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      The sole of a shoe poked out from under the bush. Taya froze.

      George’s shoe. Attached to George’s leg. Attached to his body under a bush.

      “He’s not dead.” A deep voice spoke behind her.

      She whirled around.

      A Tarka.

      The Tarka.

      She’d recognize the beautiful beast from the supply cart anywhere. He stood well over six intimidating feet with a powerful build from a lifetime of training. Where the hell had he come from?

      “I don’t make a habit of killing children.” The Tarka held perfectly still, gray gaze flashing, platinum-blond hair shining under the setting sun. He looked like a warrior angel sent to Earth to smite the pest-like humans.

      She clutched her staff and brought it up with numb fingers.

      He raised a dark eyebrow. “You plan to fight me with a stick?”

      “I can hand it over and tell you what to do with it, if you promise to follow directions.” She moved the stick slowly. Not fast enough to give away her skill, but enough to warm her wrists and get blood flowing back into her limbs.

      “I’ll take option number one, thank you,” he said.
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        Conspiracy of Ravens

        “Raven is my kind of people. Half hot-mess, half bad-ass, all awesome… the story had plenty of humor, action and mystery rolled up in a nice paced story.”

        ~ Urban Fantasy Investigations

      

      

      

      
        
        Nevermore

        “The dramas, dangers, intrigue, and tension of NEVERMORE will have you glued to the pages, and when it is finished, Ms. McKenzie will have left you satisfied yet wanting more.” ~ Fresh Fiction

      

      

      

      
        
        Queen of Corvids

        “It has all the classic comedy, angst, and drama that I have come to expect from J.C. McKenzie, and then it piles on mystery and more interesting characters.”

        ~ Lady with a Quill

      

      

      

      
        
        The Call of Corvids

        “This is a fascinating read that brings together a world that has been marred with fae wars” ~ Fresh Fiction

      

      

      

      
        
        Cormorant Run

        “CORMORANT RUN by J. C. McKenzie is an amazing dystopic science fiction read that will have you mesmerized from the first word to the last.”

        ~ Fresh Fiction

      

      

      

      
        
        The Night House

        “From the very first page till the very end I was hooked on this book and read it in less than one day...it had everything you could want from a story romance, secrets, lies, suspense, surprises and more.”

        ~ Paranormal Romance Guild

      

      

      

      
        
        Shift Happens

        “SHIFT HAPPENS has excitement, intrigue and lots of danger. I love the whole cast of characters and how they played a part in the story”                                                                                       ~ Fresh Fiction

      

      

      

      
        
        Beast Coast

        “I loved this book as much as the first. There are secrets, surprises, and all manner of supernaturals.”

        ~ Paranormal Romance Guild

      

      

      

      
        
        Carpe Demon

        “The story keeps the adrenaline pumping and spine tingling tension building throughout the story with well written scenes full of vivid details that capture the imagination and make it easy for the reader to become engrossed...” ~ Literary Addicts Book Community

      

      

      

      
        
        Shift Work

        “It’s a terrific series and if you like supernatural reads, with a side of romance, the sort with solid and intense plots, gripping and very real dangers, hard choices, supernatural people some of whom can be selfish, cruel and bloodthirsty…You’ll be hooked.”

        ~ Jeannie Zelos Book Reviews

      

      

      

      
        
        Beast of All

        “This time out, J. C. McKenzie has outdone herself with high-velocity action, soul deep emotions and one of those finishes that you want to replay over and over!”

        ~ Tome Tender
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        To my daughter, V.

      

        

      
        We named you after the last colour in the spectrum of light because you are the bright rainbow after a storm. It’s only fitting that I dedicate the first book I ever wrote to my last child. You will always be my rainbow baby and I will always love you.
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      As I’m Canadian, and this story is set in Canada, I will subject all my fabulous readers to the wonderful world of Canadian spelling. We use a combination of British and American spelling in the True North. It’s “colour” not “color” and “organization” instead of “organisation.” We love the letters U and Z and have a fondness for the double L. To add to the confusion, the balance between British and American spellings varies from region to region.

      Also of note: Although we are technically a metric nation, our proximity to our American neighbours (see how I spelled that?) means we are well versed in the imperial system. Many of us still use feet and inches to describe our height and pounds for our weight.

      Canadians…we’re complex and full of layers. Like tasty Nanaimo Bars.
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      AUGUST, WILDERNESS OF VANCOUVER ISLAND, CANADA, BEFORE ARKAVIA (BA)

      Taya stood knee-deep in a glacial-cold river with a beer in one hand and watched the world end. Of course she didn’t know at the time the wall of sparkling blue dust moving rapidly through the evergreen forest like some sort of science fiction force field heralded the collapse of society. Instead, she mocked her drunk girlfriends from the river while her feet grew numb.

      A sonic boom reverberated through the woods followed by a whoosh of fragrant summer air. Taya’s platinum-blonde hair flung back and her eyes watered. She turned to the source.

      “What the fuck is that?” Amy dropped an armful of firewood in a heap and brushed dirt from her shirt.

      A wall of blue ballooned out and barrelled toward them through the now-still trees.

      “Quick, Taya. Use some of that Ninjutsu against it,” Michelle yelled out, slurring her words a little.

      The women laughed.

      “It’s not Ninjutsu.” Amy threw her hands on her hips in what must be her impersonation of Taya. She flicked her brown curls out of her face.

      “It’s Kung Fu.” All her girlfriends recited in unison before erupting into peals of laughter. Ashley and Monica made terrible karate kicks at one another and shrieked, “Hiyaaaaaaaaah.”

      Technically, Kung Fu was only one of the styles she trained in, but there was no name for the style her father taught. She gave up trying to explain the finer intricacies of martial arts and fighting styles to her friends long ago.

      Taya pointed her beer bottle at them. The bitter smell of booze tickled her nose. “Laugh all you want now, ladies, but when the zombie apocalypse happens, you’ll beg to be my best friend.”

      Ashley snorted. “We’re already your best friends, you—”

      Her words cut off. The blue wave had reached them.

      It hit Amy first. The serene fairy-like mist glittered under the summer sun and travelled through Taya’s friend in slow-motion. The last expression on her face was one of horror. She crumbled into a small pile of reddish dust.

      No sound. No shrieks of agony or crack of bones. One moment she stood there gaping, and the next, she was ash.

      Monica screamed. Then Ashley. Both their cries cut off the moment the wave reached them and turned them to dust. Michelle glanced at Taya.

      They smiled at each other, a sad smile that said everything in their hearts. This was it. Taya would die here. In the forest with her best friends. She gulped.

      The wave hit.

      Taya’s skin vibrated. Her gut twisted. Her heart spasmed. The floral pine scented wave passed through.

      She still stood in the shallow glacial water. Her heart raced. She patted down her body. Still here. Boobs still there. Her friends? She whipped around to face them and her breathing stopped.

      Piles of ash sat around the campsite where her friends stood moments ago.

      The blue wave spared Taya, but it took everything from her in one fell swoop. She sank to her knees. The cold water rushed past, just as it had before, as if nothing had changed. The river kept running, the trees swayed and even the birds chirped.

      The hoppy taste of beer turned sour in her mouth. She threw the bottle to the side where it smashed against the rocks. With a wail, she scrambled up the river bank. She reached Ashley’s crimson-gray remains first. The ash, dry and slightly warm, flittered through her fingers. The soft scent of wild roses slid along her skin. A sob wracked her body.

      This couldn’t be happening. This wasn’t real. How could it be? Had she drank too much on the first night of camping? Was this some sort of sick booze-induced nightmare?

      The rocks poking out from the packed dirt dug into her exposed knees. The cold river water still dripped from her skin.

      No. This was real.

      There was no rewind button for this horror show.

      Whatever swept through the forest targeted her friends. Why was she spared when they weren’t? Was she some sort of statistical anomaly? A mathematical remainder from someone’s deadly calculations?

      Taya swiped her hair from her face. Her parents hadn’t raised her to be soft. She needed to steel herself from this moment and survive.

      She pulled her numb body from the ground and brushed off the dirt clinging to her shins and shorts. The death wave was well on its way south from here.

      South.

      Toward her home. Her parents. Her brother. They weren’t close. They had time. Maybe the blue wave wouldn’t reach them. Maybe it would fizzle out. Maybe she had time to warn them.

      She scrambled to her phone. She fumbled the device in her shaking hands. It slipped through her fingers and smacked the ground. She scooped it up and pressed the screen. Nothing. Tap. Tap. Still nothing. She flipped it around in her hands. No damage. No cracked screen. She tried again. Dead.

      She found Amy’s phone next. Dead. She tried the others. None of the electronics had any battery power. They were all dead. Like her friends.

      Foreboding clamped around her body, locking it straight. What the hell was going on?

      She raced to Monica’s truck and grabbed the keys from under the driver’s seat. She slid the key into the ignition and turned. Nothing. Not even a sputtering engine. She tried again. Silence greeted her.

      What. The. Fuck.

      No engine sounds. None of the lights came on to flash a silent “fuck you” like they normally would when she did something stupid like leave her lights on.

      Was the blue death wave some sort of magical electromagnetic pulse? Didn’t an EMP only work on technology when it was running? Chills racked her body. Her knowledge of anything techie like that was limited to what she saw in movies and read in books.

      The cabin of the truck closed in on her. She needed to get out. Her lungs hurt. She threw open the door and leapt from the vehicle. She stumbled on the dirt and her knee slammed into the gravel.

      Breathe.

      Focus.

      Think.

      The empty campsite greeted her. She couldn’t stay here. Not with her friends lying in piles of dust and some unknown force sweeping through the trees and obliterating people in a single pass. Staying in the campsite left her vulnerable and exposed.

      What if more death waves came? What if something more deadly followed? Icy shivers ran up her spine until it gripped her skull.

      Hell if she’d sit around and wait. She pulled her numb body from the ground, brushed her legs off and straightened. Her parents pushed her to excel not just in school, but survival skills and a variety of martial arts. When she was younger, she’d resented them sometimes and didn’t understand why she had to work so hard when others flittered through life. She needed to rely on her training now and think smart.

      Okay, brain. Think.

      The death wave originated somewhere to the north. Whatever caused it lay in that direction. She’d head south.

      The glittering clear water of the river flowed past the campsite, mocking her with its carefree frolic along the rocks. Leaf-dappled sunlight cascaded down and danced along the rippling surface.

      The only difference between her and her friends was she stood in the flowing water while they were on dry land. Had the river saved her? Were the icy depths of glacier run-off the reason her life was spared?

      Taya found her backpack and gathered her camping gear in record time. Setting up the tent had taken an hour and three beers. Not because Taya couldn’t do it, but because she’d chatted with her friends and they’d teased each other mercilessly. This much-needed girls’ trip started with laughter and love.

      Taya sniffed. Okay, here are the tears. She let them roll down her face.

      Only the subtle sounds of nature surrounded her as she packed her supplies. Did those birds mock her along with the river? How come they were spared, too, but not her friends? Was it only humans who were affected?

      She swung the heavy backpack onto her shoulders and snapped the chest and waist clasps. With her compact tent, food and a change of clothes, the thing weighed at least thirty or forty pounds. She eyed the gravel road they’d come in on. A gentle wind brushed over the ground and stirred up dirt. She turned to the campsite. The same gentle breeze teased the piles of ash that had been her friends. Her best friends.

      Should she dig them graves? She hesitated. They were already ash. Let nature free them. Let the Earth embrace them. The dust played in the soft wind, spreading across the campsite and into the bush before whispering across the river.

      The road would be an easier path, but more dangerous. She needed to stick by the water in case another blue wave came even though traveling along the riverbank required more energy. She didn’t know what to expect when she reached civilization.

      If any civilization remained.

      More fear. More chills. She rubbed her arms frantically. How far did the death wave go? Was anyone else spared?

      The river had saved her life. She was sure of it now. She walked through the campsite toward the river. The last remains of her friends danced in the air and brushed against her legs.

      Her tears stopped. She had no more to give. If it was within her power, though, if she ever faced the person responsible for the deaths of her friends, she’d avenge them. She’d gut the blue death wave wielder and make him or her pay.
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      Taya wiped the sweat from her brow and leaned down to refill her water bottle from the icy river. The warm air brought the sweet smells of sun-ripened berries. It had been two days since the death wave, and traveling along the rocky, jagged river bank had been as exhausting and unforgiving as she expected.

      Her backpack rested against the rocks nearby, looking significantly lighter than when she started this journey. Forgoing the beer, chips and hotdogs, there hadn’t been a lot of nutritious food left to choose from when she’d packed her bag. Her food stores ran low, but she wouldn’t panic. Not yet. When she drove into the wilderness with her friends, days ago, they’d passed a small town on their way to the campsite.

      If she made it to the town, she’d find a bigger backpack, stock up on supplies and find out what the hell was going on. In the meantime, she rationed and questioned her decision making. The campsite she left had tons of junk food remaining from the ill-fated girls’ trip, sitting where she left it, unattended. Should she turn back? Should she have taken the wieners and risked them going bad without a cooler?

      She hesitated. No. Knowing her luck, scavengers already raided the supplies and she’d end up worse off than she was now. She had to be close to the town.

      She drank some water as the river rushed by her bare legs and the heat from the hot summer sun beat down on her. Dragonflies zoomed over the surface of the water, butterflies fluttered around the fragrant wild flowers lining the banks and cicadas sang from their lofty perches on the neighbouring conifers. So far, people and technology appeared to be the only casualties of the blue wave.

      A branch snapped. She froze.

      “Lookee what we have here,” a scratchy male voice spoke from behind her. “Another survivor.”

      She whirled around, her bare feet turning on slick river rocks. A man with a shaggy beard and greasy hair glared at her. Baggy clothes decorated with dirt and tears hung from his lean frame. The stench wafting off his skin hit her. Dirt, piss and body funk. He was too straggly for only two days into an apocalypse, or whatever this was. He had to be one of the homeless that lived along the river—the ones the tourist sites warned travellers about. Had the flowing water saved him, too? Another mathematical remainder?

      How many people lurked in the woods around her? And why didn’t he sound happy to find another survivor? She scanned the bank. He said “we,” but no one else appeared to be with him. Figure of speech, then? At least he wasn’t a zombie. She couldn’t deal if this turned out to be an actual zombie apocalypse.

      The man’s gaze flicked to her backpack where it rested against a large rock. His stomach growled loud enough for her to hear more than ten feet away.

      He planned to steal her food.

      He snarled and dove for her pack. Instinct kicked in. She lunged and snatched her stuff from his grasp, and dodged out of his way, but she was too slow. His fist smashed into her face. Pain exploded behind her eyes. She spun with his strike and flung her elbow out. It contacted the back of his skull. The man lurched forward. She completed her turn, grabbed the back of his head, fingers curling around his greasy hair, and slammed his face into her knee. Crack! She shoved him into the water and away from her. Her heartbeat pounded in her ears.

      The man flailed and staggered to his feet. He pulled a pocket knife from his pants and unfolded the rusty, dirty blade.

      “You don’t have to do this.” She squared off to face him, weaponless. Her head throbbed.

      The man held the knife out to the side. His stance desperate, not trained.

      “There’s a campground two days up the river,” she continued. “Less if you take the road. It’s full of supplies. Food, tents, clothes, backpacks to carry it all. I only took what I could carry and my friends…” She swallowed. “And my friends no longer need it.”

      “Are you going to cry?” He tilted his head and sneered. “Give me your stuff and I won’t hurt you.”

      “Why? There’s a town nearby.”

      “Not anymore.”

      What the hell did he mean by that? Had she travelled all this way for nothing? Dread clawed at her insides. The throbbing behind her eyes eased away and her vision focused. She gnawed on the inside of her cheek. “You can have everything if you keep heading north.”

      “Toward the source of that blue shit? No thank you.” He leaned to the side, coughed and spat bloody mucus into the river. “A pretty thing like you probably lies all the time to get your way.”

      “I’m not lying.”

      “I don’t care. Throw the bag over. You can try your luck with town or go back to the campsite.”

      “No.”

      “I’ll kill you.”

      He’d probably done all sorts of things to survive on the streets and along the river. The detached, hard gaze told her he spoke the truth. He would kill her. He’d shove that old, dirty blade into her for a water bottle and three days’ worth of food.

      “You can try,” she said.

      He growled and sprang forward. He slipped on the smooth river rocks. Water sprayed her shorts and T-shirt. Taya took the opening. She stepped and turned into his body, grabbing the knife arm and elbowing him in the head again. He grunted and buckled forward. She ducked under his arm, stepped back and wrenched his arm behind him.

      Control the weapon, her dad’s instructor voice played in her head.

      She twisted his wrist. His hand opened and the knife clattered against the rocks at their feet. She drove her knee up, and kicked the man and his stench away from her.

      The man stumbled forward, spun and swore.

      “Colourful. But not very original,” she said. “Leave now.”

      The man screamed and dove forward. His body slammed into her midsection and his momentum carried them into the river. Cold water rushed around her. His hands snaked around her neck, thumbs digging in and held her down below the surface.

      He was going to kill her.

      He was going to kill her.

      She thrashed her arms and legs. The ineffective blows glanced off his body. He straddled her and pinned her to the river floor. The sharp edge of a rock dug into the back of her shoulder. Cold water continued to rush over her face. She bucked, but he braced his wiry arms against her throat. Her vision narrowed, blackness closed in. She couldn’t breathe.

      She needed to breathe.

      Groping the riverbed beside her, she gripped a smooth river rock and bashed it against the side of the man’s head. He toppled over. She pushed him off and sat up, gasping for air.

      The man snarled again and surged forward. Sunlight reflected off metal. The knife. He’d found it. He wouldn’t give up until he killed her.

      She blocked his downward stroke with her forearm and drove the rock she still clutched into his face. He cried out and fell back. She scrambled over the slippery rocks, splashing ice cold water and pinned him down. Her lungs screamed.

      He swung his arm toward her, driving the knife at her neck. She leaned back, grabbed his wrist and redirected his aim. Her heart raced. Time slowed. Her entire focus narrowed in on the weapon as she pushed the blade into his chest and straight into his heart.

      His eyes bulged. His head lifted out of the water. Not letting him up, she slammed the rest of the blade in and held it there. The air scraped her lungs as she drew in ragged breaths.

      His hands fell away from the hilt and he fell back limp.

      The river hadn’t saved him this time.

      It carried his blood away as if cleaning up this horrific act of violence. She waited for more adversaries to rush from the forest and attack her. No one came.

      Taya remained sitting, panting for breath and straddling the dead man as he bled out. She let the river cleanse her, too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            The Path Less Travelled…

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Taya didn’t know how long she remained sitting on the dead guy while the world rushed past and her body and mind grew numb. She was raised to fight and trained daily. Competed in tournaments, won championships, and sparred regularly. But she’d never killed before. Only criminals murdered people.

      The man wouldn’t have let her go, and giving away her supplies meant a slow death instead of a fast one. She had no choice. But still…

      Her insides contorted as if trying to wring out the taint of her actions. Her vision swam. When she finally dragged herself from the icy water of the river, shivering and trembling, the sun had slipped over the horizon. No way in hell would she set up camp near the body.

      With numb limbs, she pulled her other set of clothes from her pack, and changed into fresh pants and a long-sleeved shirt. Even after wringing out the water, the river had drenched her shorts and shirt. If only she hadn’t fought—

      No.

      Don’t go there. Not yet. Too soon. Focus on the current problem and make a plan.

      She strapped the wet clothes to the front of her bag so they’d dry without getting the rest of the supplies soaked. The summer heat would take care of the rest.

      She slung the backpack over her shoulders and trudged up the river bank. The last thing she wanted to do was hike through the woods in the dark, but staying with the body wasn’t an option and travelling along the river at night wasn’t ideal, either.

      The body.

      Her stomach lurched.

      Her memory replayed the man’s final moments—the sick sound of the knife stabbing into his flesh, his bulging eyes and the blood.

      She squeezed her eyelids closed and counted down from ten. When that didn’t work, she focused on the sounds and smell of nature around her. This was not the time or place to dwell on what happened in the river. She needed to make a plan. She needed to survive.

      The time had come to cut the umbilical cord. She couldn’t see a blue death wave in the dark anyway. Eventually, she’d have to restock her supplies, find out what the hell was going on, find some form of transportation, and see if anyone else survived. Why not rip off the bandage and do it now?

      Would there even be a town left when she emerged from the woods? The man said there wasn’t, but she needed to see for herself.

      She turned to the forest. She found a meandering path—the same path the man must’ve taken to get to the river. Dread clung to her skin as much as the dirt. What if the other survivors were like the man? Had they destroyed the town? Would she have to kill again?

      Her gut twisted more. She winced. She’d do what she had to do.

      Survive first. Feel later. Her dad’s warm voice coiled around her memories. He’d preached all kinds of things in his self-defence classes, but this one stuck.

      The sun’s light weakened, casting the forest around her in shadows. A squirrel scrambled up a nearby tree trunk. She left the bright halo of wet river rock and floral wildflowers and delved into a dark scented world of dry bark, decaying leaves and pine. Tree roots crisscrossed a trail scattered with fallen leaves and twigs.

      Prickly blackberry bushes lined the path and snagged on her pant legs. At least she wouldn’t accidentally wander from the path at dark. Like all the other battery-operated devices at the campsite, the flashlights hadn’t worked, so she left them behind. She had a bulk supply of matches instead.

      Yeah, like she’d start brandishing a torch like some tomb-raiding crusader. She’d more likely set her hair on fire. No thank you.

      Leaves rustled from a gentle breeze. Her wet shoes squeaked along the path and the wet clothes slapped against the outside of her backpack, raining droplets of cold water on her pant legs. The warm, late-summer air brushed past her, full of pine and ambivalence. She exited the path to find the road she’d driven on a few days ago—an eternity ago—when her life was filled with friends and laughter, and the exciting uncertainty of a future after graduating university.

      She drew in a deep breath of pine and hemlock and…smoke.

      Down the road, flickering firelight beckoned with a dim, but warm glow. A town. She scanned the buildings, but no streetlights or lighted signs illuminated them. Had the man been right? Was it all gone? Surely there had to be something left in town. Or was the problem more to do with other survivors than supplies?

      A horse whinnied.

      She froze.

      Hoof beats thundered up the road on the other side of the hill.

      Oh, hell no. She was not greeting a herd of mysterious horses alone on a dark road.

      Taya dove back onto the path and jumped into a patch of salal bushes. She scrambled forward and poked her head out to see horses crest the hill and barrel toward the waiting town. Large men rode on their backs, metallic armour flashed in the fading light. Metal clanked and leather creaked as the group roared past.

      Armour?

      Horsemen?

      Was this actually a real-life apocalypse, just not some biblical or zombie one? Fuck. She’d been joking before. The situation unfolding before her eyes looked more like one of those re-enactment scenes from the documentaries on the Middle Ages she watched in high school. What the hell was going on? Was this a foreign invasion or weapons testing gone wrong?

      Part of her screamed to run back to the river. The other part knew moving right now wasn’t an option—even if she could will her frozen limbs to move, she might alert the group to her presence. She had to stay where her arms and legs grew roots into the soft soil, and gather as much information as possible. Ignorance wasn’t bliss.

      Something crawled along her skin. She stiffened. With one little hairy leg at a time, a large spider crept across her cheek, prickling her skin. Her nose twitched.

      Don’t scream. Don’t sneeze. Don’t move.

      She didn’t dare make a sound as the wolf spider’s fuzzy body blocked the view of her right eye.

      She squeezed her eyelids shut. Her heart hammered like a piston in one of those steam engine trains. Her brother had once woken up to find one of these hairy beasts on his face. He’d been eight and since that day refused to sleep unless they kept a light on. He had a dedicated bedside lamp and called it his “anti-spider” device.

      Her lungs constricted. Tommy. Would she see him again? Or would she find more piles of ash when she made it home?

      A sob threatened to escape her throat.

      No.

      She swallowed the cry down.

      The spider moved on. An involuntary shudder wracked her body.

      Screams from the town erupted. Some men yelled, but without binoculars or adequate light, she had no way of knowing who hurt who. She could take down an untrained river rat. Ten likely trained and powerful men on horseback in full armour? Her prospects for success were non-existent. Running into battle to help the unknown people accomplished nothing but adding her life to the death toll.

      She pulled her head into the bushes and settled into the dirt. She couldn’t risk running from her hiding spot now. She’d give herself away. The best plan involved staying still and waiting, painfully, for daylight.

      Her limbs weighed down as if tied to cinder blocks. Her eyelids drooped. With an unknown band of medieval warriors terrorizing the survivors in a nearby town and an unaccounted for wolf spider the size of her eyeball, sleep should’ve alluded her. Hell, the adrenaline-laced blood pumping spastically through her veins should’ve been enough to keep her awake. Except it wasn’t. Nothing was. The screams dwindled and the pleas of victims faded into silence. Exhaustion plowed through her body like a steamroller and turned off the lights.
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      Heavy hoof beats jerked Taya awake from her exhaustion-induced coma. She froze. Her stiff muscles screamed in complaint and dirt coated her tongue. Morning dew clung to the leaves and left the soil and her clothing damp. She peered through the small break in the waxy salal leaves. Luckily, the thick bush covered her well. She used to hide in similar places when she played hide and seek with her brother. She may have gotten dirty, but she usually won.

      Sorrow pulled her farther into the dirt.

      Her brother.

      Tommy.

      A procession of armoured horses ambled up the road toward her. Metal clanked. Smoke rose in the distance from the town. Among the clip clop of horseshoes on pavement came the hushed whimpering of men and women.

      The leader pulled his horse to the side of the exposed road, right in front of where Taya hid and turned to watch the group. Or maybe he wished to view his destruction of a town with pride. Sunlight reflected off the warrior and horse’s armour with a blinding effect, and the animal kicked up dirt and dry grass.

      The procession continued. Weary men and women with tear-streaked, dirt-caked skin, shuffled behind two horsemen. Shackled to a common chain, their cuts, bruises and swollen faces spoke of a lost battle. The scene looked like something from a history book.

      Taya shuddered. The leaves rustled. Oh no. Please don’t look over here.

      The leader looked over his shoulder. His ice blue eyes scanned the forest. He didn’t look down at the foliage. Platinum-blonde hair, similar in colour to her own, poked out from under his helmet. His smooth white skin resembled a handsome ivory statue and remained unflushed under thick armour and the morning sunlight. He bore no signs of the struggle from last night. He didn’t look tired. He looked bored.

      Bastard.

      Ruining lives should take a toll and come at a cost.

      Another horseman drew up to the leader. “Why are we taking so many?” he growled. He spoke English with a clipped accent. Similar to her Norwegian friend, yet different somehow.

      The leader turned and looked down his straight aquiline nose at the other man. “Are you questioning me?”

      Red flushed the other man’s cheeks. “No, sir. You put me in charge of supplies. We don’t have enough to support this many for the trip home. Some will die.”

      The leader snorted. “I’m counting on it.”

      The man’s heartless words ran over Taya’s skin like cold hands.

      “They are cattle,” the man continued. “We want the best stock. The House of Jericho placed me in charge of this collection run, not you.”

      The second horseman nodded, but turned pale.

      “You’re too young to remember the early days of the last reaping. As with that other godforsaken hole we invaded, we will replenish our working class with these earthen scum and fill our houses with this planet’s resources.”

      Taya stiffened. Reaping? Earthen? This planet? Fear squeezed her spine and locked her in place.

      All this time, fear mongers warned of possible attacks from outer space. Apparently, they were attacked, but not by slimy green aliens with oversized eyes in flying saucers.

      A woman in the retinue turned to glare at the soldiers. She’d heard them, too. Young and pretty with long dark hair and a curvy figure, her expression held defiance. The men ignored her. She dropped her gaze. And spotted Taya.

      Crap. Taya’s whole body tightened as if all her muscles seized in dread of discovery.

      The woman’s mouth twitched with a brief sad smile before she turned away and continued her march to an unknown fate.

      Taya relaxed a little. If only she could help the woman. But what could she do? Create a diversion and release all the prisoners from their chains? She’d need lightning speed and reflexes for that. As she was now, utterly normal and bereft of any magical superpowers, she wouldn’t make it five steps from the bushes.

      “I’m sorry about your brother,” the soldier said to the leader.

      “I’m not.”

      The soldier hesitated. “Are you sure it’s safe to leave them?”

      Taya frowned and leaned forward. What did they leave behind? Soldiers? Survivors? Something more heinous?

      She didn’t catch the leader’s whispered response, but the other man paled and quickly turned his horse to ride away.

      Well, okay, then. No love lost there, apparently. With the pleasantries over, they turned their horses to follow the procession.

      Taya remained lying in the dirt while her brain scrambled. How did these strange men speak the same language, especially if they were from a different planet? A different planet. Her brain waves shorted out.

      They didn’t look like aliens and not only did she understand their words, she grasped their intent. She really wished she didn’t.

      Taya remained prone in her salal bush hiding place for hours after the last horse and slave disappeared over the hilltop.

      They didn’t appear to have any plans of returning and no trailing scouts followed after them. She couldn’t stay here forever with her face pressed against damp soil and spiders roaming over her body. Taya needed food, shelter, transportation and a plan. She also needed to find out how far the death wave travelled. She needed to get home.

      Her parents and brother lived on another island on the other side of a small mountain range. She needed a boat, too. Geez. Her list was getting long.

      She took a deep breath of soil, cedar and salal, and forced her tired body from the bush. She brushed off the dirt from her jeans while something crawled over her skin. She swatted the spider from her arm. Another shiver travelled through her body and she rapidly swept her hands all over her body in case the mammoth spider had any friends.

      Dirt and spider free, she hauled on her backpack and stepped from the protection of the forest and onto the grassy bank on the side of the road. The land around the town was a clear, gently sloping field. Her skin tingled. The summer sun beat down on her. The trees swayed in a gentle breeze. She paused.

      A long branch about an inch in diameter lay broken on the side of the road. It wasn’t perfectly straight, and a little short at roughly five feet, but it would do. She bent and plucked it from the ground. Using her pocket knife, she shaved off the straggling twigs jutting out randomly from its length before standing to twirl it in her hands. Not quite long enough for a bō staff, too long for a jō or hanbō and unbalanced, the rough stick wasn’t ideal as a weapon, but the familiar sensation of gripping the stick in her hands bolstered her confidence. She couldn’t hide in the forest forever.

      She turned to the still-smoking town and stepped onto the road.
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      Taya held her breath the entire walk into town for nothing. It was deserted. Whatever the leader left in town, it wasn’t people. The fires had burned out, leaving the carcasses of old buildings. Smoke and chalky dust plugged her nose and left her throat raw. Scattered ash lined the cracked sidewalks. At first, she assumed the dry flakes were residue from the fires, but then a sick realization punched her in the gut. The ash was also the remains of the victims.

      The horsemen took the only survivors. No one remained.

      Though a number of houses with caved-in roofs lined the street, it didn’t feel right to loot them. Not yet. The inhabitants were ripped from their protective walls less than twenty-four hours ago. She’d check for a grocery store first.

      When she rounded the corner and turned onto Main Street, birds called out to each other in warning. Wings fluttered and flapped. She let out a long, pent-up breath. A grocery store sat at the end of the street. A large display window had been smashed and the door hung ajar, but it was one of the only buildings left standing relatively unscathed from the fires.

      Ash and soot lined the old, unevenly paved road running through the center of town. She stepped into the store and perused the aisles. She needed high protein food, like beef jerky. Her sneakers squeaked against the hard flooring.

      She exited an aisle and turned into a fist. She stumbled back. Her ears rang. What the hell? A young man lunged forward. Taya brought the staff up and V-stepped out of the way. With a twirl, she whipped the staff down and smashed it into the back of the man’s head. He flailed and fell to the ground.

      Blood pulsed in her veins. The man wore jeans and a ripped, black T-shirt. He wasn’t an alien soldier. He was another survivor like her. Would she have to kill him, too?

      “What the hell is wrong with you?” she hissed. “Haven’t enough of us died?”

      He groaned and rolled over. He blinked up at her, studying her clothes and weapon.

      “We have a whole grocery store to share,” she continued. If she missed signs of this guy in the town, had she missed others? Was it not as deserted as she thought?

      He propped himself up on his elbows and frowned.

      In a different time, in a different world, she would’ve found him attractive, and probably would’ve danced with him in a club if he asked.

      “You look like them,” he said.

      “Like who?”

      “I’ll show you.”

      Like hell she’d go anywhere with this guy. She opened her mouth to tell him where to go. Glass cracked at the front of the store. She snapped her mouth shut and flinched. She turned toward the sound. No view of the entrance.

      “Are there more of you?” she whispered.

      “No.”

      Taya scrambled behind the meat freezer—the kind without doors that opened upward for passing customers to view the contents. The products had started to spoil and everything smelled slightly off. Ice flowed along her skin. She hadn’t counted the number of horsemen going in and out of the town and one of the men had mentioned leaving something behind.

      She had assumed because no one waved too-da-loo from the town’s entrance, nor shouted vivaciously along the streets, that the big bad villains had all left together. Stupid, stupid, stupid!

      The man joined her. He had short black hair, hazel eyes, and despite punching her in the face, he had a kind mouth.

      She scowled at him. He could get his own meat freezer to hide behind.

      He glared back, but didn’t try to attack her again.

      She slipped off her backpack, the wet clothes from the other day still tied to the outside, and clutched her staff. This hiding place sucked. As soon as the others stepped past the displays at the back of the store, they’d see her and Pretty Boy squatting beside the hunks of expired ham like pathetic ducks.

      She remained crouched and waddle-walked to the edge of the freezer. The light from outside streaked in and sparkled off metal near the front of the building.

      Armour.

      Great.

      The soldiers moved forward. They didn’t mask their movement or make any attempt to hide their progress. It would’ve been difficult since their armour creaked with each step.

      Taya eyed the swinging doors to the butcher area behind her. She hadn’t gone through them before because she made a split second decision and feared the hinges would creak. She didn’t want to alert the soldiers of her presence. But that was ridiculous. Of course they knew she was here. They would’ve heard her and Pretty Boy scuffling around and hissing at one another.
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What | had, is no more.
Gone because of them.
Discarded to the depths of hell,
Painting dirt a dusty crimson.

| look back at the past,
As something | should've cherished.
Now, only memories,
Those realities have perished.
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