eat. We also found two bottles of warm, yellow sports drink and a six pack of bottled water which we carried with us into the bedroom. Once we’d finished, and were all inside the small room, Ben clicked the flashlight on and locked the door.

He moved over to the dresser and pushed the random items off of it to make room for one of the candles he had found. He clicked the lighter several times until he got a flame. It took a few seconds, but eventually the wick took the flame and set an orange glow to the room.

Ben went to the other side of the bedroom and took a lamp off of the night stand and placed the smaller candle down in its place. He lit it and stood there with his hands on his hips.

“What if we have to use the bathroom?” Jane said crossing her arms.

“You should have thought of that before I locked the door,” Ben said with a straight face. He smiled and flopped down on the bed. “I’m sure it’ll be fine, but just to be safe, if you have to go I’ll escort you with my trusty bat.”

“Do you think that lock is even secure?” I asked watching the orange candlelight dance across his body.

Ben clicked off the flashlight and set it down next to his thigh. He covered his face with the back of his arm, “I have no idea, but I sure as hell hope so.”

Jane looked at me as if she was trying to determine how worried I was about being locked inside the room. I shrugged, and she smiled as she sat down on the floor next to a pile of what looked like dirty laundry. She nodded at the door, “Where do you think you guys will go?”

“Hmm… I’m not sure,” I said, sitting near the door and hugging my legs to my chest. I thought about the guys we’d encountered at the gas station. “The city doesn’t really seem like a safe place to be.”

“Even though I don’t really think it’s out there, we should look for help first. I mean maybe the government has something set up somewhere for survivors,” Ben muttered into his arm.

“Yeah, but where?” I said picking at my shoes. There was a little bit of that black goop crusted around the edges.

“Maybe south,” Ben said sitting up. The way he looked at the wall seemed as though he was looking at a map. “There’s a big city, not as big as this one but it’s only about thirty miles south of here. There could be something there.”

Jane frowned and stared at Ben, “That’s a long way to walk. That’ll take us forever.”

“We can check the cars in the morning, although it might be hard to get one out of the city with so much crap in the streets,” Ben said crossing his arms as if he’d already decided on the best plan for us. It wasn’t like Jane or I would have a better idea.

“And what if cars don’t work?” I asked. I was willing to bet money they wouldn’t, but it was still worth trying.

“Then we walk,” Ben said closing his eyes. “We should all get as much rest as we can. Tomorrow is going to be a big day.”

“A big day of walking,” Jane muttered.

“Exactly, so get some sleep.”

“Like I’ll be able to get any sleep in here,” Jane said looking at the candlelight flickering on the ceiling. Then she turned to stare at the door, watching it like she was afraid someone was going to force their way inside.

I got up off of the floor and laid down on the bed next to Ben. I hadn’t given it much thought but maybe we should be more worried about Jane. Sure, she had passed our test, but really what else did with know about her as a person?

All I knew was that she seemed a little high-strung and maybe a little eccentric, but then again, she didn’t really seem like she was capable of harming us. She was nice and friendly, and even though she broke that guy’s nose, she didn’t really seem like a murderer or anything. She seemed relieved, and maybe even happy, to be with Ben and me.

I turned on my side to face Ben whose breathing was already slowing. If he wasn’t sleeping, he was close to it.

I wondered if one of us should stay awake at all times. But if anyone tried to get through the door, it would probably wake at least one of us up. At least I was pretty sure it would.

Ben was hugging his bat, so I thought he’d be ready. And Jane had her palm, which hopefully would work as well as it had the last time. It would at least slow someone down long enough for Ben to use his bat.

I shook the thoughts from my head and closed my eyes. I waited for sleep to find me. It had been a long time since I’d gotten a good night’s rest and I was sure tonight wouldn’t be any different.

There wasn’t anything I could do to get comfortable. I tossed and turned throughout the night. At one point, I even tried sleeping on the floor for a change of scenery.

The night was dragging on and on. If I couldn’t fall asleep, I was going to scream. The lack of sleep since this had all started was getting to me, but there wasn’t anything I could do about it. I had no idea how both Ben and Jane were asleep and it kind of pissed me off that they were.

If we didn’t find a safe place with help soon, I didn’t know what I’d do. I was pretty sure I wouldn’t be able to sleep, like really sleep, until we found somewhere that I felt truly safe. The only thing that made me feel a tiny bit safe was Ben.

Since there weren’t any windows in the room, I could only guess when it was morning. I was done trying to sleep.

Neither Ben nor Jane looked as though they had slept much better than I had, yet I hadn’t heard either of them make a single peep during the night. Maybe even with a full night of sleep I still wouldn’t have felt rested either.

Ben picked up the backpack and slowly opened the door. The morning light filled the room, and I blew out the candles. Little wisps of smoke rose up as the chemical smell of the wicks being extinguished filled the room.

Jane carried the water bottles and we followed Ben out of the apartment building and out on the street. We looked around hoping we’d find a car with its keys still inside, in drivable condition… with gas.

As we walked south, we looked up and down the side roads that weren’t blocked by debris. All of the cars we spotted seemed to be destroyed in some way… broken windshield, flat tires, or laying on its side.

“Maybe that one could work?” Jane said skipping ahead to check out her find.

“Keys in it?” Ben shouted after her when she wiped at the window and peeked inside.

She smiled and opened the door, “Yes!”

I wasn’t really surprised, considering whoever had been in it before the aliens came probably opened the door and ran for their life.

They probably didn’t give a second thought to the keys. I could almost imagine it as they slammed the car into park while it was still rolling, only so they didn’t have to jump out of a moving car. All they wanted to do was get away from the creeps. And I was willing to bet the creeps still got them despite their efforts.

I looked up towards the sky but it looked like any other sky on any other day. There wasn’t any sign up there that the aliens had ever even come. Maybe it was a tinge more yellow, brighter or hotter, but you couldn’t tell by looking that a herd of spaceships had recently left the planet.

Jane looked at us and frowned. She tapped her hands against the steering wheel.

“Let me try,” Ben said and Jane climbed out of the car.

“It won’t work,” I still occasionally looked up towards the sky. “They did something to the cars. Besides, look at the roads, we wouldn’t be able to get a car out of the city anyway.”

“Well,” Ben threw the keys into the car as he stood up, “guess we’re walking then.”

We headed south towards the main road that would take us out of the city and towards the next one. Hopefully there would be help there or along the way, but deep down, I was expecting more of the same.

On the way out of the city we saw a little gas station still in fairly decent condition. We detoured a little to check it out.

Ben went inside while Jane and I waited outside for him. He told us if we saw anyone coming that we should just run and leave him.

We were on the outskirts of town, and looking towards the city was devastating. It was depressing. Looking out towards the country was different. There were far fewer buildings, and it barely seemed as though much had changed.

“This is all so weird. I never thought I’d have to live like this,” Jane said kicking at the dirt under her foot, digging a small hole in the ground.

“Yeah, no one thinks anything like this can really happen. I feel like I’m waiting to wake up from this nightmare,” I said as Ben walked out of the gas station. I looked at him, squeezing my eyebrows together, “Took you long enough.”

“It was a couple minutes. Here,” he said handing me a small pocket knife. “Found this for you.”

I took it and flipped it around in my hand, “Is this blood?”

“I’m not sure, it was on the floor. Think someone dropped it… but I wouldn’t worry about it. Whoever lost it is probably long gone by now.”

I wasn’t exactly sure how to carry the knife. Ben laughed at me as I tried to twist it, hoping I could get it in my pocket without stabbing myself in the leg.

“Here,” he said taking it and flipping it closed.

“Oh… right,” I said smiling as I tried to open and close it myself. “Cool.”

Jane looked at Ben and raised her eyebrow. She tapped her foot as she put her hands on her hips.

“Sorry… only found the one.”

Jane rolled her eyes but then she shook her head and pushed herself away from the building. She walked backwards as she gestured for us to follow, “Let’s go.”

“What did you find in there?” I asked as we started walking along the side of the building.

“Headache pills, cold medicine, a T-shirt, bandages, another lighter… oh and I took more water,” he said lifting a plastic grocery bag with a big yellow smiley face on it. He flipped the backpack over his shoulder and took a few steps before he stopped abruptly. Ben waved to Jane to stop, then he cocked his head to the side as if he was listening for something. “You hear that?”

“No,” Jane said, and she started moving again, taking baby steps away from the gas station.

I listened, and I didn’t hear anything at first, but then I heard it too. It sounded like a soft whimper follow by a sharp sniff. Someone was nearby, and they were sobbing.
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The quick gasps for air stopped for a few seconds, but as soon as I heard another sharp, panicked breath, I started walking in the direction I thought it came from. For some reason I wasn’t afraid of whoever was making all these noises. We weren’t in any danger. Someone was far more afraid of us than we were of them.

It was difficult, but I followed the small noises. Just when it started to feel as though I was walking in circles, I saw him.

He hadn’t been all that far away from us, but I could tell by the look on his face that he was definitely scared as hell. It looked like he was afraid to move. The world around him was terrifying, and we only scared him more.

The boy looked to be a little younger than we were, fourteen, fifteen or maybe even sixteen. It was hard to tell because his expression made him look like a frightened child.

He was curled up inside of an overturned dumpster looking out at us. His face was dirty but his bright eyes glowed in the darkness of the dumpster as if they were shiny diamonds.

I held up my hand to indicate that Jane and Ben should stay back. If we all approached too quickly I was worried he might just run away like a scared animal. I approached him slowly. My arms were stretched out and my palms were open as if I was offering a hug to the air.

“Hey… hey, it’s OK,” I said so softly I wasn’t even sure he could hear it inside his dumpster. “Are you hurt?”

He shook his head side-to-side. The boy started to dig deeper inside the dumpster as I drew closer. I stopped and crouched down hoping to get a better look.

“Are you alone out here?” I asked, keeping my voice gentle. The boy moved forward slightly, allowing me to see him once again.

He nodded.

“You don’t have anything to be afraid of with us. We aren’t going to hurt you. I’m Darcie, that’s Ben and Jane… what’s your name?” He looked at each one of us as I said our names. His eyes stayed on Jane for a long while before he turned back to me.

“Dillon,” he said and swallowed hard.

I smiled at him, but he didn’t smile back. His eyes were so wide and full of fear… I didn’t know if I’d be able to calm him down. I wasn’t even really sure how to talk to him.

“Are you from the city?”

He nodded.

“So were we. How did you get out here?” I asked looking around to make sure we were still out here alone. If anyone had started to approach Ben or Jane probably would have noticed. I glanced at them and Ben shifted his weight… I could tell he was feeling nervous and didn’t like staying in one place too long. Especially out in the open like we were.

“I ran,” Dillon said and then he narrowed his eyes and frowned at me. “Are you one of them?”

“One of who? Them?” I said looking up towards the sky.

He nodded.

I let out a small laugh. The idea of me being one of those creeps was funny, but maybe only because I knew I wasn’t one of them. He didn’t know. I guessed he must have seen the phasers in action too and would be just as suspicious of people as Ben and I were. “No, I’m definitely not one of those creeps.”

“What about them?” he said looking at Ben, and then at Jane.

“No… I’ve been with Ben since before the creeps landed and we checked Jane when we met her.”

“How did you check her?” he said looking at me with a raised eyebrow. Dillon was clearly curious to hear how we checked for creeps. He scooted forward, looking a little less nervous about me, but he still seemed apprehensive of both Jane and Ben.

“We cut her… she bled. She’s one of us,” I said glancing at Ben, knowing he wasn’t going to like what I was about to ask the boy. “Maybe you should come with us if you have nowhere else to go.”

I heard the movement of feet against the crumbled up pavement behind me. Someone was kicking at the ground, or maybe it was the sound of someone walking away. Without looking, I knew it was Ben. I ignored it.

“Where are you heading?” Dillon asked as he inched out of the dumpster. He looked around like he was trying to make sure he wasn’t about to be ambushed.

“South. To look for help,” I said reaching out my hand to help him up. When he didn’t recoil from me, I stepped closer so he could take my hand.

“Thanks,” he said accepting my help as he stepped out into the sunlight. Dillon stood up and brushed the dirt and filth from the dumpster off of his clothing. He glanced at Ben and then focused his eyes on Jane. “Are you sure it’s OK?”

I put my hand over my heart and nodded. It would be fine once Ben got used to the idea. We were all in this together, well, most of us anyway.

“Come on,” I said nodding in the direction we were heading. My eyes scanned the horizon as if I hoped to see a tent full of people waving for us to join them. But there wasn’t anything there. “So, how did you end up out here by yourself?”

“When they left, and I was all alone, I didn’t know what else to do so I just started running. This is where I ended up,” he shrugged and looked at his feet. His shoes were black and dirty. It looked like they had a layer of the black goop from the creeps and another layer of yuck from the dumpster. “You guys are the only people I’ve seen since it happened.”

“You’re not the only one we’ve seen,” Ben said keeping his eyes moving around the area as we walked.

Dillon looked at me and I grimaced. I didn’t want to scare him any more than he already was. He didn’t need to hear about all the bad people out there, at least not right now. But he didn’t ask, so I didn’t tell.

“Why are you guys heading south?” Dillon asked returning his attention back to his feet.

“Heading down to the next city… see if others survived down there. Maybe things are better there than they are here, but I don’t have high hopes,” Ben said.

Dillon nodded, “Yeah, that’s a good idea I think. It’s going to be a long walk though.”

“Cars don’t work,” Ben said glancing over at Dillon’s arm. I knew immediately what was on his mind.

It seemed obvious to me that Dillon was one of us. Phasers didn’t act scared… at least not the ones we’d seen. I would bet my left leg that he was one-hundred percent human.

“You guys want to cut me?” Dillon said, and Ben stopped walking. He looked at me and then at Dillon.

“Yes… we should,” Ben said stiffly.

“I don’t mind. Maybe you guys should cut yourselves and show me too.” He smiled, but when we didn’t smile back, he shook his head. “Just kidding. You don’t have to.”

Jane raised her arm and pointed to where Ben had cut her. Dillon smiled as his eyes shifted to my arm.

Ben carefully removed the shard of glass from the small pocket in the front of the backpack. Dillon stretched out his arm and waited. Ben looked at me and then briefly at Dillon before looking back at his arm.

“Ready?” Ben asked.

“Yeah, want me to do it?” Dillon asked as Ben’s fingers shook ever so slightly. Dillon put out his palm to accept the glass, but Ben shook his head. I didn’t know for sure but it seemed as though he didn’t want to hand the sharp glass that could be used as a weapon to Dillon. As far as Ben was concerned, he was a stranger and at this point, potentially a creep.

Ben pulled the extremely sharp edge of the glass along the side of Dillon’s arm and stopped the second blood came out of the cut. The side of his mouth curled up into a half-smile and Dillon smiled back.

“See, nothing to worry about with me,” Dillon said cupping his hand over the small cut.

“We have bandages,” I said reaching for the zipper on the backpack. I was worried about Dillon rubbing the hand that had been all over the inside of a dumpster on his cut. He wouldn’t want it to get infected. I dug around until I found the box and pulled out a bandage that was covered in small yellow smiley faces. He took the bandage and looked up at me with a mock smile just like the one on the smiley face. I couldn’t help but laugh at the face he was making, “Sorry. Guess that’s all we got.”

“I would have gone with the traditional tan color,” Dillon said as Ben grabbed the box from me and flipped it around in his hand. It seemed as though he hadn’t meant to take the ones with the printed design. But it didn’t really matter, they’d work just the same.

We walked for a few hours, mostly in silence, following the road south. It probably would have been smarter to take a direct path to the city, but Ben didn’t want to get lost in the country. Besides, if anyone had set up a place to help people, it would be where people might travel, such as along the road.

“It’s so quiet,” I said when Dillon started kicking a rock. I hadn’t noticed just how quiet everything had been until I heard the noise of the rock bouncing against the rough road.

“Sorry, I was bored. You want me to stop?” Dillon asked before he kicked the stone again.

“No, it’s not that, it’s just strange how there isn’t any noises. There isn’t any traffic, no humming or buzzing of life… there isn’t even little noises from critters or insects. No crickets… no cicadas… nothing,” I said and Ben looked around as if he hadn’t realized it until I pointed it out.

“Yeah, huh. That is kind of weird isn’t it?” Jane said wrapping her arms around her body as if she was getting cold. It wasn’t just weird, it was eerie. Where were they? Maybe they were still hiding out from the creeps. Who knew there would ever come a time when I actually wanted to hear the noises of the cicadas?

Ben picked up a rock and threw it as far as he could off the side of the road. It flew through the air like a pro golfer driving a golf ball down the range. I heard a soft thud as it hit the ground. After a short pause, we heard noises. Noises from something other than ourselves.

A crow out in the field ca-cawed out its cry sounding as though it was annoyed the rock had landed so close to its hideout. After the first, there was a second caw and then a third. Followed by another, and then another.

I looked at Ben but he didn’t turn away from the crows’ noises. Out of a bush, near where the rock had landed, hopped a large crow followed by several of its friends. It flapped its deep black wings and the group ascended into the sky, only they didn’t bother to go up very high. They swooped this way and that as if they were trying to find exactly where the rock had come from.

The way they seemed to be zeroing in on us was terrifying. As far as I could tell they hadn’t spotted us yet, but there wasn’t anywhere we could go to hide.

Their cries got louder and louder as they drew closer. If a bird could wear an expression of anger, these did.

Dillon moved closer to me as we stood there watching them approach. I was pretty sure they were coming for us, even though they kept moving their heads from side to side.

Ben and Jane started to walk backwards as if retreating. They were just as nervous about the birds as I was.

The crows were a few feet overhead and starting to circle us, belting out their loud ca-caws. We grouped together, and I tried to keep my eyes on all of them at once.

When one of them swooped down towards Jane’s head, I knew we were in trouble.
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Jane’s arms shot up over her head. She waved them frantically as though she were afraid the crows were going to get stuck in her hair.

“Ah! No! Go away!” she screamed at one of the crows as another one dove towards Dillon and me. We both ducked just in time to avoid the large bird colliding into one of our heads.

“Oh my God!” I yelled, looking at Ben as if he would know what to do. “Ugh, leave us alone!”

Why were they even out here? The creeps had taken all of the other animals but they left the crows? Maybe these birds had been smart and hid out somewhere away from the mothership’s vacuums. Although that seemed unlikely. Maybe the creeps didn’t want the stupid, evil crows and I couldn’t say I blamed them.

Ben tossed me the backpack. I caught it and swung it over my shoulder. He lifted up his bat and started swinging at the swooping crows, but the birds tilted to the side and dodged the bat.

I watched as Ben started to move away from the road. “We have to get out of here! Follow me!”

We followed several feet behind him so he’d have enough room to swing his bat. One of the birds swooped towards Ben and he swung at just the right moment. The bird squawked as Ben knocked it out of the air.

It hit the ground hard and rolled to a stop. Its body twitched before it let out an agonized, shrill ca-caw.

We jogged away, covering our faces, as Ben kept swinging at the crows. Another one dove towards Jane and it jutted out its beak as though it was trying to peck at her arm.

“It’s trying to eat me!” Jane cried as she kept her head down, watching only a few feet in front of her as she ran. It was hard to stay together as we tried to avoid the birds.

“Ugh! Just go away!” I screamed at the biggest bird as he dove towards my shoulder with its beak wide open. “Oh my God! They really are trying to eat us!”

The birds seemed desperate and angry. Maybe they were having trouble finding food and were fighting for their own survival. Perhaps whatever the motherships had done with that black goop had disrupted the entire food chain.

These birds were hungry and ready to kill us if that’s what they needed to do. We were outnumbered and practically defenseless, except for Ben’s bat.

“Over there,” Ben said as he tripped over a rock on the ground. Somehow he managed to stay on his feet, although it was a far from graceful attempt. I’d hate to think what the crows might have done if he would have fallen on the ground.

His finger pointed off towards the right. My eyes followed his finger towards a rickety old barn.

We started to run towards the building as the birds continued to attack us. One of the crows got so close to my head that I actually heard the snap of its beak as it attempted to bite me. I let out a little squeak as I batted at the air after it was already gone.

I watched Ben as he swung his bat at one of the crows that was diving towards his face. He made contact. It was such a hard thwap that I was sure the bird was dead.

It flopped to the ground about five feet in front of us. I gasped when the bird lifted its head, got up and limped a few times before it flapped its wings. Within seconds it was right back up with the other crows circling overhead.

These birds were frenzied. Their attacks were unrelenting, and they were apparently so hungry that they were willing to peck us to death. I’d encountered crows before and never once came across any that were this aggressive. Something had caused them to act this way.

As we ran towards the barn, I couldn’t stop thinking about what was going to happen to us if the barn was locked. What if we couldn’t get inside? Ben would try to take them out with his bat, but based on what I’d seen so far that wouldn’t work. They’d just get up and eventually overpower us.

Ben sprinted towards the door and yanked it open. I wondered if the same things had occurred to him.

Jane led the way while Ben waved at us as though we were running into home plate. Once we were all inside, Ben slammed the door shut, pinching one of the crow’s wings inside.

It screeched out in pain, but somehow managed to get free. Ben pressed his palms against the door, looking like he was afraid the birds might try to open it, even though we all knew that was impossible.

It was quiet, except for a random ca-caw every now and then, letting us know they were still out there.

When one of the birds crashed into the door, my whole body shook. I covered my mouth and took a step back. Dillon and Jane both inched closer to me and we all kept our eyes on the door.

“What are we going to do?” Jane asked stepping slightly behind me.

A second bird struck the window and all three of us jumped at the same time. “Jesus Christ,” Ben whispered with a shaky voice. We all watched as a crack appeared in the glass, jutting out in all directions like a lightning bolt from the top to the bottom.

“Oh my God!” I whispered through nearly closed lips. If they got inside it would the end of the road for us. I looked around, but there really wasn’t anywhere we could hide. It was just a big, empty barn. We had to do everything we could to make sure they didn’t get inside.

“Give me that,” Ben whispered loudly as he pointed to a piece of soggy cardboard laying against the side of the barn wall. Jane darted across the room and handed it to Ben. She stood there for a bit waiting to see if he needed help. When he didn’t say anything more, she ran back to stand behind me.

Ben pressed the cardboard up to the window and waited. I wasn’t exactly sure what he was doing, but I figured he was trying to block any view the birds might have of us. Maybe if they couldn’t see us, they’d give up.

There was a long pause before another bird made a half-hearted attempted to break through the door. It seemed as though the cardboard may have worked. Or maybe the birds were tired of smashing their heads trying to get inside.

Ben pushed the cardboard upwards slightly and peeked out of the little opening he’d made at the bottom. He let out a breath, “They’re leaving.”

“Oh thank God,” I said glancing at Dillon, but he didn’t look relieved. My smile faded, “What is it?”

“Just worried. I mean, if the birds are going crazy, who knows what else… or who else is too,” Dillon said as he shrugged.

He was right. We had no idea what was waiting out there for us. We’d survived the creeps, but would we be able to survive the world they left behind?

“I think we should stay here until tomorrow,” Ben said trying to prop the cardboard back into the window. “They could still be out there somewhere.”

“Maybe they won’t even leave before tomorrow,” Jane said rubbing her arms.

“Maybe not,” Ben said taking the backpack from me and walking to the back of the barn. He kicked around some of the hay and dirt on the floor before he sat down. “But let’s hope that they are.”

I walked over to Ben and sat down next to him. He glanced at me briefly as though he was checking to make sure I was in one piece. He nodded and handed me one of the few bottles of water we had left.

“Do you want to share it with me?” I was worried we’d run out if we didn’t ration it. That’s probably why he hadn’t wanted to take Dillon, or Jane for that matter, with us.

He looked up at Jane and then at Dillon. They were both looking down towards us as if they were waiting for an invitation. Ben paused and then nodded, “Yeah we probably should.”

He dug out another bottle and held it up, waiting for either Jane or Dillon to take it from him. Neither of them moved forward.

“And they should share this one,” Ben said staring at Jane. She reached forward and snatched it out of his hand. Jane twisted it open and took a long drink before passing it over to Dillon. He looked at her, and then at the top of the bottle. Dillon wiped the plastic with his sleeve before taking a drink.

“Oh, please,” Jane said glaring at Dillon before she rolled her eyes and flopped down on the floor several feet away from me. She crossed her legs and rested her chin on her palm.

Dillon didn’t look at her, “It’s not you… I just, um, don’t like any germs really. I’d do the same for either of them.”

“Right. Sure. Whatever,” Jane said, and started to pick at pieces of hay on the ground. She looked at the backpack, “Anything to eat in there?”

I watched as Ben passed out some of the snacks and all I could think about as I took my bag of chips from him was whether or not I’d ever get to eat a cheeseburger again. If the creeps took all of the cows, not only were they extinct, so were cheeseburgers.

And maybe all that black gunk that covered the ground killed all of the Earth’s vegetation too. Maybe I wouldn’t ever get to have French fries again either.

Dillon sat down on the other side of Ben and I couldn’t help but notice his eyes shooting over towards Jane every so often. I wondered what he was thinking about, but when he noticed me watching him he turned around and laid down in a pile of hay.

If he fell asleep now, he wouldn’t be able to sleep when night time rolled around, but maybe that would be a good thing. It would probably be safer to have someone awake at all times keeping watch.

We spent most of the day in silence. Ben alternated between pacing around the barn, looking out the window, or sitting next to me, going through the bag as if he was taking inventory.

I walked around the inside of the barn hoping to find something we could use, but there wasn’t much of anything inside. It seemed as though the barn just hadn’t been used for anything in a long time.

After about the millionth time he had checked, Ben peeked under the cardboard and announced that it was night. He sat down, leaned back and put the backpack under his head.

“Should I stay up… keep watch?” I asked him. He didn’t bother to open his eyes. I wasn’t even sure if he was going to answer me.

“I can do it,” Dillon said stretching his arms overhead.

“You sure?”

“Yeah, I don’t mind. I’ll wake you in a while unless something happens of course. We can all take turns or something,” he said with a weak smile.

“Deal,” I said smiling back. I laid down next to Ben and entwined my arm with his.

Jane flipped around and sighed. I could hear her kicking her feet at the hay as she flopped her arms around. She was clearly finding it difficult to get comfortable.

Eventually, I must have fallen asleep because I didn’t wake again until Ben was announcing it was morning. I sat up, stretched my arms over my head and yawned.

Dillon was breathing heavily, and I knew he was asleep. I guess he hadn’t done a great job keeping watch. He looked so peaceful that I didn’t want to wake him. I looked over at Jane and she was staring up at the ceiling.

“Did you get any sleep?”

“Not a single wink,” she said as she pushed herself up and brushed the hay off of her clothing. “But at least you got a good night’s sleep.”

I frowned at her. It had been far from good, but I did sleep.

“Let’s wake him so we can get going,” Ben said as he put the backpack on and picked up his bat. He walked over to the window and looked out to see if he could spot any of the crows.

“Throw a rock,” Jane said, and Ben nodded. He carefully opened the door and waited to see if anything would swoop down at him. When nothing did, he went outside.

I carefully shook Dillon. He woke instantly with wide eyes. Dillon started to scramble to get away from me, looking at me as though I were one of the creeps.

“Hey! It’s OK… it’s just me,” I said in the most soothing voice I could manage.

He wrapped his arms around his middle and stared at me. I could tell he still trying to figure out who I was and what he was doing in a barn. It seemed as though he was trapped in some kind of half-dream, half-awake state.

Dillon blinked several times before he started looking around the room. When his body shook it seemed as though everything that had happened all came flooding back to him in a matter of seconds.

“Morning,” Dillon said looking at Jane, and then at me. “Where’s Ben?”

“He’s outside. Thought you were keeping watch?” I said with a smile.

“Oops.”

The barn door popped open and Ben gestured for us to follow. I guessed he must have found a rock, and since he hadn’t been attacked by crows, the coast must have been clear for us to continue our journey.

I followed Jane and Dillon out of the barn. We were back on our adventure to find help, although I was far more discouraged than I had been yesterday. There wasn’t going to be help out there. It was just going to be us for the rest of our lives.
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We traveled for several hours, and by the end, Ben was lifting the backpack up and down like he was doing curls with it. I could tell he was thinking about how light our backpack was getting.

All we had to do was make it to the city and then we’d be able to replenish our supplies. If everything went well, maybe we could even make it there before night.

“Oh shit,” Ben said stopping and putting his arms out straight on each side to block any of us from going past him.

“It looks abandoned,” I said holding on to Ben’s outstretched arm.

Out in the distance, sitting in the middle of a field, was one of the creeps’ little black ships. It looked as though it had crashed, since it didn’t appear to be in very good condition.

“I knew it! They’re still here!” Dillon said looking at us as if it were somehow our fault it was there.

I shook my head. After everything I had seen, I didn’t think it was very likely that they were still here. In fact, I was pretty sure they had taken everything they wanted and left. The ship in this field was still here only because they didn’t need to take it with them.

“I think they are long gone… Let’s just keep going. Forget we ever saw it,” I said as I started to walk around Ben’s protective arms.

“Wait. I think I’m going to go check it out,” Ben said holding his bat so tightly his knuckles were turning white. I looked at him like he was crazy, but I could tell he was seriously considering it.

“Ben. What? No,” I said looking at him with wide, pleading eyes. “That’s probably the worst idea I’ve ever heard.”

“Yeah, she’s right. It’s a really bad idea. Let’s just keep going,” Jane said unable to take her eyes off of the ship.

Ben started walking backwards towards the ship. He smirked, “They’re gone. What’s the big deal? I’ll be quick. Wait here.”

“Oh my God, stop it Ben! What on earth could you possibly gain by going over there?” I asked walking towards him. If I had to, I’d try pulling him away to stop him from going over there. And if Jane helped me, we’d probably be able to stop him.

“There could be some kind of information on them in there… something that could help us learn more about them. It’ll just take a minute. I’ll be OK… really,” Ben said raising his bat as if that would make me feel better.

I looked at Jane and she shrugged. He could be right. There could be something in the ship that might provide insight into the creeps, but it could be some kind of trap. I wasn’t sure the benefits of checking would outweigh the risks.

“If you’re going, then I’m going too,” I said stubbornly. Truthfully, I hoped it would change his mind about going… but it didn’t.

“Me too,” Jane said.

“Ugh, come on guys,” Dillon whined. It was clear that he didn’t want to go, but he also didn’t want to wait by himself.

Ben turned around and started walking towards the ship with the rest of us following close behind. As we got closer, I could see the side of the ship was broken off and that it was empty.

“Where is it?” I asked softly. I looked around us as if I would find the creep laying nearby waiting for his people to come back for him.

“Not sure, but it’s not in there,” Ben said scanning the area. If the creep had been left behind, he wasn’t around here, which meant he was probably out there somewhere, wandering around. Unless he died while trying to find somewhere to go.

The closer we inched towards the ship, the more noticeable the faint humming noise became. It seemed as though the ship was still alive, even though several pieces were broken off.

Ben held his bat and ducked his head down to look inside the cockpit. I looked around nervously as though I half-expected something to jump out and attack us.

“I don’t think you should be doing that,” Jane said as Ben seemed to be looking for a way to climb inside the ship.

“Yeah me either,” I said, wanting to pull him away, but my fear of the ship had my feet glued to the ground. I didn’t want to go any closer to it than I already was.

Ben started poking and pressing at things, “It’s fine… nothing will happen. I don’t even think it’s working.”

Something fell from the ceiling of the ship and hit the unusual metallic material below with a loud clank. Ben grabbed his bat and then laughed when he realized what had happened.

“Stop touching that stuff,” Jane said rubbing her fingers against one another. She looked just as nervous and worried as I felt.

“Yeah, really, just come on already… let’s get out of here,” I said and Dillon nodded.

Jane stepped back, “What if there is something in there that could get you sick, like dangerous gases or maybe something worse? Please stop before something happens to you.”

I looked at Jane. She seemed to be truly upset about Ben being so close to the ship. Maybe even more than I was. She looked worried that something was going to happen to him.

“Alright, alright, nothing in there anyway. At least nothing I can make any sense of.” Ben walked away swinging his bat at the grass around the ship. I wondered if he was looking for the pilot. “Let’s go then.”

He pointed with his bat in the direction he wanted us to go. As we walked away from the spaceship, I could hear the humming noises as they slowed and weakened.

I couldn’t help but turn around to look back at the ship every so often. It seemed as though the ship was powering down, but it felt more organic than mechanical. This felt more like the ship was dying.

“Wasn’t that weird?” I asked when the ship completely stopped making noise.

“What?” Jane asked looking at me and then back towards the ship.

I shrugged. Ben and I had seen a similar ship get its fuel from a creep shoving a person into it when we were running into the basement of his apartment complex to hide. I already knew the ships were essentially alive, but to be so close to one, and feel it as the life left it, was just, well, unusual.

“Oh, um, just the way the ship turned off. It was weird to me,” I said staring at my feet. I could feel Jane’s eyes on me.

“Oh, huh. I didn’t notice anything weird about it,” she said looking up towards the sky. “How much further do we have to go?”

We hadn’t traveled far, and based on the position of the sun, it was already after noon. We had wasted precious travel time to stop and check out the spaceship.

“Hmm… I don’t think we’ll make it there today,” Ben said looking behind us as though he could measure how far we had come. We hadn’t made good time. “I think we’ll make it a little more than halfway or so. But that’s just a guess.”

“Where are we going to stay tonight?” Dillon said stuffing his hands awkwardly in his pockets.

“I’m sure we’ll find something,” I said with a small smile. I tried to sound confident, but many of the buildings we’d come across were ripped to shreds or looking like they were about to collapse. Even though most of the black goop was gone, and the ground was dry, none of us would have wanted to camp out in the open.

As we continued south, I looked around wondering where all the black stuff had gone. In the city it had been washed away down the drains, but out here had it absorbed into the earth? It was surprising that the remaining grasses, plants and trees were still green after having been coated in the black grime.

We walked for a couple more hours before we spotted a building that looked to be in fairly decent shape. There were parts of the siding and the roof that had been torn off, but for the most part it looked sturdy.

Ben opened the front door and called out a hello, but of course no one answered. Some of the windows were broken and a couple of them were cracked, but otherwise the place would do.

“We’ll stay here,” Ben said, sounding a little unsure of himself.

“Looks good to me,” I said and Dillon and Jane nodded. It wasn’t like we had a ton of options available.

We all sat in a circle as Ben passed around the food and water. He was carefully rationing everything so that we’d have enough to make it to the city.

I stood up and took a deep breath. My eyes shifted towards the kitchen, “I think I’m going to check the cabinets for more supplies.”

Ben nodded and offered me the bat, but I shook my head. If anything happened while I was in there I’d scream for him. I scooped up the backpack and headed towards the kitchen.

I went through the cabinets and the pantry. There was a box of granola bars, some fruit cups and various other random little things I stuffed inside the backpack. There was also a half-filled gallon jug of water sitting on the counter, pushed up against the refrigerator. Next to it was a plastic bottle one might take with them on a bike or for working out, tipped over onto its side.

I grabbed the jug and bottle and brought everything out to the living room. Ben watched me as I set down the backpack next to him and the water bottles on the coffee table.

“Found some stuff,” I said as I opened the jug of water.

“That’s kind of gross isn’t it?” Jane asked scrunching up her nose.

“What?”

“Drinking from someone else’s water bottle… what if they were sick?” she said, turning her head to the side as if she would refuse to drink.

“What choice do you really have? You need water to live… oh look, here’s water,” I said with a shrug.

She swallowed hard and put her fingertips over her lips, “Ugh, whatever.”

I couldn’t help but roll my eyes at her. She could complain now if she wanted to, but sooner or later she’d be drinking from the bottle along with the rest of us.

We all spent the rest of the daylight hours searching the house. It felt weird to go through someone’s things, but they probably wouldn’t ever be coming back here again. They probably weren’t even on Earth anymore. It wasn’t like they’d find out that someone had been in their home. If they were dead, they wouldn’t give a crap who was in their house going through their things.

Dillon and I both took a book off of the shelf to busy ourselves with while we still had some light. Jane was flipping through a coffee table book that looked like it was filled with pictures and information about interior design.

Ben stared out the window, looking as though he was lost in his thoughts. If only I could have known what he was thinking about. We could have really used some alone time, but with Dillon and Jane around it seemed nearly impossible.

He noticed me looking at him and he smiled. I took my book and walked over to him. Ben wrapped his arm around me and turned to look back out the window.

I rested my head against him and closed my eyes. I wished I could erase everything that had happened. If only it could be me and Ben in my bedroom with everything back the way it was. The creeps had never come and ruined our planet. It was just me and Ben and everything outside would just be normal again.

I opened my eyes and let out a huge disappointed sigh. No matter how much I wanted to, I couldn’t erase what had happened. We were trapped in this new world and I’d never be able to go back to how things were before.
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It was sometime in the middle of the night when I woke up. I tried to move my arms and legs but I couldn’t. It felt as though something had come into the room where we were all sleeping and encased me in ice.

I tried to turn my head but the only thing I could move was my eyes. Only it was too dark to really see anything but random shadows created by the faint moonlight.

As I lay there looking around, hoping one of the others would notice that I couldn’t move, I heard the noises. My eyes widened further as I sat there listening to a strange mechanical noise that sounded like it was just outside of the house. It reminded me of the noises I heard in the walls of Ben’s parents’ apartment when the creeps were inside the vents.

I tried to call out to wake the others but I couldn’t move my mouth to speak. My voice probably wouldn’t have worked either, even if I had been able to move my lips.

Were the creeps back? What were they doing out there? What if they came inside and I wouldn’t be able to even try to get away? Maybe the others were sitting there feeling the same things I was and couldn’t call out either.

Flashes of light blinked across the ceiling of the little room in what seemed to be a random pattern. The fear I felt was nearly too much to bear. I blinked and I could feel a cool tear trickle down the side of my face.

It was as if I could feel them out there. I couldn’t be sure, but it looked as though a shadow of something was moving around every time the light flashed against the ceiling.

My heart was pounding so hard against my chest I thought it was going to leap right out of my body. I was trying desperately to move but I couldn’t. My muscles felt sore even though I wasn’t able to move them. I could feel them tensing and tightening throughout my body as I pushed to make myself work again.

Then the flashes of light stopped. I didn’t hear the noises and I no longer sensed anything outside. Whatever had happened ended just as quickly as it had started. But I didn’t feel any better because I still couldn’t move.

I blinked repeatedly, thinking that maybe if I was dreaming moving my eyes rapidly would somehow cause me to wake up. After the last slightly longer blink, I opened my eyes and Jane was standing over me. She stared down at me with concern filling her eyes.

My body popped up as if I suddenly remembered how to make it work. “Jesus Christ, Jane!”

“Oh, oh no!” she said between sharp breaths. She was acting as though I had scared her. “What’s wrong? What’s going on?”

“You scared the crap out of me,” I said rubbing my hands all over my body. Everything seemed to be working again.

She shook her head and hugged herself, “I’m so sorry! You looked like you were having a bad dream. I couldn’t wake you.”

“Oh… I was I think,” I said trying to pinpoint the exact moment I had transitioned from being asleep to being awake, but I couldn’t. It had felt to me as if I had been awake the whole time.

“Are you OK?”

“Yeah… yeah, I think so. Guess it was just a really bad nightmare,” I said looking towards the cracked window. “Did you hear or see anything out there?”

“No… like what?” Jane shook her head, looking at me as though I were the one freaking her out.

“Flashing lights… unusual noises. Never mind. It was just a weird dream. It just felt so real,” I said wiggling my toes inside my shoes and then watching as I wiggled my fingers.

Jane looked at me as I carefully moved and examined each movement. She narrowed her eyes at me, “Are you sure you’re OK?”

I nodded even though I wasn’t completely sure how OK I was. I mean, I was alive, but my heart was still beating so fast it was causing me pain. If I couldn’t calm myself down, I’d probably end up giving myself a heart attack. And since there weren’t any doctors anymore, or emergency responders, I’d probably be dead.

Jane backed away and laid back down. She looked at me several times before she turned on her side to go back to sleep. Even though we were locked inside, I was pretty sure I wouldn’t fall back asleep after what happened.

I closed my eyes, but I was afraid it would happen again. Ben shifted, and I was tempted to tell him what had happened, but he started breathing heavily again. He was still asleep or as close to it as you could be. I didn’t want to ruin his night because of my strange nightmare, even though it was still haunting me.

I spent the rest of the night tossing and turning, alternating between needing to sleep and being too afraid to close my eyes. At least if anyone tried to get in, I’d be awake enough to hear them and alert the others. I’d probably hear them before they even got to the house.

When the sun rose over the horizon and started lighting up the room, everyone started to wake, one after the other. Ben sat up and looked at me. It was as if he could tell something was wrong, and that I hadn’t slept. I probably had big dark circles under my eyes. Maybe I looked like a zombie.

He looked at the others and then back at me, but he didn’t question me in front of them. We all walked into the living room in silence. I drank from the hand-me-down sports bottle and offered some to everyone else before I refilled it to take with us.

I slipped my hands into my pockets as I waited for the others to finish their quick breakfasts. My fingers rubbed at the cool metal of my pocket knife that I’d almost forgotten Ben had given to me. Not that it was really of much use to me, because I probably wouldn’t be able to open it in time if I had to use it. If I was even capable of using it.

“You guys ready?” Ben said already walking to the door without waiting for an answer. I nodded at his back and we slowly exited the front door. I think we were all still worried about the possibility of the pissed off crows finding us and finishing what they had started. And who knows, there could always be other pissed off birds waiting outside too. Or other survivors.

After taking about ten steps outside, we all stopped walking at the same time. It must have looked as though it had been choreographed. I scanned the area, and they were everywhere. As far as the eye could see.

“Is this even possible?” I whispered looking down at the one closest to my feet.

“What are they?” Dillon asked and I could tell they were making him nervous. He took a step backwards almost right into me, “Oh, sorry.”

“This is definitely not possible… at least I don’t think it is,” Ben said bending down to have a closer look at one.

Jane shifted her weight from one leg to the other. She looked as though she was about to yank Ben away from the flower, but she pulled her hand back and hid it behind her instead. She tilted her head and raised her eyebrows, “I don’t think you should get so close to them.”

“What’s it going to do? Bite me?” Ben chuckled, but his laugh faded as he considered the possibility.

Scattered across the area in every direction, as far as the eye could see, were strange plants sprouting up through the ground. They had thick stems with short green leaves, and small pink buds that almost seemed to glow.

My stomach turned at the sight of them. There was something about the glowing pinkness that reminded me of the light from the motherships and the pink smoke they had used to fill Ben’s parents’ apartment. I knew without a doubt these flowers had something to do with the creeps, and that was incredibly horrifying.

I got down on my knees and reached to pull one of them out of the ground by its roots. It was like I wanted to see it… needed to see it, and I didn’t even know the first thing about plants. My hand was about an inch away from grabbing the stem when Jane slapped it away.

“Don’t do that! Are you stupid?” she said and stared at me. I stood up only a few inches from her, and after a few seconds, she took a step back. “You guys aren’t using your heads. You shouldn’t pick them.”

“It’s not like I’m going to eat it, Jane! I just wanted to look at it… see what it is. Flowers don’t just grow overnight. We don’t know what these things are,” I said trying to keep the anger out of my voice.

“That’s the thing! We don’t know. What if it’s poison, or something else?” She took another small step away from me, “I was only trying to help. I just don’t think we should touch them.”

I looked at the flowers and then back at Jane. She was right. Who knows what the purpose of these things are? I was having trouble thinking clearly… probably from lack of sleep.

They could have been planted here to kill off the rest of the population, although it wasn’t clear why the creeps would care what happened to anyone left behind. In any event, it wasn’t worth the risk, that much was certain.

Ben waved for us to follow so we could get moving. We had a lot of ground to cover and these flowers weren’t going to make it any easier. There wasn’t anything we could do about all the flowers, but we could keep looking for help.

We walked around to avoid touching them as we continued south. It slowed us down to have to weave around them, but it was better than whatever they might do to us. We didn’t have very many choices since they were everywhere.

I wasn’t sure how close to the city we were. I couldn’t even guess. This was our second day of walking but we were moving significantly slower because of the plants.

I was anxious to get out of the country and back to a city where we could find supplies. Although I was concerned about what kind of people we might run into.

What would the city look like? Would it be in the same condition ours had been in? I could only assume most of the buildings would be completely destroyed and the others would look as though they would soon be piles of rubble heaped on the ground.

At the very least, I was pretty sure we’d be able to fill our backpack. We hadn’t run into any people along the way, so I didn’t think there would be a lot of competition for what was left. And if there was, I’m sure we could find something somewhere in the city… inside restaurants, schools or hotels. Places others might not even think of trying.

I jumped to the side to avoid one of the pink plants, and I heard an unusual scuffling noise behind me. It wasn’t Dillon because he was right next to me, and it hadn’t been Ben or Jane because they were both in my line of sight. If it would have been the crows, they wouldn’t have bothered to sneak around, they would have launched another aerial attack.

I saw something move from the corner of my eye and I took several fast steps to catch up to Ben. He looked at me as I grabbed his arm. One of the plants brushed against my leg and I started shaking it wildly.

“What are you doing?” Ben said looking at me through wide eyes.

I felt the fear spread through my body as I saw something move again. The air felt cold, and I shivered. “Someone… they’re here! Oh my God!”


​[ ​10​ ]​


Ben cocked his head left and then right as his eyes darted around the area trying to spot what had caused me to panic. I knew he could tell something wasn’t right.

Dillon grabbed onto my arm and came closer to me and Ben. He didn’t move his lips, “What’s going on?”

“Not sure,” I whispered as Jane lightly backed into us. We were huddled in a small group, looking out in all directions. Whatever was out there wasn’t moving, but I knew they were still there.

“Stop!” someone shouted, but I couldn’t tell exactly where it had come from. We obeyed the voice and stopped moving. Whoever it was spoke our language. Oddly, I felt a little relieved that whoever was out there, wasn’t a creep. “Put your hands up!”

We all raised our arms except for Ben, who kept his bat arm down. They didn’t seem to care, as they slowly popped out from their hiding spots and approached with their guns pointed at us.

There were five of them walking towards us, but they probably had others that were staying hidden. At least if they were smart they would have.

They looked us up and down as if judging how afraid of us they should be. Or maybe they were trying to determine if we were creeps.

The one leading the way smiled as if he realized they had no reason whatsoever to be afraid of us. And really they didn’t, they had guns and we had a bat and a pocketknife.

“Let’s just do this quick and easy so no one gets hurt,” the one standing out in front said. He had a toothpick hanging from the side of his mouth and a poorly done tattoo on his right arm. It almost looked as though it was one of the creeps, but we were too far away for me to be certain. This guy seemed as though he was only a tough guy because he had a gun. Maybe he didn’t even know how to use it. “We want your stuff.”

Ben opened his mouth and I could tell he was going to give some smart-ass response. I nudged him with my elbow and, thankfully, it was enough to convince him to change his mind.

“Toss it over, and you all can be on your merry way,” he said snickering to the girl on his left. The way she held her gun made me think she actually knew how to use it. She looked as though she was the toughest of them all.

“Really? I mean… really? How far from the city are we? Can’t you just go in and loot your own stuff?” Ben said tightening his grip on our backpack.

“Uhh, no thanks,” the leader said, his grin fading slightly. “We’re going north… the more we have, the better. Besides that’s a nice backpack.”

“Where you from?” the girl asked with a nod.

I could tell Ben’s anger was boiling, so I quickly answered, “The country… just slightly north of here.”

“That right?” she said spitting on the ground in front of her.

“All of you?” the leader asked, and I nodded. “Hmm… what was it like out your way?”

I shrugged, “Same as this.”

It seemed they didn’t know if they should believe me or not. I wanted to ask him what his city was like, but I wasn’t sure he would tell me, same as I didn’t want to tell them. And who knew if what he would tell me would even be the truth?

It felt like an eternity before the girl glanced at the leader and he nodded. He chewed his toothpick for a second, “Enough small talk, eh? Time to give us your stuff. We got places to be. Toss it over.”

Ben squeezed his eyes tightly and groaned. He was so frustrated I worried about how long his fuse was. Ben gripped the strap and threw it towards the armed leader as he shouted out a roar at them.

“You too,” he said pointing the barrel of his gun in my direction.

“What?” I said looking around at the others.

Jane clicked her tongue and crossed her arms, “They want your gross sports bottle too, I guess.”

I took my wrist out of the loop and chucked the bottle at them hard. If they wanted it, I was really going to give it to them. But it dropped about a foot in front of them and rolled the rest of the way, stopping just before the leader’s right foot.

“Excellent. Now off you go,” he said as he picked up the bottle. He stood up tall and pointed with his gun in the direction he wanted us to go.

They let Ben keep his bat. Either they had no interest in it, or they just hadn’t even thought of it. Why would they want a silly bat when they had guns?

We walked away, and by the time I was brave enough to turn around, they had already disappeared. I would have believed they were a figment of my imagination, except for the fact our stuff was gone.

We kept walking as the sun moved across the sky. I couldn’t even guess as to how far we had left to go. My body and mind were so tired… I didn’t know how long I could keep going without getting some rest.

“Ben?” Dillon asked looking at the flowers on the ground.

“Yeah?”

“Can we take a break?” Dillon said stopping and bending forward at the waist as if he was trying to catch his breath. Sweat was beading up on his forehead.

“We can take a break when we get there,” Ben said, but his pace slowed. He wouldn’t admit it but he was getting tired too. The walking, the ambushing, the restless nights… it was all taking a toll on each one of us.

I looked out around us and spotted a garage-like building in the distance. It wasn’t out of our way. We could just go there and take a short break to recharge. If those bandits had been from the city, heading north, we couldn’t be that far. Maybe we’d see the city buildings come into view soon, or least what was left of them. A short break wouldn’t really hurt anything.

“How about in there? Just a short break?” I said wiping at my brow. I was started to feel hot too, it wasn’t just Dillon.

Ben sighed, “A short break. I really want to get to the city before night.”

“I’m not even tired. Let’s just keep going,” Jane said sounding far too excited. I had no idea how she wasn’t tired. We’d pretty much walked the whole day. It had to be far more walking than any of us were used to.

“A very short break,” Ben said, and we started towards the shed.

Jane led the way carefully weaving between the pink plants. Dillon followed behind her, stepping exactly in the same spots she had just stepped in.

“I don’t get it,” I whispered to Ben.

“What’s that?”

“Why she’s not tired. I’m freaking exhausted. Aren’t you?”

He nodded, “Yeah, I’m pretty tired. I just really want to get there.”

I wanted to tell him I didn’t think there would be help there, but he probably already knew that. If there was help, the bandits wouldn’t be heading north. Unless for some crazy reason they were running from the help.

He wrapped his arm around my shoulders and squeezed me as if that would somehow reinvigorate me. Ben grinned at me, “I guess she just slept better than you did.”

“That’s not hard to do,” I said remembering my dream and how I had felt paralyzed. I slept horribly thanks to that nightmare.

Jane approached the garage door and turned around to wave at us to hurry up. I figured she didn’t want to open the door without Ben and his trusty bat being nearby. Although, if something came out at her, she could just pop them in the nose like she did to that fake army guy back in the city.

“Come on,” Ben said gently pulling me along. I took a deep breath and let him lead me.

When we got up to the garage, Ben tightened his grip on the bat and slowly pulled open the door. He looked around, but motioned for us to follow him inside.

The building was some sort of storage for lawn equipment. There were two large riding lawn mowers, several leaf blowers, rakes, shovels, pails and other random things. If there had been a house nearby, it wasn’t out there any longer.

Dillon climbed up on one of the mowers and sat down. He leaned his head forward on the steering wheel.

I sat down on the concrete floor while Ben poked around. Jane stood there looking at the door with her arms crossed. She looked bored.

“Sit down. Rest,” I said squinting up at her.

“I don’t need to rest. I want to keep moving. We can’t be too far now can we? We’re wasting time.” She dropped her hands down to her sides and the expression on her face changed, “I have to pee.”

She walked towards the door but Ben hit the bat against it blocking her way out. I wasn’t sure what he was suggesting because there wasn’t anywhere to go to the bathroom inside of the garage. Outside was really the only option.

“I’ll stay close,” she said shaking her legs. “I’m not going in here. If anything happens, you’ll know it because I’ll scream.”

“It could be too late by then,” Ben said holding the bat firm.

She widened her eyes and made fists, “Ben!”

He looked her in the eyes and then reluctantly lowered the bat. It wasn’t like he had much of a choice. He couldn’t keep her inside against her will.

“I’ll just be a few minutes,” she smiled at him and walked out of the door, closing it softly behind her.

Ben looked at me, but then returned to searching the building. Every so often he’d pick something up, look at it, and then set it back down. I wondered if he was looking for things we could use for weapons, but it wasn’t like I was going to haul a shovel around.

I rested back against the wall and closed my eyes. When I opened them again Ben was sitting next to me. I must have dozed off.

He didn’t look at me, “She’s been gone for too long. Would you go check on her?”

“How long has it been?”

“Hmm, just a guess, but probably close to ten minutes.”

“Oh, that does seem kind of long.” I pushed myself up and brushed the dust and dirt off of my hands. “If I’m not back in like five minutes come looking for me.”

It didn’t seem like five minutes was a lot of time, but if something was going on, it would probably feel like a lifetime. I opened the door and looked around before stepping outside.

“Want my bat?” Ben asked from across the room.

I considered it, but I didn’t think I had it in me to actually swing it anyway. I shook my head, “Five minutes… come for me.”

I took a step outside and closed the door.
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Iwalked around the garage looking for where Jane could have gone. She couldn’t have gotten too far in the amount of time she had been gone.

I’d made a half-circle around the building before I finally spotted her about twenty feet away. She was kneeling on the ground with her head tilted downward.

“Jane?” I shouted, squinting and raising up my hand to block out the brightness of the sun above. She didn’t answer, and she didn’t move. I called out to her again louder, but she still didn’t respond.

As I made my way closer, I could see she was leaning over one of the pink flowers she had been adamant that we not touch. Her eyes were closed, and it looked as though she was inhaling the scent from the glowing flower.

I ran towards her, jumping over the random flowers in my path. What was she doing? She had warned us to leave them alone, now here she was sitting out amongst them?

“Jane!” I yelled and pulled her back away from the flower. She nearly tipped over and fell backwards. Her eyes found mine, and she glared at me with an anger in her eyes I didn’t understand.

I stared back at her, looking at her as if she’d lost her mind. She curled her lips up, almost like a snarl.

“What are you doing?” I asked throwing my arms up in the air. I felt ready to give up and let her play in the damn flowers if that’s what she wanted to do.

She shook her head and looked around as if she couldn’t remember what she was doing out here. Her expression of near hatred was shifting to one of confusion, “I… I, ahhh….”

“These things could be poisonous, remember?” I said crossing my arms.

“Well, I’m not going to eat them,” she said echoing my words from earlier.

“It doesn’t matter. The poison could be airborne… or something. We don’t know anything about them,” I said, though I was telling her something she should have already known. Perhaps the flowers had affected her thinking.

Jane shook her head. She looked as though she couldn’t believe what she had been doing, “I know… it’s weird, but they smell really, really nice.”

I was speechless. My eyes were so wide they were starting to feel dry and itchy. Of course if the flowers had an airborne poison, we’d probably all have been affected by it by now. But still, we had no idea what these flowers were, inhaling them was taking a risk she shouldn’t have. It was pretty obvious, at least to me, that they had something to do with the creeps and that we should avoid them at all costs.

Jane sighed, and her shoulders slumped down, “You’re right… Oh crap, you’re right. That was really, really, really stupid.”

She walked away from me and back towards the garage. I stood there staring at her before I took a deep breath and followed her.

Ben was probably getting ready to come out looking for me. It was likely only seconds before he’d come out swinging his bat.

When I got back inside the garage, Jane was sitting with her legs crossed, leaning forward, resting her chin in her palm. She swirled a fingertip across the concrete floor, drawing random patterns in the dirt.

I walked over to Ben and he looked at me and then towards Jane, “What happened out there? Is she OK?”

“Why? What did she tell you?”

“Nothing. Just that she was fine.”

“I think she’s OK,” I whispered, looking over my shoulder to make sure she wasn’t trying to listen to our conversation. “She was out there, down on the ground, smelling one of those flower things.”

“Wait, what? Are you serious?”

“Dead serious.”

“Well now, that’s bizarre,” Ben said glancing at her and then turning to meet my eyes. I smiled at him, remembering just how good looking he was. It wasn’t that I forgot, it was just that with everything that had happened my mind had been occupied by about one hundred other things.

Being inside this little room made me forget about the things that were happening outside these four walls. He kissed me on the forehead and smiled back.

“We should get going if we’re going to make it before dark,” he said, squeezing my hand as he stepped towards the door. Ben looked at the others before opening it, “Ready?”

Dillon groaned but climbed down off of the riding lawn mower. Jane pushed herself up from the floor, and the three of us followed Ben outside.

I zoned out while we walked and before I knew it, the amount of buildings and rubble had started to increase. We were getting closer to the city.

Our path had crossed with one of the roads, an old highway, that would take us into the city. We followed the road, which meant we didn’t have to dodge the increasing number of flowers. There were so many thicker patches around the city, we wouldn’t have been able to avoid them otherwise.

Oddly, it seemed as though I was having trouble focusing on anything other than Ben. I just couldn’t stop thinking about him. We were surrounded by all this destruction and it didn’t even seem to matter anymore. I desperately needed some alone time with Ben.

It was strange how much he was taking over my every thought. He grabbed my hand and when our eyes locked, I knew he was feeling the exact same way. As we walked, we kept exchanging secret looks, and it was as if I could tell exactly what he was thinking. He wanted me.

Ben slipped his hand around my waist and we walked so close together we moved as one. I wrapped my arms around his middle even though it made it incredibly difficult to walk.

“You look so beautiful,” he said softly into my ear. “If only we could be alone.”

I smiled because I wanted nothing more than to be alone with him too. He stopped and pulled me in for a kiss.

“Oh, come on,” Dillon grumbled. “Get a freaking room.”

“I wish,” Ben said with a half-grin.

Jane looked at us as if she thought it was romantic. She sighed, “Aww! You guys are so cute together!”

Dillon stuck his finger inside his mouth as if he was going to gag himself. He took several steps ahead so that we were behind him. Dillon didn’t want to see us, which made me giggle.

“It’s just so weird,” I said softly to Ben.

“What’s weird?”

“I just can’t stop thinking about you. We are so lucky to still be together after all of this, don’t you think?” I rested my head lightly against his arm.

“I can’t stop thinking about you either.”

He stopped and kissed me again, this time with even more passion than the last time. Neither of us even cared that Dillon and Jane were there. It seemed so bizarre and completely out of character, but it didn’t seem to matter to either of us. All that mattered in this moment was him.

“OK, you crazy kids… as sweet as you two are, we have to keep moving. Look,” Jane said excitedly pointing towards the city. I hadn’t even noticed how close we’d gotten.

Since there were more buildings and roads there were far fewer of the pink flowers. A few were sprinkled in random patches of lawn here and there, but the numbers were drastically lower than what they had been like outside of the city. There was just far too much cement and rubble for the plants to find a place to take root and grow.

Ben kissed my cheek and let go of my hand as he jogged ahead of Dillon. He gripped his bat tightly as his head moved around surveying our surroundings.

The buildings here were in the exact same condition as the ones in our city had been. I figured we wouldn’t find help here, but we should be able to find a gas station or a store where we could stock up on our supplies.

There was a small corner store that was still standing at the end of the block. Ben ran inside while we waited for him. I wished one of us would have gone in with him, but he came out within minutes carrying a couple bottles of water and four granola bars.

“It’s pretty empty in there,” he said opening the wrapper. “But we’ll find something.”

“What are we going to do?” Jane said looking around. It seemed she was having the same thoughts about not being able to find help here that I had.

“We’ll check it out… if there’s nothing here, we’ll keep going until we find something. There are other people somewhere,” Ben said shifting his eyes towards the store.

Dillon sighed and kicked at a rock on the ground, “How do you know that?”

“Because if things are missing, someone’s taking them,” Ben said with a smirk.

As we walked through the city streets, not really knowing our way around, I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were being watched. Most of the buildings looked to be in dangerous condition… like they could collapse if I stepped too hard.

Every so often we’d hear a loud booming crash that was akin to thunder. Then the air would fill with dust as a building fell down somewhere nearby.

I wondered if, as time went by, everything would fall to the ground, and there wouldn’t be anything left at all. The city would just be a big pile of impassable concrete, metal and other debris.

Ben’s eyes darted around, looking as though he was thinking the same thing I had about being watched. I wondered if Jane and Dillon had felt it too.

“Let’s get out of here,” Ben said pointing to the right. It looked as though it would take us through a residential area and away from what had once been downtown.

If we couldn’t find a store along the way that still had supplies, we’d probably be able to find a house that did. But even as we went away from the city, I still couldn’t shake the feeling of being watched.

Once we were away from downtown, I’d feel better. There were just too many things people could hide behind or inside of, and it made me nervous. Considering our run-ins with others to this point hadn’t been pleasant, it would be best to avoid strangers unless it was obvious they were trying to help. Everyone was in survival mode, and they were desperate.

As we reached the edge of town we started going inside random houses. The first house had a couple of backpacks, and we filled them with anything we could find that wasn’t expired. The next house had a case of tiny-sized water bottles which filled most of one of our backpacks.

Once our packs were filled and Ben was satisfied that we couldn’t fit anything more inside, we headed towards the edge of town. Ben squinted his eyes, and I walked slower when I noticed what he was looking at.

There were rows and rows of tents lined up in an open field. We stood there watching as people walked around the area, looking as though they were doing important tasks.

“What is all this?” Dillon asked.

“Maybe… I’m not sure,” Ben said shaking his head. I watched a couple of the men from the camp walk out into a field and started collecting the plants.

“Oh my God! What are they doing?” I whispered as a chill went up and down my spine. We slowly ducked down behind some shrubbery, hoping they wouldn’t notice us as we watched them mill about the camp.

I couldn’t tell what they were doing, but I was pretty sure they weren’t the help we were looking for. My eyes darted around from person to person until I realized something seemed odd. There wasn’t a single woman in the whole camp that I could see.

They had to be there somewhere. Maybe they were all inside the tents working on some other project, but I couldn’t deny feeling an overwhelming desire to run as fast as I could away from this place. There was just something that didn’t feel right. And it seemed as though maybe Ben, Dillon and Jane had felt it too, based on the expressions they wore.

After a few more minutes, Ben gestured back towards the city, “Let’s get out of here.”

I turned around and stopped abruptly. Standing less than a foot away was a tall man staring down at me. My eyes widened as I tried to take a step away from him. It felt like my dream where I hadn’t been able to move. And just like in the dream, I was having trouble making my body work.

Behind the first man stood two other men, one on each side. Their expressions were absent, and they almost seemed as though they were in a trance, only blinking half as frequently as one normally would.

“We’re going to need that,” the man in front said pointing at Ben’s bat. “And we’ll want to look through those.”

“Christ… man, we just filled these backpacks after the last ones got stolen. Go get your own, the city is probably filled with them,” Ben said clearly frustrated. He held his bat tighter until one of the men in the back flashed a pistol. “Fine. Fucking take it. Take it all. Fuck you all!”

The man in front clicked his tongue and wagged his finger. Ben threw the bat and the backpack on the ground. Jane dropped the one she was holding on top of the other.

The man picked up the bat and tossed it to one of them behind him. He kneeled down and started going through our packs.

I didn’t know what he was looking for, but after he finished going through them, he zipped them back up and gave one to Ben and the other to Dillon. Dillon’s hand was shaking so much he could barely hold on to the backpack.

“All right then, let’s go,” the man said, nodding forward towards their camp.

“Do we have to?” Jane asked, and the one that had done all the talking so far looked down at her and flashed her a creepy grin.

“You do. And she does too. But they don’t have to if they don’t want to. However, both of you young gentlemen are more than welcome to join us, if you do.” He looked at Ben and Dillon as if he was waiting for them to make their decision. When neither of them left, he held out his palm towards the camp, “This way please.”
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When we got to the perimeter of the camp, the leader gestured to his two men. They moved nearly in unison as one came for me and the other for Jane. The man grabbed my arm while the other grabbed Jane’s.

“Hey!” she shouted. We were both struggling as we tried to get our arms free. It seemed as though this had not been the first time they’d done something like this. “Let me go!”

Jane pulled her arm back and thrust it forward to hit the guy, but he anticipated her move and grabbed her wrist. I couldn’t even guess what they had planned for us, but I was worried. Very worried. I looked around the camp frantically trying to spot another woman, but I still wasn’t able to find any.

It was a camp filled with men that were picking the creeps’ flowers, and it wasn’t a small camp. There were probably a hundred tents and small buildings positioned around the area.

“What are you going to do with them? Where are you taking them?” Ben asked as the men pulled Jane and me along with them.

“We aren’t going to hurt anyone… but we need them to come with us,” the leader said looking around as though he was trying to spot others that could come to his aid if he needed to call for help.

Ben took a step forward, and the leader moved out in front of him, blocking his way. “Look man, I want to stay with them. If we are coming with you… we stay together.”

“That’s not possible. Not for now. You’ll see them again soon enough.”

“You can’t just do that! Where are you bringing us?” Jane said, saying the same things I was thinking. I couldn’t speak. I was afraid that if I tried, I’d start crying. The tears were already welling up in my eyes, threatening to fall, and I feared if they did it would make me seem weak.

I wasn’t weak. I was frustrated, scared, and I desperately didn’t want to be taken away from Ben and Dillon. My hand brushed against my jeans and I felt the pocketknife inside. All I had to do was grab it.

“Let’s go,” the leader said gesturing to a random guy in the camp. The guy started walking our way. His eyes were fixed on Ben and Dillon.

“Let go of me!” I said between clenched teeth. We couldn’t get separated. It just couldn’t happen. I didn’t want to be away from Ben. Not even for a minute.

My hand moved so fast it didn’t even feel as though I was controlling it. I pulled out the knife and flipped it open as if I’d done it a million times. After that, it seemed as though everything around me started to move in slow motion.

I swung the small, sharp blade at the guy who was holding me and dragged the blade across his forearm. Blood oozed up and started to drip down his arm. When the blood reached his fingers, he held up his hand and looked at it in disbelief.

“Jesus Christ! She cut me!” he screeched taking several steps away from us, afraid of what I might do next. “I’m bleeding, Don! Look! I’m bleeding all over the place!”

I turned towards the guy holding Jane and swung my knife at his arm, but he dodged. When I pulled my arm back to try again, someone grabbed me and I couldn’t move. I tried to twist my body around to punch at whoever was behind me, but he gripped my arm. He held it tightly, twisted slightly, and I gasped at the pain. If he moved any further, I was pretty sure he would break my arm.

The knife fell out of my hand, and I heard it hit the ground. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Jane go for it, but the guy who had been holding her was quicker. He snatched up the knife and wrapped an arm around her waist, pulling her several steps away from me.

“Go on. Go get patched up,” the leader, Don, said to the guy who had been holding me. He stared at his blood streaked arm.

He whimpered and jogged away like a wounded animal. Don grabbed me as two other guys from the camp walked over and led Ben and Dillon away from us.

“Where are you taking them?” I demanded looking into Don’s dead, far-away eyes. I tried to pull away again, but he just held me tighter.

“We aren’t going to hurt them. Geez kid, I don’t know who you think we are. We’re here to help.”

“This doesn’t feel like help!” Jane said wiggling her shoulders side to side. The guy holding her smiled and held her tighter.

I shook my head, “If you’re here to help, why are you taking us away? Are you going to hurt us?”

He laughed and smiled at me. I wanted to spit in his face but I didn’t. It didn’t seem like they were going to kill us, but I didn’t trust anyone and I definitely didn’t like what was happening. He ran a hand through his hair, “We wouldn’t ever hurt you.”

I didn’t understand what was happening around us. It didn’t make any sense. If they didn’t have any intentions of hurting us why did they need to separate us?

They brought me and Jane to a large wooden shed that looked as though it had been constructed from stuff stolen from a home supply store.

Don gestured to a guy sitting just slightly off to the side. The guy didn’t seem much older than I was. He smiled at me as he stood up, pulled out a key and opened the padlocked door.

“In,” Don said gently pushing me towards the inside of the shed. His buddy did the same thing with Jane.

I looked behind me hoping that I’d see someone coming to help us, but there was no one. They started to close the door without telling us anything more. I reached out my palms to try to stop the door from closing, “No, no, no! Please don’t!”

When the door closed and I heard the lock click into place, I dropped helplessly to the floor. Jane placed her hand on my shoulder, but no matter how hard I tried… I couldn’t stop the tears from falling.
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After several minutes, I wiped my eyes dry and sucked in a deep breath. The air felt sharp and ripped at my lungs but I had to pull it together.

I looked up and saw the three other women sitting in the shed with us. Their backs were pressed up against the wall, each one of them taking turns staring at either me or Jane. They didn’t look happy to be there. Their dirty faces were streaked with dried tears.

“What… what’s going on here?” I asked with a soft voice. I kept my voice quiet because not only did I not want anyone outside these walls to hear me, but also because I was afraid I might scare these women more than they already were.

They looked at one another. Each one hugging themselves in a slightly different way. They looked sad, defeated and very miserable.

“They have other sheds,” a woman with long scraggly hair blurted out, and quickly covered her mouth with hands just as dirty as her face. Her eyes were wide as she looked at the other women.

Jane and I exchanged a look. She looked just as worried as I felt. What were they keeping inside the other sheds? Were they all filled with women they’d collected?

“How many other sheds are there?” Jane whispered holding her fingertips lightly against her lips.

“Fifteen? Maybe more,” a thin woman with black smudges around her eyes answered. “I think I hear them building more sometimes.”

“And all of them are filled?” I asked pressing my palms together so hard it almost hurt.

“Not sure… I’ve been moved twice,” the woman with scraggly hair said, talking almost too fast. “At least two others are filled, that much I know.”

“But why? Why are the women being locked up? Are the men they bring into camp locked up too?” I asked wondering about Ben and Dillon.

My eyes shifted towards the third woman who hadn’t said anything yet. She refused to make eye contact with me as she sat there aggressively rubbing at her bare feet.

“They are trying to make babies with us,” the woman with scraggly hair said quieter than a whisper.

I looked at Jane and I’m sure she could see the fear and horror that filled my eyes. Were the men going to do the same with us? The women in this room were of all different ages, the thin one couldn’t have been much older than we were. Age didn’t seem as though it would make a difference.

“Do any of you know these men?” Jane asked looking as though she didn’t fully understand.

“No… they were the ones that put us in here. Same as you,” the woman with scraggly hair said as she crossed her arms around her middle tighter.

I backed away from everyone and sat in the corner by myself. If I let panic set in, I didn’t know if I’d be able to get myself out of it. My stomach was starting to hurt as all of their words echoed in my head. What kind of place was this?

The woman without shoes looked up and tilted her head. She looked directly into my eyes without blinking. Her body rocked slightly back and forth, “They treat us well… they don’t hurt us. It’s not what you’re thinking.”

I wasn’t sure what I was thinking exactly, but even if they didn’t hurt the women, I still didn’t want to make babies with complete strangers. It all sounded and felt like a nightmare to me.

“It’s true,” the woman with scraggly hair said. “When they come for us it’s a little scary but they are very sweet and gentle, almost looking at us as though they are truly in love with us.”

“Infatuated really,” the thin woman said as her eyes darted around as though she was hearing something making noises by her ears. Moving around like she had a mosquito pestering her, but I didn’t see anything.

Jane started pacing, “What do you mean when you say they come for us?”

The girls all looked at one another. They seemed as though they didn’t want to tell us. Maybe they didn’t want to scare us any more than we already were.

“Come to make the babies,” the woman without shoes said.

“In here?” Jane said in her normal volume, but since we had been so quiet it seemed like she was shouting. The women started to look nervous and the woman with scraggly hair tapped her finger over her lips.

The one without shoes looked at the door, but when no one came in she spoke, “Come in here to make their choice, then they take us away.”

I shut my eyes and pushed my face into my hands. It felt as though I was trapped in some kind of hell. I wanted to scream, but I was worried what they might do to us if I did.

“So basically they force us to do what they want,” I said slightly lifting my palms away from my mouth so they could hear me. I somewhat understood, but I had no idea why the men would want to make babies. Why bring them into this mess?

“After the pink drink you won’t care at all,” the women without shoes said looking at her dirty feet as if she only first now realized how scummy they were.

The woman with scraggly hair nodded, “After it’s out of your system, that’s when you remember.”

“Pink drink?” Jane asked through narrowed eyes.

“Those stupid flowers everywhere!” the woman with scraggly hair said flapping her arm towards the shed door as if she could see the fields filled with the pink plants.

The thin woman placed her hands together as if she was praying, “Don’t drink it. It’s like a drug. Refuse it if you can. Spill it. Spit it out. Throw it in their stupid faces! If you don’t drink it, they won’t… you know.”

I nodded at her words. They made sense. The men would have to pinch my nose and force me to drink and keep it down. Which, of course, they probably would, but I wasn’t going to let them without a fight.

Everyone seemed as though they were lost in their own thoughts. Maybe remembering when they had first taken the drink and wishing there had been someone to warn them not to. But then again, the men probably had their ways to make the women drink.

My thoughts drifted towards Ben, and Dillon too. I had no idea where they were but I was pretty sure they were somewhere inside this large camp. Did they find out what the men were doing to the women yet? Were they out there working on a plan to find us?

All I knew was that I needed to get out of the shed. If I was out there I could find them, but I didn’t know how we could get out. We were locked inside the four solid walls with a padlock on the outside. The only way out would be through the one and only door.

“How often do they come around?” I asked looking at the woman with scraggly hair. She seemed to do the most talking of the three.

“Often enough. You won’t get out of here if that’s what you’re thinking about,” she said with a frown. “Even if you got out of the shed, one of the hundreds of men out there would just bring you right back. Ask me how I know.”

The women smiled at her as if they thought she was brave. Maybe they had wanted to try to run too, but had been too afraid.

“She’s tried three times now,” the woman without shoes said.

The woman with scraggly hair nodded and looked proud, “And I’ll try it again one day. Soon.”

She was probably right about one thing. It would be hard to get away, but the good news was that even if you tried to escape, the worst thing they did was put you right back into the shed. At least they didn’t do something worse like kill you, or make you drink more pink flower juice.

It was probably a few hours before someone came by to deliver us all some food. Everything was prepackaged, so I didn’t think it was contaminated with their pink flower concoction, but I waited to eat to see if anyone else seemed to suffer any kind of change from ingesting the food.

“Why aren’t you eating?” Jane asked, and I shook my head. She watched as I slowly opened the foil package of the uncooked Indian food.

I tasted it carefully, but it didn’t have any unusual flavor that I noticed. After pouring a small amount in my mouth, my stomach took over and made me finish the package in several gulps. I barely had time to chew the small, soft, diced-up vegetables. I looked around while I was waiting for something to happen, but nothing did.

The others threw their empty wrappers and packages by the door, so Jane and I followed their example. After everyone was sitting down again, I watched them, wondering what they did to occupy their time while being trapped in the shed all day. There wasn’t anything in the room… just the walls and a floor.

The woman with scraggly hair did a lot of pacing. She’d walk slow and then quicker. She would go left and then right, and then side to side. It seemed as though her routine was completely random.

The thin woman laid down facing the back wall. She dragged her fingertip around as though she was drawing invisible pictures on it. Her voice was quiet, but it seemed as though she was talking, or maybe it was singing.

Jane was running her palms across the walls as if she was trying to find a way to break through them. Like she was looking for a weak spot, but I was sure she was wasting her time. The walls were solid.

The woman without shoes had her head down on her arms, which were propped up on her knees. It seemed as though she was trying to sleep.

There was a hard knock at the door and everyone stopped moving. It was strange to have someone knock on the door when they could enter any time they wanted to. They were the ones keeping us here. If they were trying to play nice and appear to be good guys, well, I wasn’t fooled.

My eyes jerked up, and I glued them to the door as I scooted away, as far back in the room as I could manage. Then I tried to make myself invisible.
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None of the women said anything. They all jumped up to their feet and faced the door. It was as if they’d done it a hundred times. The woman who didn’t have shoes brushed off her clothing.

I heard the padlock clank several times against the door as they worked to unlock it. After a few seconds the door was slowly pulled open.

Two men I hadn’t seen before entered the small room, making me feel very claustrophobic. One stood towards the left and the other off to the right. Neither of them spoke, they just stood there staring straight ahead. There was something about the whole thing that felt very ritualistic.

Someone outside the door pounded softly on a drum as a man dressed like a king from a fantasy kingdom ushered in a short, balding man. The short man smiled widely showing off all of his teeth. He weaved slightly back and forth, I couldn’t tell if it was due to his excitement or if it was because he was drunk. Maybe it was both. Or maybe it was something to do with that pink drink.

The king-man bowed towards the balding man and then looked at Jane and me. He tilted his head as if to welcome us. Then he gestured in such a way I knew he wanted us to line up next to the other women. I reluctantly got up and stood between Jane and the woman with scraggly hair.

“It is time,” he said with a small cough to clear his voice, “for you to pick your for-now-wife!”

My knees felt weak. I swallowed down a hard lump which almost made me gag. My fingers were shaking and my stomach felt like it was washing a load of laundry with how much it was spinning around.

The balding man looked us over one at a time. He smiled and mouthed a hello as he waved at each one of us.

I shifted my weight back and forth as uncomfortable feelings washed over me. Jane and I had to get out of this place.

“Oh! They are all just so beautiful. Each one of them would make the cutest little babies!” he said, practically gushing with eyes wide and bright.

“One day at a time, good sir, one day at a time,” the king-man grinned at him. “But it’s time. Which will you choose on this day?”

“It’s too hard. I can’t decide,” he said pressing his palms together as he stared at me. He turned towards the king-man, “You pick one for me.”

The king-man placed his hand on his small belly and laughed. “You must choose for yourself, my good sir. Rest assured, there is no wrong choice.”

The little bald man wouldn’t take his eyes off of me. I could feel the tiny bubbles in my stomach as they started to pop and churn. It felt like I was going to throw up.

He raised his finger and pointed it at me. The stomach acid started creeping up higher and higher, feeling as though it was burning my esophagus. I didn’t know if I was going to be able to hold it back.

At the last second he moved his finger and pointed to the woman with scraggly hair. “Her. I pick her for today. She’s the one.”

The two men grabbed her arms ushering her out of the room. They followed behind the king-man and the little balding man as they left the shed. The girl with scraggly hair glanced back at us over her shoulder. A tear rolled down making a clean path down her dirty cheek.

Once they were out of the shed, I heard the padlock click as it was again locked. Then my knees gave out, and I collapsed to the ground.

“Are you OK?” Jane asked. It felt like I was underwater and her voice was far away.

A wave of relief washed over me that I hadn’t been picked, but it was quickly replaced with a wave of dread. Even though I hadn’t been chosen this time, I would be sometime if we didn’t get out of here.

Jane was next to me rubbing my shoulder. I couldn’t tell what she was thinking based on her blank expression. And I couldn’t understand why she wasn’t freaking out about what had just happened.

“Oh my God, Jane! We have to get out of here,” I said barely above a whisper, and she instantly nodded.

I didn’t want to have babies with random men. Hell, I didn’t want to have any babies at all. This world was not something I’d want to bring a child into for so many reasons. Why were they so adamant to reproduce anyway?

Jane looked at the door and stood up. She paced back and forth and then came to a stop in front of the other two women. She crossed her arms and tapped her foot.

The one without shoes looked up at her with a strange look on her face. It seemed as though, for some reason, the woman didn’t like Jane. If Jane noticed, she didn’t give a crap.

“Do the men come to the shed for a woman every day?” Jane asked looking back and forth between the two women sitting on the floor.

The woman without shoes narrowed her eyes, “They come to the sheds every day, yes. Usually more than once in fact, but not always to our shed. I’m pretty sure there are a lot of women here.”

“How many do you think?”

“It’s just a guess, but maybe twenty? Thirty? Maybe more. I really have no idea,” she said flipping her greasy hair to the side.

Jane touched her finger to her chin, “But they come to this shed every day to bring food?”

“Yes, of course,” the woman without shoes nodded. “They feed us well. They take good care of us for the most part, but you won’t get out of here that way.”

The women knew what Jane wanted. They probably knew what I wanted, but I couldn’t help but wonder if they even wanted it for themselves. Maybe at one time they had, but they seemed to have accepted their fate.

The men would come when they wanted to and they would take whomever they wanted to. There wasn’t anything Jane or I could do about that part. But I wasn’t willing to sit back and accept this as my fate. I didn’t want to be a for-now-wife. Not now, not ever. And I definitely wasn’t ready to be a mother.

“There is a guard out there all day and all night. We see him when they open the doors to bring in our meals. Sometimes at night we can hear one of the guards trying to talk to the women,” the thin woman said as she wrote something invisible on the wall.

“The same guard every night?” Jane asked quickly.

The thin woman turned to face her, “I think they rotate. Why? It’s not like he’ll let you out of here. It’s hopeless. Just give up. It’s probably better in here than it is out there anyway.”

“I don’t really enjoy being locked up,” Jane said as she started pacing again. She was working on a plan. I could see it in her eyes. But she didn’t tell me what she was thinking, and I didn’t think she would. At least not in front of the others.

Several hours later, they brought back the woman with scraggly hair. She was smiling and I could tell she had consumed the pink flower drink.

The woman sat down in the same spot she had been when they first brought Jane and I to the shed. Only now, she was giddy and rubbing her belly. I looked away from her before the tears threatened to fall. I never wanted to be like that. Never.

I wouldn’t let it happen. There was no way I’d ever drink the pink flower elixir by choice.

As time ticked by I watched the woman out of the corner of my eye. It was like a car crash, I wanted to look away but I couldn’t.

With each passing minute she became more upset. At one point she looked at her hand, the one that was rubbing her belly, and seemed as though she was angry at it. It looked as though she was feeling betrayed by her own hand. She stopped its movements and flopped it against the ground as if it wasn’t even her own. If she had a knife, she probably would have tried to saw it off.

When she broke out into a sobbing fit, I knew the pink drink must have been nearly out of her system. She was remembering what had happened, and it was clear she didn’t want to remember.

I closed my eyes, unable to watch her anymore. If I couldn’t handle watching someone else endure what she was going through, how could I ever battle those feelings myself?

I looked at Jane and she nodded as if she could read my mind. We had to get out of there.
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Later that night we heard the king-man and his tribe knocking on a door. My eyes widened and my heart sped up even though they weren’t at our door.

I could hear their voices as they talked. They spoke quietly, but it was the same spiel they’d done when they had come to our shed earlier.

They were allowing a man to pick his for-now-wife from the women in the other shed. I wondered how they selected which sheds to go to at which time. Was it random? Were they rotating? Did the men get to choose?

It didn’t really matter. We had to escape before the king-man brought another suitor. If we were still here when he brought another it would be too late. I had a one in five chance at being selected. I couldn’t live with being chosen, and I imagine Jane felt similarly.

Within seconds of them leaving the other shed, someone lightly knocked on our door. A small whimper escaped from between my lips.

“It’s too soon! How are they back already?” I whispered in a panicked voice to Jane. My whole body was shaking with fear. “They just took someone for Christ’s sake!”

Jane and I wrapped our arms around one another as if we wouldn’t let the other go no matter what. If we stuck together they couldn’t pick one of us.

The door opened, and it wasn’t the king-man. It was just someone bringing us a meal. He barely even bothered to look up as he left the food and quickly closed the door.

I wanted to tackle him and force my way out, but there was another guard standing behind him. Even if I could have gotten past the first guy, I wouldn’t have made it more than four steps past the other. And if I even attempted it they’d probably watch me for days… mark me as someone trying to escape. I had to wait.

After we finished eating the other women lay down. It looked as though they were going to try to get some sleep, although I had no idea how that would be possible in this hell.

The woman with scraggly hair, the one they had taken earlier, was already taking slow, deep breaths. I was pretty sure she was already asleep. The day must have taken a toll on her body and her mind.

Once I was sure they were sleeping, I grabbed Jane’s arm. She looked at me, and I was pretty sure she was thinking about all the same things. How we could escape this hell hole.

“What are we going to do?” I said so softly I wasn’t even sure Jane had heard me and she was only inches away.

She shook her head, “I don’t know.”

“I have to get out of here! We have to get out of here… I have to find Ben and get as far away from this place as possible. I can’t stay here!” I said knowing exactly how desperate I sounded.

“Yeah, I know,” Jane said with a small nod that didn’t stop.

I watched her as her eyes moved around the shed. It looked as though she could see something moving outside of the walls and she was following it.

“What is it?” I asked.

“The guard… just one of them out there I think,” Jane said pointing at the spot she thought he was standing.

I looked at her with a raised eyebrow, “You can hear him?”

I wasn’t sure when Jane had become an expert at such things. Perhaps her senses were heightened because of the circumstances. At least that was the only thing I could think of. Maybe they taught all of these skills in self-defense, but it seemed unlikely.

“Just barely,” she said. Her finger pointed along as he walked around the shed. “He’s gone now… over to another area I think.”

I watched her as her eyes and fingers moved around as though she was trying to tune in to him again. She was trying to keep track of him as best as she could. Then suddenly her eyes darted back to the side of the wall closest to us.

“He looped around… I think,” she narrowed her eyes as if she wasn’t sure about her analysis.

“It doesn’t really matter where he is as long as we are locked inside.”

“I’m trying to see if there is a pattern… a route they take,” she said as she closed her eyes.

She opened them again and her eyes started moving with whoever she was trying to keep track of. They looped around the area about three times before we heard a small tap-tap-tap on one of the nearby sheds. I couldn’t make out most of what he was saying, but Jane held her finger up to keep me from asking about it as she attempted to listen.

The only thing I could make out was that it sounded as though the guard was trying to talk to one of the other women. I couldn’t hear what the woman inside the shed was saying at all, and maybe only a third of what he said.

“What’s going on?” I asked, but Jane wildly shook her finger. She pressed her ear to our shed wall as if that might help her hear what was going on better.

A few minutes passed, and then a loud bang. It wasn’t the sound of a gunshot… it was more like the sound of someone hitting something made out of metal with something else… maybe a fist against the shed wall.

“He’s mad about something,” Jane said with a smirk.

“How much could you hear?”

“Not much… just enough to know he’s the one they were talking about. The one that tries to talk to the women,” Jane said leaning back against the wall.

She closed her eyes as if she was going to try to sleep. I didn’t want her to, because I’d feel more alone. It didn’t seem possible for me to get any sleep and even if I did, it would be mixed with tossing and turning with dreadful nightmares.

I took a deep breath and stared at the door for a long time. It hadn’t felt like I had slept at all when the door opened. I could see the morning light filling the sky.

They dropped off our breakfast, picked up the trash from the last meal and left. It seemed as though the others were still asleep.

I glanced towards Jane who looked at me through narrow slits. It seemed as though she had been awake but, for whatever reason, wanted it to seem as though she hadn’t been.

Once the padlock clicked into place, we slowly scooted forward and snatched up our portions of the food. We could have easily stolen the other women’s food, but we didn’t. There was more than enough for all of us.

It did seem strange to me that the women were honest with one another about the food rations. One could easily take another’s food, but maybe the guards would handle that situation in an unfavorable way. Maybe the women already knew that. Either way, I didn’t want to find out what would happen.

“We try tonight,” Jane said taking a sip of water. “I have an idea.”

Before I could ask her about it, the woman with scraggly hair turned over and groaned. She sat up, looking at us as though she had forgotten who we were. She glared at us as if we had been the ones responsible for waking her up.

Her eyes quickly darted to the food tray as if she was ready to fight if it was gone. She almost seemed surprised that it wasn’t.

“New girls can be greedy sometimes,” she mumbled as if she was trying to explain.

“Guess not us,” I said with a shrug.

“Guess not,” she said looking down her nose at us.

The day dragged on. There hadn’t been any opportunity to ask Jane about her plan, but even more importantly, the king-man hadn’t come to our shed all day.

I listened as other shed doors were knocked on. Each time I thought it was our door, and then I’d feel guilty about the small amount of relief I’d feel that it wasn’t our door. Someone was going to have to go be a for-now-wife.

“I think they rotate,” Jane said softly. “But I can’t figure out the pattern.”

I nodded.

“Maybe I can with more time, but by then it could be too late. They’d be back at our door,” Jane said rubbing her palms together as if she was trying to wash her hands.

“We don’t have that kind of time,” I mumbled as I hugged my knees to my chest.

She met my eyes, “Tonight.”
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After the other women were asleep, Jane and I moved closer to the door and waited. We were listening for the guard, just as we had the night before.

I don’t know how long we sat there taking turns pressing our ears to the door, but eventually we heard him.

“What should I say?” I said, feeling as though there were a thousand butterflies trapped inside my stomach.

“When I give you the signal… tap on the door,” Jane said pointing at the wall as if she could see where he was.

I shook my head, “What if it’s not him?”

“Then hopefully he’ll just tell you to shut up… or tell him you’re hungry,” Jane said as if she hadn’t considered the possibility of another guard.

I started having second thoughts about the plan. It wasn’t like the guy was going to just open the door because he was looking to talk to a woman.

After five minutes of staring at the wall, she frantically pointed at the door, “Now flirt!”

“Wait? What?” I said, my eyes feeling as though they were going to burst right out of their sockets.

She pointed at the door more vigorously, and I bit my lip. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath trying to build the courage, and then I did it. I tapped at the door to get his attention. But nothing happened.

“It’s not working,” I said but Jane kept pointing at the door as she pressed her other finger to her lips. She didn’t want me talking to her.

Then something was different. It was almost as if I could sense him standing on the other side of the door. Maybe he had made some kind of subtle movement, but whatever it was, I knew he was out there. And judging by the look on Jane’s face… she knew it too.

I lightly tapped again.

“What do you want?” he said in a low, deep voice. It was the same one from the night before. I was sure of it.

My mind went blank. I couldn’t think of a single thing to say to him. Jane looked at me and then at the door. If I would have known she’d wanted me to try to flirt with the guy, I could have warned her that I’m terrible at flirting.

“Umm,” I said not wanting him to leave, but not sure what to say to keep him there. “Are there stars up in the sky tonight?”

Jane pursed her lips and put her hand over her eyes. I shrugged. If she wanted to have done it differently, she should have done it herself.

There was a long pause, but then I could hear a small laugh on the other side of the door. “Yes, they’re out tonight.”

“I love the stars,” I said, and it was partially true. I used to love looking up at the stars in the heavens, but ever since the creeps had come, I had a terrible fear of the night’s sky. Afraid that every time I looked up, the creeps would be coming back as they had that night.

“I do too,” he said, and I could tell by the change in the volume of his voice that he was looking up at the sky.

“What’s your name?” I asked quickly.

“Darren,” he said without hesitation. “What’s yours?”

I thought about lying, but I couldn’t think of a single name, besides my own, quickly enough, “Darcie.”

“What do you look like Darcie?”

And Jane smiled. It was as if she knew her plan would work.
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My stomach flipped, and I had to remind myself why I was doing this. It could quite possibly be our one and only chance to get out of here. We had to try. I took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

“What do you look like? I’d love to see you,” I said and when he didn’t respond quickly enough, I worried I’d gone too far too fast. I didn’t want to lose him.

“Well, I’m tall… I have brown hair,” he said and then there was another pause. “I’d love to see you too, but I have my orders.”

I looked at Jane, but she just shrugged her shoulders. It felt as though I was close, but at the same time I worried that if I said the wrong thing it could turn into something dangerous. I felt as though I was walking on a very thin line.

“Rules are meant to be broken,” I said with a small laugh. “I understand. Rules are rules. It’s just that I’m really lonely in here, and scared. If I could just talk to you I think I’d feel so much better.”

Jane gave me a thumbs up as if she thought I had done a good job coming up with something. But when he didn’t say anything her hand dropped back down to her side. She gestured at me as if she wanted me to say something more, but I was back to drawing a blank.

“Sorry, someone walked by,” he said softly. “Is everyone in there asleep?”

“Yes,” I said quickly… maybe too quickly. “Everyone but me anyway.”

I could hear a gentle clink-clank as he started messing with the padlock. Jane took a step back and pressed herself tightly against the wall. She nodded at me and I knew she was ready.

The door was pulled open and the guy, who didn’t look much older than me, was standing there staring. It seemed he didn’t know what to do next, so I just smiled.

I didn’t have to look at Jane to know she wanted me to do something to lure him into the shed. She was going to use one of her self-defense techniques to knock him out so that we could sneak away.

“Everything OK?” I asked, and he stood there frozen. He seemed surprised to actually be face-to-face with another person. Then he smiled at me. He looked side-to-side to check his surroundings before he took a slow step forward. And then another.

As he moved closer, I started to feel my stomach sink. He didn’t deserve what was going to happen, but he was one of the things standing between me finding Ben and getting the hell out of this place.

“Yeah, everything is great now. I just wasn’t expecting someone so… so hot,” he said and wiped at his nose. He took another step closer, and I noticed the tip of his nose was lightly dusted with a pink powder.

Without thinking, I took a step back. He stopped coming forward, suddenly looking confused as to why I had moved away from him.

Jane shook her head as if she could sense the mood in the air shift. I mouthed the word ‘sorry’, but I didn’t know if I was saying it to Jane, or if I was saying it to the guy for what was about to happen.

She stepped out from behind the wall and took several quick steps towards the guy. Her hand flew up, and she struck him in the face with her palm. Before he could yell out, she punched upwards toward his chin and nearly knocked him over.

At first he looked angry, but then he took a small step in my direction, his eyes rolled back into his head and he dropped to the ground like a rock. Jane grabbed his feet and pulled him back into the shed.

“Come… on!” she huffed as she grabbed my arm and pulled me along.

I looked back at him as Jane closed the door. She hadn’t bothered to lock it.

“Was that more of your self-defense stuff?” I asked, out of breath.

“No. That was just attacking like your life depends on it stuff.”

“Shouldn’t we have woken the others up? Take his keys… let them out?” I said, feeling a little guilty as we left everyone behind.

Jane shook her head, “They’ll be too loud I think. They’ll wake the whole camp, and we need to find Ben and Dillon. Can’t risk it.”

I had no idea where to go, but we had to stay in the shadows so none of the hundreds of guys would spot us and just put us right back in the shed. We moved as stealthily as we could around the shed buildings that, presumably, held the women, towards the other side of the camp with the tents.

It seemed as though most of the camp was asleep. And if it stayed that way, we might actually have a shot at getting out of here.

“We’re never going to find them,” I said as we moved past the tents on the other side of the camp. “There are too many.”

Most of the tents were closed and the moon sitting high in the sky didn’t provide nearly enough illumination to see into the tents that were open. We could probably walk right past them and we’d never even know it.

“Shh!” Jane said as she pulled me back behind the side of a tent. A guard was moving between the tents, looking from one side to the other. Then he stretched his arms up to the sky and yawned. “Bet they’re over there,” she said.

“What makes you think that?”

“I don’t think they’d bother putting a guard out on their own side of the camp,” she said nodding towards the man. The guard sat down at a picnic table and rested his head on his hand.

If they were over there, they could have been inside one of about ten tents or so. I didn’t know how we would be able to get past the guard so we could go over to check for them. And even if we could get to them, who knew how many others would be waiting inside with them? They probably weren’t going to let Ben and Dillon in a tent of their own.

“Any ideas?” I whispered with my fingers over my mouth. I wasn’t sure when Jane became the escape expert, but her guess was about as good as mine, and she had gotten us this far, which counted for something. She didn’t want to be trapped inside this place any more than I did.

She shook her head and looked at me with sad eyes. Jane let out a soft sigh, “We might have to go on without them.”

I looked at her like she was crazy.

“Just for now.”

“I’m not leaving without Ben. You can go, but I’m not leaving here,” I said unable to keep the anger from filling my voice.

“I’m not suggesting we leave them here for good. Just leave the camp until we can come up with a plan—”

“Just no way. No way in hell. Who knows what they’d do to them when they find out we’re missing? I’m not leaving without them.”

Jane’s fingers shook as she rubbed at her elbow, pinching and pulling at the skin. “OK. OK. We’ll figure it out, or we’ll end up back at square one.”

Before either of us could come up with a plan, there was a loud scream from the side of the camp with the sheds. Then there was another scream, only this one sounded joyful.

The guard at the picnic table perked up and ran across the camp towards the commotion. He pulled out a gun as he zipped right by, without even noticing us standing there in the shadows.

“Let’s go,” Jane said moving behind the tents. Several more men burst out from the tent we were closest to and ran towards the noises.

There were more cheers than just from the women that had been in our shed. It sounded as though the women had taken the guards’ keys and started freeing the other women. Whatever the case, I was pretty sure we had to act quickly if we wanted to find Ben and Dillon and get out of here before they found we were missing.

We tried to look inside of the tents from a distance but it was too hard to see inside without light. And, of course, the ones that were closed we couldn’t see inside of at all.

“This is impossible,” I whispered and Jane nodded. Then she pointed at a tent.

Across the way, Ben was peeking out from one of the tents we hadn’t been able to see inside of. It looked as though he was trying to see what was going on, but then he ducked back inside.

We carefully moved around the back of several tents to get closer to the one with Ben and, hopefully, Dillon inside. And I prayed they were alone.

Neither of us knew what to do once we got to the tent. I was afraid to look inside because if they weren’t in there alone, who knew what those men inside might do? It felt as though we were so close to our freedom, and I didn’t want it to slip away now.

All of a sudden, two men burst out of the tent and headed to join the men at the other side of the camp. They were carrying big rifles. The men were probably there to guard Ben and Dillon, so maybe now they were alone.

I looked around the side of the tent to see if I could tell who was in there, but I couldn’t. Even though it was probably risky, I whispered Ben’s name. Jane pulled me back and looked at me like I had lost my mind.

“Darcie?” Ben whispered back, and Jane and I both carefully looked around the corner.

When he saw us, he lowered his head, smiled and went back inside the tent. In a matter of seconds, he came out pulling Dillon along with him.

“We don’t have much time,” Ben said, and I knew it was because the men that left them would be coming back. They probably weren’t supposed to leave them.

We all went behind the tent and before I could even turn around to face him, Ben was pulling me into his arms. He pushed me back and looked at me from head to toe, “Are you alright?”

I nodded and tried not to cry, “Are you?”

“We’re fine.” He glanced at Jane, “And you?”

“I’ll feel better once we are out of this place,” Jane said with a weak smile.

Ben nodded and grabbed my hand as he led us towards one of the tents. I was about to ask what we were doing when Ben put his finger over his lips. We should have been running away from the camp.

Every so often, another man would run this way or that. The cheers across the camp seemed to be slowing. I wondered if the men were getting the women back inside the sheds, or if they were long gone.

Whatever was happening, word was spreading through the camp and men were running to help the others. We just had to avoid being seen as they ran by.

Ben stopped at one of the other tents and pushed on my shoulders. He looked at all of us, “Wait here.”

Ben disappeared inside. He was probably only gone for a few seconds, but it felt like an eternity. When he reappeared, he was carrying both of our backpacks. He pushed one at Dillon and put the other over his shoulder.

“OK. Let’s go, let’s go, let’s go!” he said running as fast as he could, weaving between the tents towards the darkness that surrounded the camp. Jane, Dillon and I ran as fast as we could to keep up, and when we heard the gunshots, our feet moved even faster still.
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We kept running as fast as we could. I couldn’t tell if they were shooting at us, or at the people inside of the camp. And I definitely didn’t want to stop and find out.

I could hear them shouting, but I wasn’t able to make out what they were saying, except for the occasional curse word. The men clearly weren’t happy about the situation we had left them with.

It was hard to keep running. As we got further from the camp, the light provided by their lanterns got weaker and weaker. We could barely see more than a few feet in front of us as we went into the pitch black darkness.

When I felt we were far enough away, I slowed down to a jog and glanced over my shoulder towards the camp. I could see what looked like glowing torches lighting up a small portion of the night sky.

They must have realized we were gone and were coming out to look for us. Or maybe they were looking for some of the women that had escaped. All I knew was that we had to keep moving.

“They’re coming,” Ben said, as he turned to lead us back into the darkness. We were a fair distance away from the camp, and if we kept moving, I was pretty confident that they wouldn’t catch us. We couldn’t stop… at least not yet.

“Let’s go!” I said pounding my fists against my thighs. I was frustrated they were coming. The anxiety almost burned as it rushed through my veins.

I turned to follow Ben, and it was as though he had vanished into thin air. “Ben?” I whispered as I took another step, reaching out for him. It felt as though I was falling through the earth.

My body hit the ground hard, and I started bouncing and rolling down a hill. The world spun around for several seconds before I came to a stop.

I looked up at the stars, half expecting to see the pink glow of the alien ships zipping through the sky as though they had never left. They had just been waiting for the remaining humans to come out of hiding so they could come back and scoop up the rest of us.

But I didn’t see aliens, I saw Ben’s face inches from mine. He was smiling, but it quickly faded into something more serious.

“I was so worried,” he whispered before he pressed his lips hard to mine. I closed my eyes tightly so I didn’t cry. Our kiss was filled with so much more than I thought possible under the circumstances. I kissed him back as if our lives depended on it.

“It’s just awful. I don’t even want to tell you what they are doing to women back there,” I whispered when he pulled back slightly. I wrapped my arms around him, not wanting him to move from me. “Did they give you a pink drink?”

Ben kissed me again and then helped me to my feet. “I have a pretty good idea what they were doing, although they didn’t outright tell us. They made it seem as though we were so lucky to be there. That, with them, civilization would thrive again, or some such nonsense.”

“But did you have any of the pink drink?” I asked wondering if our kiss had been influenced by the stupid pink flowers, or if it had been totally authentic. Then again, I guess the pink flowers could be affecting us anyway, since they were everywhere.

“No,” he said squinting his eyes as he scoured the ground. Ben whispered, “Dillon? Jane?”

I looked around at the ground below but it was so dark I probably wouldn’t have seen them until after I had already tripped over them. It wasn’t like they could have gotten too far away.

“Jane?” I whispered as I bumped into something. I let out a sharp gasp as I took a step back and noticed Jane hunched over something. Ben was at my side in the blink of an eye.

I saw a leg underneath her and realized a second after Ben did that she was on top of Dillon. Ben grabbed at the back of her shirt and pull her off of him.

“What the hell is going on?” Ben said softly, but I could tell he wanted to shout his words at her.

“Jesus, Ben!” Dillon shouted as he pushed himself onto his feet. “What do you think you’re doing?”

“Huh? I… I don’t know. I thought you were hurt or something. Are you OK?” Ben said stammering as if he was confused by what he had seen.

I looked down where they had been and then back up at them. It was so dark I couldn’t really see their eyes. But from what I could tell, both Dillon and Jane seemed perfectly fine. I practically stumbled over them, but I hadn’t been sure of what I had seen either.

“Of course I’m fine! Jane found me and was helping me. I think I hit my head or something,” Dillon said lowering his voice with each word. He pressed his hand to the top of his head and looked at it as though he was checking for blood.

Ben let go of Jane and took a step away from her. He looked at her, but he still seemed confused by what he had seen, “I’m so sorry… I’m not sure what I thought I saw. Guess I’m a bit on edge from that place.”

Jane slowly moved away from him as though she were suddenly afraid of him. She tilted her head to the side and then smiled an awkward smile, “It’s OK. I understand. We’ve all been through a lot, huh?”

“Yeah,” Ben said looking away from her. “Speaking of, if you guys are OK, we should really get moving.”

“I’m totally find,” Dillon said brushing himself off.

“Me too,” Jane chimed in, and I nodded.

Ben half-smiled and gestured for us to follow. I didn’t have any idea which direction we were walking, but the only direction that mattered was the one that would take us far away from those men.

I had to hope there weren’t any other camps like the one we had been in, but I had a feeling those pink flowers made people do stupid things. For all I knew there were even worse things out there. Maybe there were men who wouldn’t wait for their ‘for-now-wife’ and would just take what they wanted, whenever they wanted.

As the sun started to rise, I forced myself not to think about what those flowers could make people do. Although thinking about something else was nearly impossible when we were surrounded by a field of pink flowers as far as the eye could see.

I turned around but I couldn’t see the glowing torches nor could I hear any shouts and curses from the men. It seemed as though we had lost them, or maybe they had just given up on us.

Once the sun started to inch up over the horizon, I could tell what direction we were walking, but it didn’t help all that much when I didn’t know where we were. Or where we were going. I had no idea which way would take us to the nearest city. And did we even want to go to the nearest town?

Ben passed out food and drinks from the backpack. He wanted us to keep moving as we ate. It didn’t even matter how tired we were, or that we hadn’t slept.

“Any idea where we are?” I asked shifting my eyes from the horizon towards Ben.

He shook his head. Jane and Dillon both shrugged, but I already knew they both were even less familiar with the area than Ben and I were. Jane hadn’t even known her way back in the city, but she wasn’t from the area and had just been visiting family. And even though I was from the area, I still couldn’t even guess at where we were. We had been turned around so many times we could have been heading back towards home and I wouldn’t have even known.

We kept walking for most of the morning. Our pace had slowed to something far more leisurely since we were tired and didn’t have a destination in mind.

Every so often I’d look behind us just to make sure we weren’t being followed. It was always just us, the pink flowers and the open country air.

“I guess we should find somewhere to hang out until we can come up with a plan,” Ben said wiping the sweat from his brow.

The sun was definitely hotter than it had been before the creeps had come. Maybe their ships had done something to our ozone… then again, I wasn’t really used to walking around for days on end in the middle of the country.

“I second that,” Dillon said with a groan. His eyelids were half-closed, and he looked like he might fall asleep while he walked. None of us had gotten any sleep, so I couldn’t blame him, but my body was still powered by adrenaline. I couldn’t get far enough away from that camp.

“Are you sure we shouldn’t go further?” Jane said glancing back over her shoulder.

“I can go further,” I said nodding.

“It could be another hour or more before we even find a secure place we can stay,” Ben said scanning the fields in front of us. There wasn’t anything in sight except more of the pink flowers and what looked like dying grasses and trees.

I scanned the area and noticed something that I didn’t think Ben had. There was a little dot in the distance, and it was moving. It was coming our way.
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It took me a few minutes to realize what it was, but it appeared to be a man moving towards us. He had his head wrapped up, sunglasses on, and a big backpack like hikers use strapped to his back.

As he got closer to us, I realized how slowly he was moving. His right leg was wrapped up with a strip of cloth around his thigh and he was limping.

He was still a fair distance away when he raised up his palm towards us. It felt as though it was his way of saying he didn’t mean us harm. We had more than enough warning that, if we had wanted to, we could have run away from him.

Ben looked at me as if I would know what to do, but I just shrugged. The man seemed harmless. He was injured and there were four of us… what was the worst that could happen? Of course, he could have had a gun.

“Does he need help?” Jane asked without taking her eyes off of him.

“Maybe,” Ben said holding up his palm, “but we don’t have anything for him.”

“We have food and water,” Dillon said and Ben shot him a look.

Ben shook his head, “He doesn’t need to know that. Understood?”

“Right. Gotcha,” Dillon said with a hop.

It seemed as though Jane was feeling apprehensive about the stranger. She backed up and walked behind Ben and me. I don’t think it was because we didn’t know him, it was because he was a man. What had happened at the camp had affected her. He could have ingested some pink flower-stuff and only had one thing on his mind. That would have been just as bad as him having a gun.

As we got closer to one another, we slowed down at almost the same time he did. When we stopped, so did he. The man smiled, but when none of us smiled back his expression returned to a neutral one.

“Darcie, Jane, stay back,” Ben whispered as he lightly pushed me behind him. The man blinked as we moved around. He looked both curious and confused by our change of position.

“Hello,” he called out raising both hands up palms out, to shoulder height, as if he was being held up by robbers.

“Hello,” Ben said sharply. He paused and waited for the man to speak.

“How have your travels been?” the man asked with a quick glance at our backpacks, which Ben and Dillon moved behind their bodies.

Ben shook his head side-to-side, “Not great. Yours?”

“About the same. Ran into some trouble back there. Some hooligans,” he said tipping his head back slightly towards his backpack at the same time he pointed at his wrapped leg. “You all head out that way?”

“Maybe,” Ben said, probably not intending to sound cryptic, although it wasn’t a bad idea. “We hadn’t really decided on which way we were going.”

The man smirked, “Right. Well if you continue west, heed my warning. But they may have moved on by now too.”

“They take all your stuff?” Dillon asked and Ben elbowed him lightly in the arm.

“Most… let me keep my backpack though, and the blanket inside too. Not a whole lot good it’ll do me if I starve to death.”

He looked at each one of us slowly. The man was older than us, I couldn’t even guess his age. He had wrinkles, and the dirt on his face made them seem worse than they probably were. His skin was so tanned it made him look as though he had been lightly cooked.

“Do you have any food or water you could spare?” he asked taking a small step towards us.

“No,” Ben said quickly putting his arm out in front of me. He wanted to protect me if something should go wrong.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa! I don’t want any kind of trouble now… enough of that out there. You all look like good kids, unlike the last bunch.”

Ben nodded, “It’s just that we don’t have anything. So we should be on our way.”

“Sure, right… I get it,” the man put his palm up towards us again. “Just enough for yourselves, nothing more to spare. It’s a rough time for all of us isn’t it?”

There was a slight change in his tone that made me nervous. I didn’t know if we were about to be ambushed or something else, but what I did know was that we couldn’t trust anyone. We needed to get away from this man. There wasn’t anything we could do for him and there wasn’t anything he could do for us.

“But, I think you have a little something you could spare. That’s two awfully full looking backpacks you guys have there,” he said with a smirk that made my stomach twist.

“It’s not going to happen, man,” Ben said trying to get us to all slowly move back and away from the man. The sooner we went our separate ways the better.

The man grinned, showing his yellow teeth. He reached down towards his side and pulled out a long knife from a concealed sheath. I saw Ben’s fingers tighten as if he had his bat, but it was back at the camp with the flower sniffers. The same place my pocket knife was, although that would have done absolutely no good considering the length difference of the two blades.

There wasn’t much we could do except try to run away. Before we could even make an attempt, the man was whirling his blade in the air wildly as he twirled his body like a dancer and dashed behind us. He grabbed Jane and wrapped his arm around her as he pulled her away from us slowly.

“I’ll slit her fucking neck if you don’t hand over your stuff,” he growled, which increased the number of wrinkles on his face.

Ben squeezed his eyes together tightly looking as though he was trying not to shout out his frustrations. He ripped the backpack off and chucked it at the guy’s leg.

“That’s a good boy… gonna need the other one too,” the man said with a laugh as he bent down to scoop up the backpack. Jane’s arm moved so quickly it almost seemed impossible.

Her elbow flew back and hit him square in the chest. His eyes widened, looking as though he was trying to figure out what had happened.

The man’s grip on Jane must have weakened because she was able to twist her body around. She raised her leg and kicked him in the stomach, knocking him back several feet. He stumbled and fell down to the ground.

I don’t know when it happened, but I blinked and she was standing there holding the long knife. She must have managed to disarm him, although I couldn’t pinpoint exactly when it had happened.

Jane gripped the handle and raised the blade up over her shoulder. The man looked at both of his hands. He was stunned and confused. Even he didn’t know when she had taken the blade from him.

“Best be on your way,” Ben said picking up his backpack. Dillon and I walked with him, but Jane held her ground. “Jane?”

The man’s eyes were filled with fear as he looked up at her. She was so still she looked like a statue.

“Let’s go,” Ben said waving at her to follow, but she just stood there glaring at the man on the ground. He put his hands up as though he was begging her to leave him alone.

Jane glanced quickly at Ben, and the man on the ground twitched ever so slightly. He was probably looking to run away, but the movement triggered something in Jane. She reacted.

Jane lurched forward and plunged the blade into the man’s chest. She held it there until blood spilled out of his mouth and the life left his eyes. He didn’t move. The man was dead.

I blinked several times as if I was trying to rewind what had just happened. It didn’t seem real. She had disarmed him. She didn’t have to kill him.

“What did you do!” I shouted at her. The words didn’t even sound like they were mine.

“I thought he was coming for me,” Jane said looking at me. She looked as though she was afraid she was going to get in trouble. “Oh crap! What have I done? I was scared! I didn’t mean to!”

I stared at her with my mouth hanging open. Ben looked at me and it seemed as though he didn’t know what to do or say either.

I couldn’t think straight. All I could see was her standing there, holding the blade that was still lodged in the dead man behind her.

“That last camp messed me up so bad… I shouldn’t have done that,” she said shaking her head. “What do we do now?”

I tried to think of all the things we should do, but none of them existed anymore. We couldn’t call the police. There weren’t any ambulances that would come out here… no doctors or hospitals either. Not that any of those could even help with what Jane had done.

All we could really do was leave him here.

Ben held out his hands slowly, looking as though he was afraid if he moved too fast she’d take him out too. She looked lost and dazed.

“It’s going to be OK,” Ben said gesturing for her to move away from the man’s body. “Let’s just keep going. It’s done.”

“Yeah, we really should just keep moving,” Jane said as she pulled out the blood-coated blade and wiped it clean on the man’s clothing. She bent down next to him and removed the sheath from his pants and clipped it onto her jeans. Jane put the knife into the sheath as if it was something she’d done a million times.

She stared at the ground as if she were waiting for something. Ben raised an eyebrow, “Ready?”

“Yeah… I think so… sorry,” she said looking troubled.

We left the area, putting distance between us and the dead body. I could still picture the man every time I blinked… laying there on the ground, staining the dying grasses and dirt with his dark, red blood.

I wasn’t sure how long we’d walked, but finally a building came into view. We could rest, collect our thoughts and, most importantly, come up with some kind of plan.

“Over there,” I said pointing at the trailer. I wasn’t sure if anyone else had even noticed it. Everyone seemed to be zoning out or in some kind of shock about what had just happened.

Ben nodded, and we cautiously made our way over to the trailer. We walked around, peeking into the windows, trying to make sure it was empty. If there was anyone inside, I figured their outlook was bleak as long as Jane had that blade in her possession.

I saw Ben’s eyes move towards the blade. It looked like he was considering asking her for it, but then for whatever reason, he changed his mind.

Ben took a deep breath and wiped his palms on his pants. He reached up, turned the doorknob and pushed open the door.
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Ben stuck his head inside the trailer and looked side-to-side. “Hello? Anyone here?”

I wasn’t the least bit surprised when no one answered. Whoever had once lived here probably had been sucked up into the motherships along with everyone else.

“Come on,” Ben gestured for us to follow. Once we were all inside, he locked the door behind us.

The interior of the trailer looked as though it was in decent shape. It seemed unusual that all of the windows were still intact and the furniture wasn’t tossed around the room.

“Jane, come with me,” Ben said pointing to the short hallway that would likely lead them to the bedrooms. Even though I was pretty sure the place was empty, he still wanted to make sure, and I knew exactly why he wanted Jane with him. Just in case there were someone there, and they needed her new knife.

“Sure,” she said putting her hand on the hilt of the knife. A small, tight-lipped smile appeared. I couldn’t tell if it was because she liked feeling helpful, or if she was thinking about using the blade again. Hopefully, the former.

Dillon and I stood there looking around the living room. I picked up a picture of a young family in a frame that had the word ‘Grandpa’ in silver block letters forming the base.

I walked inside the small kitchen area and opened the fridge. A putrid stench wafted out, and I quickly closed the door, hoping the scent hadn’t permeated the whole trailer.

Dillon looked at me with a half-smile and shook his head.

“Sorry.”

He picked up a loaf of bread that looked like it was covered in three different types of mold. He gagged a little, “Ugh, so disgusting.”

“Yeah,” I nodded, opening one of the cabinets. “Hopefully Grandpa enjoyed things that don’t spoil quickly too.”

I reached up and pulled out two boxes of toaster pastries. There was another two boxes set further back. I wondered if Grandpa had kept them in the hopes his grandchildren might visit. Maybe they never did. Though for all I knew they came so often he had to buy four at a time to keep them in stock.

I set them down on the counter when Ben and Jane returned. Since they hadn’t mentioned that they killed anyone or that we should run, I assumed the trailer was empty.

“We’ll stay here the night,” Ben said looking at the boxes of toaster pastries lined up on the counter. “Maybe longer, depending on our plan.”

“I’m not sure what’s worse… moving around or staying in one place,” I said looking out at the fields from behind the living room curtain. I scanned the area, half expecting to see the men from the camp, having come around to collect me and Jane.

“At least we have a weapon,” Jane said stroking the sheath with her fingertips.

I widened my eyes at her, “Doesn’t even seem like you need one.”

“No kidding,” Dillon said throwing his arm backwards and then twisting his torso around to elbow the air just as Jane had done when she attacked the man. All before she decided to stab him to death.

Jane laughed, “Just got lucky, really. He was distracted by the backpack.”

“If you say so, Ninja Jane,” Dillon said throwing a karate chop into the air.

She rolled her eyes and flopped down in a squeaky recliner that looked as though it was trying to swallow her. After a few more strikes at the air, Dillon laid down on the small, blanket-covered futon.

“So where are we going to go? What are we going to do?” Dillon said looking up at the water-stained ceiling.

Ben looked at me as if I had the answers, but I didn’t have the first idea of what we should do. I was just as clueless as everyone else.

“I guess we should keep looking for help? What other choice do we have?” I said opening one of the boxes of toaster pastries.

“What if there is no help out there? What if this is it?” Ben said with a frown.

I nodded and bit into the toaster pastry. Even if there wasn’t help now that didn’t mean that there wouldn’t be someday.

“How long can we even keep walking for? My legs feel like they are going to fall off,” Dillon said stretching his arms over his head.

Ben tapped his fingers against the countertop. “We’ll give it more time. There has to be others like us out there. Somewhere….”

I hoped he was right, but I didn’t hold out much hope. If there were others like us out there, our chances of finding them were slim to none.

“We’ll keep looking,” Ben said pounding his fist lightly against the counter as if that was the end of the discussion. “I think we should continue west… everyone OK with that?”

I nodded, and since no one else argued or offered up a better idea, that was our plan. We’d head west, look for others like us, and try to avoid those that weren’t.

“In the morning then… we go west,” Ben said as if finalizing our plans. Dillon was drifting off to sleep on the sofa and Jane’s squeaky chair noises were slowing with each rock. We were all tired. Ben took my hand, “Come with me.”

He pulled me down the narrow hallway and into one of the bedrooms. Ben smiled as he softly closed and locked the door behind him.

A small smile appeared on his face. He took a step towards me and my grin matched his. Our bodies were only inches apart. It felt like there was a magnet pulling us together.

Being this close to him was helping me to forget what was going on outside these trailer walls. And right now that was exactly what I needed.

He wrapped his arms around me and held me against his solid body. I couldn’t help but wonder in the back of my mind if his mood had been somewhat encouraged by the scattering of pink flowers surrounding this trailer.

Did the reason even matter as long as I was with Ben? We were together, and it’s where we both wanted to be.

I pushed the thoughts of the pink flowers out of my mind as I reached up and twirled my fingers into the back of his hair.

His hands slid up my back as he leaned down and brought his lips close to mine. I closed my eyes and breathed in, releasing it slowly as my body melted into his.

The second his soft lips touched mine, the world outside our door ceased to exist. It was just me and Ben. Nothing else mattered.

A cooling chill crawled up my spine, only to be chased away by the warmth of his body, his lips… his desire. I couldn’t stop the soft moan that escaped when I tilted my head back and he kissed down my neck.

“Oh, Ben,” I whispered wanting to hear his name.

Our lips met as he curled his fingers around my neck. His other hand slowly gliding down my back. My body had reached the point of no return. I needed him and I was pretty sure he needed me too.

Ben pulled away from me ever so slightly and looked into my eyes. I bit my lip unable to tell what he was thinking. For a second I worried he was going to bring the whole thing to a stop.

I felt the soft, silky skin of his neck as I looked at him through nearly closed eyes. He was so gorgeous. I closed my eyes, thinking about all the places I wanted to touch him. All the things I wanted to do with him. But with the world crumbling down around us… could we? Should we? Would it be so wrong to take a small break from the hell outside this trailer?

“Spend the night in here with me,” Ben said holding my gaze. It didn’t sound like a question, but he waited for a response nonetheless.

“Yes,” I breathed, and my heart pounded against my chest. “Oh dear God, yes.”

He smiled, and before I knew it our mouths were together, his lips pressed into mine, kissing me with more passion than I thought I could bare. The bed squeaked and creaked as we fell back onto it.

My fingers pulled at the hem of his shirt while he reached for mine. We were a clumsy, tangled mess of limbs as clothing flew this way and that across the room.

Darkness filled the space as day turned into night. The only light that filled the room was the small blue glow from the moon outside.

All I could think about was Ben. All I wanted to think about was Ben. There had been so many times that I had dreamed about this moment and now it was actually happening. This wasn’t anything like my dreams, but somehow it was better, because this was real. It was actually happening.

His hands roamed around my body, touching and feeling. His touch drove me wild. I felt intoxicated… I didn’t need any pink flowers to feel like this with Ben.

The feel of his skin against mine sent an energy I’d never felt before coursing through my veins. I felt as though I could power a city.

“Oh, Ben,” I whispered between deep, heavy breaths.

The room around started to blur in and out of focus as I became fully aware of everything we felt for one another. We were floating on a cloud in our own private heaven and, as we breathed together, we blissfully became one in the darkness.

Everything was somehow perfect, even though the rest of the world was in such disarray. We wanted nothing more than to be with each other in that moment and to forget about everything else. And that was exactly what we did.

When we drifted back down to earth, Ben pressed his lips to mine before he rolled over onto his back. The smile on his face went from ear to ear and I buried my matching smile in my hands. He laughed and pulled me over into his arm and kissed the top of my head.

“Think they heard us?” he said looking as though he wouldn’t care if they had.

“Oh my God,” I whispered as I covered my eyes. The whole world had disappeared, and that had included Dillon and Jane. “I’m sooo embarrassed.”

“Bah, nothing to be embarrassed about,” Ben said swinging his legs off of the side of the bed and sitting up. He looked down at the floor, “But maybe we should get dressed.”

He wasn’t worried about Jane or Dillon, he was thinking about strangers, bad guys, and creeps. If anyone came up to this trailer, we had to be ready for them. That could mean running away, or that could mean staying and fighting. Either way we had to be dressed for whatever might come our way.

I turned around so my back was to him and started looking around for my clothing. Something hit me in the back and I realized it was my shirt. Ben was walking around the room picking up our scattered clothing.

I covered myself while I started to look for my underwear. He smiled and shook his head at me.

“What?” I said, wearing a small, pouty frown.

“You don’t have to do that. In fact, you shouldn’t do that. You’re freaking out of this world…, you’re beautiful,” he said tossing me my underwear. He grinned, “Catch.”

I smiled back at him as he walked around the room not caring that he wasn’t dressed. Not only did he have an amazing body, he was strong and smart. He had my back like no one else ever could. I was helplessly in love. God help me, I had it really bad.

Once we were both dressed, Ben soundlessly unlocked the door and pulled it open ever so slightly. I could hear someone, Dillon maybe, snoring in the other room. He laid down on the bed and patted the spot next to him.

“Join me? For sleep,” he said as he shifted around, trying to get comfortable on the squeaky bed.

“I’d love to,” I said as I crawled onto the bed and curled up in his arm. My breathing slowed as I relaxed and replayed our time together in my mind. It had been everything I imagined and more.

I quickly fell into a deep sleep filled with dreams of Ben and I, in a world that had never been destroyed. Somehow I knew it was all just a dream… but it was one I wasn’t sure I wanted to wake up from.
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The morning light filtered in through the thin bedroom curtains forcing me awake. I slowly moved my body towards the edge of the bed, trying not to wake up Ben.

It almost seemed surprising that I was still alive. Even though we had locked the front door, it was a trailer, and if someone wanted to get inside, they could have. We were just lucky that no one had tried.

Then again, with Jane having that blade, I was far less afraid. Anyone who entered and startled her should be the one to worry. She was literally lethal with that thing. I was glad she was on our side.

“Morning,” Ben said, his voice hoarse from sleep. I turned to see him laying there with a big smile on his face. He stretched his arms up and pressed against the wall before sitting up.

“Morning,” I said smiling back at him, although my smile didn’t have the same cheeriness that his did. I wasn’t excited to get back out there and face the world. It was much nicer here in this room with Ben where I could pretend nothing else existed.

“Come here,” he said as he stretched out his arm. I crawled across the bed and sat down next to him. He put his arm around my shoulders. “I had the most amazing dream.”

“Really?” I said unable to stop smiling.

“Yes, really.” He pulled me in for a long, soft kiss that made me feel like jelly. “I kind of wish we could stay here forever.”

“Me too,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper. I kept my eyes closed trying to memorize our time in this room.

He sighed as he stood up, “But I guess we have to keep moving. It’s probably not safe here.”

No matter how nice it would be to have shelter, we couldn’t stay here. The food and water we had wouldn’t last. Maybe one day we could find a place to stay, but this wasn’t the place. We had to keep moving.

“Let’s go.” Ben reached out his hand to help me up off of the bed. I took it and ran my hands over my body as if checking to make sure I wasn’t leaving anything behind.

I followed him out to the living room and ran into him when he stopped abruptly. My eyes shifted up towards him and then over to where he was looking.

Jane was practically laying on top of Dillon. At first I wasn’t sure what we had walked in on, in fact, I almost backed out of the room. But something didn’t feel right.

Dillon was a couple years younger than I imagined Jane was and neither of them had seemed particularly interested in the other. It never seemed like anything more than just friends.

I tilted my head as if that would somehow help me see what was happening in a different way, but it didn’t. There was just something about what I was seeing I didn’t like, even though I couldn’t explain it.

Ben coughed and Jane jumped up off of Dillon. He was breathing slowly and was staring up at the water-stained ceiling with cold, empty eyes.

“Oh my God! Dillon?” I said glancing at Jane as if she could explain, but she took a step back. I sat down on the edge of the sofa and grabbed his hand. “Dillon? Are you OK? Talk to me!”

“He’s fine. You just scared me… us,” Jane answered quickly. I looked at her and then shook my head.

“Are you crazy? He doesn’t seem fine to me,” I said lightly shaking his arm. Dillon blinked several times and then looked at me and smiled.

“What are you doing here?” he said as if he was confused. It seemed as though he wasn’t aware of what had happened in the last five minutes, and didn’t know why I was concerned about him.

I looked back and forth between him and Jane, “It’s morning. We’re going to head out soon. What was just going on?”

“Nothing was going on. I was sleeping and then you were here sitting next to me. You’re starting to scare me.”

My stomach dropped. I focused my wide eyes on Jane hoping she had a logical explanation.

“Come with me,” I said helping Dillon up off of the sofa.

“Where are we going?” he asked with heavy eyes. He looked as though he was still half-asleep.

“To get you a drink of water,” I said with a shrug. I really had no idea where I planned to take him other than I knew I wanted to move him away from Jane until we could figure out what had happened.

As I was leading Dillon towards the small kitchen, out of the corner of my eye I thought I saw Jane’s body do something unusual. I couldn’t really explain it and I wasn’t even sure if I had seen it, but it looked as though she flickered, like a hologram or something. Whatever it was seemed to have only affected just her arm and shoulder.

I glanced at Ben to see if he had noticed anything unusual or if maybe it had just been my imagination. But I could tell by the look on his face that he had noticed it too.

It was as though Jane glitched. And I don’t think she knew that she had.

I turned my body around so that I was facing her. I was afraid of what might happen if I turned my back. Dillon grumbled at me as I pushed at him to go behind me.

Ben and I were both staring at Jane when it happened again. This time I was positive about what I had seen.

Ben cleared his throat and took a step back towards me and Dillon. He was trying to appear casual. “Where did you say you were from again?”

“What? Why?” Jane said, looking annoyed. She placed a hand on her hip opposite the one that had the long knife in its sheath. The knife I suddenly wished she wouldn’t have in her possession.

“Oh, just wondering,” Ben said with a soft smile. He was trying to play it cool, but I wasn’t sure if he was pulling it off. “So… where was it again? Maybe we can find help there.”

She looked at me as though she was waiting for me to say something. Something that might help her get out of the corner she felt as though she was being backed into… but I didn’t have anything to say.

“Down south remember?”

“Which city?” Ben asked with a raised eyebrow. “We can head south. Maybe your family is still there.”

“Dallas, Texas. I was visiting family up here. I told you all this already! Why are you asking me again?” she said, but I could see it in her eyes. She knew something had happened, but she didn’t know what it was.

“Oh, that’s weird. I thought you said you were from up north,” Ben said glancing at his fingernails. When he looked up at Jane, she glitched again.

The air seemed to leave the room. In the blink of an eye he dove towards Jane and tackled her to the ground. She looked stunned as she met my eyes, appalled I wasn’t doing anything to help her.

“What are you doing?” she screamed at Ben. She reached out to push him off of her but her arm blurred. This time she saw it and quickly figured out that we knew something was wrong.

I didn’t know what was happening to her arm, but what I did know was that she wasn’t one of us. Why was she here? She’d bled, just as we had. Somehow we’d been tricked. What did she want from us? If she had wanted to kill us, she could have done it a hundred times.

The glitches must have had something to do with why she’d been on top of Dillon. Something like the phasers had done to Grace when they sucked the life out of her. Only Jane didn’t kill Dillon so that she could be human. She already looked like one of us. Maybe she needed him for another reason. To recharge… to power up. Maybe it was how she fed.

Dillon moved around me to see what was going on. He looked at me and then grimaced. “Why aren’t you doing something?” He took a step away and launched himself on top of Ben. “Leave her alone!”

Ben tried to get Dillon off his back, but they both rolled to the ground which allowed Jane to break free from Ben’s hold. I quickly moved across the floor and sat down on top of Jane before she was able to get up. I pressed down on her shoulders using all of my weight to keep her down on the ground.

“Why are you here?” I screamed in her face. I could feel the red, hot anger filling my cheeks. When I yelled at her, I felt as though I was yelling at every one of the creeps for what they had done to our families, friends and our planet.

“I was visiting my family! I told you that a billion times! Why are you doing this to me?”

“Cut the shit Jane! Why are you on Earth? What do you all want from us? Haven’t you taken enough?”

She struggled to get herself free, but I rocked back and forth doing everything I could to keep her down. But it wouldn’t work for long. Jane was stronger than I was. I wouldn’t be able to keep her down much longer.

I glanced over and saw Ben was still struggling to get Dillon to leave him alone. Ben tried to get up but Dillon reached over and grabbed his foot causing him to fall back down to the ground.

“Knock it off!” Ben shouted at him hitting the floor with his fist.

Jane realized I was distracted and shifted her weight, hoping it would knock me off balance. She growled when I held my position. I grabbed her shoulders and slammed her down against the trailer flooring.

“Why are you here?” I shouted through clenched teeth hoping to get an answer. She grinned a horrific smile that drooped to one side. It looked as though she was having trouble making her face work the way she wanted it to. The weird look just made me angrier. I slammed her down against the ground again, “Why the fuck are you on our planet? What do you want from us?”

“We need you to live,” she shouted back, and then her eyes widened as if she wished she could take back her words. She took a deep breath and twisted her body. I tipped off of her and hit my shoulder against the recliner.

My hand grabbed my shoulder and rubbed at the pain. I looked at my hand half-expecting to see blood. “To live? What are you talking about? You’re the reason we’re all dead!”

“Those we left here need to make more… we need more of you,” she said with a grunt.

The pieces started to fall together. The flowers that attracted us to one another… they wanted us to reproduce. To make more fuel. They were going to come back.

Jane glanced away for a second to locate Dillon and Ben. As she started to stand I kicked her in the back of the leg, causing her to lose her balance. She fell to the floor and twisted her head so she could glare at me over her shoulder.

Jane turned and leapt on top of me like a cat. She grabbed my arms and pinned them down over my head.

I kicked and rolled my hips trying to rock her off of me, but it was no use. She pulled back her hand and smacked me hard across the face.

The room started to spin. I blinked several times, forcing it to come back into focus just as she hit me in my already bruised shoulder.

I saw Ben moving towards us, but before he could get to me, Dillon pushed him over and they rolled away. Ben was still trying to get free and convince Dillon of what Jane really was as they fought. Dillon just wouldn’t listen.

“Look at what she’s doing to Darcie!” I heard Ben’s voice through the haze that started to fill the room.

Jane’s hand moved down towards the sheath sitting at her waist. She was reaching for the blade, and I knew without a doubt she wouldn’t hesitate to plunge it into me if she was given a chance to do it. They wanted us to live, but she also didn’t want to be exposed for what she was. That could put their whole plan in jeopardy.

I swatted at her hand but it hadn’t been nearly enough to stop her. When I saw the light glint off the blade, my world stopped moving. It didn’t even feel as though I was breathing.

“Jane! Don’t! Please don’t do it!” I begged, or at least I think I did. She held it up over my chest and I was completely frozen in place. I felt paralyzed as she looked down at me.
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Even though it felt as though they were miles away, I could hear Ben trying to convince Dillon that we were wrong about Jane. Everything we had thought about her was a lie. If Dillon would just look up to see what she was doing to me…

I didn’t know where they were. They had moved out of view and fear took over, making it hard for me to move.

“Jane… please don’t,” I begged, but it hadn’t even felt as though the words had moved between my lips.

She shook her head side-to-side. It looked as though she was arguing with herself. She was trying to find an excuse not to do it, but the other part of her was too strong. The part of her that was telling her over and over again to thrust the blade into my body.

“Ahh!” she shouted as she pulled back her fist and punched me in the jaw. My head jerked to the side, and the room started to spin. Jane and I were in the center of the room and everything around us was spinning as though we were on a merry-go-round.

I slowly turned my head to look at her. She was raising the blade over me. There wasn’t anything I could do to stop her. I couldn’t move. I wasn’t even sure if I was awake. It felt as though I was up in the corner of the room watching all of the action below through a cloud.

Jane’s hands shook as she held the blade over me. She roared, but before she could stab me, something hit her in the arm and she lost her grip. The long knife spun through the air until it clanked against the ground a couple feet away from my head.

“Ben!” I said and blinked a few times. He pushed her off of me using both hands, but she grabbed at his clothing and pulled him down to the ground with her.

I sat up and rubbed my palms into my eyes. The fog started to clear, but my head was pounding and my face hurt.

The knife. I had to get to the knife.

I got on my hands and knees and crawled towards the blade. Dillon was standing several feet away looking at Ben and Jane as if he didn’t know who he should help. He still seemed as though he didn’t understand what was going on. Maybe it had something to do with whatever Jane had done to him.

I tried to get to my feet but my body was fighting against me. My head was still spinning. It felt as though my body wanted me to lay down.

Ben was on top of Jane holding her arms down. He was screaming something in her face, but she just kept fighting back. She wasn’t going to give up easily.

If this all came to an end, it wasn’t like we could just let her go. If we let her walk away from this trailer, she’d just go find other people to do whatever it was she had come here to do. To protect the flowers. To ensure people reproduced. She was fighting for her life.

“Darcie… now,” Ben said without taking his eyes off of Jane. Somehow he’d known I’d gotten the blade.

“Ben?” I said looking at him, and then at the knife. I wasn’t sure I could do it.

“Do it!” he said, as if it should be simple. But it didn’t feel that simple to me.

Even though I’d seen Jane glitch with my own eyes, and I knew she wasn’t human, she still looked like a human in every way. I moved closer and looked down at her. Her eyes met mine, and I paused. Even her eyes that were pleading for me not to do it, were human.

“Please,” Jane said in a soft human voice. She blinked her eyes at me.

“Darcie… you have to. For all of us,” Ben said between his rapid breaths. It looked as though he was having trouble holding her down. He tightened his fist and threw it into her shoulder. She glitched again.

Her eyes changed. They were darker, more threatening and less like her own. She barred her teeth like a wild animal as she let out an ear shattering howl.

I raised the blade and with every ounce of strength I had left, I thrust it down into the center of her heaving chest. Her arms and legs stopped moving, and she cried out in agony.

“How could you?” she said looking at me with wide, glassy eyes. “How could you do that to me?”

Her whole body glitched. The red, human-like blood spilled out around the blade and pooled out onto the floor. I couldn’t help but focus on how real she looked.

Ben got off of her and stood next to me. The blood poured out of her as if she had an unlimited supply. It kept coming and coming, spreading across the floor, looking as though it was multiplying. I was worried something else was going to happen, but then her eyes rolled back and the life seemed to leave her body.

I saw Dillon across the room staring at me. He looked as though he was in shock with how incredibly wide his eyes were. He was scared and not of what had just happened, it looked as though he was afraid of me.

“Dillon… I… uh,” I said as my fingers started to shake. The blade dropped out of my hand and rattled as it hit the floor. I could feel the tears as they rolled down my cheeks. They felt as though they were made of fire and were burning me as they carved a path down my face. “Oh God… what did I do?”

“The right thing. What you had to do,” Ben said unable to take his eyes off of Jane’s lifeless body. “You saved us all.”

“Did I?”

Ben nodded as he took my hand and squeezed it, “Yes you did. Without a doubt. We don’t know what these things are capable of. I mean, shit, she looked just like us. No one would ever be able to tell the difference.”

“What the hell was that? Why did her arm do that?” Dillon whispered from across the room. He looked at Ben and ignored my presence, although he didn’t seem too happy to be in Ben’s either.

Dillon didn’t seem to understand. I couldn’t help but wonder if it was something she had done to him on the sofa, as he refused to accept the situation for what it was. Jane wasn’t human. She wasn’t one of us… she was one of them. A creep.

“Her arm did that because she was a creep,” Ben said pointing up towards the sky. “Get it through your thick skull. She was one of them. They planted her here. She would have killed all of us.”

“Do you remember anything she said, or what she did to you when she was on top of you?” I asked Dillon, and he shook his head refusing to look at me.

“What do you mean on top of me?” Dillon asked taking a step back into the hallway.

Ben looked just as concerned as I felt. Dillon didn’t remember any of it. What had she done to him? Would he be OK?

I hoped we’d be able to help him, but first we had to get out of here. Neither Ben nor I wanted to be around her body any longer than we had to.

Ben went for the backpack and Jane’s body shifted ever so slightly. And then again.

Dead bodies weren’t supposed to move.

Her body started to jerk and jolt as if it were a volcano about to erupt. Ben and I started to back away as a hiss escaped from between her lips. More blood spurted out from her middle like a geyser. At first it was a deep shade of red, like human blood, but then it quickly changed. It turned black.

“What’s happening?” I asked as if someone might have an answer, even though I knew no one would. I backed away from the convulsing body on the floor.

Ben held his ground as I tried to put as much distance between me and Jane’s body as I could. I backed into the wall. It felt as though I couldn’t get far enough away.

Jane’s whole body started to morph into something else and I tensed. I wanted to run for the door but I couldn’t remember which way to turn. Where was the door? All I could do was stand there and watch as her body changed.

Its arms and legs started to move. Jane was still alive. I buried my face into my hands and screamed.
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The body started to shift and shrivel as it changed from its human form into something completely different. This one didn’t look human at all. The only thing that looked even the slightest bit human were its eyes. Jane’s eyes.

“Oh God, Oh God, Oh God,” I mumbled as dread filled the air. The thing on the floor reminded me a little of the phasers… the ones that sucked the life out of humans so that they could look like humans.

This one was different, though. It wasn’t exactly like a phaser, it was shorter than Dillon, but not by much. It was more human-like than the slightly smaller black creeps we’d seen that drove the spaceships. This creep was all its own in every way, but still a creep. The worst part was that this one, after being stabbed in the chest, was still alive.

“Run! Get out of here!” Ben yelled, but neither Dillon nor I could move. There was no way I was going to leave Ben in here alone with that thing. He balled up his fists and shouted out his frustrations that we weren’t moving.

The creep’s eyes popped open, and I covered my mouth to stop myself from screaming out in horror. There was nothing left of Jane, except for the eyes. But these eyes weren’t looking around in the same gentle way Jane’s had. These eyes were angry. The creep was ready to stand its ground and fight.

The Jane-creep hopped onto its feet in one quick motion. It was as though her legs were made of springs. She stood there with her arms down at her sides as her chest rose and fell with each long, deep breath.

I couldn’t tell if she was struggling to breathe, or if it was just the way they breathed in their normal form. She stood there looking back and forth between Ben and me as if she wanted to rip the limbs off of our bodies the way a kid might pull the legs off of a spider. If she got her hands on me, she’d probably do it too.

“Jesus Christ,” Ben said in a breath of air. The Jane-creep stood there with her knees slightly bent as she slowly raised up her arms, bending them at the elbow. Her hands looked like claws. She was ready to fight. She was ready to kill.

The Jane-creep took a step forward and swiped her arm towards Ben. She missed. She howled and tried to hit him again.

He held up his arms to block her attacks, but somehow I knew that wouldn’t be enough. The creep had long sharp fingers with points on the end, each one of them looking as though they could easily pierce flesh.

Ben’s head tilted slightly, and I knew he was looking for the blade that I had dropped to the ground. It was laying on the floor between him and the Jane-creep. She wouldn’t need it with her claws being just as lethal, but that didn’t mean she’d let him take it either.

He needed a distraction. I clenched my teeth and lurched towards her as if I was going to attack. She turned with a growl and clawed her arm at me, which was enough time for Ben to reach down and scoop up the blade.

“Get back,” he said and I could tell by how quickly the Jane-creep turned to face him, that she understood what we were saying. I took a step towards Ben, but the Jane-creep took an aggressive step towards me.

Ben slashed at her with the long knife. It sliced into her arm and she screeched out in pain. Several droplets of black blood-fluid oozed out and dropped down onto the floor.

The Jane-creep grabbed her arm and looked at it to see how bad the wound was. Ben slashed at her again while she was distracted, only he missed.

She slowly tilted her head up to look at him with her strange, dark eyes. Ben was taking in quick, sharp breaths as he watched her, trying to anticipate her next move.

The side of her mouth curled up just before she bent her legs and leapt on top of Ben knocking him down. She shrieked as they tumbled to the ground.

Ben grunted as they rolled around on the floor. He was trying to fend her off as she tried to disarm him. Ben gripped the blade and fought to keep it as though his life depended on it, and it probably did.

“Ugh, help me,” Ben coughed out weakly. I didn’t know how much longer he’d be able to fend her off. She roared as I took several quick steps towards them and grimaced as my hand brushed against the weird, rough, reptilian-like skin of the Jane-creep. I tried to pull her off, but she was clinging to him.

Ben was pushing as I was pulling. He needed to be able to get the blade up between them, but the Jane-creep wasn’t allowing him the room.

I wrapped my arm around her neck. I tried to yank her back using all my weight, but she barely budged. “Ugh, I can’t move her.”

The Jane-creep made a noise that reminded me of a laugh. I couldn’t see her face, but it didn’t matter. I hit her in the back of the head with a closed fist.

She hissed and twisted her body, taking a swipe at me with her long, sharp fingernails. As the Jane-creep reached back, Ben was able to maneuver the blade out from between them. He couldn’t put much behind his movement but he shouted as he stuck the blade into her body and pulled it back out.

She reached for the wound and slumped over slightly. Ben was able to pull himself back enough so that he could stab her again. This time he aimed for the side of her neck. And he landed the blow.

As he pulled out the blade and attempted to thrust it into her again, the Jane-creep wailed. A glowing, pink liquid drizzled out of the wound and down her neck coating her skin and covering the black fluid.

“What is happening?” I said with a sharp gasp as I watched the liquid work to repair the deep cut in her chest.

“Oh, Jesus Christ!” Ben shouted as he noticed what was happening.

I kicked the Jane-creep in the side and she toppled backwards. Even though the pink liquid from her neck was trying to repair the chest wound, she was still weak from her injuries. It looked as though she was using additional energy just to try to repair her wounds.

“Try her neck again,” I said glancing at Ben for a second before returning my gaze to Jane. I was afraid to take my eyes off of her for too long.

Ben stood up, looking as though his leg was hurt. He put all his weight on his left leg as he looked down at her. She reached up, trying to grab his leg, but she was too weak.

He got down on one knee and put his hand over her forehead. Ben pressed down as he dragged the blade across her neck.

A look of sheer panic filled her eyes, and I knew the repair fluid wouldn’t be able to save her. The Jane-creep looked as though she knew it too.

“Again,” I said softly, feeling my stomach turn.

“Don’t watch,” Ben said glancing at me, and then at Dillon. But I didn’t listen. What he was doing was saving our lives. This wasn’t Jane. This was a creep, and after what they had done to our families, friends and our world… well, she deserved what was coming.

Dillon turned around and Ben plunged the blade into her forehead just above the spot between her eyes. Her arms flopped down to her sides. She blinked a couple times as her thin, black lip quivered.

I was about to tell him to do it again when her eyes stopped blinking. She coughed and then her body was still. Ben pushed the Jane-creep’s body, but it didn’t move. She was dead. I was sure of it. It was as though I could feel the change in the air.

The pink liquid started to reverse and travel back up her body and into the corpse. The neck wound sealed up leaving behind no trace that the pink repairing liquid had ever been there.

After a few seconds, a black, thicker liquid oozed out from her wounds, coating her and the floor that surrounded her. It reminded me of how the black goop that had rained down from the sky had covered the earth. If she would have died on soil, I have no doubt pink flowers would have grown from her remains.

“Let’s get out of here,” Ben said standing up and waving at Dillon to follow. I grabbed the backpack and opened the front door. Ben didn’t hesitate to grab the other backpack and follow me. As he stepped over the Jane-creep’s corpse, he snatched up the sheath that was laying on the ground nearby.

Dillon was right behind Ben, stumbling out of the door as though he couldn’t get out fast enough. He walked across the yard slowly like he was in shock.

Ben bent down and wiped the bloody knife off on the ground as best as he could. He clipped the sheath to his jeans and slid the blade inside.

I looked around the area as though I expected to see one of the creep’s ships landing to come to the Jane-creeps rescue, but there was nothing there. Dillon was staring at me and Ben with his hands balled up into tight fists.

Ben squinted at him and raised his hand to block out the sun, “Are you OK?”

Dillon locked his wide eyes with Ben’s and laughed, “Are you kidding? Of course I’m not OK! Didn’t you just see what happened in there? No one should be OK!”

I took a careful step towards Dillon with my arms slightly outstretched to the sides. He flinched away from me and my heart sank. The look in his eyes was saddening. He looked at me as though he thought I was just as dangerous as Jane had been.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” I said swallowing hard. The way he had recoiled from me had actually stung my heart.

“No! Don’t come any closer to me. Just… just leave me alone! I don’t want to be part of any of this!” Dillon said inching further and further away from us.

Ben held out his palms, “Dillon, wait.”

“No! Just go away! You guys are murderers! Murderers!” he shouted and started moving backwards faster.

“Dillon, please! Just let me explain,” I begged, but he ignored my plea. He turned around and started running away from us as fast as he could. “Dillon, no! Stop!”

Ben started to chase after him, but Dillon was running with every ounce of energy he had left. His arms pumped so hard they looked as though they were propelling him forward.

There was no way we could catch him. Both Ben and I were completely worn out from fighting off Jane. There wasn’t anything we could do but stand there and watch him run away.

“Come back!” I screamed so loudly it scratched my throat. But he didn’t look back. If anything, he seemed to run faster. “Ahhh!”

I unclenched my fists and pushed my palm into my cheek and down over my mouth. Ben lightly placed his hand on my shoulder, “He’s gone.”

“But, we should—”

“There isn’t anything we can do. He made his choice, now we have to make ours,” Ben said gripping the backpack tighter. He checked to make sure the blade was still in place, even though he knew it was. “Ready?”

I turned to Ben, unable to hide the sadness and frustration in my eyes. He stroked his thumb against my cheek. There was a tear threatening to leak out from the corner of my eye, but I fought against it. I refused to let it fall.

Ben was right. Dillon made his choice. But he wouldn’t make it very far without food and water. It was almost as if seeing him run from us was the same as watching him run to his grave.

I nodded as Dillon disappeared from view. It was just me and Ben. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath.

When I opened my eyes, Ben took my hand, and we started heading west. Away from the camp, away from Dillon and away from whatever was left of Jane’s corpse inside the trailer.
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As we headed west, I wondered how far we’d go, or where we’d stop, and of course, neither of us knew. Would we find supplies? If we found help, would we even recognize it? I had to hope that we would, but what if there were others like Jane out there?

If we came upon others, we knew they couldn’t be trusted. After what we went through with Jane, we knew there wasn’t any way, at least none that we had figured out yet, that would reveal if someone was truly human or one of the super-creeps that could easily pass for human.

There hadn’t been any visible difference between Jane and us. She was a little awkward and a little strange, but for the most part she passed the human test. There could easily be others like Jane out there and I didn’t know how we’d be able to figure out their true identity.

Maybe if someone had a natural affinity for the flowers, or really encouraged reproduction, but those were things that the flowers could induce in humans if ingested or inhaled. For now, the only person I could trust and know was safe, was Ben.

The creeps wanted humans to make more humans, which was something that would happen without the flowers. But the flowers would encourage and speed up the process. It would take years, but the creeps would come back one day for another harvest. There wasn’t anything we could do to stop them, although we could be ready for them when they came back. But what could we do?

“I hate these things,” I said kicking at one of the flowers. A pink plume of dust billowed up into the surrounding air. The flowers were a drug. To me, they were a poison. And the stupid things were everywhere.

“Me too,” Ben said, but he kept his eyes on the horizon. I could tell he had been affected by what had happened with Jane. We both had. We’d need to be far more careful and far more prepared, but how would we be able to accomplish that?

Jane hadn’t needed to suck the life out of humans, as the phasers had to stay in their human form, but she did do something to Dillon. How many types of creeps were there? Did they create Jane specifically for the purpose of protecting the flowers and encouraging reproduction? Could there really be others like her?

Jane told us they’d be back. She told us they wanted us to increase the population. There had to be more creeps like Jane on Earth. All of them scattered around, working to keep their flowers safe.

As we walked, a house popped up on the horizon. We decided to check it out, in case we could restock our supplies, or rest. Ben had his blade, but even still, we approached with extreme caution.

There was a man working outside, looking as though he was trying to clean up his property. He was raking at the flowers on his front lawn, trying to remove them. It seemed as though, to him, they were as pesky as dandelions.

A woman, who was sweeping on the porch, stopped and watched us as we drew closer. Off to the side of the house there was a girl kneeling on the ground with her back to us. She seemed to be working on something on the lawn.

“Hello,” the man called out with a friendly wave, but a cautious look on his face.

Ben and I stayed back at the edge of their property. “Hi.”

“Where ya headed?”

“We’re just passing through,” Ben said, gesturing to the road in front of their house.

“Alright. Just we don’t see many others out this way now… not since everything that happened, you know?” the man said taking his baseball cap off and wiping at his forehead. “Everything OK with you two? You look a little… tired.”

“We’re fine. Thanks,” Ben said, unwilling to give up any more information than was necessary.

“Want to come in for a drink? We have a well… plenty of water to go around. Looks like the two of you could really use a rest,” he said narrowing his eyes at us. I couldn’t tell if he was suspicious or if the sun was too bright.

Ben looked at me for a second as though he was considering it and then back towards the man, “Much appreciated, sir, but we’ll have to pass on your kind offer.”

The man looked around and nodded, “Understood. You might find others down that way. Heard rumors about folks setting up a safety zone in a small town out that way.”

“Is that right?” Ben said looking in the direction the man indicated. “Know anything about it?”

“No, sorry… not really. Might just be a rumor, you know. Times are tough.”

“Why aren’t you and your family checking it out?”

“We’re quite happy here in the home we lived in for more than half of our lives. We have everything we could possibly need… at least for the time being,” the man said hitting one of the flowers with his rake. “These weeds will be the death of me. I swear, I yank one out and two more pop up.”

The man’s wife slowly walked down the porch steps and came to stand next to the man. He put his arm around her and she flashed us a small, polite smile.

“You sure you don’t want to stay here? You’re more than welcome,” the man said and his wife nodded.

“We have the space,” the woman said in a tiny voice.

Even though we both wanted a rest, we couldn’t accept their offer. We couldn’t risk it. For all we knew they were all creeps.

They looked at us as though they thought we were in need of help. And maybe we were. We were trapped in a living hell, who didn’t need a break?

“Hey! Come on over here… meet these nice folks,” the man shouted towards the girl. It was as though he wanted us to meet his family. That he thought meeting them would help ease our minds.

The girl stood up and straightened her clothing as she made her way over to us. She wore a big hat that covered her face, but was protecting her from the bright sun.

“This is Lauren,” the man said and nudged at the girl. She removed her hat and looked at me and Ben. “She was passing by a while back and decided to stay.”

I swallowed hard when I saw her face. My breath was ragged and my legs felt so heavy I wasn’t sure I’d be able to move them.

I stood there unable to move or say anything to the girl, who was an identical duplicate of Jane. She smiled as she moved her hand from behind her back and lifted one of the pink flowers towards me. I jumped back away from the flower.

“Hello,” she said with the same eyes that Jane had.

The girl didn’t know us. She had an apprehensive look on her face, though it was probably fake.

This girl wasn’t our Jane, she only looked like her. Our Jane-creep was dead inside the trailer we had left behind only a short time ago, but this girl was definitely a Jane.

Could they communicate with each other somehow? Did this girl know that we had just killed her copy? If she did she didn’t let it show.

Neither of us could speak. I wanted to take the blade from Ben and get rid of her. I knew what she was, and if this man and woman were human, they were completely clueless. She blinked her eyes innocently at me.

“I don’t know why she likes those silly weeds,” the man said pulling the girl into his arm and lightly shaking her. She looked at him with a sparkle in her eye. “Go on now… go back to your garden.”

The Jane-girl walked away and knelt down in front of a little flower bed filled with perfect rows of the pink flowers. She adjusted her hat and got back to work.

“Thanks for the offer but we best be on our way,” Ben said waving and pulling me away from the house. All I could think about was how we needed to get rid of the Jane-girl. We couldn’t leave her here knowing what she was.

If there were two, I was certain there would be more. What would we do if we came across another one? We couldn’t just walk away every time we saw one. As long as they were here, we would never be safe from the creeps.

“Safe travels to you,” the man shouted after us with a confused look on his face. I turned around to look back at them, expecting the Jane-girl to come charging at us to finish off what the Jane-creep hadn’t been able to, but she didn’t. She just sat there working on her garden. The woman waved at me and I turned away.

If we couldn’t kill her, we needed to get away from her. We needed to get safe… if there even was anywhere we could be safe.

Maybe we could find the camp the man mentioned, or maybe we’d be better off on our own. I didn’t know what we should do.

A chill ran through my entire body. I looked up at Ben and he kissed me on the forehead. I could tell by the look on his face that he didn’t have the answers either.

At least we were together.

He reached down and picked up a long branch off of the ground. He broke it into two and started swinging at the pink flowers at the side of the road. Then he handed me the other stick, and I joined in.

For now, we could take out as many of the pink flowers as we could. It wouldn’t even make a dent in the amount of flowers on Earth, but at least it was better than doing nothing.

I wasn’t sure what we were going to do to survive in this new world. We could look for the safe camp, or find a place of our own. One day the creeps would come back. We’d have to be ready for them. And until that day came, we’d have to work together to save the Earth from the Janes.

Maybe we could develop a new way to test for creeps. Maybe we could convince others to help us on our mission. It would be nearly impossible to do it alone, but if that was all we could manage, we would have to try.
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My life was a living hell. Everything around me was an absolute nightmare. Some days I’d wake up hoping it would all just end so that I could go on to whatever was waiting for me after this terrible existence. But it never ended. Every day, I lived through the same nightmare over and over again.

When you have nothing… there is nothing. I didn’t have anything to look forward to. There wasn’t anything great out there waiting for me. The only thing that helped me get away were my dreams at night. Sometimes they would take me away from the hell I was living in, but most of the time they didn’t. It was all just one big, never-ending nightmare.

I had no choice but to keep going, for them. That’s what I’d been doing for my whole life. They were all that mattered to me.

My sister, Ava, had been sick for as long as I could remember, and for her, one day, she really wouldn’t wake up from her nightmare. Sometimes the sadness at the thought of not having her around was overwhelming, but other times I couldn’t help but think she’d be better off.

Ava wasn’t happy. How could she be? No one liked being sick, and in the outskirts of the big city, lots of people were very ill.

My mom struggled to take care of Ava on her own. My dad worked a lot, so most of the time it was just us. I did as much as I could for both of them. I took care of them, but I’m not sure they realized it.

When I looked into my mom’s eyes, many times I’d see the same thing that I saw in my own when I looked into the mirror - nothing.

We had very little money and barely scraped by, in a home that was falling apart. The whole place stunk, and the ceiling drooped down, but there wasn’t anything we could do about it.

The government had given up on everyone in the outskirts a long time ago. All they cared about were the extremely wealthy that lived in the big city. They’d bend over backwards to make sure they were happy living a life of luxury. Everything they did was to make their lives even better. The rest of us could rot for all they cared.

Every single choice, law or decision they made was to benefit the wealthy. Even the air in the big city was cleaner than the air in the outskirts. The wealthy rarely got sick, and when they did, they seemed to magically be healed in the blink of an eye.

Meanwhile, we all suffered in the outskirts. We struggled. We were barely alive.

My dad worked his ass off… ten-hour work days in the mines, breathing in dirt and other chemicals, but did anyone care? No. Of course not. Many in the outskirts told him how lucky he was to have a job. He didn’t complain much, but he had the same look in his eyes. Only when he was around, he tried to hide it from us.

I wasn’t even sure how my mom could have been expected to take care of my sister, or me, when she could only half-assed take care of herself. She rarely bathed, claiming it was to save water, but I think she simply stopped caring. Every day, it seemed she tried less and less.

Even though I was twenty years old, I couldn’t move away and live on my own like those my age in the big city would. They’d be experiencing life. Living. That was something I’d never have.

Even if my sister was healthy and my mom was doing better mentally, I wouldn’t be able to afford a life like that. I had no money hidden away, and it’s nearly impossible for someone like me to get a paying job. When there are jobs, they go to men so they can take care of their families.

I was stuck. Just like everyone else that lived in the outskirts. I’d be in the same house until the day I died.

My family needed me. At least that’s what I told myself every morning as I stared into the chipped mirror in the mildew-scented bathroom.

“How are you feeling today?” I asked, patting my little sister on the head before making my way into the kitchen.

“I think this is the day I get better,” she said with a forced smile. It was nice to see her smile, even if it was fake. “But more importantly, don’t pat me on the head like I’m twelve.”

I raised an eyebrow at her. “Really? That’s more important than you getting better?”

“I’m not going to get better,” she said slumping back down on the sofa.

“Not with that attitude you won’t,” I said trying to force my own smile, but when it didn’t work, I let out a big sigh instead.

Ava frowned.

I shrugged. “Sorry.”

I stepped into the kitchen and stared at my mom, who didn’t seem to notice I was there. She was standing, holding the broom tightly with both hands, looking at a stain that had been there since I was six. Her body might be in the kitchen, but her thoughts were, without a doubt, somewhere else.

I opened my mouth to say something but quickly snapped it shut. Wherever her mind was, had to be better than where we were.

“Oh, Holly,” she said taking a step back towards the counter. It was obvious I’d startled her. She grabbed onto the counter for balance, and I noticed her knuckles were worse. The bumps were covered in black dirt, but there was no doubt they were more swollen than they had been. I cocked my head to the side, and she waved one of her hands into the air as if she was shooing away my non-existent question. She already knew what I was going to ask. “I’m fine. I just didn’t get much sleep last night.”

“You say that every morning.”

“And every morning it’s true. This air, it’s just too thick. It’s hard for me to breathe. If we could just get that darn filter replaced we’d all be doing better,” she said tipping the broom to the side and smacking one of the floor vents with the top of the wooden handle. A billowy poof of dust and god-knows-what-else shot out of the vent and filled the air just above the floor.

I shook my head. “Don’t hit it. That just makes it worse.”

“Thanks, Holly. As if that wasn’t obvious,” my mom said rolling her eyes at me. “Anyway, I’m glad you’re here.”

“You are?” I scrunched up my nose.

“I need you to run this soup over to Mr. Hawthorne.” She pointed to a large bowl with a lid on the counter.

I hit the side of the rounded container with my fingertip. I could feel the liquid sloshing around inside.

It was no doubt another one of my mother’s concoctions. If the government wasn’t going to do anything to help the sick, then my mom was going to try to do it herself. At least it kept her busy some of the time and gave her a little teensy bit of purpose, although each failed recipe didn’t really help matters.

“Sure,” I said glancing over at Ava, wondering what she thought of the concoction this time. Her eyes were closed, and her body gently moved up and down with each breath.

“You can tell him it didn’t help Ava, but that doesn’t mean it won’t help him. And either way, it’s food,” my mom said softly as I pushed open the screen door that led to our backyard.

I stepped out and let go of the door forgetting the hinges were broken. I tried to reach out and catch it before it slammed shut, but I was too slow. It noisily crashed into the doorframe with a loud bang.

“Shit,” I said squeezing my eyes shut, hoping I wouldn’t hear either of them yelling at me to be more careful. Thankfully, neither of them did.

The sky above was the same dreary shade of gray it always was. It was almost always cloudy, and even on the rare occasion it wasn’t, the smoke from the factories made it look that way. Of course, the sky above the big city was always a bright blue, almost as if it was painted right on the sky.

The air was thick with moisture. It was so humid it was hard to breathe. If it was just a little thicker, I was pretty sure I’d be able to swim over to Mr. Hawthorne’s rickety house.

I tried to walk across the yard quickly before the mosquitoes that were gathered around a small puddle of water noticed me, but it was hard to pick up my feet. The ground below my dirty shoes felt like a pile of soggy sponges that were trying to suck me down into the earth.

I knocked on Mr. Hawthorne’s door. “Hello,” I called out. “It’s me, Holly. My mom made you some soup.”

There was a harsh, watery cough that lasted far too long from a room further inside. I was sure he was in his bedroom, probably lying down.

“Can you leave it on the counter?” he said in a rough voice when the cough settled.

I didn’t want him to get up if he didn’t need to. I knew how bad the sickness could get, since he and Ava had the same thing.

The sickness was something that many people in our area suffered from. Most people believed it was because of the smoke from the factories… pollutants, chemicals and the like, but of course the government denied it and refused to do anything about it.

“Sure. Would you like me to bring you a bowl now?” I asked wondering if I should stick it in the fridge instead of setting it on the counter. I didn’t want it to go bad before he even got to try it. “I could heat some up.”

“No, no, no, not now. Don’t trouble yourself. I’ll be up sooner or later,” he said, his voice fading away and rumbling into another cough.

Most of the people in our neighborhood kept to themselves. The ones that weren’t sick wanted to stay away from my family, and those that were sick didn’t feel well enough to come outside. If it weren't for my mom and me, Mr. Hawthorne wouldn’t get any visitors.

He didn’t have any family left. Mr. Hawthorne and his wife hadn’t ever gotten around to having children. When he talked about it on the rare occasion, he always added that it was probably for the best. It was less than a year ago that he lost his wife to the sickness and I think he was ready to go find her, even though he never said it out loud.

“Maybe I should put it in your fridge?”

“Don’t bother. The fridge isn’t any cooler.”

I looked around the corner to see if he was making his way out before opening his fridge. The smell that wafted out told me it hadn’t been working for a while.

“OK, well, I hope it helps,” I said smiling even though he couldn’t see it.

He chuckled from the other room. “Tell your ma thanks for me, would ya?”

“Will do,” I said quickly stepping out of his little house in an attempt to get a breath of air that wasn’t filled with the nasty smell of rotting food. The air outside wasn’t much better. It just had a different odor, like someone nearby was burning a pile of plastic, paper, and hair.

I coughed as I exhaled the thick, acrid air. It was like I could feel the little particles of toxicity floating around in my lungs trying to find their way out.

When I got closer to the house, I noticed a bucket my mom kept near the door had been moved. It was tipped over about two feet away from its usual spot.

It seemed odd, but maybe a raccoon or something had moved it the night before, and I hadn’t noticed it when I accidentally slammed the door. I had been worried I’d woken Ava and was just too distracted to care about a bucket that was out of place.

I picked up the bucket and set it near the back door where it belonged. My mom liked to keep it close by for when it rained and the roof leaked.

I stepped into the house ready to tell my mom about Mr. Hawthorne’s fridge, not that she could do anything about it, but she wasn’t in the kitchen.

The broom was lying on the floor, the wood split nearly in half in the middle. Great. We couldn’t even afford a new broom. Maybe if I could find some tape, I could repair it.

The house was quiet. Usually, I could hear my mom moving around. Maybe she’d gone to take a nap.

“Mom?” I said, my voice quiet. When she didn’t respond, a weird shiver ran through my spine.

Something didn’t feel right.

I swallowed. My eyes shifted towards the hall, and I saw my mom’s feet. She was down on the ground, her toes pointed towards the ceiling. What was going on? I took a step closer.

“Mom?”

She didn’t answer. I gasped when her feet started sliding away from me as if something was dragging her.

Taking quick breaths, I looked over towards Ava. She was staring at me with wide eyes, waving her weak arms as hard as she could towards the door behind me. She couldn’t speak because there was a hand reaching around the arm of the sofa, clamped down over her mouth.

Whoever had her was completely hidden by the sofa. All I could see was the meaty hand with tan, leathery skin and a shiny gold watch.

“Ava!” I said moving towards her.

She shook her head, but I didn’t understand what she was trying to tell me. As I took another step towards her, everything went black.


The Island - Chapter 2


I was on my back. Whatever I was lying on was somehow both soft and hard at the same time.

My senses were starting to return to me one by one. I could hear a sloshing noise, but it wasn’t like anything I’d ever heard before. It was loud, not like running water or rain, but it was definitely water.

I tried to swallow down the bitter taste in my mouth, but it wouldn’t go away. It tasted like I’d been chewing on dirty coins. My mouth was dry and rough, all the moisture was gone. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t get the taste or feeling to go away.

The air was fresh and clean. It was salty, and it felt nice in my lungs.

I spread my fingers as I tried to push myself upward into a seated position. Little grains that felt like salt moved around my fingers and fell off when I lifted my hand.

My eyelids felt heavy. Even when I finally propped myself up, they still didn’t want to open.

I brushed my hands off on my pants, making sure to get all the gritty bits off. It was odd, but my pants somehow felt different. I aggressively rubbed my eyes, trying to loosen them so they’d open.

When I was able to finally coax them open, the light was so bright it stung my eyes. “Dammit,” I said, placing my hand over them to block out the light. I needed to let them adjust slowly so I could see where I was. “Ow, ow, ow!”

I opened them a little more and saw the sand around my legs. Sand? Sunlight? Where the hell was I? Everything was so bright it didn’t seem real. Was I dreaming?

I lifted my gaze and saw the sand stretched out in front of me. It was a long beach that led right to crystal blue water which was making soft, gentle waves on top of the sand.

I gasped at the vastness of the water. It was everywhere. I’d never seen anything much larger than a pond, and now I was looking at nothing but water for miles and miles in front of me.

Not far away I could hear someone groaning. I got to my feet, and when my legs wobbled, I stuck out my arms to steady myself.

There was a girl lying in the sand not far from where I was. Her eyes were closed. It was probably exactly how I looked, lying there only minutes ago.

“Hello,” I said keeping my distance from her.

“Who’s there?” she said quickly in a shaky voice.

“My name’s….” It was like my brain wasn’t working as it should. Finally I remembered, and it felt like a little spark inside my head. “Holly”

She groaned again and lifted her arm slightly before it flopped back down into the sand. “Are you sure about that? You don’t sound so sure.”

“I’m sure. What’s your name?”

There was a long pause.

“Sadie.”

“Sure about that?” I grinned, even though her eyes were still mostly closed.

“Ugh, yes,” she said sitting forward and crossing her legs. She tilted her head forward and hit the sides of her legs with her palms. “It’s just so bright.”

I turned and scanned the beach, trying to figure out where I was. It wasn’t anything I’d ever seen before. At least I was pretty sure I hadn’t.

As my eyes moved across the area, I spotted four more people all at varying stages of waking up, just like I had, and just like Sadie was.

“Whoa,” I said stepping behind her so I could keep my eyes on them.

“What?” Sadie’s eyes were open, and her face scrunched up as she looked around. “Where the heck am I?”

I shook my head. “No idea. I woke up here too.”

There was a part of me that wanted to add that I couldn’t remember how I’d gotten there or much about myself. But since I didn’t know anything about her, I figured I’d withhold any unnecessary information. It was weird how the only specific detail I could recall was my name, and even that had been a challenge.

It was all quite overwhelming, which likely contributed to the extreme confusion I was experiencing. Once everything settled down, and I could think, I was sure it would come back to me.

“Who are they?” Sadie whispered when the others scattered about started to notice us and each other. They looked just as shocked and confused as I’m sure Sadie and I did.

“No idea. I woke up here too,” I repeated, feeling as though nothing I said to her was sinking in at all.

It felt like I was in a bad dream. We were all just standing there staring at one another with the same confused look on our faces. Time felt like it had slowed down to the point it barely moved at all.

“My head is killing me,” Sadie said rubbing her temples.

One of the others on the beach was starting to walk towards us, but it was what I noticed behind him that worried me. The clouds over the water were dark, nearly black, and very threatening.

“That doesn’t look so good,” I said indicating the clouds with my chin.

“He looks pretty good to me,” Sadie said lightly jabbing her elbow into my side.

“Does this seem like a good time to be joking around?”

Sadie shrugged. “Jeez. Sorry.”

She wasn’t sorry. Not in the least.

“I’m only kidding,” I said bumping my shoulder into hers. I crossed my arms and bit my cheek as I look up at the looming storm. “But I’m not talking about him. I’m talking about those dark, scary clouds behind him.”

“Ominous.”

“Indeed. Wait, which one are we talking about now?”

Sadie grinned.

I looked away from the clouds as the tall, gray-eyed, perfectly sculpted guy approached us. He narrowed his eyes, looking more apprehensive as he drew nearer.

“Hey,” he said, running his fingers through his hair, messing it up more than it already was.

“Hello,” Sadie and I said practically at the same time.

“Either of you happen to know what’s going on here?” he said as the others started to gather around us. “I’m guessing based on your expressions that you don’t.”

Sadie shook her head.

“I’ll assume since you're asking, that means you don’t know either,” I said looking at each person one by one.

“No clue,” he said looking over his shoulder at the brewing storm.

It looked as though we were all roughly around the same age. One girl was terribly thin and small, and even though the sun was beating down on us, it looked as though she was shivering.

“I’m Nate,” the guy said sticking out his hand towards me.

I took it and shook it.

“I’m Holly.”

“Sadie,” she said sticking out her hand.

A guy to my right sniffed in a deep breath and nodded. “Toby.”

“Christopher,” said another guy who was a bit shorter than me. He had his hands shoved into his pockets down to his wrists. Little beads of sweat formed on the sides of his forehead.

The shivering girl just stood there staring. Her glossy eyes looked like they were on the verge of leaking out a tear or two.

“What’s your name?” I asked just before a loud thunder rumbled in the distance.

“Elsie. I don’t think I’m supposed to be here. Can I go home now?” she said, her body jerking as she exhaled.

I glanced at Nate and Sadie, but it was apparent neither of them knew what to say to the girl. After all, none of us knew why we were here either, and I was quite sure we all wanted the same thing. To go home.

There was a sharp pulse in my temples. Home? I couldn’t remember anything about it, not where it was, or what it looked like. Nothing. But I definitely knew I wanted to get back there.

“Sorry. I wish I could say that we could all go home, but honestly, I have no idea about anything right now. What do you remember about your home?” I said looking up towards the sky. The dark clouds were moving closer at a rapid pace.

“I… I don’t know. I, um, lived with my brother,” she said squeezing her eyebrows together and then releasing the tension. She forced a smile, but it quickly faded, and her shoulders slumped down. “I think.”

It seemed as though Elsie was suffering from the same memory loss that I was. There was a pretty good chance that we all were. In fact, I was willing to bet on it.

Lightning cracked further down the beach, and we all jumped. The storm was coming. It wouldn’t take long.

The wind picked up and whipped my hair across my face. The dark brown strands blocked my view until I tucked them behind my ears.

Elsie took a step backward as though the wind had knocked her slightly off balance. She was so delicate and wispy that I worried a stronger wind might carry her away.

It wasn’t more than a few minutes before the rain started to fall. Big heavy drops, plopping down into the sand. We all looked at one another as if someone might have an idea what to do, but we all wore the same dazed expression.

The rain fell harder and harder as the waves grew bigger and bigger. Each drop stung as it pecked at the bare skin on my arms and face.

“What should we do?” Sadie asked as a sharp wind cracked at my back. All of the trees around us danced and dipped in different directions. They bent so far over that the tops almost touched the ground.

“We have to find somewhere to take cover,” Nate shouted, looking away from the beach towards the thicker trees. It looked like a jungle.

“Are you sure?” I said, ignoring the tall waves that seemed to be inching closer to us.

Nate followed my gaze and nodded. He put his hands on mine and Sadie’s backs and started guiding us towards the trees.

“I’m quite sure,” he yelled over the wind when we didn’t move quick enough.

“Is this a hurricane or something?” Toby asked stepping in front of us, leading the way.

I shrug my shoulders even though he couldn’t see it. I didn’t know what it was, but a hurricane seemed plausible.

All I knew was that it was a violent storm, and we were crazy to be out in it. Not that we had a choice, considering. I didn’t even know what I was doing on this beach in the first place.

The wind and rain picked up even more. My heart raced faster with each falling drop. It was getting harder to keep my eyes on Nate with the rain blocking my vision. Even walking in the strong winds was difficult as they pushed and pulled at my entire body.

Lightning cracked in front of us and struck a nearby tree. I could feel the charged air all around me. The bolt had been so close it felt as though the electricity had actually run through my body for a split second.

“Everyone OK?” Nate shouted. The tree in front of us split and started falling down towards us.

“Look out!” Christopher shouted, and we all scattered, trying to get out of the path of the falling tree.

I tripped over a branch and landed face-first into the sand and tall grasses. Little bits of grit crunched between my teeth.

I got to my feet as quickly as I could and spit out the sand. When I looked around, and I was the only one there, panic set in.

[Continue Reading: The Island…]
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Ravaged Land - Chapter one


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.


Ravaged Land - Chapter two


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
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