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  -Thomas P Kempis, German Monk


  


  


  


  1


  


  Belief in that which you cannot see, touch, taste or smell is called faith by some and foolishness by others. I don’t know which I would say is more painful, to have faith and trust in an impossibility or to succumb to the reality of the world and let a dream die.


  I wanted to believe that Sebastian was becoming human once more; I wanted to believe that the “cure” Donavan forced on him would do what it should and bring him back to me. But the trembling muscles under my hands and the flickering eyelids that gave me only brief glimpses into yellowed irises stole what hope I had. Three days Sebastian had lain on the gurney, his every move monitored—as was mine.


  “I don’t know why you even bother to stay here,” Lucy said on one of her hourly checks on us.


  “I can’t leave him, besides, it’s not like I can just walk out of the compound. I’d be shot, you know that.” I didn’t bother to look up, just sat in my chair and continued to watch Bastian for any sign of movement other than the muscle tremors. The scent of antiseptic and sickness hung heavy in the air, clinging to the back of my throat.


  “Listen,” she paused and took a deep breath; I finally looked up at her. She gave me a weak smile. “You aren’t safe here. Donavan’s losing his mind and it’s going faster every day.”


  Lucy bent down to me, her face full of concern. “The rest of us are going to make a run for it and if you’re still here, you’ll take the brunt of his anger.”


  “Why are you telling me this?” I asked. Lucy was one of Donavan’s supporters; she believed in him and his work.


  The door creaked and Donavan strode in. “Lucy. Out,” he snapped.


  Lucy left the room, her face pale and her eyes wide. Behind Donavan’s back she mouthed something to me. I couldn’t be sure, but I think it was Vancouver. My eyebrows crunched up. Why would she mouth the name of a city to me?


  “I see Sebastian is still unconscious,” Donavan said.


  “Well done Captain Obvious,” I said. “Perhaps you’d like to point out that I’m awake?”


  Donavan stared at me, his eyes empty of emotion. That blank expression was almost worse than if he had gotten angry. I swallowed hard but refused to lower my eyes.


  “Sebastian doesn’t seem to be improving. It looks as if I will be back to the drawing board tomorrow.” He flicked his finger against Sebastian’s cheek. “By tonight I’ll have to have him removed,” Donavan said.


  “What do you mean remove him? He’s sick, it’s your fault. You can’t move him right now,” I said, standing up and putting myself between Donavan and Bastian.


  “I didn’t say I’d move him somewhere else. I said I’d have him removed. Those are two very different statements,” Donavan said.


  My skin twitched over my back as what Donavan was saying sunk in. He didn’t believe that Sebastian was improving. I struggled for my next breath of air as the muscles in my body constricted, my hope shrivelling up. Where would that leave him—a vegetable? Or would he just go back to being a Nevermore? If I had to choose, I’d take him being a Nevermore, but it wouldn’t be my choice. Sebastian gave a shudder, his body trembling with the “cure” that coursed through his veins. I placed my hand over his, gripping his fingers.


  The rest of Donavan’s words sunk into my mind. Donavan had every intention of having Sebastian removed tonight. Killed. Eliminated.


  No, I couldn’t let that happen. Sebastian and I’d come too far, worked too hard to have this maniacal, twisted individual end our journey together. Without thinking I swung my fist at Donavan, catching him by surprise. His head snapped back in a perfect arc and his teeth gave a loud crack as they snapped together.


  Those unblinking eyes rolled back in his head and he dropped to the floor, his head hitting a side cart on the way down. Blood burst out of the wound, just above his right temple, and quickly covered the floor.


  I stared at the unconscious man at my feet and then rubbed the knuckles of the hand I’d hit him with. I really hadn’t expected that to go as well as it had. Now what? I rubbed my knuckle again, and then rubbed at my eyes. I was exhausted and wasn’t thinking straight.


  The door opened and Lucy stepped in. “Donavan, I was . . .” She trailed off at the sight of the body and blood on the floor.


  “I hit him harder than I thought and he hit his head on the table on his way down…” I rushed the words out.


  “Either way, let’s get him secured,” she said, bending down and picking Donavan up by the arms. “Help me get him on to the other gurney.”


  I stood there just looking at her until she snapped at me. “He’s going to wake up soon, help me Mara.”


  I made myself move and did as she asked, picking up Donavan’s feet. We hauled him to the second gurney, breathing hard as we lifted him onto it awkwardly. He let out a low groan and lifted his hand to his face as we plunked him onto the table.


  With a speed that surprised me, Lucy went to work securing Donavan to the gurney using the crazy straps. By the time he started to fully come around he was completely secured to the flat, steel gurney.


  “Just lay there Donavan and everything will be fine,” Lucy said, her voice the perfect, calm voice you’d expect out of a nurse.


  I stepped away, putting distance between myself and the crazy man I’d just laid out. I didn’t think he was going to be that happy with me and Lucy. I was right.


  As he came to scream after scream ripped out of his mouth. We focused on the noise, trying to get a gag into his mouth. What we should have been noticing was how he worked his hand into his pocket and pulled out a small remote. But like any good magician, he distracted us with his theatrics, leaving us gasping when the first boom sounded outside the theatre walls. The world swayed, the structure above us groaned and I crouched beside Sebastian’s gurney. I stared at Lucy over Donavan’s body and she pointed to the remote in his hand. I made a grab for it, snatching it just as his finger depressed another button.


  Another boom and Lucy gripped the edge of the gurney. “He just unlocked the cells.”


  “What?” I was afraid I knew the answer, but I needed to be sure.


  “Where he kept all the test subjects, all the Nevermores. He threatened us with releasing them all the time.”


  A piece of the puzzle slipped into place. Crap. That was why they all stayed. Fear of having a horde of Nevermores unleashed on them.


  Equipment beeped and buzzed, flickered and went out, plunging us into complete darkness. I gripped Sebastian’s hand and was surprised when he squeezed back.


  “Sebastian?” I whispered. He let out a groan, and Lucy let out a squeak.


  “The sedative wears off quick. We need to get out of here,” Lucy said, and her fingers found my arm and started to pull.


  “No!” I snapped as another boom sounded and the world around us swayed once more.


  “You don’t know that he’ll recognize you, the cure could have wiped his memory or even made him more aggressive!” Apparently, I hadn’t been informed of all the possible side effects. Great, just freaking great. What was going to happen to him? Would this “cure” allow him any of himself back or would he . . . I shook off the negative thoughts. I didn’t have time to dwell on them; I had to get us out of here.


  The only sound for a brief moment was tinkling glass and equipment tumbling to the floor; then the squeak of the gurney as Sebastian shifted his weight.


  “Fine, stay here with your monster then,” Lucy yelled, as she let go of my arm and shuffled her way to the door. I held perfectly still, the darkness covering Sebastian’s every move though his breathing was loud and laboured. A rumble of falling cement echoed through the basement and something smashed against the door. That did not bode well for us.


  A more distant boom and I put my hand out to steady myself. My fingertips brushed against a hard belly and smooth skin. He grunted and his hand covered mine, squeezing it painfully.


  “Sebastian, not so hard,” I said.


  The squeezing intensified and I yelped; tried to pull my hand out of his, fear escalating quickly. He was huge, way stronger than me, and full of a drug that made him animalistic at best. Did it matter that I loved him if he tried to hurt me? I yanked my hand hard and he followed, not letting go; he stumbled on something and crashed into me. Unable to see or even begin to brace our fall, we rolled in midair and I ended up on top of him.


  He let out a moan and released my hand. I slid off him and felt my way to the door, hoping to get us both out of here in one piece—though our odds weren’t looking good at the moment. The handle turned easily but the door was stuck on something. I put my shoulder against it and shoved hard, opening the door a very small fraction. I let out a breath and the world shook around us again. We had to get out of here. We were on the bottom floor of a very large building. There would be no rescue crew if the place collapsed on top of us.


  Again, I put my shoulder to the door and threw my weight against it. The door creaked, the wood giving before whatever it was stuck on would move. The darkness was starting to feel claustrophobic, the idea of being buried alive singing through my brain like an unwanted theme as I struggled to keep myself under control.


  Slowing my breathing down, I leaned my head against the door. There had to be a better way; I couldn’t keep throwing my body against the door.


  “Mara?”


  My head snapped up at the sound of Marks’ voice. He hadn’t been killed!


  “Here!” I yelled, “We’re here!”


  More voices and now the shuffling of feet and large objects were right outside the door. A beam of light filtered through the crack and Sebastian grumbled something unintelligible.


  “Mara, we have to move some debris, but we’ll have you out of there in no time,” Marks said through the doorway.


  “Okay.” I paused, feeling the need to say something more, but somehow feeling disloyal to Sebastian if I voiced the words. I swallowed hard.


  “Marks.”


  “Here, I’m here,” he said, his voice muffled.


  I put my hand on the door, my heart breaking a little. “Thank you, for coming to find me.”


  He chuckled. “You didn’t think I’d leave you in the compound did you?”


  I shook my head, forgetting for a moment that he couldn’t see me. The fact of the matter was, I didn’t think any of the boys were alive. I’d believed that Sebastian and I were on our own again.


  Thank God I was wrong.
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  The boom of explosions continued the entire time that Marks and his boys extricated me and Sebastian from the lower level of the compound. I managed to get Sebastian out the door without the men having to come in, then turned my back, shut the door and walked away, knowing that I was sentencing Donavan to death. But I couldn’t find it in me to care, not when he’d been ready to kill Sebastian with far too little reason. I didn’t tell them that Donavan was still inside the medical room.


  Sunlight streamed in through the frames where windows had once circled the theatre-turned-compound. Shattered glass lay strewn everywhere and the smell of sulphur and burning wood filled the air.


  “A transmission came through on the radio,” Marks said. “The government has set up rendezvous points to fly out survivors. The Vancouver Airport is a sanctioned area that is set up for testing people as they come through. We just have to get there.” I stumbled to a stop, disbelief making my feet clumsy and my already pounding heart stutter. I grabbed Marks’ arm. He glanced down at me and nodded. I couldn’t even pull the words out of my mind. There was a place that we could go . . . that we could be safe. My mind tried to wrap itself around the concept of safety, but it was a hard task; I quickly gave up and focused back on the here and now.


  He paused and checked around a corner before waving the rest of us forward. I glanced back to see Sebastian unmoving on the gurney, a man on either side pushing it along. It hadn’t been much of a fight to convince the boys he had to come; they’d seen me fight for Sebastian already and knew I wouldn’t be dissuaded.


  Marks tapped me on the shoulder to get my attention. “Listen, Mara, I’m going to put you, Burns and Sebastian into the Jeep and send you up island. We need a boat, something that can get us across the strait safely.”


  I frowned and shook my head. “What about the harbour, wasn’t it was full of boats?”


  Marks gave me a pointed look and the sound of the explosions rippling through the building suddenly made horrible sense.


  “He knew, knew it would be our only way off the island,” I whispered.


  Marks lifted an eyebrow at me. “Donavan?”


  I nodded.


  He shrugged, re adjusting his rifle strap across his shoulder. “Once a few boats blew up and some caught fire the rest followed, the oil and gas setting the whole harbour ablaze.”


  We started to walk again, making our way through the debris to the far side of the theatre, avoiding the worst of the rubble. I stumbled over a piece of rebar and Marks caught my arm, helping me get my balance back. He stared into my eyes, continuing to hold onto my arm too long for my comfort, the intensity behind his gaze anything but neutral.


  “What happened here then?” I said, wanting to divert his thoughts back to the business at hand. I didn’t want to encourage him in a romantic way, had never wanting his feelings for me to spill over in that direction.


  “We hit the compound as soon as we saw the harbour start exploding, but most everyone had already scattered. No sign of Donavan either,” he said. I said nothing as to the whereabouts of the man who’d run this compound.


  As we rounded the corner I saw the Jeep, Burns already waiting for us with a grin on his face. I smiled and waved, feeling a small ember of hope start deep inside of me. Maybe we could get out of here okay after all.


  “Where are all the Nevermores?” I asked, suddenly acutely aware that we hadn’t been mobbed once.


  “The explosions are drawing them like moths to a flame. It will give us a window to get the three of you out,” he said, his hand brushing my arm yet again, his fingers hot against my skin. Before I could pull away he dropped his hand.


  “Okay boys, we need to lift Sebastian into the back of the Jeep.” Marks said already two steps ahead of me.


  It took three of them to lift Sebastian; not only was he tall, he was a solid mass of muscle. They got him in to the Jeep, laying him across the back seat, his legs scrunched up. Other than his initial rousing from the sedative, he had given us no trouble.


  Marks started to bark orders and the men ran in all different directions. Then he turned back to me. “We have to find Donavan,” he said.


  I shook my head. “No, you don’t have to Marks. You can leave this place and he’ll die or the Nevermores will find him. Either way he’s done.” No one needed to go back into the compound. I knew for a fact Donavan wasn’t going to make it out.


  Marks directed me into the passenger seat and I let him guide me.


  “You’re probably right Mara. But I can’t take the chance he’ll slip through my fingers. Not when he’s so close. There’s also the possibility of a cure. We don’t have a lot of time, so we’ll do a sweep and clear out the compound. One way or the other we’ll find Donovan and whatever he’s cooked up.” He pointed a finger at Burns and then me. “You keep her safe.” Burns nodded and gave a salute, his eyes solemn.


  Marks bent and kissed me on the cheek and I put a hand out to stop him.


  “There is no cure, Marks. Donavan said so this morning. The last batch of whatever he used on Sebastian is a failure. He was going to be killed tonight.” Marks’ face fell and he nodded once, his mouth turning into a thin hard line. I had no doubt that he would still look for Donavan; there was no point in trying to stop him. Without another word, Marks turned on his heel and jogged back around the compound. I put my hand to where his lips had brushed my skin and willed my heart to settle back down. I wasn’t encouraging him, but I wasn’t discouraging him either. Guilt made me flush. Though I’d done nothing wrong, for a moment I’d not thought about Sebastian or that fact that he was still my husband; I was still married. That scared me as much as the thought of losing Sebastian.


  Burns started the Jeep and we sped out of the downtown area, dodging stalled and abandoned vehicles with ease. I held on to the edges of my seat, my mind whirling with what if’s, now that I had nothing else to do but think. What if Sebastian didn’t come out of this? What if Marks didn’t come back? What if we couldn’t find a boat?


  I reached back for Sebastian, needing to touch him, to feel his heartbeat under my skin, wishing he could comfort me. I had no illusions about what was coming. Whatever Donavan had given Bastian would be the end of him one way or the other. There were two possibilities, either he would end up a drooling shell of a man with not even as much personality as the Nevermores had or . . . I pinched my eyes shut and swallowed hard.


  “Will he survive do you think?” Burns asked me, breaking the silence. I let out a shaky breath.


  “I don’t know. That’s what scares me the most, Burns. All along I thought we’d make it, somehow, but now…” I ran my fingers through my hair, the heat from Sebastian’s skin making my own skin feel unnaturally hot. “Now, I just don’t know. He’s so sick, his fever is so high. I don’t know.” I was repeating myself, but there was nothing else to say. I didn’t want to give in to the hopelessness that was welling up within me. If I let it loose, I would never be able to hide it away again. And for the sake of our child, I needed to be strong, to fight my way through this.


  Again, I reached back to brush my fingers against Sebastian’s skin, in spite of the way it seemed to scorch my finger tips with the heat that radiated off him.


  “Do you love him?” I spun in my seat to see Sebastian sitting up, his eyes unfocused and still yellow, but the iris was almost normal, nearly round again.


  “Sebastian!” I yelped, my fingers brushing his jaw as his eyes rolled back into his head and he slumped into the seat, unconscious again. “Stop the Jeep Burns!”


  Burns slammed on the brakes, the jeep sliding sideways and shuddering to a stop. I turned towards Burns, my own eyes feeling as if they might fall out of my head.


  “The cure. Donavan might have actually given him the cure,” I whispered. “We have to go back for it. I know there were more vials, all marked the same as the one Donavan gave Sebastian.”


  “Marks told us to leave, we can’t go back. If we go back with the Jeep, I don’t think we’ll have enough fuel to get to the rendezvous point.”


  I shook my head. “This changes everything, what if Sebastian has been given the cure? We need to have the other vials, to be able to give them to the doctors, the real ones, when we get to safety.” I said it all as if it was to be, as if we were all going to make it.


  “Okay, you stay here.” Burn’s got out of the Jeep, his back to the road. “I’ll go back on foot, catch up with Marks and be back here in no time.” Shutting the door he leaned in through the Jeep’s window. “If I don’t get back to you, if something goes wrong, the rendezvous point is…” Burns never got to finish his sentence. He’d committed the cardinal sin when it came to the Nevermores. He turned his back on them.
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  Burns was seized from behind, yellowed hands grabbing him all over. In a split second, before I could even reach for him, he was snatched from the side of the Jeep and hauled away, the gurgle of blood overwhelming his screams.


  The pack barely dragged his body ten feet away before they started to feast. The only thing I could be thankful for was that he was dead before they ripped at his flesh, his neck severed by bites. I swallowed down tears, hiccupped back a sob and very slowly leaned forward to pull the Jeep’s door shut, doing my best to not draw their attention to us.


  I crawled into the back seat, scrunching myself between the passenger’s seat and Sebastian, laying my head against his chest. His heartbeat was erratic, thumping at an elevated rate then going silent for nearly a minute before picking up speed again. Tears slipped down my cheeks and onto his bare chest. I wanted to curl up in a safe, warm place where I could sleep for days and wake knowing that there was nothing wrong with the world.


  His big hand lifted up and he placed it on my head. I stared up into his face, his eyes at half mast. “No tears,” he rumbled, then closed his eyes and slid back into unconsciousness.


  I hiccupped back another sob and the tears slipped down my cheeks faster.


  I lay there with Sebastian, my heart heavy and my mind frozen. I didn’t know what to do. Did I go back for the cure, or hope that Marks found it? Of course he wouldn’t know what it was, or which bottle to take. This could literally be what the world was waiting for and I didn’t think I had it in me to just walk away. Finally, somewhere between waking and dreaming, I made my decision.


  Sliding back into the front, I shimmied into the driver’s seat, my eyes scanning the area. There was some movement on the edge of the brush, but nothing else. I clipped on my seatbelt and reached for the walkie talkie.


  I flicked the dial on and scrolled through the channels until I heard a voice. It sounded like Marks.


  “Marks, it’s Mara. Burns is dead. I was wrong. The cure, there might be one,” I said, huddling over the speaker, trying to muffle the noise. The pack was still eating but, after a quick glance that turned my stomach, I could see that there wasn’t much left of Burns to keep them occupied.


  His voice was scratchy as it came through. “Mara . . . bunker cleared out . . . wait for me . . . explosions are worse . . .” Marks voice faded in and out and I cursed. I tried to adjust the dial, turning it ever so slightly counter clockwise.


  The walkie talkie squawked, letting out a screech that lifted the hairs on the back of my neck. One glance out the side window confirmed what I already knew. I wasn’t the only one who’d heard it.


  The local pack rushed the Jeep and I fumbled the keys, dropping them on the floor. I bent, my seatbelt stopping me from reaching the keys over my ever expanding baby belly.


  “Son of a bitch,” I snapped, unbuckling myself as the Jeep rocked, the pack pushing it as they screamed out their hunger.


  My hand grabbed the keys and a handful of dirt from the floor, and I sat back up, doing my best to ignore the open mouths and scratching nails on the metal. Heart pounding, I focused on getting the keys in the ignition and starting the Jeep. Again, the vehicle rocked hard and I held my breath as we teetered on two tires for a split second. Miracle of miracles, the Jeep dropped back down on the ground.


  I turned the key and the Jeep fired up. Slamming it into reverse, I hit the gas pedal and cranked the wheel hard. The frame shuddered as we spun into the pack, thumps and screams of pain filling the air. I bit down on the remorse that tried to surface. They’d eaten Burns, torn him apart, and they’d do the same to me.


  I threw the gears into first, shifting as we picked up speed; the Jeep lurched each time—I was out of practice driving a manual, but we quickly left the pack behind. A groan from came the back seat and I checked the rear-view mirror. Sebastian was twitching, his body shivering and jerking as if he were some strange marionette. I swallowed, my heart beating so hard I could feel it against the walls of my chest.


  “Please let him be cured. Please let him be cured...” Became my mantra as I drove.


  The drive back to the compound didn’t take long, at least not long enough for me to come up with any sort of a plan—just that I had to get the vials I knew were in the basement. I pulled into the underground parking lot of the Coast Bastion Hotel and put the Jeep in park. I would walk from here and at least Sebastian would be out of sight and, hopefully, safe.


  I dug through the Jeep and found a flashlight and what I thought was a Billy club. That, or a fish bonker. Gripping the two-foot-long dark wooden shaft did not make me feel particularly safe, but it was all I had. I slid into the back with Sebastian.


  “Love, I’ve got to go for a bit. Stay here. I’ll be back.” I kissed him, his lips unmoving under mine. A tear slipped down my cheek and dripped onto his face. With the heat that radiated off his body, I almost expected the liquid to sizzle. Stroking his hair and giving him another kiss, I knew I was stalling. I didn’t want to have to go back in the compound, but I knew that if Sebastian was cured and found out I’d run away from bringing the cure to others I’d never be able to look him in the face again.


  I closed the Jeep’s door softly, only a light click, but in the darkness and the vast emptiness of the underground lot it sounded like a shotgun to my oversensitive ears. The shuffle of bare feet on concrete, on the far side of the lot, snapped my head around. I dropped to the ground beside the Jeep, peeking under it.


  Feet so dirty I could see the filth, even in the dim light, scuttled into view. The distinct tones of yellow with the broom pattern underneath the skin confirmed what I already suspected. I held my breath and waited for the Nevermore to either pass the Jeep by or make a move closer to me and Sebastian. I prayed it would pass by. My hands were clammy clutching the club, and I knew that if it was a big Nevermore I was going to have a hard time killing it with an over-sized fish bonker.


  The Jeep rocked suddenly, and Sebastian let out a howl, startling both me and the feet on the other side. The Nevermore let out a growl and fingernails scratched down the metal doors.


  Shit.


  I wasn’t going to have a choice about this. I pushed myself to a crouch and plastered my back up against the Jeep. One more deep breath, a prayer whispered with words I weren’t sure were going to help, and I stood to face the Nevermore.


  Compared to Sebastian he was small, scrawny and had minor injuries all over his body. It would have made it easy to kill him or, at least, easier. But I wouldn’t have too. I let out a shuddering breath and lowered the club. It was Scout.


  


  


  


  4


  


  “Scout,” I said.


  His head snapped up, a grimace on his face, then he lowered his eyes. I snapped my fingers and let out a low whistle and he scooted to my side, pressing his face into my thigh as his fingers dug into my calf. I patted the top of his head and tried not to think about how dirty he was.


  I opened the Jeep door to show Sebastian to Scout. “You stay here. You need to guard him,” I said. Sebastian took the moment to let out another groan as he rolled, the Jeep’s shocks protesting.


  Scout cocked his head and started to lean in to sniff Sebastian, the intensity in his body changing ever so slightly. I didn’t understand at first, but as Scout snuffled the air and his eyes dilated I saw the hunger creep in, the tell tale sign he was about to bite. I saw it and smacked him on the nose, startling him and sending him backwards. “No,” I snarled, putting my body between Sebastian and the Nevermore. Scout had been with us from the beginning, but it was obvious that Sebastian no longer smelled right. Scout never would have tried to take a bite out of an Alpha male.


  “Stay. Guard Sebastian,” I said, and closed the Jeep door. “You protect him, Scout. I mean it. No biting. You stay with him, no matter what, and keep him safe.”


  Scout stared at me, and I wasn’t sure he understood. Sometimes it looked as though he did; other times I doubted his ability to still comprehend English. Slowly he nodded and tucked himself into the shadow of the Jeep. This time I was lucky; he seemed to grasp what I’d said.


  Not wanting to waste anymore time, I headed out at a slow jog, through the parking bay and out into the streets of downtown. The theatre-turned-compound that I was headed for wasn’t far—it was less than a block away—but between me and it lay a lot of open space. At the edge of the parking bay I peeked out, surveying the area, my heart pumping with adrenaline. If I ran, I could probably make it all the way to the theatre in less than five minutes. But that could attract more attention than I wanted.


  “Come on Mara, you’ve got to move,” I whispered. I stepped out and jogged to the edge of the next building, using it for cover. Blood pumping far faster than it should have been, I took a moment to calm my breathing and looked around again. It was so quiet, but I knew that there was a full-sized pack of about 30 Nevermores ranging through here, not to mention Marks and his men.


  Yet, there was no gunfire, no howling, no snarling. I was close enough to the theatre that if humans and Nevermores were fighting I should have been able to hear them. While I stood, watching for signs of movement, the hairs on the back of my neck began to stand up and the pit of my stomach fell to the ground. Ever so slowly, I turned my head to look behind me. There at the entrance to the underground parking lot were three Nevermores, two males and a female. They were staring into the darkness, seemingly deciding whether or not to go in.


  “Don’t. Just turn around, walk away,” I said softly. To my dismay, the bigger of the two males started in, his body quickly disappearing from sight. The other male followed. There was no way Scout could protect Sebastian from all three of them and a good chance he might join in when they attacked the Jeep.


  I didn’t think, I just acted, knowing I could draw them away. “Hey! Over here!” I yelled. The female spun and I waved at her, watched her eyes widen before I leapt into a run towards the compound. Arms pumping, I focused on the fence that was still sort of up around the building where the cure was. I ignored the shrieking and howling behind me, the slap of bare feet on the pavement and the heavy breathing as they drew closer. I reached an open gap in the fencing and grabbed the edge of it, swinging myself into the compound. I didn’t slow down though; I knew I couldn’t take on the three of them.


  Breathing hard, sweat running down my face and back, I sprinted the last few strides to the theatre door. Yanking it open, I leapt through the glass door and it shut with a swoosh behind me. The three Nevermores banged up against the glass, their fists drumming at it with an alarming amount of force. I backed away, unable to take my eyes from them as they attacked the wall with increasing ferocity.


  In short, they were pissed.


  I turned and started to run towards the lower levels. If the Nevermores broke in, I would be hunted down for sure and I had a feeling it was only a matter of time. As if on cue, the sound of glass shattering reached my ears.


  “Great, just freaking great,” I muttered. The interior of the theatre-turned-compound was dim but not dark. Chandeliers had fallen, paintings were hanging askew or completely off their hooks, dust and rubble lay everywhere. I made my way through the debris to the far side where I knew the stairs to the lower levels were. Moving as quickly as I could, I stumbled when I came to a body on the floor. It was one of Donavan’s men. I thought his name was Clint. He had a huge gash in his forehead and a hunk of concrete with a matching blood splatter lay beside him.


  I tried to feel sorry for his death, but all I truly saw was a way to keep the Nevermores busy. I bent and grabbed Clint’s arm, dragging him closer to the centre of the room, away from all the doors.


  “Thanks Clint, you have no idea how much I appreciate this,” I said. I stood beside the body and even I could smell the fresh blood, the coppery tang on the air and the faint scent of a bladder let loose in death.


  Only moments passed and the three Nevermores stepped into the room; they saw me, let out a combined howl and ran towards me. I stepped back and they leapt as one unit, dropping to the ground right in front of Clint’s body. If there was one thing I’d learned about Nevermores it was that they were opportunists. They’d rather eat something already dead or immobilized than chase down a potential meal.


  They tore into his body as I backed away. Only once did the female lift her eyes to me, the yellow iris and square pupils offset in her otherwise human face. We stared at one another, and if I didn’t know better, I’d say there was a flicker of human emotion there.


  Leaving the feasting Nevermores to their meal, I made my way into the stairwell. I flicked on the flashlight and carefully headed down the stairs. There was no telling what kind of structural damage had been done by all the explosions.


  At the bottom of the stairs I paused, recalling which way I had to turn to get to the lab. The decision was almost taken from me when a hand reached out and grabbed my arm. I snapped the club down on the yellowed wrist, the flashlight throwing its beam everywhere in the scuffle giving me only a brief impression of a petite female Nevermore.


  She let out a howl and I ran to the left, jumping over the chunks of concrete that were everywhere. Concrete dust flew up and tickled my nose, the dry powder nearly odour free, but it still coated my mouth and throat, making me cough, which slowed my steps.


  The doorway to the lab was in front of me and I yanked it open, jumped through and slammed it behind me. The rattle of a body being thrown against the frame shook me, but only for a moment. She was small and I thought I could take her if it came to that. But really, did I want to try?


  I heard a groan off to my left and I snapped the flashlight up, the beam centering on a figure still strapped to the gurney where I’d left him.


  Donavan turned his face to me. “You came back, Juliana, my love you came back.”
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  “No, it’s not . . .” I paused and thought through what I was about to say. If Donavan thought I was Juliana, he’d be more inclined to help me. I wanted to make sure I had the right vials; the right version of the cure.


  “Donavan, which vials have the cure in them? Which one did you give to Seb . . . the big Nevermore?” I asked, keeping the beam of light in his eyes so he couldn’t see me clearly.


  “Oh Juliana, I missed you so. You have no idea how badly I feel for letting you take Nevermore. Can you ever forgive me my love?” His voice was weak and he let out a sob. I steeled myself against the compassion that was rising through me. He’d been ready to kill Sebastian, he wasn’t a good man.


  I licked my lips, tasted concrete and said, “Honey, I need the cure. I have friends I need to give it to.” The door rattled again and I glanced back at it. Donavan didn’t seem to notice the noise at all.


  “Help me get up, help me out of these straps and I will get the cure for you my love,” he said, blinking hard, his eyes watering. I lowered the flashlight and stepped closer to him. His words made me think he was gone, his mind slipped fully into the madness that started when he lost Juliana.


  Holding the flashlight under my armpit and the club between my knees, I undid the bindings that held him down. Donavan let out a groan and sat up, rubbing his wrists. “My love, thank you. Let’s go, we need to be free of this place. There’s a wicked woman here, she doesn’t understand how important you are to me. She forced me to help her first.”


  A bubble of hysterical laughter tried to work its way out of me but I bit down on it. “I’m sure she’s gone. Now, the cure. Which vials?”


  “Oh, yes. You have a friend, who is it?” He asked. His body was barely indistinct against the darkness as he shuffled carefully towards the shelving unit where the various chemical concoctions were kept. I tracked his movements with my flashlight. His hand was on a vial with a red sticker and a large black S on it.


  I rubbed my hand over my face. “Lucy, my friend Lucy.” I thought using a name he was familiar would appease him. I forgot that he might not have such fond thoughts about Lucy.


  “That bitch won’t be getting ANY of my cures!” He roared. “She helped the other one tie me down. They left me here to die.”


  I cringed, guilt washing over me. I had left him here to die. There were no two ways about it.


  “Juliana, my love, we must leave this place. The bombs will be bringing it down in very little time.” He reached for me in the darkness, my light picking up the edge of his movements.


  I stepped sideways, avoiding his hand. “What bomb? Donavan, they all went off already.” Please God let that be the case.


  Donavan shook his head. “No, no. I rigged the boats and a few bombs around the theatre to go off together. But there was a time delay on a few more explosives. Ones that will bring down the entire downtown core.”


  My mouth went dry. The core was a huge section of the city; it took close to ten minutes to drive out of it, never mind if you were on foot. I had to get back to the Jeep and get us the hell out of here. Like now.


  “How long before it goes off Donavan?” I asked.


  Another rattle of the door and several things happened before he could answer me. The lights overhead flickered on, illuminating the room. Donavan saw me, his face contorted with rage and then the Nevermore burst through the door, shards of wood flying everywhere, her obviously red hair wild about her face. She was petite and pretty for her age; I could see that, despite the yellowed skin and animal eyes.


  Something hit me from behind and I dropped to all fours on the ground, the breath knocked out of me.


  “You bitch; I’m going to feed you to Juliana,” Donavan snarled.


  I dragged in a lung full of air, my hand gripping my club as I glanced over my shoulder. I was between the two of them, a snarling Nevermore and a madman bent on blowing up the freaking world. I kicked out with a foot, surprising Donavan, catching him in the knee and dropping him to the floor along with me. On three limbs, I lost my balance and fell to my side.

  

  With a scream of rage he lunged at me, his weight rolling me onto my back on the cold cement floor. I dropped the club and wrapped my hands around his throat, squeezing for all I was worth. I was not going to die in the basement of this theatre. He let out a hiss, spittle hitting me in the face, the rank smell of teeth gone too long without a cleaning filling my nostrils.


  The Nevermore, Juliana, screamed and jumped on the doggy pile, crushing Donavan to me and making me lose my grip.


  “You see,” he gasped. “She does love me; she is saving me from you.”


  Juliana reared up, her mouth open wide, ready to strike.


  “I don’t think she’s saving you from anything but a clean death,” I said. Her teeth snapped down on the back of his neck with the speed of a striking rattlesnake.


  “Juliana!” He screamed. She growled around the mouthful of flesh and ripped him off of me; the lights flickered and went out, plunging us into total darkness.


  His screams filled the tiny room, the darkness making it even more claustrophobic. I lay on the floor and put my fist to my mouth to keep from sobbing. I wasn’t sad about Donavan; he got to be with his Juliana in the end after all. The horror though, it was just too much in one day for me. Too many deaths and close calls. The worst part of it was that the day wasn’t even near being over.


  Donavan’s screams suddenly cut off and I stood shaking in the darkness; my flashlight trembled in my hand as I flicked it on and trained it on the floor at my feet. Ever so slowly, I turned and aimed the light at the shelving unit. There was only one vial with the red label and the S on it. I took it down and tucked it into my bra, the vial cool against my flushed skin.


  The flashlight’s beam guiding me, I made my way through the room. I had to push the gurney aside to step around Juliana and Donavan—I didn’t want to get too close and have my leg mistaken for a drumstick. Again the laughter inside me tried to bubble up, but I shoved it back. I could see how Donavan would crack. I could feel the hysteria inside myself, my mind dealing with too many horrors, too close together. It wasn’t good for the psyche.


  My beam caught Juliana as she ripped a piece of flesh upwards, her face smeared with the blood and intestine of her husband. My gorge rose and I gagged on the stench of opened bowels that suddenly filled my nostrils. I stumbled past them, retching and dry heaving as I all but threw myself into the hallway.


  The trek up through the stairwell was a blur of darkness and scattered light. The Nevermores were still eating where I’d left them, feasting in the main parlour. Again, I gagged. I had to get back to Sebastian, I had to put some distance between me and all this death. I didn’t know when the other bombs would go off and I didn’t want to be around to find out.


  I ran to the door and slipped through, the Nevermores completely focused on filling themselves. The streets were eerily empty and I walked slowly back to the underground parking lot, my adrenaline gone, my heart sore from the culmination of events and my body exhausted.


  As the darkness of the parking lot covered me, I let out a sigh of relief. My shoes made only the slightest of sounds on the smooth concrete as I quickly made my way back to the Jeep.


  One swift look around showed me that Scout was missing. That wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. At some point we were going to have to say goodbye to him. I doubted that I would be able to take him on any plane, no matter how I cajoled them into seeing what a well behaved Nevermore he was.


  I opened the door of the Jeep and slid into the driver’s seat. “Okay Bastion. We’ve got the vial, let’s get out of here.” I turned in the seat and let out a low moan. It was all I had left to give.


  Sebastian was gone.
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  At first I just sat and stared at the empty space where he should have been. How had he gotten out? The Nevermores didn’t have the motor skills to open things. My heart caught in my throat. It had to be the trial cure that Donavan had given him. It really was working and he was getting some of his human abilities back.


  Then I got out of the Jeep and looked around. The parking lot was empty. I let out a low whistle hoping Scout would hear and come back to me. Not this time.


  Shit.


  There hadn’t been any sign of Nevermores out the south side where I’d come in from, so maybe they’d headed up the streets, back into town. But that wouldn’t make any sense. I wracked my brain. Where the hell would they go? And why?


  I snapped my fingers and threw the flashlight into the Jeep. The waterfront. Sebastian had been fascinated by the waterfront the entire time we’d been confined in Donavan’s compound.


  Slipping back into the streets, one ear listening for the sound of Nevermores, I ran as fast as I could across Front Street then looked down over the edge of the rise that overlooked the Georgia Strait. The ground sloped down in a steep angle and I found myself on my butt, surfing the brown grass all the way to the bottom where a walkway took over. The walkways spread all around the harbour, through a lagoon and out to the far North side of the waterfront. When Sebastian and I first came to the island to hunt for real estate we walked the whole loop during a break from viewing houses. Then it had taken nearly 45 minutes to walk from one end of the walkway to the other. I took a deep breath and the salty tang of the ocean filled my lungs, the crisp air reviving my senses.


  I could feel the time ticking away inside my head. I had to find Sebastian and find him fast. Looking first one way, then the other I decided on heading North. There was more ground to cover that way, but there was also easy access to the water. I jogged down the wide walkway. The pressed concrete was smooth and the hand railings looked as if they were freshly painted, a brilliant clean white. I kept my eyes peeled for anything that would give me a hint of where Sebastian might have gone.


  After a few minutes my anxiety began to grow. What if I was wrong? What if he hadn’t come down here?


  I didn’t have the time to search the whole downtown core for him. We had to get out of here. Tears began to burn at the back of my eyes and my throat tightened. I didn’t want to think about the conclusion I was coming to.


  If I couldn’t find him in the next few minutes, I would have to turn around and leave, go on without him.


  The sudden, sharp, pain in my chest wasn’t from the exertion of jogging; it was from my heart trying to break. I ran up a slight rise in the walkway and looked down over the lagoon. It was fenced in by cement barriers that rose five or six feet in the air over the water and a beautiful white bridge that arched over where the lagoon met the ocean.


  The sound of splashing and a squeal of fear moved me towards the beach access for the lagoon. For some reason my mind tried to come up with the name of the place. It was a strange one, a real mouth full. Swinging longa, or something like that. Distantly, I recognized that my mind was scattering in all directions, that I was tired, hungry and afraid. All of which was not helping my mental process.


  I rounded a corner and there on the lagoon’s beach was Scout, having a complete and utter meltdown, his hands flapping and eyes wild as he jumped all over the place, unable to make himself go in the water.


  Sebastian was in the lagoon, up to his neck and still walking out deeper.


  I ran along the paved boardwalk and skidded down the stairs to the sandy beach and into the water.


  It wasn’t too cold, but to be fair, I barely noticed it as Vincent’s words echoed in my head.


  “Genistin increases the calcium content in bones and prevents more bone mass loss. This also increases the bodies overall mass, making them heavier and less buoyant.”


  Sebastian was almost up over his mouth.


  “Bastian! Stop!” I yelled, as I floundered through the first few feet of water to the point where I could start to swim out to him. My clothes dragged at me and I struggled to keep my own head above water. I reached him as his nose dipped and he snorted in some salt water.


  I did the only thing I could think of. I grabbed the back of his head and pulled a handful of hair, yanking him back to shore. He grunted but didn’t fight me; he didn’t have too. His body was solid and he only stumbled back far enough to literally give him some breathing room.


  I kicked hard, pulling him off balance, which spun him to face the shoreline.


  “Come on! Help me Bastian,” I snapped, getting a mouthful of salt water.


  “I’m no good Mara; I don't think I can control the monster in me,” he said, his words, the fact that he was speaking in full sentences, jarring me. Treading water, I turned to face him and really looked at him.


  His skin was clear, the yellow tones gone; his eyes were human in shape, though they had retained the golden irises. More than that though, I could see Sebastian in his eyes, with no hint of the Nevermore that had raged through his system.


  I reached for him and he stood still, let me touch his face. “You’re back,” I whispered, the waves rippling around us. A piece of sea weed floated by and Sebastian shook his head.


  “I don’t know that I am.”


  From the beach Scout let out a squeal. Treading water, I slowly spun to see a group of Nevermores approaching the beach. This day was not improving.


  The Nevermores circled Scout who cringed and tried to scuttle away from them. A single blow from one of the males and Scout was on the ground, whimpering and put in his place.


  Still treading water, my mind raced to solve this new set of problems. I couldn’t come up with anything. I could see that we were safe, but only as long as we were in the water. And once the bombs sunk the downtown core, we were in serious trouble. I shuddered, the water rippling out around me.


  “You aren’t safe,” Sebastian said.


  “Neither are you. You don’t smell right to them anymore. Scout would have attacked you if I hadn’t stopped him,” I said over my shoulder.


  “I can’t protect you from them anymore. You shouldn’t have tried to bring me back.”


  A ringing went off in my ears, the world around me flickering and swaying, and I thought for a brief moment that the explosions had started—but it was just his words that made me feel as if a piece of me was dying.


  He kept talking, ignoring the tears that started to trickle down my face. “At least as one of them, I could keep you safe, could keep the baby safe. Now, I can’t do that. I have nothing to offer you. I’m a liability, sick and you would be better off . . . “


  “But the sickness will pass, Bastian,” I said, believing the words and hoping I could make him believe them too.


  With the Nevermores in the backdrop, the sounds of the waves lapping at the shoreline and a lead weight in my heart, I understood that he didn’t want to live anymore. That this trek into the water wasn’t some misfire of the chemicals in his brain as he came back to me.


  Sebastian was back and he didn’t want to be.


  Tears streaked down my face, an uncontrollable fount of pain escaping me. “Please, I’ve fought so hard to have you with me. Please don’t leave me now.”


  “I will always love you Mara.” He turned away from me and started his death walk into the depths of the lagoon.


  I stared at his back and the pain slowly turned to anger, a burn that began in my belly and fired its way all through my body until it erupted out of my mouth.


  “You selfish son of a bitch! You think that this was easy? You think that I had a good time watching you become one of them? You know what Bastian, grow the hell up. This is our life and I don’t care how bad it gets, how hard it gets, we both have to live it. Period.”


  He froze in his tracks but didn’t turn to face me.


  “That’s right, walk away, run away from all the fear and pain and sorrow that you are leaving to me and our child. You think that I’ll have it easier without you here? That’s just your excuse so you don’t feel bad about leaving me in the biggest lurch of my FREAKING LIFE!”


  I started to swim to the edge of the lagoon; the manmade waterfalls were dried up now but still tiered in order to make the cement barriers look more aesthetically pleasing. I looked along the edge and sized up my route. It looked as though I could pull myself along the edge of the barriers, under the bridge and then continue on around the seawall, back to the spot where I’d slid down the grass. Hopefully, the Nevermores would have forgotten about me by then.


  Hopefully by then I’d have forgotten about Sebastian’s betrayal, though I doubted it. I reached the first tier and something tugged at my shirt. I slowly turned to see Sebastian standing neck deep in the water, his eyes full of pain.


  “I’ll come with you. For now.”


  I nodded but didn’t say anything, still too angry to give him anything more than that.


  The Nevermores ran to the edge of the lagoon and reached over the chain hand railing, howling at us, screaming their hunger. We were well out in the lagoon now where the water was deep and dark, but we clung to the edge, pulling ourselves along. A deep rumble in the distance slowed me for a brief second.


  “We have to hurry,” I said, and re-doubled my efforts, the muscles in my upper body burning from the extended exertion. We reached the bridge and paused for a breath underneath it, the Nevermores above us growling and snarling. We were just out of reach and they were pissed. The water here was shallow, only a few inches deep. I took a breath and surveyed where we were in relation to where we needed to be.


  “We’ll hug the seawall all the way back to the harbour. It parallels the walkway, but the Nevermores won’t be able to reach us.”


  Sebastian nodded but said nothing.


  One of the Nevermores made a lunge for us over the edge of the bridge as we stepped on to the cement breakers on the far side. He fell with a scream, hitting the hard ground with only a minor splash. It seemed to stun him, and he lay there for a moment.


  Sebastian jumped at him, grabbed him by the scruff of his neck and flung him out into the deep water of the lagoon. A single splash, a few bubbles and the Nevermore was gone. But it cost Sebastian precious energy as he swayed, leaning perilously close to the edge of that deep water himself. I grabbed his hand and pulled him with me.


  We slogged through water that reached our knees, the Nevermores tracking us the whole way, the high sea wall separating us from them. It was like a three story circus. We were on the bottom level in the water, the Nevermores were on the walkway a good five feet above Sebastian’s head and then the boulevard I’d slid down was another level above the walkway. The trek, which had taken me a mere matter of minutes before, took much longer on the way back, but every step brought us closer to the Jeep, closer to escaping this place.


  We reached the spot where I’d slid down to the boulevard, but the sea wall was even higher here, a good 4 or 5 feet above Sebastian’s head.


  He didn’t offer any solutions, and I stood there staring at the seemingly insurmountable rock wall in front of me. I put my hand against the wall and curled my fingers around the stone, digging them into a groove that was barely perceptible.


  We could climb the wall. It wasn’t too high, and there were spots that we could use as handholds. “How are your hands?” I asked.


  Sebastian came up beside me. “You mean to climb this?”


  I nodded. He flexed his fingers and gripped an edge. “I think I could manage. If there wasn’t a pack standing above our heads.”


  I glanced up and the Nevermores stared down, their faces twisted with hunger, their eyes wide and greedy. Yes, that was going to be a problem. The ground below us shook as the explosion from another bomb rocked the harbour. I swayed on my feet, placing the palms of my hands on the wall for support. Barnacles pressed into my skin, their sharp shells digging in to the soft flesh. We were in trouble. I could see no way out of this.


  A scuffle to the left, back the way we came caught my attention. Scout was making his way along the boulevard, his eyes searching for us. I gave a wave and he brightened; a lopsided grin stretching across his face as blood trickled down from a slice in his cheek, but otherwise he looked to be no worse the wear from his earlier scuffle.


  I let out a low whistle and he crept forward, coming as close as he could without disturbing the rest of the pack, who crouched at the edge of the wall. They were all on the same level, the pack crouched right in front of us; Scout fifteen feet down the boulevard and peering at us with concern.


  Sebastian touched my arm. “If Scout were to challenge the entire group, it would be enough to distract them. There is only one thing more important to a Nevermore than food.” He paused and glanced upwards at the milling group. “Loyalty to the pack.”


  I closed my eyes, grief filling me. I knew what Sebastian was saying. There was a way out of here, but it would depend on Scout and his loyalty to me. And it would most likely cost him his life. Swallowing the lump in my throat, I lifted my eyes and smiled at him.


  “You’ve been a good friend Scout. I need you to do one last thing for me,” I said, my voice catching on the tears that threatened.


  He grunted, gave me a sharp nod and tapped his chest with his hand.


  “I need you to start a fight; I need you to take the pack away from here so we can climb out. Can you do that?” I asked.


  Scout cocked his head, a quizzical expression on his face. A faint glimmer of understanding passed over his eyes. He nodded slowly, sorrow filling his face; my eyes filled with tears.


  “Be ready to climb,” I whispered, placing my hands on the rock wall, getting a good hand hold. Scout touched his chest again and then motioned at me with the same hand. Sebastian let out a choking sob and I forced myself to keep my composure.


  Scout was saying goodbye.
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  With a screech Scout threw himself towards the pack, hands and feet flailing, taking all of them by surprise and startling them into spreading out a little. Scout grabbed the smallest pack member and wrestled with the petite male. Scout snarled and ripped the male’s throat out with his teeth then threw him out into the water. The rest of the pack shrieked, panicked and ran as a group back down the sea wall towards the lagoon. It gave us the opening we needed. I gripped the stones, the barnacles slicing into my skin as I put all my weight into my hands and tips of my feet, climbing as fast as I could. Blood curdling howls and screams reached my ears, but I dared not look up.


  In moments, I’d scaled the wall and was pulling myself over the lip, scraping my hands and knees but thankful to be on this side of the sea wall. Sebastian was right behind me, breathing hard, his head low.


  A high pitched shriek snapped my head around to see Scout held between three Nevermores, his belly bare to the sky.


  “Oh God please no,” I whispered. Scout’s eyes found mine as I stumbled to my feet, and for a moment I was unsure of whether to run or help him. Scout blew a raspberry at me as one of the female Nevermores struck, her face and teeth burying into his exposed flesh.


  Scout let out a howl of pain, and I reached down for Sebastian, pulling him to his feet and hustling him up the slippery slope of grass, scrambling to the top.


  The screams continued, striking my heart through with the reality of what I’d done. It was taking so long—usually when a Nevermore killed, it was over quickly, and in a way, mercifully.


  “He challenged them,” Sebastian said as if reading my mind, answering the question I hadn’t voiced. I glanced at him, his face hard and drawn. I doubted I looked any better at this point.


  “Why does that matter?” We skirted between buildings, Sebastian mimicking my movements, always just a step behind.


  “He challenged them and defended us, proving he was no longer loyal to the pack. They will keep him alive a long time; they’ll all participate, even though it means letting us go. They’ll all want a piece of him,” he said. “Literally.”


  I snapped my mouth shut. I didn’t want to know the ins and outs of a Nevermore pack. I had enough fodder for the nightmares that would haunt me for the rest of my life. I didn’t need to add to it.


  As we entered the underground parking lot, I let out a sigh of relief. We’d made it; the Jeep was in view, we had a vial of the cure, and Sebastian was with me. The cool, dim interior echoed our footsteps back to us as we walked to the Jeep. Sebastian didn’t seem to be able to do more than that, his body wrung out from fighting with the cure for the last few days.


  I leaned my head against the Jeep and took a deep breath, one hand holding the keys tight, the other cradling my belly. For just a moment I needed to pause, to slow down. It felt like I was forgetting something, or if that wasn’t the case, that I would forget something vital, and important. Everything was happening so fast, I barely had time to think, I could only react.


  I hiccupped back a sob that started to well up. Scout had just died for us and I didn’t even have time to grieve for him properly. His loyalty had saved us and all we could do was run away. Scrubbing away tears, I pushed the grief back down. Later, I had to believe that there would be a later to say goodbye to Scout, to be grateful for his sacrifice. Right now, we had to go, there was no more time to waste on wondering and thinking how things could be, or might have been, different.


  I opened the door to the Jeep and slid into the driver’s seat. Sebastian was still making his way around the vehicle, his every step laboured and stumbling. I turned the key, the engine coming to life easily, and leaned across to open the passenger side door for Bastian. Taking his hand I balanced him as he struggled to make his body do as he wanted.


  A sudden and thunderous boom filled the parking lot, and Sebastian was only halfway in the Jeep.


  “Get in!” I screamed at him as I revved the engine. There was a second boom and then an answering groan from the twenty plus story hotel above us. Shit.


  Sebastian slid the rest of the way in, and promptly closed his eyes. I reached across and slammed his door shut then hit the gas pedal. The tires squealed on the slick pavement as we tore out of the underground parking lot. My foot hammered on the gas as we sped back out into the bright sunlight and the building began to collapse behind us, dust flying up everywhere. As if on cue, other buildings began to explode, the noise deafening, the smoke that flooded out making it hard to see.


  I wrenched the wheel, dodging a large chunk of concrete that appeared out of the smoke, clipping the edge of the Jeep. My grip tightened as the vehicle rocked, but all four wheels came back down to touch the pavement. I let out a breath and stared at the road, using all my miniscule talent in driving to get us out of the war zone.


  At the top of the hill, next to St. Peters Catholic Church once more, I slowed the Jeep and stared in the review mirror. A black cloud of smoke filled the sky, buildings enveloped by a massive roil of dust. That is, if there were any buildings still standing. Had Marks and his men gotten out? I didn’t dare go to the bunker, I was low on fuel as it was and any side trips would only suck the tank dry faster. I picked up the walkie talkie and flicked it on. A low thrum of static was all I got, no matter where I set the dial.


  “Damn it,” I said, shoving the walkie talkie into the glove compartment. So much for that idea.


  I looked over at Sebastian, his eyes still closed, his breathing far from even. I put a hand to his forehead and winced. His fever was still raging—that was not a good sign. He moaned and shifted in his seat, raising his hands to fend off an invisible enemy.


  I shifted the Jeep back into gear and headed down the Third street connector and back on to the Inland Island Highway, the Parkway. I would have to leave the Parkway and get on to the Old Highway that ran along the water’s edge to see about finding a boat. Only, the gas tank was less than a quarter full and that would barely get us home, without any detours—and the Old Highway was “scenic.” Which translates to extra long and winding.


  But, it had to be done; we had to find a way across to Vancouver.


  My eye half on the tank of gas and half on the surrounding areas, I banked off the Parkway as soon as we were far enough from the downtown core and started up the Old Highway.


  My mind began to wander as I drove, and it was a bloody miracle I didn’t run over the woman who ran into the road in front of me. I jerked the steering wheel hard to the right and swerved around her, jarring Sebastian and nearly tipping the Jeep over. Sebastian didn’t wake; he just lay there as I hit the brakes and sat there panting with adrenaline. I gripped the wheel and willed my heart to slow down. I took slow even breaths and tried not think about splattering the young woman all over the front of the Jeep. It had been that close.


  The woman jogged up to my window. She looked to be in her mid twenties; was an average build, a little on the slim side, and had blond hair with purple streaks and a diamond nose piercing. She peered in and I got a good look at her hazel eyes, weary and drawn around the edges. I wasn’t the only one struggling to keep moving, to survive.


  “I’m sorry. I just was so excited to see you and thought you saw me, too. You looked right at me,” she said, her voice light and airy.


  I let out breath before answering. “Are you okay?”


  She nodded. “My name is Annie, my brother Dustin is just over there, I was wondering . . .” She trailed off as she got a good look at Sebastian. No, his skin wasn’t as yellow as it had been, nor were there broom outlines under his skin as apparent. But, they were still there.


  She backed away from me, her eyes wide, her mouth an open “O.” “You’re crazy. He’s going to eat you!” She yelped as she spun on her heel and sprinted away from me. I shook my head and got the Jeep going again. I tried not to think about her reaction; tried not to think about what it would mean when we got to Vancouver. Would there be blood tests? I couldn’t remember, the details were foggy in my brain, but I had to assume that there would be some sort of test. The officials there were unlikely to just allow anyone to get on a plane.


  As we drove North, the number of Nevermores was drastically reduced. At first it seemed like every corner I turned there was a pack waiting for me. Then it was every other corner and then the population of Nevermores thinned, and I was able to drive for ten minutes at a stretch before seeing any of them at all.


  We passed several harbours, but none proved fruitful. Either there were no boats or there were too many Nevermores to risk trying to even see if there were boats. Anxiety started to make itself known, my nerves fluttering with each passing mile. I glanced at the gas gauge and tapped it to make sure I was seeing it right. The indicator was lower than the E.


  “Okay Bastian, we can’t look anymore, we have to try and make it all the way home,” I said, not expecting an answer.


  “Why?” He asked, startling me.


  I thought for a minute before answering and gave him the best truth I could.


  “Because I feel safe there. Because it’s home. Because I don’t know where else to go.”


  “It isn’t that safe,” he said, his words slurred as if he’d been drinking.


  “Well, we did fine until Vincent showed up. And, Dan is still there. He can help us,” I said, the sign for Bowser flashing by us. We were almost there; another ten minutes and we’d be in Fanny Bay.


  Sebastian didn’t answer. The Jeep gave a cough and I grit my teeth.


  “Come on baby, don’t fail me now,” I whispered.


  I slipped the Jeep out of gear and coasted down a long hill, letting the engine have a break and hopefully use less gas. At the bottom of the hill, when the Jeep lost momentum, I put it back in gear and pushed on the gas pedal.


  Again it coughed and sputtered, the engine running on fumes and hope. If we could just get over this next rise, we could coast almost all the way into Fanny Bay. It wouldn’t be a long walk from there.


  On what must have been the last drops squeezed from the tank, the Jeep lurched past Rosewall Creek, up the hill and crested the top. I popped it out of gear again and the engine died.


  We coasted down the road, past the Oyster operation and the gas bar and made it maybe another half mile on momentum. But, the Jeep only had so much to give and as it rolled to a stop I put the brake on and looked over at Sebastian.


  “This is it,” I said. “We walk from here.”
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  We were about a five minute drive from home. Walking was going to take at least four times that long, maybe more with Sebastian lagging. With his arm over my shoulders and me taking as much weight from him as I could, we made our way down the side of the road.


  Ten minutes later we weren’t even half way to the house, but at least we hadn’t run into any Nevermores. My ears strained for the telltale sounds of a pack bare feet running on the hard ground, the snap of a branch or any other noise that would give them away.


  “You have to leave me Mara,” Sebastian said, his words slurred as if he’d had too much beer.


  “I’m not leaving you so don’t bother. We’ll make it. We’re more than halfway there,” I said, keeping my voice low and soft.


  “Liar,” He whispered into my ear.


  I smiled and tightened my grip on him. “You calling me out? Want to take this outside?”


  He grunted. “You don’t lie well and we’re outside so what do you want to do about it?”


  I glanced up into his golden yellow eyes and lifted my left eyebrow. “When we get home, we’re going to discuss this liar business. I’ll probably have to beat you some. Maybe with a large stick.”


  Sebastian let out a laugh and I found myself laughing too, if only for a brief moment. I snapped my mouth shut when I saw a shadow up ahead, a flicker of movement that stepped sideways and disappeared into the underbrush.


  I pulled Sebastian into the ditch on the side of the road, making him crouch beside me. We were as hidden as we could be, though it wasn’t much.


  “What is it?” He asked, his voice gaining clarity with each passing minute.


  “Something up ahead. I don’t know if it’s a human or a Nevermore,” I said, keeping my voice low.


  Sebastian stiffened in my embrace, his body going rigid under my hands. I glanced at him. “What is it, are you in pain?”


  “You didn’t think of me as human?” His eyes betrayed the calm words, anger flickering through them.


  My jaw tightened and my own anger began to burn. “What, you have a better way of identifying one from the other?”


  He said nothing, just stared down the road at where I’d seen the shadow. This was not the time or place for an argument, much as I wanted to grab Bastian and shake him till he saw sense. I didn’t mean it in a derogatory way, but what else was I supposed to say?


  We crouched in the shadows, not touching one another, the anger burning off both of us making it an uncomfortable silence.


  “I think we should move on,” he said, moving to stand up. I didn’t stop him.


  A loud, sharp crack and a bullet whizzed by us. Sebastian dropped back to the ground, his eyes wide and his mouth open.


  “What the hell!” I yelled. “We’re human, stop shooting!” I reached to Sebastian and gripped his hand.


  I didn’t realize until the animals were quiet just how much noise they were making. The birds around us had gone silent and even the crickets had stopped their late summer songs. I couldn’t hear anything, no running feet and no more gunshots.


  Sweat trickled down the center of my face and dripped off the end of my nose. I scrubbed at it and dared to make my way to the top of the ditch and peek out, making sure Sebastian stayed put where he was.


  My eyes scanned the area taking in the broom plants, no longer bright with yellow flowers but covered in seed pods, the distant cry of the ocean gulls and a figure of a man, half in, half out of the shadows. He stood about ten feet away with his gun pointed at me. The rough army clothes, the grizzled cigar hanging out of his down-turned mouth and the body covered in ammo. Dan.


  The skin around my mouth was stretched into a grin I couldn’t repress. “Dan!” I said, waving my arm. “It’s me, Mara.”


  He didn’t lower the gun but I stood up anyway, confident he wouldn’t shoot me. A crack, a puff of dust and a spray of pebbles all over me stopped my forward momentum.


  “Dan. Please don’t shoot me,” I said, my voice cracking. “Remember I made you cookies?”


  “They were burnt,” he said.


  “I’d never used a wood stove for cooking Dan. I explained that when I brought them to you.” I kept my hands at my sides, not moving an inch. I had a feeling that if I did anything rash or tried to dive for cover, he would open fire on me.


  “Dan, why are you shooting at me?”


  “I’m not shooting at you. I’m shooting at them,” he said, gesturing with his gun behind me. Turning slowly I spun until I could see what exactly was behind us.


  The pack had crept up, silent in their hunting techniques. At first I wondered at why they held back and then I saw them eyeing Dan. They seemed to understand what the gun meant, what it could do. My heart began to race as I counted the pack. There were twenty one Nevermores and instead of an Alpha male, they seemed to be following the lead of one of the females.


  My breath caught in my throat at her dishevelled appearance, the beautiful Caribbean eyes gone under the Nevermore drug’s influence. Her body had hardened, no longer the soft teenager I’d met when we’d first moved to Fanny Bay.


  Jessica snarled; I stepped forward. Sebastian was between us and I wasn’t about to let her have him.


  “Woman, you can’t take the whole pack on,” Dan said.


  “They can’t have Sebastian,” I replied, my mind trying to come up with a solution that would get us all out of here alive.


  Sebastian, hearing his name perhaps, pulled himself up to the top of the ditch. Jessica snarled again, her body leaning towards us, and the pack shifted with her, their bodies pressing forward in a mass of yellow skin and hunger filled faces.


  Sebastian’s eyes were hazy and I could see that he was sliding back under another round of with the fever. Crap.


  “Sebastian. I need you to come to me,” I said, my voice low.


  The pack started forward and Dan shot at them but didn’t hit any of them.


  “Dan…” I started to say.


  “If I shoot any of them they will attack. They’re protective of each other,” Dan said.


  I nodded. Of course they were. Look at what Scout had done for us.


  Sebastian started to crawl towards me, his movements slow and laboured. Jessica, and another female I didn’t recognize from the original pack, lunged forward.


  I did the only thing I could think of. I jumped towards them, mimicking their movements, startling them both with my scream.


  I landed next to Sebastian and yanked him to his feet, no longer trying to be careful—just trying to keep him from being eaten.


  Jessica saw him clearly, perhaps for the first time, and I saw the recognition flicker over her face. She grimaced, sniffed the air and then a smile spread over her thin lips. This was not going to be good.
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  Dragging Sebastian with me, we half stumbled, half ran towards Dan. Our jerky movements set the pack off and they clamoured through the ditch and were after us in less time than it took to breathe out a curse.


  Dan shoved us on ahead of him while he kept the pack at bay with well aimed shots at the ground.


  “Up the driveway on your left woman,” Dan yelled; I didn’t dispute his directions, just turned to the left and pulled Sebastian along with me.


  We ran as best we could, the trees hanging low over us creating a natural archway. The birds were singing once more, as if this was now just a part of everyday life. Breathing hard, Sebastian and I barely made it to the top of the driveway. There were two options: the house, which had been partially burned down—the thick smell of char still lingered in the air—and the barn.


  “The barn woman, get to the damn barn!” Dan yelled, and again I obeyed.


  We crashed through the large outer door. Dan followed and slammed a large bar into place, locking us in and the pack out. From there he hustled us up a ladder into the loft. The ladder was the hardest for Sebastian. The whole barn was on a weird slant and the ladder was no different. Instead of being straight up and down it leaned towards us at a sharp angle, forcing Sebastian to use his hands to grip the rungs. Although his hands had gotten better as his fine motor skills improved, it was still hard for him to hang on to the thin rungs…Not to mention he seemed light headed with fever, and swayed at each step.


  “Up, get up there!” Dan continued to bark orders at us.


  “Going as fast as we can,” I said through gritted teeth.


  The door of the barn groaned as Sebastian pulled himself into the loft and I looked down to see the pack burst through the old wooden slats as if they were made of popcorn, bits and pieces flying every which way.


  “Move your ass woman!”


  This time I didn’t sass him. I scrambled up the last few rungs and found myself in a haze of gold. The light streamed through the cracks in the roof, and the piles of old straw and hay—even the specks of dust floating through the air—seemed to glow golden. There was Sebastian, laying in a pile of hay, fitting right in, his skin still a dusky yellow even though the color had faded quite a bit. I shook my head and turned to find Dan taking in the same scene, his gun slowly lifting.


  I put myself between the two men. “He’s not one of them Dan. Not anymore.” The sounds of the Nevermores trashing the barn below made it so I nearly had to shout to be heard.


  “He looks enough like them for me to shoot him and not feel bad,” he said around the stub of his cigar. “Now help me pull up the ladder.”


  We yanked and pulled, freeing the ladder and laying it out on the floor. That should be enough to keep the pack away from us.


  “You should put that out while we’re here,” I said, motioning at the smoking cigar.


  He grunted, spit on the floor and shook his head. “There is no cure, so how can he not be one of them?”


  I quickly filled Dan in on what had been happening to us, Vincent, Donavan and the possibility of a cure. I pulled the vial out of my bra and showed it to him.


  “This could change things Dan. This could bring people back.”


  “Might. Might not.” He sat down on a bale of hay and leaned back against the wall.


  “What do you mean? You weren’t there; look at Sebastian, he’s getting better,” I said. Something crashed below us and I tried to see through the cracks in the floor, but other than the hint of movement, I couldn’t see anything.


  “Well, I don’t think he’s getting better. I’m inclined to believe in his current state he’s more likely to die than get up and shake my hand.” Dan’s words crashed in my brain, causing a complete malfunction of all thought processes.


  In lurches and fits, I started to look at Sebastian’s condition as an outsider would. Sure, he might be showing signs of humanity, but everything else was falling apart. Fever, loss of muscle control, balance issues, sleeping whenever he could, erratic heart rhythms. Even now he lay on a bundle of straw and hay, his chest heaving for a few moments and then falling silent before picking up again.


  I tightened my jaw. “No, he’s going to make it. I won’t let him die.”


  Dan tapped his nose with a thick finger. “You might not get a choice woman. He might just die on you.”


  The back of my throat was tight, but it was hard to be mad at Dan. I’d thought the very same things myself, but didn’t dare voice them. I didn’t want Sebastian to think I’d given up.


  In desperation, I changed topics. “How long do you think we’ll be stuck up here?”


  Dan shrugged. “Most likely overnight, the Nevermores seem to sleep right at dawn so we should be able to get out of here then.”


  He stood and went over to a large tack trunk, flipped a horseshoe off the lid and opened it up. Inside was a variety of foodstuffs, several blankets, two milk jugs full of water and a pile of ammo.


  “Did you put this all in here?” I asked, reaching in for a package of beef jerky, my mouth watering at the thought of salty meat.


  “Got caught out hunting this way twice. So, I decided to set up some safe houses. Enough food here for a day or so,” he said, taking a swig of water before handing the jug to me. I drank down the tepid, slightly bleachy water. I turned and tried to pour a small amount into Sebastian’s mouth. He coughed and spit but it didn’t look like anything went down.


  I put the jug on the floor and shook Bastian. “Come on babe. I need you to wake up. You need to drink.”


  He let out a growl in his sleep, his lips pulling back over his teeth. I stared at him, my heart aching for what he was going through, for the simple fact he might not pull out of it.


  Dan reached and took the jug back, had another swig, and then capped it. “Might as well settle down for the night. They aren’t leaving anytime soon.” He pointed downstairs and I nodded. Then he pulled a length of rope out of the box and started towards Sebastian.


  “What are you doing?” I asked, standing up between the two men.


  “You don’t know he’s cured woman. The last thing I want is to wake up with the big boy on top of one of us, having a midnight snack.” He shoved past me and set to tying Sebastian’s hands. A few knots later, Bastian was tied to one of the beams, his hands clasped as if in prayer. Through the whole thing he hadn’t stirred once. I didn’t try and stop Dan; he needed to feel safe, and I had to admit, he could be right. Sebastian could very well revert.


  The daylight began to fade and the golden haze that filled the barn slowly dissipated. I lay beside Sebastian, staring at the cracks in the roof, the distant twinkling of stars caught here and there. Dan was snoring within minutes of closing his eyes and the Nevermores below us seemed to have calmed down. I took in a deep breath, the tang of ocean, the distinct smell of the old hay and dust vying for my senses. I ran a hand over my face, my thoughts too tangled to sleep.


  I sat up, hay poking at me through my clothes, and pulled the vial out of my bra. This one little jar could save the world from this madness we plunged ourselves into. Was I really so naive as to believe that it really was a cure?


  Sebastian lay on his side, his breathing irregular. I ran my fingers through his lovely dark hair and for a moment I let myself believe it would be okay. That we would make it out of here, to the mainland.


  Shaking those unrealistic thoughts away, I let myself see the true reality of our situation for the first time. We would have to cross the Georgia Strait, somehow navigate our way close to the airport, and then go overland to get there. The sheer number of people surrounding, and within, Vancouver would mean that the Nevermore population would be massive, nothing like our single pack here in Fanny Bay, or the few packs in Nanaimo.


  No, Vancouver would be a bloody death trap. But, I had to try. I had to be able to say that we’d done our best; we’d made all the effort we could.


  Tears trickled down my face at the enormity of the task ahead of me because, who was I kidding, in Sebastian’s current condition he was just along for the ride.


  I lay back down and stared up at the sky again. Sleep didn’t take me that night, despite my desire to escape the waking world, if even for only a few hours.


  So I lay there, thinking of all the obstacles, the challenges and the impossibilities until my mind was numb and I stared in a blank haze at the night sky.


  Just before dawn, when I could see the miniscule light change within the barn and the morning birds began to sing in the trees next to the barn, the Nevermores began to jabber at one another. Grunting and snarling. A low growl here and there. I rolled onto my side and peeked down between the floor slats to see the pack split into three groups, each group positioned against one of the support columns that held the loft up.


  “Oh shit.” I leapt to my feet. “Dan, up, we’ve got problems.”


  The barn swayed underneath us and Dan let out a curse as he rolled out of bed, hay in his hair.


  “Wondered when we were going to get to this point.” He strode over to Sebastian and sliced through the ropes with his knife.


  I crouched on the floor, nothing to hold on to, my body swaying with the rocking of the building. “What do you mean?”


  “They seem to be getting smarter. Figuring things out,” he said, as he loaded his gun and shimmied towards me.


  The barn groaned and the loft slipped sideways as one support beam went out, sending us all to one corner of the rickety old building. Sebastian sprawled out, limbs flopping as if lifeless.


  I grabbed at his arm and felt the smallest flutter of a heartbeat under my fingertips, just as another column gave way, smashing the loft into the trees that grew beside the barn, slowing our fall. The floor of the loft slipped further towards the ground, but it was still held up on one end by the remaining column. It groaned as the pack pushed it and, finally giving way, the loft collapsed down with it.


  I think I screamed, but the noise of the building coming down around us muffled any noises coming out of our mouths. Dust flew up everywhere and boards smacked me all over. I curled around my stomach, protecting the baby as best I could. I tumbled, but not as far as I thought I should have, landing against some loose bales of hay. There was a sharp sting across my back and warmth trickled down my side.


  The silence was the first thing I noticed. I thought the Nevermores would have been on us in a flash. But the silence held, and then a few groans. From underneath us. I looked around to see Sebastian curled in a tight ball and let out a sigh of relief when his chest rose and fell in a decent rhythm.


  “Stupid bastards pulled the damn barn down right on top of their own heads,” Dan grumbled, as he pulled himself up out of a pile of boards and debris. He had a gash over one eye, blood trickling down his face, and his right arm was hanging limply. That was going to make it difficult for him to shoot to say the least. Crap.


  We started to stand and the barn groaned again. The floor was busted up, humps and bumps from the fall leaving it a land mine of rusted nails and splintered wood. Loose hay made the footing even more treacherous, our feet slipping in it as we slowly made our way to a window opening and peeked out. No movement, no sign of the pack. I flexed my back, feeling the sting of a deep cut. Probably a rusty nail with the luck we’d been having. I did my best to ignore the pain; for the moment there was nothing I could do about it.


  “We’ve got an opening, woman. We’ve got to go now.” Dan’s voice was sharp and I knew he was right.


  “Sebastian.” I ran to his side. He groaned and rolled away from me. I didn’t have time for this; I couldn’t baby him if we were going to get out of here alive.


  I slipped and skidded my way to the trunk and pulled out the jug of water. Un-screwing the cap I poured it all over Sebastian. He was slow to respond, but at least he opened his eyes.


  I grabbed his hands and started to pull. “Up. Now.”


  Sebastian’s movements were stiff, more like that of a ninety-year-old man than that of one in his prime. He shuffled, his feet kicking up dust and hay, but he was moving.


  We were able to step out of the barn and onto solid ground, which was a blessing. I didn’t think Sebastian could do anything more than the shuffling gait he was managing.


  “Come on woman, get him moving!” Dan snapped, his face pale, his teeth clamped hard over his cigar. I pulled at Sebastian, forcing him to move faster, but to no avail.


  “This is it Dan I can’t make him go any faster. Besides, the pack is under the barn, remember?” I hoped this was still true.


  “You think they were the only pack around here?” He leaned in and grabbed Sebastian’s other arm with his good one, helping me half drag, half carry my husband.


  We made our way back out onto the street where there were the least amount of obstacles for our feet. No words between us, we just forged ahead, ears and eyes scanning the area, waiting for the moment we’d have to run.


  I forced my exhausted muscles to keep working, made my mind stay away from the pain in my back and focused on one thing: Getting to our farm.
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  It took us over an hour to make it the rest of the way to our farm. Twice the three of us fell to the ground, stumbling over something; maybe just our own tired feet. We slid inside the gate and Sebastian dropped to his knees. Though he hadn’t done much of the actual work, he was covered in sweat head to toe and his skin was a nasty pallor.


  I sat on the hard packed dirt and stared around me. The grass had gone brown, the weeds had grown tall and the house’s doors and windows were hanging open. I knew that Marks and the other men hadn’t left it in this disarray.


  “Did you ransack our place Dan?” I wasn’t upset, not really. I would have done the same, only I would have shut the doors and windows.


  He sat across from me and shook his head. “Nope, somebody else beat me to it.”


  I nodded. It was the way of our world now. I stood, my body protesting every step. Everything hurt from the muscles in my neck down to the arches of my feet.


  “Help me shut the gate.” I motioned at the massive wrought iron panels.


  “It won’t keep them out. It’s not tall enough,” Dan said, pulling himself to his feet.


  “What?” My brain didn’t like that; neither did my heart, as the words sunk in. I could feel my breathing escalate. I thought we’d be safe here, that we could heal up and then try and find a boat. That we would have time.


  “You saw how the pack took down the barn? They’ve started to work together, as one unit, to get at food. To get at us.” Dan walked over to me, his face in a twisted grimace, no doubt from the pain of his broken arm.


  “I still think we should shut it. Why give them an open invitation?” I asked. Together we pushed the gates shut and I slid the bar that locked them into place.


  Feeling totally exposed, I forced Sebastian to his feet once more and prodded him until I had him inside the house. Dan followed and I began to wonder why he was still here. He made himself at home on the couch as I put Sebastian in the guest room on the ground floor. There was no way I was going to try and get him upstairs to the master bedroom.


  I went through the house, locking doors and shutting windows, not really caring about the rising temperature. I just wanted to feel safe and secure for a little while. The cupboards were bare, dirt and dust floated everywhere, but overall the house was still in good shape. A few broken windows; that was the extent of the damage. Anything of value had been taken by Vincent and his men, but that was to be expected. As I walked through, I collected what was left of our personal items—my journal, our wedding photos and scrapbooks—and carried them with me upstairs. Our bedroom was musty smelling and, after putting the memorabilia on the dresser, I opened the window to air the room out. Unless the Nevermores learned how to fly, it was safe to open the upstairs windows.


  I checked in on Dan who was attempting to make a splint and a sling. I helped him until we had his arm strapped close to his chest. Sweat beaded his upper lip and the scent of sour smoke drifted out of his mouth. I wrinkled my nose and blurted out a question before I thought better of it.


  “Why are you helping us Dan? The first time you were here, you couldn’t brush us off fast enough and now…” I waved around my head as if to encompass everything. “You’ve risked your life to help us. I don’t get it.”


  Dan leaned back on the couch and closed his eyes. For a minute I thought he was going to sleep, that he wouldn’t answer me.


  Without opening his eyes he spoke. “There are some people in this world Mara who can make it through anything. The odds seem to be in their favour; they make good choices, but more than that, they have an instinct for survival.” Now he did open his eyes and lean in towards me. I stared at his craggy face, breathed in his smoke-ridden breath and held my ground. He smiled, yellowed teeth peeking out at me.


  “You are one of those people. I saw it when that first Nevermore jumped you.” He tapped my head with a thick finger. “No matter what this world throws at you, you fight back for yourself and your man.”


  He leaned back and closed his eyes once more.


  “You are dauntless Mara. That’s why I helped you.”


  I sat on my heels and absorbed what he’d said. High praise from a man who seemed to have nothing but critiscm for everyone else.


  Dan let out a cough. “And, I need a place to stay. My house burned to the ground.”


  I let out a laugh and he laughed with me. But I had a feeling that what he’d said earlier really was how he felt. He wouldn’t say those things if he didn’t mean them. It wasn’t his style.


  “How?” I managed to get out.


  For the first time, I watched the colour rise in his neck and cheeks.


  “Fell asleep with my cigar lit,” he mumbled.


  I tried to bite back the grin, but it slipped through despite my efforts. I changed the subject.


  “We need to find a boat Dan. We have to get to the airport in Vancouver,” I paused, then went on. “Have you been down to Deep Bay?” That was where all the local boats were kept, if there were any left.


  “Nope. Didn’t go that far. You got any painkillers? This arm is aching like a bitch in heat.”


  I grimaced at his expression. He could be so foul. But, I said nothing. It was hard to think of nagging at a man who’d saved us from the Nevermores. I stood and walked out into the kitchen and opened the small cupboard where I’d kept my medicine, not really thinking there would be any left. To my utter amazement, it was all still there.


  It must have been their placement; the painkillers and antihistamines were on the same shelf as my bowls. Most likely whoever was looking was going fast and saw only the white and blue designs on the bowls and not what was in them.


  I grabbed the bottle of extra strength Tylenol and popped three tablets into my hand. Scrounging around I found a decently clean container and went outside to fill it from the well.


  Drawing water took some time and I looked around our property. It really didn’t look all that different then when we were taken by Vincent and his army. The garden was actually doing not too badly. Even at this distance I could see that some of the veggies had come up in our absence.


  I took the water back in the house, gave three Tylenol to Dan along with a glass of water, then took the same to Sebastian.


  He was on his back, panting, though it wasn’t that hot in here.


  “Sebastian, sit up love. I need you to take this medicine,” I said.


  He struggled to get upright and ended up slumping against the headboard. I put the pills into his mouth and encouraged him to drink the water down with them. As soon as he swallowed, he slid back down.


  “I think Dan’s right,” he said.


  I stroked his hair with one hand, the other cradling my ever growing baby bump. My heart constricted with what I knew he was going to say.


  “Shhh. Don’t say anything,” I whispered, tears clogging up my throat.


  “I think I’m dying Mara.”


  I shook my head, though he couldn’t see me. “No, that isn’t what’s happening at all.”


  Sebastian said nothing more; just lay quietly, his breathing evening out as I stroked his hair. Tears slid down my cheeks as I cried silently. I lowered my chin to my chest and bit back the sobs that threatened.


  So much pain, fear and loss had dodged my ever footstep. I made myself consider the question that haunted my dreams.


  Could I go on without Sebastian, if it came to that? I looked down on my belly, thought of the child I carried and the love I already had for him or her. Of how, even as a Nevermore, Sebastian’s love for the baby helped him stay true to who he was, how he remembered me though the drug’s haze. That love would continue, no matter if Sebastian was there beside me or not.


  Resolve flickered through me, slowly hardening to a solid belief that I could do this, that I could finish this frightening journey we started together.


  If Sebastian died, I could go on. It seemed that Dan might have been right about me after all.
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  The next few days passed in a blur of picking up old routines. Checking fences, bringing in water, finding food. There were a few peas on the vine, some baby carrots and the start of some squash, though they seemed to be behind in their growth. So the garden hadn’t been a total waste of our time.


  The blackberries had come in on a heavy crop; Dan and I spent the mornings picking enough to go with whatever else we managed to put together for meals. Sebastian seemed to improve with the steady diet of Tylenol, cool compresses and mashed berries. Though still weak, his conversations with me were longer and more cohesive.


  Picking berries next to the front gate on the second morning, I broached the subject of the boat again to Dan.


  “Woman, I don’t know what you’re thinking. Sure there might be boats, but you’ve got not one but two invalids to deal with. We have to wait until at least one of us is more capable.”


  I yelped as I pricked a finger on a thorn. My yelp was echoed back to me from the other side of the fence.


  My head snapped around and Dan spun slowly.


  “You heard that too?” I asked, keeping my voice low.


  Dan nodded.


  Another whimper and now I recognized it, though the shock nearly brought me to my knees.


  Nero.


  I was running along the fence line, struggling with the gate before Dan could stop me.


  Shoving the one panel open, I let out a whistle. A sharp bark answered me and I ran to the right, the direction of the noise.


  I pushed my way into the bush; I was ten feet in when I found him, lying on his side. He was skinny and scabbed over, dull-coated and wide-eyed with fear, but he was my Nero.


  I dropped to my knees and reached for him, then paused. He was pinned to the ground by two sticks jammed through the loose skin on his flank and under his front legs. Blood oozed out of the wounds and he whimpered again.


  “Who would do this?” I said.


  Dan came up behind me, breathing hard. “We’ve got to get back inside the property woman.”


  “I have to get him out of here without making the wounds worse,” I said, my hands brushing the sticks.


  “Remember when I said the Nevermores were learning?” Dan asked me, his voice getting softer as he spoke.


  I looked over my shoulder at him and took in the wide eyes, the tight line of his lips. I tried to swallow but couldn’t get past the fear clogging my throat.


  “Yes. I remember,” I said, also keeping my voice soft.


  “Why do you think they did this to your dog Mara?” He asked me.


  Jaw clenched, I already knew; I didn’t have to say it and neither did Dan.


  They’d used him as bait.


  Dan nodded and a crack of a branch off to my left slowly brought my head around. Three Nevermores crouched in the shadows, watching us watch them. Their hunting strategies were changing. In the past they would have jumped us immediately, now they seemed to be stalking us. Dan was right, they were learning, getting smarter. It was a terrifying notion, one that left me feeling sick to my stomach.


  I knew that if Dan, Nero and I were going to make it out of this mess we’d have to move fast.


  “Dan. I can’t leave him.”


  He let out a grunt and the Nevermores shifted. “Then it’s going to be on you to get him out of here.”


  I nodded. “On three.”


  Dan counted. “One.” The Nevermores shifted towards us, their mouths open, their eyes wild.


  “Two.” I put my hands on the tops of the two sticks.


  “Three.” Dan leaped back the way we’d come and I ripped the sticks out of Nero’s side. He let out a howl and I scooped him up and turned, already in a flat out run. Though we were only ten feet in, the bush was thick and slapped at my face, forcing me to duck my head. Instinctively, I closed my eyes to protect them from the branches rushing at me. That was a mistake.


  I was all turned around; I didn’t know which way we’d come in and I could hear the Nevermores in the bush around me. Were they herding me? My breath was coming fast and sharp and Nero quickly became a weight in my arms.


  Fingers grabbed at my hair and some of my long brown locks were ripped out of my head. I kept running, the pain only spurring me on. They would do far worse than pull my hair if I was caught.


  The bush clawed at me, and I gave a final burst of energy and stumbled out onto the open road. I’d come out about twenty feet south of the gate; between me and safety was the pack. I backed up as fast as I could, angling towards the fence line while still keeping an eye on the stalking pack. I could toss Nero over the fence and then climb it, but I wasn’t sure I could make it in time. The pack was advancing steadily and I held Nero tight. Tears started to trickle down my cheeks as the realization hit me. I couldn’t save us both. I’d been stupid to run out of the safety of the farm, right into the Nevermore’s trap. Either way, Nero was going to die. I kissed the top of his once downy head, my tears dripping onto his fur.


  “I’m so sorry Nero,” I whispered.
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  I started to put him down on the road, his big brown eyes staring up at me. Dark pools filled with trust that broke my heart.


  “Get over the fence woman!” Dan yelled. I looked up to see him inside the gate, his gun propped up on the top rail. I clutched Nero to me, spun and ran for the fence.


  The pack screamed and howled as Dan fired into them, their attention completely diverted away from me and Nero. I stumbled through the ditch and found myself at the old barbed wire fence first, the nice, clean, easy-to-climb page wire another 6 inches in.


  Holding Nero by the scruff of his neck, I reached over as far as I could and only had to drop him two feet instead of four. Then it was my turn. I started up the barbed wire, the rusty points digging into my hands, my back crawling with the fact that I couldn’t see how close the pack was behind me.


  I didn’t need to.


  A mouth clamped onto my upper thigh, my jeans the only thing to keep them from slicing into my flesh. I couldn’t stop the cry that slipped out past my lips. Her teeth cut clamped on tight and the pain rocketed through me. I was caught with one leg on the farm side of the fence and one leg in the mouth of a Nevermore.


  I pulled, but the Nevermore (one of the women) growled around her mouthful of my leg. I rode the edge of the two fences. The barbed wire bit into my inner thigh while I pulled on the brace that ran along the top of the page wire, trying to free myself. It was no use; there was no way I could pull my leg out of her mouth. I steadied myself with my left hand and cocked my right arm.


  “Let go!” I yelled, snapped my arm forward and landed a solid blow, hitting her square on the nose.


  The moment slowed as cartilage crunched under my fist, blood flew from her nose and a howl erupted out of her mouth. Unbalanced, I rocked in my precarious position and found myself thrown forward.


  A breath, then another, as I struggled to keep myself from falling between the two fences. The Nevermore had stumbled away from me, shaking her head, dirty blond hair splattered with blood.


  “I’ve got you.”


  Sebastian.


  He helped me down from the fence and, though my legs were wobbly, I managed to stay upright.


  Bending down, he picked up Nero and cradled him in his arms. “I heard the screaming. It woke me up.” His eyes were fuzzy and I could tell he was uncertain. Did he wonder if he was still asleep, caught in some strange fever dream?


  Words caught in my throat and I gave up trying to speak. I reached up and touched his cheek, the hollows so prominent from the sickness the cure brought on. His skin was clear of any hint of yellow and the images of broom plants under his skin were gone.


  His eyes, though, remained golden, giving evidence to the fact that he had indeed been a Nevermore.


  “I’m sorry Mara,” he whispered, and I slid my fingers over his lips. The Nevermores continued to rant at the fence, but we ignored them.


  “You don’t need to apologize,” I said. A glance over my shoulder at the pack as I reached for Bastian’s hand. “Let’s go inside.”


  We took a few steps and he stopped. “I do need to apologize. For giving up, for making you carry me and you both through this.”


  I closed my eyes and bit my bottom lip, pausing for a moment before answering. “Would you have acted any different if the roles had been reversed?”


  “Of course not, but I’m supposed to take care of you, it’s my job,” he said.


  I laughed and shook my head. “Bastian, that is a two way street.”


  With a gentle tug, I got him moving again.


  Once inside, I tended to Nero’s wounds first. They weren’t life threatening, but they were going to take a long time to heal. Dan came stomping in as I was cleaning out the holes the sticks had made.


  “Damn it to hell and back. Woman, you nearly got us both killed over a dog,” he snarled, throwing himself into a chair, a grimace on his face. Nero lifted his head, saw Dan and wagged his tail.


  A sneaking suspicion crept over me. “You know what I was trying to figure out Dan?” I asked.


  “What?”


  “How a small puppy like this could have survived for so long and only just now got caught by the pack,” I said, rubbing a small amount of polysporin on the open wounds.


  I glanced over at Sebastian who was sitting quietly at my side, his hands working at a burr on the back of Nero’s leg.


  I looked back to Dan and he flushed bright red for the second time that day.


  “Ok, so I took care of him while you were gone. He took off when the house burned down,” he grumbled.


  I smiled and reached out to touch his arm. “Thank you Dan.” There were cracks in the tough guy veneer after all.


  Sebastian leaned forward. “We can’t stay here.”


  “We’ve already discussed that Sleeping Beauty.” Dan snapped his cigar, barely even recognizable now he’d chewed it so much.


  I rubbed at my eyebrows, an ache beginning to form. “We need to get a boat and get across the straight. They’re still evacuating people out of the Vancouver airport. It isn’t much, but it’s all we’ve got.”


  Sebastian nodded slowly. “Then tomorrow, that’s what I’ll do. I’ll find us a boat.”


  “It isn’t like before,” I said, sitting down beside him. “You won’t be able to sneak past the Nevermores. You aren’t one of them.”


  “I’m not going to sit here and let you and Dan do this on your own. You especially, Mara. Have you even thought of the baby with everything you’re doing? Do you even realize how many risks you’ve taken?” he asked.


  The blood drained from my face; I could feel it disappear. I spoke in clipped words so I wouldn’t start screaming at him. “Everything I’ve done has been in an attempt to keep not only the baby safe, but you, too.”


  “Like taking the bait and going after Nero?” he asked.


  I glared at him. “Like going into a pack of Nevermores to keep you close, like fighting off Donavan to get the cure, like hauling your sorry ass all the way back here to make sure you would live!”


  Silence weighed the room down and it was Dan who broke it.


  “With all you’ve been doing Mara, he’s right. Let us find the boat.”


  I stared at him in disbelief. Only a short time ago we’d been discussing Deep Bay and how we were going to acquire a boat.


  “Fine,” I said. I bent and pulled Nero into my arms and stomped my way upstairs. Dragging out a laundry basket, I made a bed in it for the pup and put it beside the door. Then I all but threw myself on our old bed, the covers a little dusty but otherwise relatively clean.


  Footsteps echoed up the stairway and I rolled to keep my back to the door. It gave out a little creak, and I closed my eyes.


  A weight on the other side of the bed, which I also ignored, rolled me a way to the middle.


  “I’m sorry if I upset you, babe. It’s not that I don’t think you can do it,” Sebastian said.


  “Then why are you trying to make it sound like I have been deliberately putting the baby in danger?” I asked, still not turning to look at him.


  He was silent a long time before he answered. “This whole time, you’ve had to take care of yourself, even though I was with you, I really . . . I wasn’t. You had to be strong for all three of us. Let me take some of that now; let me help.”


  Now I did roll over on to my side, propping my head on my hand. “I don’t want to lose you Bastian. Four times now I’ve thought you were gone forever.” I ticked them off on my fingers. “When you told me you’d taken the Nevermore shot, when you went off with Jessica,”—he tried to interrupt me there but I rolled over him. “The water in the lagoon and now dealing with a cure that we aren’t entirely sure of. One that seemed determined to fry you from the inside out. I refuse to think about losing you anymore. It’s too hard on me, on my heart.”


  He turned and stared down at me. “You won’t lose me.”


  “I’ve fought for you Bastian. I’ve learned that I was stronger than I ever knew before. Don’t try to strip me of that because you feel like your manhood is threatened,” I said.


  His jaw tightened and the muscle under it twitched. I’d hit the nail on the head and we both knew it.


  “We all go together or we don’t go at all,” I said. “It’s safer that way. More weapons at hand, more eyes to scan for trouble.”


  He couldn’t argue with that. Standing up, he kept his back to me. “Have we changed so much that you can’t even tell me you love me anymore?”


  Emotion caught in my throat. “Don’t turn this into a game, Sebastian. We’ll both lose.”


  He turned slowly and looked down at me, tears streaming down his cheeks. “I didn’t think we’d ever be here again, not together. And, I am making a complete ass of myself.”


  Lips trembling, I smiled at him. “It’s one of things I love you about you.”


  “That I make an ass of myself?” he asked, his eyebrows lifting. I nodded and bit down on a smile that was creeping out the edges of my lips.


  Two steps and he was on the bed with me, his hands stroking my face, our foreheads pressed together. “Please Mara; forget everything I’ve said except this. I love you; I will do anything to keep you and the baby safe, to keep us a family.”


  “That’s all I want, too,” I whispered.


  His lips found mine, teasing a groan out of me, the soft whisper of a love thought lost. His hands worked me out of my clothes and his quickly followed. No matter what else went on in our lives, the fear and uncertainty ended when it came to the love we had for each other and the passion that sealed the bond between us.
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  It was decided that we would go together, with all the supplies we could muster in the backpacks. Nero couldn’t walk yet, so we made a sling out of an old sheet to wrap him in and then hung from Sebastian’s chest.


  Everything else would have fit in the bottom of one pack if it hadn’t been for the blackberries.


  “This isn’t much,” I said. The medicine cupboard went into the bottom of the pack and we’d harvested the last of the veggies from the garden. Blackberries were stuffed into plastic containers and filled the rest of the bag. A few bottles of water when into a second pack, then that bag, too, was filled with blackberries.


  “It won’t take long to get across the straight,” Dan said. “A few hours at most.”


  “What if there aren’t any boats with engines? Can we row across?” Sebastian asked. It was the same question hovering in my mind. There was no guarantee of a boat at all, never mind one with a running engine.


  Dan let out a grunt and stuck a toothpick in his mouth. He’d had to convert once he finally gave up the cigar he’d chewed to near non-existence.


  “I’ve got a boat down there, inside the bay but anchored off shore. Fuelled up and ready to go,” Dan said.


  I started to smile and then frowned. “Why didn’t you say so before?”


  “Didn’t want you leaving without me,” he said.


  Sebastian slipped one of the packs on. “Maybe that’s something you would do old man, but at the very least, you’ve got to realize Mara would never do that. Hell, she ran straight into danger for a mutt.” He gave me a wink to soften the words and I slapped him on the shoulder, our old camaraderie securely back in place after our talk and lovemaking the previous night.


  “Let’s go boys,” I said, securing my own pack. Dan handed a gun to each of us with his good arm. I didn’t know what kind it was, only that the safety was off and I knew how to pull the trigger.


  Sebastian led the way out the front door, his broad back a comforting presence as we started on what I hoped was the last leg of this journey.


  The gate creaked as we opened it, and as we stepped through, I turned around to stare at out little farm, our sanctuary in this world that had turned upside down. The farmhouse, the woodpile, our garden. We would never see any of it again; of that I had no doubt.


  “Let’s go woman, before the wildlife shows back up,” Dan said.


  I took a deep breath and turned my back on our farm, prepared this time to leave it behind.


  We headed down the dirt road until we hit pavement and then hung a left. We planned to stay on the main roads as much as possible, avoiding the bush and all it might hold.


  The birds were singing, a good sign, and the heat was starting to fade as summer slipped away from us. We hadn’t gone very far when Dan, who was in the lead, put his hand up to stop us. Finger to his lips, he crouched into the shadows, Sebastian and I following suit.


  Adrenaline filled me, prepping me for a flight or fight situation. Keeping as low as we could, ducked into a small cluster of huckleberry bushes, I peeked through the leaves to see why Dan had stopped us.


  The sweet scent of the tiny orange berries filled my nose as I scanned the road in front of us. A large black bear trundled out onto the road, his nose lifted in our direction. Bob wasn’t looking so good though. My heart started to slow its pace; I feared Bob far less than I feared the pack of Nevermores. We may have taken their numbers down between the barn and Dan’s shooting, but there were still at least fifteen left.


  “Stay low. Bob isn’t as friendly as he once was. Soon as I wasn’t able to feed him, he turned on me,” Dan said in a low whisper.


  Bob made his way to a large apple tree that was hanging low over the road. There weren’t many apples left, maybe a half dozen in the higher branches. He stood on his back feet and wobbled closer, his reach just enough that he could pull an apple down.


  With a heavy sigh he plunked down on the ground and bit into the apple, seeming quite content.


  “We’re going to back through the bush and come out onto the road a ways down,” Dan said.


  Sebastian and I nodded our agreement, but the second we rose to go deeper into the bush, Bob let out a roar, freezing us in our tracks.


  With great trepidation I turned, fully expecting Bob to be bearing down on us. In some ways, it was worse than that. The Nevermore pack had him surrounded, Jessica once more taking the lead.


  As a single unit they leapt at Bob, two of them latching on to his back, their teeth burrowing into the flesh on his neck. I clenched my hands into fists. “Get them Bob!” I urged, still keeping my voice low.


  A hand on my arm turned me. “We have to go Mara, this is our chance,” Sebastian said. I let him lead me away as Bob’s roars echoed through the neighbourhood. They went on for some time before a single howl went up from the pack, quickly joined by the rest.


  “They killed him,” Sebastian said, his voice soft.


  “You can’t be sure. He could’ve gotten away,” I said, pushing a branch aside.


  He glanced down at me. “I do know Mara. I still understand their language, even if I’m not one of them anymore.”


  “It’s just one more reason for us to keep going,” Dan said. He sped up the pace and even with his broken arm and the fact that he had twenty years on me, I found myself panting to keep up.


  The rest of the day was uneventful; the pack presumably had enough food to last them a while and we took advantage of the respite. We stopped briefly for water and some berries twice, but that was it. By the time night fell, we had just made it into Deep Bay and Dan led us to a small house on the water front.


  “We’ll stay here tonight. I’ve got supplies stocked in the pantry and we can get to the boat tomorrow. If there was more light, we’d go now, but in the dark it would be treacherous. It’s all trails through deep brush, perfect for an ambush,” he said. Sebastian stared at him a full minute before asking the question that was on my mind.


  “How long have you been planning this, Dan?”


  Dan shrugged, then grimaced as his sling shifted. “Soon as that shot came on the market.”


  Sebastian grunted.


  I was too exhausted to argue, my body aching and my feet swollen from walking on pavement most of the day. I wanted nothing more than to sit down for longer than five minutes.


  The two men worked at opening tins of spaghetti-o’s, which we ate cold, for dinner. Nero wiggled free of his sling and Sebastian set him on the ground. The pup got his own tin of pasta and red sauce, which stained the blond hair around his mouth. The image invoked one of the Nevermores devouring their feasts, and I quickly wiped the pup’s face clean.


  None of us talked much as we settled in for the night. Tomorrow was the day we got out of here, the day I could finally let my guard down and say goodbye to some of my fears as we left the pack behind.


  Unfortunately for me, tomorrow was a day too far away.
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  A shattering of glass brought me bolt upright out of the nightmares I’d been reliving in my fitful sleep. Leaping to my feet in the semi-darkness, I grabbed my pack and had Nero in his sling before either of the two men were on their feet.


  “The pack found us,” I said.


  “You sure?” Sebastian asked.


  “Who else is going to be throwing rocks at us and breaking windows?” I asked, handing him his pack. No doubt that they were learning the longer the drug was in their systems.


  The moon wasn’t high but the reflection on the water gave us enough light to see by. Sebastian slipped the pack on and then went to the window. Chills rippled through me as Sebastian let out a low growl and then a sharp yip. Nero whimpered in the sling and I stroked his head to soothe him and me.


  In answer, a chorus of howls and snarls went up all around the house. We were surrounded.


  “Son of a pack of bitches,” Dan cursed. He slung his own backpack on with his good arm then picked up his gun. “Come on children, we’ve got to get the hell out of here.”


  “They just want Mara.” Sebastian’s words rooted me to the spot.


  “What?” I whispered.


  He swallowed and put his hands on my shoulders. “They can’t have you babe, we won’t let them.”


  “But why?” I asked.


  “I can only guess, but with Jessica leading the pack . . .” He trailed off.


  I knew though. She’d seen me as a rival the minute the drug kicked in and Sebastian was a part of the pack, but more than that, he’d been their Alpha. I’d taken him from her, from the pack. It was my fault they were without a strong Alpha male.


  “Out the back, it’s closest to the docks,” Dan barked out, no longer trying to be quiet. It didn’t matter now; the pack knew we were here.


  “Wait!” I said. I shrugged out of my pack and opened up two of the containers of berries. “What else is here Dan?” His eyes widened, but he caught on quick.


  Within moments we had a five gallon bucket full of berries, canned goods and anything else edible we could find.


  Hefting the bucket high, Sebastian took the lead. “This won’t give us much time.”


  “Enough to get to the water?” I said.


  He shook his head. “I don’t know babe.”


  “Why the water? Why not the boat?” Dan asked.


  “Nevermores are heavy, they sink, they don’t float,” I said. We stood at the back door, closest to the water. The waves were still a good hundred feet away and the docks even further than that.


  At a nod from Dan, his face pale even in the dim light, Sebastian stepped out first and started to pour a line of slop. Food splashed out in a horrid mess of liquids and solids; the smell of beans and sweet fruit mixing with each other made my stomach roll. I gagged and swallowed hard to keep my own food where it needed to stay.


  The Nevermores came bursting out of the surrounding trees and bush, falling on the food. It was hard not to stare and even though I knew we should be running for it, I couldn’t pull my eyes away. Nero whimpered and I tucked his head into the sling.


  A hand gripped my wrist and suddenly I was running full out, as fast as I could, Sebastian and Dan herding me along.


  And then there was just Sebastian and me.


  “Where’s Dan?” I yelped as we dodged a large rock and raced out onto the upper reaches of the beach.


  “Covering us.” A large boom rattled and a chorus of screeches and howls ripped through the night air.


  “No! They’ll kill him!” I said.


  Sebastian said nothing, just kept pressure on me to move forward as we ran straight towards the ocean. We reached the edge of the water and he pointed up the shoreline to the docks. There, moored a ways out in the bay, was a bobbing boat.


  “That’s Dan’s,” Sebastian said.


  Three more sharp retorts of the rifle from behind us and then the night went silent once more. We slowed our pace; we had to. I was completely out of breath and Sebastian wasn’t much better.


  The silence was punctuated by the lapping of the waves across the rocks and the distant call of an owl. Nero panted heavily, the heat from our two bodies creating far more warmth then was necessary on a summer night.


  “We have to hurry,” I whispered, very aware at how our voices travelled out here in the open.


  Sebastian nodded and we managed a slow jog all the way to the wharfs, down the half-rusted-out metal gangplank and onto the dock proper.


  Dan’s boat was not tied to the dock, but instead was anchored ten or fifteen yards out.


  “Why would he do that?” I muttered.


  “He said it was so no one would steal it. It’s harder to get to and with all the other options available . . .”


  We stared around us. There wasn’t a single boat left, not even a row boat.


  I slipped off my pack and handed Nero and his sling to Sebastian, then gave him the vial from inside my bra. “Can’t have this floating away if I’m going for a swim.”


  “I can do it,” Sebastian said.


  “I don’t think it’s a good idea, Bastian. Are you sure you’d float?” I doubted if he’d lost the additional weight of his Nevermore created bones so quickly.


  His jaw tightened and his lips thinned. “You’re right.”


  I slipped out of my shirt and pants, the cool late summer air raising gooseflesh on my arms and legs. Sitting on the edge of the dock, I slid into the water with only a short gasp. Sebastian handed me a key.


  “Did you and Dan plan this?” I asked.


  He shrugged. “Dan slipped me the key last night. Figured I had the best chance at getting to the docks.”


  I took the key and Sebastian bent forward, pressing his lips to mine. “Be careful love.”


  “Always,” I said.


  Something cool and slimy brushed across my legs, slowly wrapping itself up my calf and I bit down a on a scream.


  “What is it?” Bastian asked me, his hand already outstretched to pull me from the water.


  “Seaweed,” I hissed. “I hate the stuff, feels like it’s going to pull me under.” I started to doggy paddle away from the dock, each stroke of my hands or kick of my feet pushing through the bed of weeds.


  Halfway to the boat, I spun onto my back so I could see Sebastian and maybe at least keep my hands out of the green sticky seaweed that seemed to be so attracted to me. On my back, Sebastian stood out on the dock, his tall figure silhouetted in the light of the crescent moon. But it was what crept towards him from the edge of the dock that had my complete attention.


  Damn it, I should have waited. But, I was too close to the boat now to turn back. “Behind you,” I called out. He turned to face her. Sebastian would have to deal with Jessica on his own.
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  The boat’s hull was cold and had a lot of barnacles on it. On the side of the boat were deep indents that created a ladder of sorts that I used to pull myself up, handhold by agonizing handhold. My hip bumped into one of the bright orange fishing balls that hung off the side, swaying with each wave that rocked the boat.


  Finally, I flipped over the railing, landing in a rather undignified heap, limbs akimbo. The key was in a death grip in my right hand and it was hard to loosen my frozen fingers.


  Shaking from the cold water, and now seemingly colder night air, I fumbled with the ignition on the boat. A screech rent the air and my head snapped up to see Jessica and Sebastian at the edge of the dock, hands locked as he kept her from attacking him.


  I turned the key and the engine rumbled smoothly to life. “Thank you, God,” I breathed. Knowing that steering would be tricky, I manoeuvred slowly towards the docks, flicking through all the buttons, trying to find the lights. If I could shine them on the dock, I could see how the fight was progressing. As it was, all I could catch was movement and the occasional grunt. Finally, I found the right switch and flicked it on.


  Sebastian was on his knees, slumping to the side and Jessica stood over him, one foot on his chest and a wicked smile on her face. Fear and anger warred within me, slamming against my heart so hard they took my breath away. My fingers clenched on the steering wheel as Jessica bent close to his face, her mouth open to strike.


  “Get away from him you bitch!” I yelled as the boat slid into one of the parking bays and bumped around before settling to a stop. I flicked the engine off and scrambled out of the boat. There was blood around Sebastian’s head, and I noted that one of the dock pylons had a dark smear on it where she’d smashed him. The only good thing was I could see the steady rise and fall of his chest. He was unconscious, but alive.


  Jessica hissed at me, her eyes narrowing, her nostrils flaring as she took in my scent.


  “Come on then, this is between you and me,” I snarled. She lunged at me and I caught her hands, the same as Sebastian had. She was immensely strong for such a small girl and I remembered everything that Vincent has spoken of, that I’d seen so often in the last few months.


  The Nevermore’s speed, strength and ability to heal. The density of their bones and their intense fertility. As that thought bubbled forth, I looked down. Jessica was pregnant, her little belly protruding ever so slightly. But, I didn’t have time to feel sympathetic. It was me or her.


  With a grunt I stomped the heel of my foot on the top of her foot; she let out a howl and snapped forward, her teeth latching on to my collarbone.


  I couldn’t repress the scream that erupted out of my lips as she gnawed at my bone like a rabid dog. I forced my fingers underneath her jaw and gave a short, sharp jab. Jessica gasped and let go, shaking her head as her hands went to her jaw. I didn’t give her a second respite.


  I grabbed her hands, and with a twist, spun her, using her momentum to drop her to her knees, precariously close to the edge of the dock. She whimpered as I held her wrists, holding her out over the open water.


  “We are done,” I growled, bending her wrists to keep her in place. I was going to have to push her into the water if I was to end this.


  She cried out and tears trembled on the edge of her eyelids, her yellow eyes with the strange rectangle irises full of more than hunger for once. They were full of fear. I felt my own eyes begin to well up. She was a Nevermore, but still, somewhere inside of her was the young girl with the beautiful blue eyes that danced when she smiled. Could I truly watch her drown knowing that perhaps she could be cured?


  Jessica lowered her eyes, but I continued to hold her.


  I took her hands and held them with my own, rubbing my fingers over her knuckles. If she were my daughter, my child, I would want her to have this last moment of humanity, touching one of her own kind before she forgot everything she was and could have been.


  “I wish we could’ve done more.”


  Frozen in place, some of my last words to Jessica rolling over and over in my mind, I think I would have stayed there indefinitely if it hadn’t been for Dan.


  “What the hell woman? What were you thinking ramming my boat into the dock?” he grumbled as he stepped onto the wharf. He was covered in bites and scrapes, was limping slightly and his gun had a chunk out of the stock, but otherwise he was unscathed.


  “You didn’t leave instructions on how to drive it. Now would you mind getting me some rope?” I said, trying not to smile too much. It wasn’t often you saw a friend come back from the dead.


  “You don’t really want to bring her along do you?” he asked, even as he uncoiled a length of rope with his good hand and helped me to bind Jessica’s arms and legs.


  I nodded, my decision made, and helped him tie her up as, while she didn’t lunge at me, she snapped at Dan more than once.


  “If the cure is a fluke, we can let her go, or put her out of her misery. But if it isn’t a fluke and there’s a chance for her . . .” I trailed off and found myself flashing back to the moment at our farm gate, thought of how I’d said goodbye to Jessica at our home, through the fence. How I knew if she’d been my daughter, I would’ve hoped someone looked out for her. I let out a sigh. She couldn’t be held responsible for the things she’d done as a Nevermore. I knew that, as much as a part of me wanted to hate her for coming on to Sebastian as she’d done when he first turned or how she targeted me even tonight.


  Dan grunted and grabbed the rope around her ankles with his good hand and helped me lift her into the boat. “By the way,” Dan said. “Nice gitch.”


  I looked down at my bra and panties, the once bright pink fading to a dull colour that was covered in what had once been hot pink lips with wings on them. I hadn’t even noticed till now how awful they were. Laughing, I pulled on my clothes while Dan bent and roused Sebastian.


  He was groggy; the gash in his forehead didn’t seem that deep but was still bleeding. I started to get a strip of cloth to bandage it when there was rustling in the bush.


  “Time to go kiddos,” Dan said. Sebastian didn’t answer; he was strangely mute as we helped him into the boat along with Nero and the rest of our packs.


  Dan was able to navigate easily, if for nothing else than the fact that there were no other boats in the harbour. It didn’t hurt that he had a massive set of floodlights on the top of his boat that lit his path as well as if it were daylight. His boat was about twenty feet long and had a full cab that the four of us huddled in. The cold air whipped around us as he pushed the throttle slowly up, the boat quickly skimming over the waves. Even with a broken arm he got us out of the harbour in no time flat.


  I held Sebastian’s head against my chest and whispered into his ear. “What happened back there?”


  “I don’t want to talk about it Mara. Maybe later?” he mumbled, as he wrapped his arms around me and held me tight. Nero wriggled out of his sling and wobbled over to us, nosing his way in between our bodies.


  Jessica lay across the cab and she stared at us, a blank look in her eyes. I got to my feet and wobbled over to her, the waves rocking my every step. Now that she was still and not trying to attack and eat us, I could see that she had been battered and bruised, her ribs showing every minor detail as the yellowed skin was pulled tight across them. Her eyes were sunk deep into her head and as she stared up at me, panting, I could see that several of her teeth had been broken off and one knocked out completely.


  An old blanket lay bundled up in the corner of the cab. Though the wool was musty, it was at least dry. I draped it over her shivering body, the shreds of clothes she had left barely covering her. I shook my head. Even if I got her to the airport, they wouldn’t let her on the plane. Then I’d be forced to let her go into a new area, with a new pack that she didn’t know. Who’s to say that the new pack wouldn’t just kill her outright, as an intruder?


  “You did the right thing.” Sebastian came up beside me, holding the railing for balance with one hand and pressing the cut on his head with the other.


  “You shouldn’t be up and about,” I said, reaching out to touch his arm.


  “If the cure works as well on the others as it has on me, you never would have forgiven yourself if you’d left her behind when you could have brought her with us. So stop fussing about the what ifs,” he said. Once again I was struck by how well he knew me, and I smiled, just the corners of my lips lifting up. A wave hit the side of the boat, sending a spray of salt water up and over the cab. I steadied myself on the railing, the tang of the ocean filling my nostrils.


  “Thanks. Let me take a look at that gash. It may need to be stitched if we can stop and use the first aid kit, there’s no way I’m using a needle on you with the swells like this.” I glanced over at Dan at the wheel to see if he took note of my words. Nope. He stared straight ahead, a cigar clamped firmly once more in his mouth, a curl of smoke trailing out behind him. He must have had a stash on the boat.


  Sebastian sat and leaned his head back while I gingerly pulled the cloth away. I didn’t want the bleeding to start again, but I would have to take this off at some point to see just how bad the wound was.


  The bandage stuck and he winced as I had to work it off his skin. “The bleeding seems to have slowed down. That’s good,” I said.


  With the bandage off, I cleaned all around the gash, before starting to work on the wound itself. I too a deep breath, waiting for a calm between waves. Sebastian held stoic underneath my hands.


  “How’s it look?” He asked.


  I swallowed hard as the blood disappeared under the cloth, revealing shiny, pink new skin where his body had healed the injury. In less than half an hour. I closed my eyes and bit down on the inside of my cheek.


  Sebastian was still healing like a Nevermore.
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  “What is it? Mara?” His voice cut through my fear and I snapped my eyes open. Sebastian stared at me, his brows pinched with concern. “Is it that bad?”


  I slowly shook my head, then picked up his hand and placed his fingers where the gash has been.


  His eyes widened as his fingers probed and slid over the new, healed skin.


  “You’re still healing fast. Too fast,” I said.


  He shrugged. “It’s probably just a hangover from the drugs. No doubt it will fade too, like the rest of the symptoms.”


  I nodded and he pulled me into his arms, kissing the top of my head. He was right, I was sure of it. But, in the back of my mind I wondered.


  I fell into a fitful sleep, nightmares and fear chasing me through dreamland. Every time I startled awake Bastian was there, soothing my anxieties, holding me close. I finally fell into a heavy sleep, one that took me too deep for dreams and allowed me a measure of peace.


  As dawn crept over the horizon and the rays of light settled on my face, I slowly woke up. Sebastian was snoring lightly, his chin on his chest. I unravelled my limbs from his without disturbing him and went to stand next to Dan, who was guiding the boat down the coast.


  “How long before we have to disembark?” I asked, knuckling my back and suppressing a yawn.


  “We got company,” Dan said, jerking his head to the right.


  I turned to see a small row boat making its way towards us, two people waving like mad at us.


  “What do you think? Should we help them?” Dan asked.


  I frowned. “What do you mean? Of course we should help them!” I snapped. How could he think we would just walk away from someone in need?


  Dan grunted and spun the wheel with one hand, taking us out towards what I realized now was a floundering boat. As we drew closer, I saw, with great surprise, a young woman I recognized.


  “Annie?” I called out, dredging her name up out of my memory banks.


  Her blond head snapped up, purple highlights catching the morning sun. She frowned and then her eyes widened with recognition. “You didn’t get eaten!” she cried out. I smiled and then the smile faded as I recalled how afraid she’d been when she’d seen Sebastian passed out in the Jeep.


  What would she think when she saw a fully fledged Nevermore tied up in the bottom of the boat?


  We helped Annie and her brother on to the boat just as the wooden dingy they’d been in began to truly sink, water swelling over the sides and up through the bottom. The young man, he looked to be about thirteen or fourteen, cried out as we hauled him into our boat.


  “I can’t swim,” he whispered, his blue eyes wide, beads of sweat popping out on his forehead.


  I racked my brain. “You’re Dustin, right?” I asked. He nodded and I helped him into the cab and settled him into one of the seats. He glanced down at Jessica, looked away and then back again, letting out a scream as he scrambled to get away from her.


  “Shhh. She’s tied up. She won’t hurt you,” I said, trying to calm the suddenly frantic and terrified boy.


  Nero started to bark while Jessica let out a growl and attempted to lunge at Dustin.


  Dustin threw his body back, right into the controls. The boat lurched into action and I heard Dan yelp, but I didn’t look back. I grabbed at Dustin and all but threw him out of the cab, shoving him out past Jessica and into the waiting arms of his sister.


  Dan rushed past me. “What the hell!” he snarled, as he grappled with the controls. One look up through the window and I knew why he was scrambling. We were headed for a sharp out cropping of rocks that were scattered through this section of water—and we were a long ways from shore.


  “Brace yourselves!” Dan hollered, and I reached for one of the railings just as we hit the first rock. The boat shuddered, the hull groaning, and water started to roll in through the hole.


  Jessica let out a howl as the water splashed in around her. Of course; she would sink and she knew it. “Sebastian!” I yelped, as I pulled Jessica to a sitting position. She was chattering at me, her teeth clacking together, her yellow eyes wide with fear. I worked at her knots furiously until a hand tried to pull me away.


  “She’ll attack us!” Annie yelled at me, while Dustin muttered “I’m sorry.” Over and over again.


  I ignored him and answered Annie. “No, I won’t let her attack anyone. Besides, she’s more afraid of the water than anything else right now,” I said.


  Once she was free of the ropes, Jessica flung herself at me, clinging to me like a child. Her entire body was trembling, her breathing erratic and her clutch so tight it was almost unbearable. I turned to see where the others were. Dustin and Annie clung to one another; Dan had picked up Nero and Sebastian stood at the railing, staring out at the sky. At first I was angry—why hadn’t he helped me with Jessica? Why the hell was he just standing there?


  Very slowly my mind grasped what he must be going through. Both his father and his brother were killed in a boating accident, before we’d met. It had been a freak storm that swamped the boat and the bodies were never found. And here we were, in a sinking boat. I couldn’t count on him right now to help me; for now I would have to make do with Dan.


  Of the group, I knew that Dan and I might be able to swim the distance to shore. Annie probably could too and maybe, between the three of us, we could drag Dustin. But Jessica would sink for sure and Sebastian . . .


  “This ain’t going to turn out well,” Dan muttered. “I only got one life jacket.” He held up an ancient looking orange rag, mold growing down one side of it, which appeared to be one of the forerunners to the modern life jacket. He handed it to me and I stared at the limp hunk of material.


  “You’re kidding me, right?” I asked, my eyebrows climbing into my hairline. He snatched it back and tied it on to Dustin himself. The boat had a foot of water in it now and Jessica was crying as she clung to me.


  Sebastian continued to stare out at the distant sky and ocean. “You got a flare gun, Dan?” he asked. We all went silent and looked out in the same direction he was. In the distance was tiny black speck in the sky. A helicopter.


  Scrambling, Dan had to duck his head under water to get to the flare gun buried in a pile of his junk. The water had risen another foot and was almost to my knees now. Dustin was whimpering and Annie was attempting to soothe him. I couldn’t blame him for panicking when he saw Jessica. No doubt what the two kids had to survive to get to this point would have been horrendous.


  Sputtering up to the surface, Dan stood. He set the flare gun and pulled the trigger. For a brief second I thought it was a dud and then a brilliant red streak of light leaped out of the barrel and into the sky.


  The boat lurched; Annie and Dustin screamed and clung to one another. I held Jessica on her feet and Sebastian continued to stare out at the helicopter. They had to have seen that flare, there was no way they could’ve missed it. Even as the thought crossed my mind, the helicopter turned and flew down the coastline away from us.


  Our mismatched group let out a collective groan. There was no one coming to save us.
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  “What are we going to do?” Annie whispered, her voice easily carrying over the water.


  “We’re going to get to shore and set up camp,” I said, prying Jessica’s fingers off of me. Dan’s eyebrows lifted and he spit out his soggy stump of a cigar.


  “Just how do you plan to do that? One can’t swim, one’ll sink like a rock, I got a broken arm and . . .” He trailed off and looked over to Sebastian’s broad back.


  Sebastian turned his head towards us. “. . . And you don’t know yet whether I will be able to keep my head above water.”


  I slogged through the knee deep water and looked over the side of the boat. The fishing buoys were still hanging off the edge. There were four of them. “We’ll use those. Annie and Dustin can use one, Dan and Sebastian can each have one, and I’ll help Jessica.”


  In under a minute, we had the floaters cut free. They wouldn’t be perfect, but they would do the job.


  “I don’t want to do this,” Dustin whimpered.


  Before I could say anything, Annie grabbed his shoulders and gave him a shake. “Hey, you’ve faced down scarier things than this. So grab the floater and let’s go.” She turned him, her face drawn and looking far older than her years. But, she got Dustin in the water and they started towards the shore.


  Dan went in next, his gun slung across his chest, taking Nero with him too. We tied the puppy to the buoy so once he tired he wouldn’t drown or get swept away.


  The water was up to my waist now and Sebastian and I watched the two groups swim out into the ocean with no difficulty, other than Nero making an attempt to catch the seaweed as it floated by him.


  “What if we tied the last two buoys together? Would that make it easier?” I asked.


  Sebastian shook his head. “Yes, then if I sink, you can easily get to shore with two buoys.”


  His words hit me hard and I swayed where I stood, telling myself that it was the waves, not my emotions. “You aren’t going to sink,” I managed.


  “Just the same. I don’t want to be separated from you, especially if these are the last minutes we have.” He reached out and smoothed my hair, tucking it behind my ear.


  We’d said goodbye so many times before, I just didn’t have the heart to do it again. “No, I won’t say it, so get your ass in gear and let’s get out of here.”


  He smiled at me, a whisper of the cheeky man he’d once been. He opened his mouth, then froze.


  The boat groaned and we sunk another few inches. Jessica let out a yelp, her fingers digging into my arm as she shivered and clung to me. “We have to go,” I said, my throat tightening with fear.


  Sebastian swiftly tied the two floats together and he beckoned me over. Jessica made it difficult, but we managed the few steps. I tried to get Jessica to hang on to the float and a very large flaw in our plan became apparent. She couldn’t grip anything; she didn’t have any fine motor skills.


  I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Shit.”


  “Now what?” Bastian asked.


  The water was past my belly button and I let out gasp as the water lapped even higher. Jessica stood tight against me, her whole body quivering, her eyes shut tight and her lips parted as she panted for air. Sebastian stood quietly, his eyes not giving any indication of fear or any other emotion.


  “We’ll have to tie her to the floats.”


  She didn’t resist us as we rushed to tie her between the two floats. Once secured, Sebastian took the float on the left, I took the one on the right and we went to step out into the open water.


  “Wait!” Sebastian said, our feet on the lip of the boat. I jumped, startled, as he turned back and dove down into the cab of the boat. I sucked in a lungful of salty air, my heart struggling to catch up with my racing thoughts. What was he doing? There was nothing in there of any value. Bubbles floated to the surface as I started to count in my head. When he’d been down for forty-five seconds I started towards where he’d gone in.


  “Come on babe,” I whispered, my hands clenched around a cold, wet length of rope.


  A sudden rush of bubbles and he broke the surface, gasping for air. I struggled towards him, grabbed his hands and helped pull him upright. Gripped in his teeth was a large knife.


  “You went back for that?” I asked. He nodded and I shook my head as the boat suddenly shifted, groaned, and began to sink in earnest, the water rising at an alarming rate. Jessica let out a howl and I swam—it was easier than walking at that point—to her side. The water was to her chin. I tightened the ropes and tucked her between the two floats. Taking a deep breath I looked over to Sebastian. He had the knife in his left hand, the right on the ropes attached to the float closest to him. He gave me a smile and a wink and my heart lifted a little. For now, he was with me, 100%.


  With a small push, we were out in open water, the floats sagging under the weight of the three of us, but holding. Jessica whimpered, her eyes still shut, her body limp in the ropes.


  “This isn’t so bad,” I said, as we started to swim for shore.


  “It’s a long ways in, love. I wouldn’t get too cocky, yet,” Bastian said. I rolled in the water to face him and saw that he was struggling to keep his head above water. He was still heavy with the effects of Nevermore, the density in his bones dragging him down.


  There was nothing I could do except swim harder and hope, to all that was holy, that we would make it.


  Halfway to shore was when the quiet calm that had settled over us evaporated in the hot mid-afternoon sun. My mind and body were numb from the constant push. I could see Sebastian out the corner of my eye still struggling, but keeping it together. Jessica was still pretty much a rag doll in between us, her breathing rapid, but her body still.


  And then she opened her eyes. Letting out a screech that startled me right off the float, I was pushed under by a wave. The water was cool and soothing on a sunburn I hadn’t realized I’d been getting. For a moment I let the water hold me and I floated in an empty spot, my mind revolting at the thought of something else going wrong. Only a few seconds passed, but it felt longer, like I could let myself float there forever.


  One stroke and I broke the surface of the water to see Jessica flailing, her body only held up by the floats. “Stop it!” I yelled at her as I swam closer. She flung out her arms, catching me in the side of the face, stunning me with its force.


  “We have to cut her loose!” Sebastian yelled, already hacking at the ropes.


  “No! She’ll drown!” I yelled.


  “It’s us or her, we can’t all make it to shore,” he shouted, as one of the ropes broke free, plunging Jessica under water, her howls muffled and the bubbles from her last breath quickly rising to the surface.


  “Mara, don’t come so close, I’m afraid she’ll . . .”


  I didn’t hear the rest. A hand clamped onto my calf, nails digging into my skin, yanking me under water before I could even take a breath.


  I opened my eyes to see Jessica staring up at me, her eyes wide and pleading. She wasn’t trying to hurt me; she was terrified.


  Reaching down I pried her fingers off my leg and held her hand as I swam upwards, pulling her with me. It was no use. She was too heavy and I watched in horror as the rest of the ropes trailed down around us, like streamers thrown at a party.


  I flashbacked to the last time I’d seen Jessica as a human. The final words I’d said to her, how impossible my plea had been considering what we both knew she was becoming. My tears were swept away by the ocean. I squeezed her fingers and her eyes softened as she gave me the slightest of nods, her hand opening in mine.


  As she sank into the darkness, her eyes never left mine and I mouthed the words I’d said to her once before.


  “Be safe, sweetheart.”
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  My head broke the surface and Sebastian pulled me into his arms, a sob rippling out past his lips.


  “I thought I’d lost you,” he said, body shaking as he held me.


  I wanted to cling to him, wrap myself in his warmth, but we still had a long way to go. Minutes rolled by as we swam for the beach, Dan, Annie and Dustin urging us on, Nero barking at their feet.


  A quick glance at Sebastian, who with the help of the float was keeping his head well above water, eased my mind. Stroke after stroke we cut through the water, the swell of the waves occasionally lifting us and propelling us forward.


  When my feet brushed against the sand, I started out of the daze I’d settled in. My muscles screamed at me, the fatigue I’d been ignoring finally crashing down over me. Sebastian slogged through the water and wrapped an arm around me, kissing me on top of my head.


  “We made it,” he whispered, the disbelief in his voice surprising me.


  I smiled up at him, then let the smile fall, as I once more in my mind saw Jessica float down into the depths of the ocean, her eyes wide and trusting. I burst into tears and Sebastian held me close. Then another set of arms and another and another wrapped around me, until I was cocooned within them. The sobs trailed off into hiccups that left me shaky. Dan patted my back and left the group hug first, his sling gone and his broken arm tucked into his shirt.


  “You did the right thing, Mara,” he said, his voice gruff as he waded back to shore.


  Annie gave me a last squeeze and Dustin followed her lead as they too headed back to shore. Sebastian and I linked hands and stumbled the rest of the way in, our legs weak.


  Once we were all on the beach, it was decided we would camp there for the night, building a fire and sticking close to the water in case any Nevermores showed up. That way we had an easy escape.


  I sat down, my back against a large piece of driftwood, the tiny pebbles that made up the beach shifting underneath me as I settled my weight. The small rocks were hot and warmed up underneath me. Nero trotted over to me, his limp improving already, and flopped down in the rocks by my side.


  Letting my hand rest on his still damp back, I watched Annie take charge and direct the boys to get firewood as she started on building the pit a few feet away from me.


  She glanced up, her blue eyes tired. “My dad used to take us to the beach all the time. He showed us how to start a fire and we’d roast marshmallows. . .” Her voice was suddenly thick with tears.


  “We’re almost there, Annie,” I said, reaching out to touch her purple and blond hair. Somewhere along the way she’d lost her diamond nose ring. I didn’t think now was the time to tell her.


  She nodded, swallowed down the tears and went back to piling rocks in a circle to make a barrier for the fire.


  I lay back on the rocky beach, my right hand on my belly, the sun warm on my face and drifted in and out of sleep. Something rolled under my right hand and my eyes opened wide. The baby.


  “I felt the baby move!” I shouted and everyone froze what they were doing. I pressed my hands against my stomach and . . . there is was. Like a butterfly fluttering around in there, only bigger—maybe a bird would be more accurate.


  Annie was the first to crouch beside me. “Can I feel?”


  I nodded and she placed her hands on my belly. “I don’t feel . . . wait, there!” She lit up, her smile stretching across her face.


  I looked around to see Sebastian staring down at us, his face grim. I smiled up at him, refused to be pulled into his worries, and fears about this child.


  “Sebastian,” I called to him, keeping my voice soft. He closed his eyes and his chest lifted as he took a deep breath. Like going into battle, he strode over to my side and dropped to his knees.


  His big hands pressed gingerly into my stomach and Annie snorted. “You have to press real hard, you aren’t going to break her.”


  I gave Annie a wink and put my hands over Sebastian’s, pressing them in to my belly.


  He didn’t seem to feel the first flutter of movement; he kept his eyes closed and his mouth tight. Annie, perhaps sensing this was not a moment for her to be a part of, stood and went to help the others gather wood.


  Alone, I whispered to him. “No matter what, we will love this baby Sebastian. No matter what.”


  Tears trickled down his cheeks. “It’s my fault, Mara.”


  “That I’m pregnant? Yes, that is your fault. Nothing else is though,” I said.


  He opened his eyes and I drew in a big breath. It would take me a long time to get used to him having golden eyes. I didn’t mind though, he was with me; that was all that mattered.


  “That the baby is deformed.” He took a breath and let it out in a shuddering sigh.


  I shook my head and took his face in my hands. “We have not come all this way to give up now. You are going to make it with me to that airport, we are going to get on a plane and we are going to get the hell out of here. Got it?” I rubbed the tear tracks off his face with my thumbs.


  He leaned in and kissed me, softly at first and then deeper, wrapping his arms around me and pulling me into his lap. If only we’d been alone… but of course, it was at that moment that Dustin came running around the corner, out of breath, his eyes wide and his words barely intelligible. It took three tries to get him to spit it out. And as the seconds passed, I could only imagine what it was going to be. Nevermores? Marauders? A forest fire that would burn all the way to the beach? I was betting on one of the first two, though I would rule out nothing at this point.


  Dustin took a big gulp of air and finally spit it out.


  “A boat! There’s a big boat coming this way!”
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  We scrambled to our feet as Annie and Dan came around the corner. “We’ve got to get that fire going. Now!” Dan shouted.


  The five of us threw the firewood on, Annie and Dan fighting over the best way to light it. Dan finally produced the flare gun. “Get the kindling ready, we’ll shoot into it and that should light it.”


  Annie had her hands on her hips, her head shaking, her twenty-something attitude showing. “I don’t think it will work.”


  “Have you got a better idea, pipsqueak?” Dan growled at her.


  We all stepped back as Dan lined up the gun and squeezed the trigger. Again, there was a delay and then a puff of smoke and a red streak flew right into the pit. Of course, Annie was right too, and kindling and burning wood burst out of the pit. We all ran to get the pieces and get them back on the pile and within a few short moments, we had a blazing fire going, the tinder-dry wood lighting easily.


  But there was no smoke.


  “We need some wet wood,” I said, casting my eyes around. Up the slope was a small stand of alder trees, their leaves still green. That would work. I made my way up the slope and started to break off branches, throwing them down to Dustin who ran them over and threw them on the fire.


  The green wood produced a large cloud of smoke that curled up into the sky.


  I smiled, one hand on the closest alder tree for balance, the other pumped into the air. “It worked!”


  From the higher ground, I could see a large freighter cruising into the harbour, avoiding the rocks that we crashed into and anchoring just off shore. A rowboat was lowered into the water and two men jumped aboard. We waved and hollered, making damn sure they could see us. I mean really, how could they miss us? But, still we waved.


  One of the two men’s heads snapped up and with it a gun, aimed straight at me. What the hell? I ducked and slid as the boom of the rifle ripped through the air and a squeal of rage erupted from behind me. I didn’t turn around, I knew what was there.


  I slipped and slid down the slope and into Sebastian’s waiting arms where he held Nero tight. Dan stumbled, cursed, and rolled to his back as a Nevermore leaped onto him. The Nevermore’s head exploded in a shower of blood and bone, the marksmen covering us.


  Annie bent and grabbed Dan’s arm, Dustin grabbed the other, well above the break. Sebastian and I were steps away from the water when I was suddenly standing by myself. I spun as Sebastian dropped Nero and was yanked into the fray by three large Nevermores.


  I scooped up Nero as one of the Nevermores attacking Sebastian dropped to the ground, a bullet wound appearing in his neck. I hadn’t even heard the rifle shot over the howling and high-pitched screaming.


  “Get in the water, Mara!” Sebastian yelled, as he slugged a Nevermore in the jaw. I did as he said, sloshing into the water, the waves up to my knees in a few brief heartbeats. One of the men jumped out of the boat and slogged his way over to me. I handed him Nero and ignored the surprised look on his face. “Take him. I’ll help the others.”


  He grunted, and I spun back to face the blood bath that only moments before had been a quiet sanctuary. Sebastian was in the water, blood trickling from a bite wound on his collarbone and a split lip, but otherwise he was okay. Annie stood in the water, also up to her knees, breathing hard, Dustin clinging to her—No, he wasn’t clinging to her, she was clinging to him.


  “Annie…” I called out.


  She turned towards me, her eyes streaming with tears. Dustin was limp in her arms, his neck no longer whole. I could see the white of his spine as his head flopped with each effort she made to hold him upright. I ran to Annie as she started to scream, her head tipped back to the sky, peal after peal of anguish ripping out of her. I didn’t try to hush her, just wrapped my arms around her body and held her until her voice ran ragged and her breathing slowed.


  “I won’t leave him,” she whispered.


  “Of course not,” I said. I motioned and Sebastian came and lifted Dustin up into his arms, so carefully, as if the boy was only sleeping and not gone forever. Annie followed them, her hand holding one of Dustin’s.


  Again, I turned to the beach.


  Dan, where was Dan?


  I couldn’t see the crotchety old man and my heart constricted. I pushed hard and was ankle deep in a few seconds. There was blood everywhere, and no sign of Dan. The Nevermores pulled back, opening up a corridor of yellow skin, where at the back of the beach lay Dan.


  “Dan!” I yelled.


  “They didn’t kill me that easily,” he said, hawking a wad of blood on the ground beside him.


  I tried to see a way around this; we couldn’t just leave him there.


  “Don’t you dare even think about coming for me. They struck me a killing blow, a nice slow one to draw you in. You remember this, Mara. They’re getting smarter, they’re learning our weaknesses.” He coughed and groaned as I stood helpless on the edge of the beach, the water now just deep enough to cover the tops of my feet. This couldn’t be happening, not when we were so close to safety.


  “Dan, we can’t leave you here. The men have guns, they can . . .”


  He interrupted me. “Not enough to kill the pack quick-like so you can get me out. Even if you did,” he coughed and spit blood again. “I don’t think I’d make it. So, I have only one thing left to say.”


  Tears started to creep down my face and I dashed them away. Dan wouldn’t appreciate tears, not at his expense.


  He let out a low moan as he slid himself into a sitting position, just as Sebastian came up beside me, slipping an arm around my waist.


  “Dan?” Bastian said his voice heavy with sorrow.


  Dan grunted. “This is what I got to say to the two of you.”


  We waited while he caught his breath. “I’m proud to say you were my friends, and…”


  Sebastian’s arm tightened painfully around me, and I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from crying out.


  “You make a damn fine cookie, considering they were burnt.” He gave me a wink and slid his hand behind him. I heard the rifle click and buried my head against Sebastian’s chest.


  The boom of the gun and the ensuing squeal of the Nevermores was enough for me; I didn’t need to see what was left of Dan. We turned in the water and swam out to the boat where the men helped us in, my tears disappearing into the waves.


  One of the men, who later told us his name was Pete, grunted with the strain. “Damn, you don’t look that big man.”


  Sebastian grunted, but said nothing as the men hauled him over the side. Once in the boat, I held Annie, our grief binding us as nothing else could. I tried to keep her eyes on things other than her little brother’s lifeless body, but it was impossible. The men lifted Dustin’s body in and wrapped it in a tarp.


  “I can’t believe he’s gone. I thought we’d made it together, we were so close,” Annie said, the highlights in her hair looking duller, the brilliant hue of her eyes clouded with grief. She couldn’t seem to stop staring at his wrapped body.


  There was nothing I could say to ease the pain for her, so I said nothing, only held her, turning her head away from him and holding her tight. It wasn’t much, but it was the only comfort I could give.


  We were lifted up, boat and all onto the larger freighter; no, it was one of the old ferries. No wonder it took them so long to get to us. The old clunkers were not known for their speed.


  “Here we are,” Pete said. “We’ll be back in Vancouver in an hour or so. We came as quick as we could.”


  Pete continued as our tour guide. “We did see your flare, but the helicopter was running out of fuel, so they sent the boat after all of yous.” He smiled, showing us missing teeth and one gold capped tooth that sparkled in the sunlight.


  “Thank you.” Sebastian reached out and shook Pete’s hand.


  I kept Annie tight to my side and we went in under cover, sitting down in one of the green faux leather seats that filled the ferry. Leaning my head back, I closed my eyes, Annie’s head dropping to my shoulder, Sebastian on my other side holding Nero, one of his hands tucked into mine. I let out a deep breath.


  We were finally safe.
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  The ferry, The Queen of Saanich to be exact, docked at the Tsawwassen ferry terminal where we disembarked. Walking through the terminal with its empty booths and empty lanes for vehicles was spooky. Our footsteps echoed through the hallways, feet slapping on the tiled stairways that took us down to where armoured vehicles—that at one point in their lives had been Brinks Security trucks—waited for us. I sat quietly between Sebastian and Annie, Nero asleep in my arms. None of us spoke a word for the first few minutes. It was me who finally broke the silence.


  “I didn’t get the chance to thank Dan for taking Nero in when we were taken away,” I said.


  Sebastian scrubbed Nero’s head, messing up his fur. “I bet the little beggar whined at Dan’s door till he let him in.” Though I doubted that very much, I smiled at the image it put in my head, no doubt Sebastian’s intent.


  In under an hour, we were at the airport and taken into one of the waiting rooms. Our names and information were taken down and were then sent to the medical teams for blood work and a general health evaluation.


  Annie went in first, Sebastian and I held back. This was the moment of truth, when we found out how well the cure really worked.


  “We should go in together,” I said. Sebastian nodded, and I led the way when my name was called.


  There was a doctor and a nurse, both women. “Hello, I’m Dr. Stanwell. This is nurse Allton.” Dr. Stanwell looked to be in her late forties, early fifties and her blond hair had grown out, showing the grey roots beneath. Sharp, intelligent green eyes met mine and I swallowed hard.


  I reached inside my bra and pulled out the vial I’d stolen, what seemed so long ago, from Donavan’s compound. “My name is Mara Wilson, this is my husband Sebastian. We were held captive by a man named Donavan, and he had what he thought was a cure for Nevermore.”


  The two women stared at me, their mouths hanging open as I quickly spun out our story, albeit missing the parts where Sebastian was a Nevermore. I wasn’t telling them anything I didn’t have too. I finished by explaining how Marks and his men had broken into the compound, had saved Sebastian and me, and how I’d gone back for the cure.


  “Why didn’t Sebastian go instead?” Dr. Stanwell’s eyes narrowed. I swallowed and took a shallow breath.


  “He was sick, running a high fever. He could barely walk,” I said, as Sebastian nodded in agreement.


  “And that’s it. That’s how we got here.” I handed the vial over to her. “I don’t know if it needed to be cold or what, but at least we got it here.”


  “That you did, Mara,” Dr. Stanwell whispered. She handed the vial to the nurse with instructions to take it to the lab immediately. Nurse Allton rushed out of the room.


  “You have brought us hope, you and Sebastian. But,” she held up a finger, “if either of your blood work doesn't come up clear, I can’t guarantee you will be leaving Vancouver.” Again, her eyes narrowed. “I find your eye colour fascinating Sebastian. So much like that of the Nevermores.”


  I had to give Bastian credit. He just shrugged and gave her a lopsided smile. “These eyes have drawn many a woman into my lair.” He wriggled his eyebrows at her as I slapped him on the arm.


  “Quit that you lech,” I said, a nervous laugh escaping my lips.


  Dr. Stanwell’s lips didn’t twitch. Apparently we weren’t that good at lying because she seemed suspicious.


  I tried a different tactic, cleared my throat and asked, “Have you had anyone tested that didn’t pass?”


  Dr. Stanwell shook her head. “No. You either are a Nevermore or you are not. I don’t think either of you have anything to worry about. The blood work is just a precaution.”


  I thought Sebastian blew it when he asked. “But what if you found someone who was trying to sneak through, what would happen to them?”


  She blinked several times as if trying to process his question. Taking in a short sharp breath she answered. “I suppose we would have to decide that at the time it happened. Most likely we would have to eject them from the airport, at the very least. More likely, they would be executed as there is no cure and the last thing we need is more Nevermores.” She paused and leaned over the desk. “Is there something you’d like to tell me Mr. Wilson?”


  I froze and felt Sebastian do the same beside me. He let out a laugh and shook his head. “No, I was just curious that’s all. We’ve been out of touch with the world for weeks and have no idea what’s going on out here.”


  She slowly stood, pushing her chair out behind her and changed the subject.


  “I think there are people here you would like to see. You mentioned a “Marks” in your story, correct?”


  The words sank slowly in and I blinked several times. “Yes, that’s right. Why? Did you hear something? Did he make it out alive?”


  Now she did smile. “I think I’ll just send you down to the barracks and you can see for yourself.”


  She drew my blood first, and then Sebastian’s.


  Bastian didn’t look so fine by the time the needle was prepped and ready. He was positively green as Dr. Stanwell drew blood from him.


  “Is there anything else you need me to attend to?” She asked as she labelled the vials.


  “I’m pregnant,” I said.


  She nodded. “I can see that.”


  “We had an ultrasound that showed the baby might have deformities. I would like a second opinion,” I said. My heartbeat picking up. I hadn’t believed Donavan when he’d said the baby was deformed. That was the only thing that got me through, but now I had to know the truth.


  She nodded, and called out to another nurse who brought in an ultrasound machine. I lay on my back on the sterile, white paper-covered gurney, sucking in a breath as they spread the cool gel on my protruding belly.


  The machine beeped to life and Dr. Stanwell rolled the sensor over my skin. “You look to be about four months along.” At my nod she continued. “Everything looks good so far. I see fingers and toes. Heads, arms, legs. Yes, everything looks just fine.”


  A loud buzzing rushed through my ears. “Heads?” I squeaked out. Donavan was right then. What kind of deformities did our baby have?


  Dr. Stanwell smiled and nodded as Sebastian gripped my hand so hard I thought the bones would pop.


  “Yes, heads. You knew you were having twins didn’t you?” She asked.


  Silence reigned for a brief second and then Sebastian let out shout that made everyone jump, including me. His hands were in the air and his eyes filled with tears, as did mine. Twins. We had TWO babies. That’s what Donavan had been seeing, not three arms on one baby, but two babies with only some parts showing.


  Dr. Stanwell left us as they put the machine away; Sebastian sat beside me, his hands over our babies.


  “I didn’t ruin this at least,” he whispered.


  “You didn’t ruin anything my love,” I whispered back, my hand grazing his cheek.


  We were assigned rooms that had once been offices and then were encouraged to go down to the main hall to see when the next flight was and where it was going.


  On our way, we bumped into Annie, her hair and face clean; she’d even put on fresh clothes and a light dusting of makeup. But, her eyes were haunted. I knew that it would take a long time before the shadows disappeared.


  “We’re going to the barracks, Annie, do you want to come with us?” I asked. She shook her head.


  “No, I’ll wait for you here.”


  I nodded, and we struck out for the barracks. We made our way out to one of the small airstrips where it was practically a tent city.


  “I guess they need to be close to where the fighting would be, huh?” I said


  “Probably,” Sebastian answered.


  We were met at the front tent, the large green canvas flaps rustling in the wind, by a young man in well-worn uniform.


  “I’m looking for Marks,” I said.


  The man—boy really—nodded. I was reminded of Burns and a sudden lump rose in my throat. He ran into the camp, motioning for us to wait for him. Only a few minutes passed and a familiar figure jogged into view.


  I lifted a hand, “Marks!”


  “Good to see you beautiful. I knew you’d make it. Give me minute, I need to check out and then I’ll walk you to the command center.” He flashed me a smile and ducked into the tent.


  Sebastian put his hands on my shoulders and spun me slowly to face him. “I have to know, was there anything between the two of you?”


  I blushed and Sebastian’s mouth tightened into a thin hard line. “No. Marks . . . he wanted more than friendship. Sebastian, I have never looked at another man, never loved another man the way I love you. I would never break our wedding vow, not even . . .”


  “Not even while I was a Nevermore,” he said. I shook my head and he pulled me tight against his chest. “I’m sorry I doubted you.”


  I shrugged. “I doubted you too, with Jessica, and I know that nothing happened there.”


  He leaned down and kissed me lightly. “Forgiven?”


  “Of course.”


  Marks popped back out of the tent and all but glared at us as we held each other loosely.


  I could feel Bastian’s muscles tighten as he and Marks glared at one another until I let out a cough. “Marks, this is Sebastian. Sebastian, this is Marks. If you two boys don’t play nice together you’re going to see a very ugly side of me. Got it?”


  They turned to stare at me, giving almost identical looks of shock. I lifted one finger and pointed it first at Marks and then my husband. “I mean it.”


  Marks gave a sharp nod and Sebastian tightened his arms around me. “I don’t want him calling you pet names,” he said, loud enough for Marks to hear and go bright red.


  “Sebastian, Marks looked out for me while I was stuck with Vincent. Perhaps instead of being an ass, you could thank him for looking after your wife while you were incapacitated,” I said, loosened my grip on him and pulled away. That made it easier to give him the dirty look he deserved.


  The young man let out a chuckle. “Damn, if you didn’t already have two men at your feet, I’d be down there, too. Always did love me a fiery woman.” Both Marks and Sebastian glared at the young kid till he swallowed hard and backed away.


  Sebastian surprised me by holding out his hand to Marks. “She’s right. Again. Thank you, for looking out for Mara. . . When . . . I . . . couldn’t.” He seemed to have some difficulty getting the words out but he managed.


  Marks took his hand and gave it a single shake. “I would do it again. Only I wish the outcome were different.”


  Nope, that was not okay and this infatuation with me had to end now. I reached out and slapped Marks, stunning the men into stillness.


  “Do not ever say that again. You are my friend, and I though you understood that was all there was between us, all there ever would be. If you can’t get that through your thick skull then we can’t even be that,” I snapped, my voice hard and cold even to my own ears.


  I linked hands with Sebastian. “We are going to the command centre.”


  Marks’ cheek had a brilliant red hand print, but he nodded. “I’ll show you the way.” Setting a sharp pace; he led, and we followed.


  Back into the terminal, the “command centre” was what had once been gate 9. It had the best view of the airstrip and the chairs and tables had been set up accordingly.


  Annie was already there, waiting quietly in a corner. She saw us and stood, her eyes widening as they lit on Marks.


  “I know you,” she said, a soft blush creeping up her neck and into her cheeks. Well this was interesting.


  Marks walked over to her. “You were the girl in the window.”


  “I’m hardly a girl. I’m almost twenty six,” she said, a small spark of her fire showing itself. Interesting indeed. We left Marks and Annie to speak alone, and we made our way across the room.


  “Where do you think they’re going to fly us?” Sebastian asked.


  I shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess it really doesn’t matter as long as there aren’t any Nevermores.”


  On the far side of the main hall was a large world map, big black X’s through several of the continents. In fact there was only one continent without an X through it and my breath caught in my throat. They couldn’t be serious, could they? Marks caught up with us, Annie at his side.


  A brief explanation from him quickly revealed that, indeed, they were serious. It was the only continent that didn’t dive into the Nevermore revolution, weight wasn’t an issue for the people there. The tribes had killed off the Nevermores who had appeared, and as a whole, the continent was the only one left pretty much intact.


  We were going to Africa.
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  The next week while we waited for the test results allowed us some semblance of normality.


  Annie and Marks became almost inseparable, their shared grief at losing loved ones tying them together as much as some chance encounter they’d had. For the most part Sebastian and I stayed in our own quarters, making up for lost time, revelling in the facts that not only were we together, but the babies would be fine.


  We learned there were small pockets of humans living on each continent, surviving amongst the Nevermores, fighting them off as we had. But while most groups had decided to head to Africa to start again, a few had decided to stay where they were and try to make a go of it. I personally didn’t think that was a good idea, but then, going to Africa had started to freak me out, too. Either way, the world had a major re-set when Nevermore was released on us all, like someone had pushed a button and thrown us all back five hundred years. Now the trick was not who could make the most money, or have the biggest house, but who could survive the best. Those would be the ones who helped to re-make the world. Dan had been right; it was survival of the fittest on the grandest scale possible.


  The best news of all was that the vial we’d brought from Donavan’s labs looked good. The initial tests were showing signs in the affirmative and the medical staff was ecstatic. We may have, with Donavan’s mad genius, helped to bring the world back to some semblance of order.


  Finally, the three of us were called down to the medical labs to get our results. Just inside the door stood two guards with guns, their faces giving away no emotion. I didn’t like this. No one else had guards in attendance when they got their blood work results.


  I reached for Sebastian and he took my hand, rubbing his thumb over my knuckles. Again, Annie went first and came out, if not smiling, then not frowning either. She was clean.


  Then it was our turn.


  We walked in and Dr. Stanwell motioned for us to sit in the ripped leather chairs opposite her.


  “I’d really rather stand,” Sebastian said.


  “I think you’d better sit for the results,” she said, her tone sombre.


  He sat, his face losing colour as fast as he could plant his butt in the chair. This was not good.


  She took a deep breath. “Sebastian. You aren’t human anymore.”


  I couldn’t bite down on the gulping sob that leaped out of my mouth. I put my fist into the offending orifice and bit down. No, this could not be happening! I stood up fast, tipping my chair over backwards. I wouldn’t let them kill him.


  “Give us a little time, we’ll leave, the both of us,” I said, leaning across the desk. “Please, he isn’t like the other Nevermores, I don’t care what the results are!”


  Dr. Stanwell’s green eyes widened behind her glasses. “Sit down Mara. I’m not finished.”


  Shaking, I did as she asked, my whole being torn apart by this news.


  She took off her glasses and laid them on the desk. “You aren’t human, but neither are you a Nevermore. We tested your blood several times, but they all came out the same. You are not a Nevermore. You will be free to go with Mara to the colony in Africa.”


  Stunned silence held sway, but before either Bastian or I could say anything she went on.


  “Mara, your results were abnormal as well.”


  “What?” Sebastian asked. “She didn’t take the shot! How is that possible?”


  I put my hands to my belly, to the twins growing inside of me. “The babies,” I whispered.


  Dr. Stanwell nodded. “Exactly. I believe they have helped you with your allergy to the components. Not unlike an allergy sufferer that becomes immune to their local allergens. The children, I believe they will have many of the beneficial qualities of the Nevermore drug, not unlike Sebastian here. Those qualities and their being inside of you have spread some of those traits to you.”


  I thought about the last night in the cabin, as the Nevermores attacked, how easy it had been for me to see. How quickly I was healing from every nick and cut I received in the last four months, how my hunger seemed to have lessened, and yet I was no less able to go on.


  I lifted my eyes. “What will happen to us when the colony finds out about this?”


  She shook her head. “They won’t. These papers will be shredded.”


  “Won’t that get you in trouble?” I asked.


  She laughed. “With who? The government, what is left of it, has far more pressing matters than the two of you. If there are things that people don’t need to know, this is the time to put them aside. Sebastian is not a monster any more than you or I. I believe he deserves to be left in peace for what remains of your lives together. Though I am not impressed you tried to slip through, I understand why you did not say anything. I would have done the same for my husband, rest his soul.”


  My eyes welled. “Thank you, thank you so much.”


  She clapped her hands together.


  “Now, you two have a flight to catch.”


  We left, hand in hand, all but floating our way back to the small office that had been our home for the last week.


  “What does this mean for us?” Sebastian asked, as we packed our meagre belongings. I lay down on the bed and rested a moment, the roller coaster ride of emotions having drained me.


  “All I know is that I can finally breathe and not be afraid of taking the next breath, I don’t have to wonder if there will be a next breath. For you or me,” I said. I reached a hand out for Sebastian and he lay down beside me; I rested my head on his chest. The beat of his heart was a steady drum in my ear. It was hard to fathom, after all we’d been through, that we’d both made it out alive and whole. Together. I held him tight while we waited for the announcement that the flight was ready.


  “I love you, Sebastian.”


  He ran his fingers through my hair. “I love you too, more than anything, more than all the stars in the sky, more than the countless drops of water in the ocean . . .”


  I slapped his arm. “Stop being such a drama queen.”


  “I’ll show you drama queen!” He growled as he wrestled me around, our laughter filling the room.


  He finally pinned me below him, his gaze darkening with desire. Leaning in, he kissed me, his lips working their way from my mouth along my jaw to the lobe of my ear.


  That was about when the announcement came on that our flight was boarding.


  Grabbing our small packs, we put a leash on Nero and were loaded onto the plane along with twenty five other people. Annie was already there and she gave us a smile.


  The last person on board truly surprised me, but it made sense when he went and took a seat close to Annie. I gave Marks a wink and a thumbs up. It seemed to be a good match. I was happy for them.


  The engines started up and we started to taxi down the runway. I thought about the people we were leaving behind, alive and dead. But, mostly those that had lost the battle to live. Burns and his earnest nature, Seraphima and her innocence, Scout and his loyalty, Jessica and all the world should have offered her. Dan and his pragmatic, gruff nature, Annie’s little brother Dustin. Tears started in the corner of my eyes and quickly slid down my face as I was finally able to grieve for those who would travel with us no more. The safety had settled on me over the last week, but I hadn’t truly trusted it until now.


  “They’re still with us, love,” Sebastian said into my ear, again showing me how we were bound, not only by marriage, but deep inside our souls. I tipped my head and pressed it into his shoulder.


  “They gave their lives, and because of them, we made it through,” I said, my voice catching on the words. He wrapped his arm around me and pulled me tight. “We won’t forget them, babe.”


  I nodded and the plane started to speed up, the force pushing us into our seats. I wiped away my tears. “Thank you, all of you,” I whispered. For a moment, so brief I wasn’t sure I hadn’t imagined it, there was pressure on my leg and I looked down, expecting to see that Scout had somehow survived, and had hidden away on the plane.


  Sebastian was right, they would always be with us, and we would carry their memories until we met them on the other side, hopefully years from now. But, for this moment, we were safe; I had Sebastian, a few friends and a new life ahead of us filled even with that elusive dream of children.


  As we took to the air, the plane erupted with cheers and whistles, all of us headed to our new home.


  One could only hope it wouldn’t be quite as dangerous as our last move, to Fanny Bay.


  Then again, it was Africa.
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  Dark Waters, Celtic Legacy Book I


  Courage is resistance to fear, mastery of fear, not absence of fear.


  -Mark Twain


  


  1


  


  The cool, wet sand slid through my toes as I scrunched them up, wishing I hadn’t promised my little sister we could do anything she wanted for her graduation. A rolling wave splashed up around my ankles; the wetsuit I was wearing only came to mid-calf and was hardly a protection against the cold water. Chesterman Beach was beautiful, everything the package had promoted it to be and then some, and I hoped that Ashling appreciated what it took for me to be here; to face my fears for her.


  I fingered the small sheath on my upper thigh, the knife that Grandpa had given me right before he went into the institution. It was a pitifully small thing, but I took comfort in it, and never went swimming without it. It had saved me once already. I grit my teeth as memories rushed through my mind and threatened to suck me into a panic attack. Using slow even breaths I managed to get my heart rate to a normal level. Okay, almost normal. Those memories needed to stay in the past, where they belonged. If only it was that easy.


  Though this was what Ashling wanted, surfing was not my idea of a good time. Surfing on the west coast of Vancouver Island was even less of a good idea, at least to me. The water was cold even through the heat of the summer and was known for its riptides and jagged rocks as much as its waves. And yet, here we were. I shook my head, blond curls catching in the wind that stirred up the waves.


  “Come on, Quinn, that water is great and the waves are bitch’n!” Ashling yelled. I stared at her, out in the water sitting on her surf board, unruly strawberry blond curls escaping her ponytail and dancing in the wind.


  I waved at her and forced a smile to my lips. I wouldn’t ruin this day for her; this was her moment, her celebration.


  “I hate this.” I muttered under my breath.


  “Then why are you here?” A strong male voice asked me. It was our instructor, Luke.


  I had a hard time looking at him. Drop dead gorgeous wouldn’t even begin to describe the man in front of me. Not too tall, maybe 5’10, blond hair that seemed to shimmer in the sunlight and blue eyes that I couldn’t look away from. I swallowed hard and stared at the sand at my feet. Far too pretty, far too dangerous with his silky voice that made me forget my own name. Ashling had been, to say the least, delighted when she saw him and realized he was our surfing instructor. Flirting and prancing in her little red bikini, she’d been determined to get his attention. But he paid her no mind. Was, in fact, quite rude to her. So, although I would admit he was a hot, I had no interest in him. If he couldn’t at least be nice, then he wasn’t my type.


  I fingered the cuffs on my wetsuit, anxiety starting to build. “I promised her we could do anything she wanted for her graduation gift.”


  We were the only ones here on the beach, the early morning enough to scare many of the tourists away as well as the die hard locals. Usually the beach was flooded, despite the cooler water and the mist that wouldn’t burn off till afternoon.


  “You must care for her a great deal.” Luke said. He sounded surprised.


  I frowned at him. “She’s my baby sister man, of course I care about her.”


  “That’s too bad.” He said his voice soft. My frown deepened and a thrill of alarm started at the base of my spine.


  “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” I snapped at him. He didn’t have a chance to answer me.


  “Quinn!” Ashling’s call was sharp and far too high pitched. Not her usual light, airy tones. I spun to see her in the water with only her head above the waves as she gripped the surf board. Even from this distance, her pale green eyes were wide and full of fear. I didn’t hesitate- though my body quailed with remembered fear and pain- didn’t think about anything except getting her out of the water. I knew my sister, she wouldn’t play with me, not when it came to the ocean.


  I took one step and arms circled around me, holding me tight and stopping me from diving into the water. “She’ll be fine. Let her be.”


  “Let me go!” I yelled, jerking my body left and right, trying to free myself. Luke’s grip only tightened; his arms like vices around my middle. Damn he was strong.


  “Quinn!” Ashling’s voice went up another octave and I stared in horror as her head bobbed down on the last bit of my name turning into a gurgle. Something huge and black breached in the water next to her then slid back under the waves. My heart constricted with fear, my body thundering with adrenaline. It had to be a killer whale. That was the only thing out here that could be attacking her. We didn’t have sharks on the west coast. At least, not that I knew of. God, I hoped not. I couldn’t face that again.


  Luke held me tight. “She’ll be fine.” His voice caressed my skin, his words reverberating inside my skull until I believed them. I relaxed into his arms, my head leaning back into his chest as a wave of fatigue swept over me. I slumped as my blood slowed and the fear left me. Luke was right, Ashling would be okay. She was a strong swimmer and this, his arms around me, felt so nice. He turned me to face him, my back facing the ocean and the distant cries of the gulls. His hand came up and stroked my face; brushed an errant curl back and tucked it behind my ear.


  “Ah, Quinn, let her go, she isn’t one of us, not really. It will be better for you to let her go now, rather than later.” He leaned down, holding my face in his hands as his thumbs rubbed intricate designs on my cheeks; his lips pressing into mine.


  It was if I was kissing the sun, golden warmth rushed through my veins, waking parts of me I had no idea were even there. The heat stirred some long dormant piece of me and that piece responded in a flash. Pushing up against Luke’s energy, my own power rippled through me, answering his kiss and snapping my nerve endings awake and clearing my mind, tingling from head to toe, I pulled away, trying to untangle my limbs from his.


  “Stop.” I gasped out. Luke pulled back, a frown slipping over his beautiful face, marring it, taking the glamour away.


  I slid my hand down my thigh to the knife sheath. “Let me go!” I said, again trying to pull myself out of his arms to no avail.


  “Trust me Quinn; I’m saving your life right now. If you go into that water, you’ll not come back out. You have to trust me.” He said, the power in his voice sweeping over me again. I bit down on the inside of my cheek, the pain keeping my mind from dissolving under his words. But more than that, my own power seemed to buck under his attempts to sway me. I clung to it for all I was worth.


  “I don’t have to do anything!” I snapped.


  I flicked the neoprene knife sheath open, and grasped the smooth bone handle. Jerking it out I plunged it into Luke’s thigh. He let out a howl and stumbled backwards as I turned and sprinted into the surf, slipping my knife back in its sheath as I ran.


  “Ashling!” I shouted, fear for my baby sister rolling over me; stronger than the fear I had of the water and what lay beneath it, though just barely. The ocean was not warm, and it stole what heat the kiss had infused me with. I dove in, slicing underneath the surf as a wave rolled over me.


  Memories of the last time I’d swum, over three years ago, snapped at my heels and I did my very best to ignore them. But, they caught me between diving under the waves and surfacing. The bite of a shark on my leg, the fear as my respirator slipped off at forty feet below the surface, the panic at not being able to breathe.


  Breaking the surface, I gasped for air and nearly turned back as I imagined all the things that swam below me. Paralyzed by my past, I couldn’t move forward; I couldn’t go back. Treading water, I trembled, my breath coming in short, sharp gasps. Heart hammering, my vision blurred as I struggled to get enough air, my body shutting down as the panic set in full force.


  A wave rolled and in the valley of it was a flash of white.


  Ashling’s surfboard. One of her hands gripped the edge it and the sight broke my paralysis. Ashling’s head was submerged except for the ends of her hair which floated on the surface. Something cold and slimy brushed against my legs and I bit down on a scream that made it all the way to my lips before I caught it. Salt water slipped inside my mouth; I spit it out and kicked harder, trying to get to Ashling before it was too late.


  I focused on the goal, gritting my teeth as a wave rose over me and pushed me under. The wave held me down, and I fought the weight of it above me, swimming hard for the surface. I broke through and sucked in a lungful of air managing to hold the fear at bay, at least for the moment. Two more strokes and I was right on the surf board. Gripping it I looked all around but there was nothing. She was gone.


  “Ashling!” I screamed. My voice echoed out over the water but the only answer I got was the gulls crying over head.


  Looking down, I couldn’t see anything below me; I could barely see my feet. Breathing deep, I prepped myself to dive, but on the second gulp of air, the choice was taken from me.


  Teeth latched onto my calf yanking me under the water, my hands slipping from the surfboard. The bite was all too familiar. Apparently, I’d been wrong; there were sharks in these waters. Serrated teeth sliced through my flesh, biting all the way through the muscle, my foot clamped inside a powerful set of jaws.


  My first thought was that mom couldn’t be upset with me now for losing Ashling, not if we were both gone. My second thought as I rolled in the water- pain in my leg snapping my eyes open- was that I’d lost my mind.


  It was no shark on my leg, but a monster, human in appearance with a single eye in the middle of its forehead and a massive mouth filled with sharp, shark-like teeth. The thing smiled as its hands, hooked like claws, rose up to dig into the waist of my neoprene wetsuit. The jagged tips brushed against my bare skin inside the suit and I trembled with fear a new fear. What the hell was it?


  “Can you hear me little Tuatha? I wonder if you know me deep in your soul? We are coming for you. All of you.”


  I blinked and stared into the huge, soul less eye, felt the keen edge of years behind it and much as I wanted to deny what I was hearing, acknowledged that the voice in my head wasn’t my own. It was his.


  What are you? I mouthed into the water, salty brine washing over my taste buds.


  “I am your enemy, little Tuatha.”


  It, he, rumbled and rolled in the water, taking me with him, end over end until I no longer knew which way was up. Finally, he stopped and began to pull me into the depths of the ocean, the water getting colder with each inch we moved deeper, away from the sun and air.


  Air. How could I still be under the water and not need to breathe? I didn’t have time to think about that, as strange as it seemed.


  Movement further below and to the right brought my attention off my own situation. It was Ashling, fighting with a monster very much like the one on my own leg. They were tumbling in the water, her hair floating about like tentacles as she fought the thing off. How could she be in this deep, for this long? How could I? This couldn’t be real. But, if it wasn’t real, then I didn’t have to be afraid of the water or what was in it. I could save her. That thought broke the last of my fear, its hold dissolving under the crazy logic.


  I grabbed my knife out of the sheath and slashed at the monster that held me in his mouth, slicing through the bulbous eye, white fluid pouring out of it. He jerked away from me, releasing my leg- a spray of blood clouding out around me- as he writhed in the water


  “Bitch! You will pay for that!”He screamed, his words reverberating in my skull.


  Turning my back on him, I swam hard towards Ashling, holding the knife in my mouth. Twenty feet, fifteen, ten. I was nearly to her before she looked up.


  She saw me coming and kicked the monster that held her tight, sending it into a spin away from her. Ashling swam for me, her lips tight, eyes wide and dilated. Five feet. Three. I reached for her, my hand wrapping around her slender wrist. I didn’t pause, just turned and started to swim for the surface. She swam hard beside me, but I refused to let go of her.


  “She is ours, Tuatha, you will not have her!”


  We were yanked to a stop in mid stroke, the surface only a few feet away, the sunlight streaming down through the waves with tantalizing nearness. I turned in the water and looked down. Ashling had a sea monster on each leg. Her pale green eyes were so wide they seemed to fill her face as they jerked her from my hands, speeding into the depths faster than a rock sinking. Her hands reached for me, futilely. I started after them, not even thinking about taking a gulp of air. I didn’t need it; it felt as if I could hold my breath indefinitely.


  Hands grabbed me and pulled me upwards, away from Ashling, out of the water.


  “No!” I screamed as I broke the surface, the last of my air erupting in denial. There were people all over the water; rescuers dove after Ashling. But, I knew what they didn’t. They would never find her, somehow I knew that not only had my sister been stolen away, but my world had just shattered beyond repair.


  And somehow, I knew, it all my fault.
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