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Disclaimer 

Any and all resemblances to actual people and places is unintentional. Minus the Oregon coast. That was purely intentional it’s a beautiful place and everyone should go there!! But for all other things this is purely a work of fiction and should be taken as such. 
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Dedication
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Hey Dave! This one’s for you, buddy! You’ve been patient and kicking me in the butt when I needed it. So, thank you! 
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Prologue
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Soul Eaters.

That’s what she had called them. They would suck out your soul and leave you a hollowed shell, doomed to walk the earth preying on the living. Hungering for another soul to fill the empty void you had become. 

They were after everything that moved or breathed. Incredibly fast and inhumanly strong they would run us down. Fear and anger seemed to feed them until they were ravenous. Once crazed, they were a monster that could not be stopped, would not be stopped until they had their prey. 

But, they had to be stopped and I was afraid I wouldn’t be strong enough to do it. I did know that I would walk through hell and back for my family. I had a feeling by the time this was over that is just what I would have to do.  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One
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My ears were clogged with the deafening pound of my heart. Even if they had used clogs and dragged a set of chains I wouldn’t have heard them coming. After a half a mile jog, the blood slamming through my veins and my ragged breath would have quieted down enough for me to even hear their screams. A bone chilling inhuman noise they make when they find their prey. 

Days of dodging and hiding from them had allowed us time to learn a few things about them. The ungodly scream they would let loose tended to be a way of alerting others to the possibility of souls to take. Then when they were calm they tended to produce odd clicking noises; much like a velociraptor. Almost as if they were communicating, kind of like: “Hey have you seen anyone worth eating?”

“Nah. But it’s a nice day to trudge about.”

“Why, yes it is.” 

I stifled a giggle at my morbid absurdity. 

The men expected me to stand guard at this front door while they broke in and retrieved the much needed supplies.

I really hoped the men were having a better time getting the supplies than I was at being a guard.

My eyes twitched from one side of the yard to the other in an attempt to spot them before they spotted us. I knew they were out there. No matter where we were or how well hidden, I still felt eyes on me. Right now they were boring into me causing a ripple of uneasiness to run along my skin. Despite the fact it was warm outside a permanent chill had attached itself to me. 

The anxiety seemed to be swallowing me up as I whispered. “Hurry up you, guys.”

At least I hoped I had whispered it. With how clogged up my ears were at the moment I could hardly tell. 

The house was a large two story farm house with a beautiful wooden wrap around porch. It was obvious the place could use a new coat of paint but that didn’t detract from the beauty of this old style of the farmhouse. Although if there were farm animals they were long gone by this point.

The yard was large and had been well taken care of. The flowers that lined the small sidewalk spread out around the house and probably continued towards the back. I knew how rare a patch of forest was in the middle of Utah so it was no surprise why they picked this place as a home stead.

However, right now while trying to keep watch for a horde of soul eater or other people, it was not convenient to have such a great hiding spot for them.

I peeked over by the rock alcove where we had left Benjamin to watch the boys. Ardently I was fighting the growing urge to leave my post and get back to them. The men were taking too damned long for my liking.

This was just our luck though. Ever since our truck had broken down outside of Salt Lake two days ago we would have been scavenging for food and for transportation. Which lately had been our own two bruised and blistered two feet. We were exhausted and starving by the time we found a very small town that held a few houses that showed promise. 

That, however, was when our luck changed. We met Gerard and Tom in one of the buildings that we had both decided to forge in. After a few tense moments where we held each other at gun point questioning motives. Two drifters, from their words, that somehow magically knew how to hot wire a car. We couldn’t say no when they offered to stay with us.

At first none of us were sure what to make of them. After all, their history was ambiguous would be to put it lightly. But, they were nice enough and they didn’t hesitate to share their food with us or to make sure we had transportation. The fact that they cared enough to make sure the boys were okay, went a long way to sooth our worries... sort of. 

However, none of this stopped us from taking them aside and having a little chat with them. At first they had laughed at Benny when he stepped up to them. He just smiled at them with a humorless grin and told them to try it and see. 

Craig’s threat made them seem a bit anxious and irritated but he paid no mind to them. Just delivered it and walked off as if they were sufficiently scared for him. Then it came my turn and as I walked up to them their irritation grew tenfold. 

“We know... we know already. If we betray you guys, you’re gonna kill us. Beat the shit out of us, stomp a mud hole in us... all that bullshit,” Tom grumbled.

He brushed his dirty blond sweat drenched hair out of his face and proceeded to glare daggers at me. His onyx eyes bore into me shining with anger and indignant insult. I almost felt guilty about what we were doing. However, one look at my boys, who were sitting next to Benjamin listening to whatever inappropriate story I was sure he was telling them, my guilt disappeared. They were my reasoning, my excuse, my motivation; and that in itself was powerful enough to diminish any doubt. 

“No,” I said with a soft smile. 

Both men looked at me with confusion. 

“What?” asked Gerard. 

“I’m not going to threaten to kill you,” I said with a wicked chuckle.

“You’re not?”

“No. I’m just going to tell you that I don’t care where you came from or what you did. Because right now we are all that’s left and we need to help each other in order to save this world,” I told them truthfully. 

As a look of relief passed over their faces I knew it was time to strike. I wanted my words to make an even bigger impact. I stepped closer and fondled my gun in adoration.

“On that same note, if you do betray us just remember one thing. Out of everyone here, I have the most to lose and the most to fight for. So my retribution will be harsh and slow.”

I continued to stare them down and I felt a sick satisfaction at the look of fear that began to form in Gerard’s azure eyes. Tom’s stayed blank and I wondered if he had any emotion beyond anger. But, I dismissed him not willing to worry about that right at this moment.

“I won’t kill you. But I swear to the powers that be that by the time I’m done you’ll be begging for death,” I said with a large menacingly smile. 

A looked passed between the two men and when they finally looked back to me it was with a begrudging sense of respect. As well as macho bravado that I was coming to expect from men anymore. Not willing to chance them adding anything else, I spun on my heel and made my escape.

This morning when we all woke up, it was to see everyone still here, still alive and they had even managed to hotwire a few cars so the trip to this house wasn’t so bad. 

“Vicki! Pay attention!” Craig snapped from the bottom of the steps jerking me out of my thoughts. 

I jumped an inch and my gun automatically came up pointed straight at him. When I registered who it was I began to scan the area.... Nothing. 

“What the hell, Craig?!” I shouted in frightened frustration. 

“Right back at you! A freaking Eater could have been right on you before you even knew it!” he yelled at me. 

I let out a deep sigh. I knew his intentions were good, but his tone was severely pissing me off. With the rifle in my hand it wasn’t a good idea at that moment. 

Only when I was able to unclench my teeth, and my hand, did I speak. “You’re right, I’m sorry. I was distracted and I know better.” 

He nodded appeased by my apology. Unable to stop myself, I glanced back at the rock. Benjamin’s unruly black hair was bobbing excitedly. My guess was he was telling them another spell binding crazy story.

“Are they almost done? We need to get moving. I want to be further away from town before we settle in for the night.” 

“Yes,” Gerard’s deep voice floated out to us from inside.

They popped out the door like a couple of Jacks in a box, arms laden down with bags of, hopefully food. I barely managed to hold onto my rifle when they tossed one of the backpacks to me out of nowhere. I hid a wince at my clumsiness and ignored Craig’s raised eyebrow. I opened the bag to find dozens of rolls of toilet paper and a few other lady products. In disbelief and no small amount of embarrassment I looked up at them with a question in my eyes. Eager to deny any involvement they gave a quick jerk of their heads towards Craig.

His face immediately flush red and I had to try hard not to giggle as his embarrassment rivaled my own. His slim muscular shoulder hunched up in a nonchalant shrug.

“My sister would have been wishing for the same things,” he mumbled. 

But, I knew better. Mimi, his sister had been his world. She had been turned into a Soul Eaters when the first wave of the epidemic had swept through her maximum security prison. 

When I met Craig not too long ago, he had been raiding the hospital in my small town of Riverton for narcotics. His intention had been to pay off some drug lords in the same prison. The idea was that they would cause a riot and break her out. She had been wrongly imprisoned for killing the man that had been abusing her. 

Well, a riot had broken out; caused by Mimi when she’d turned. In the confusion and the chaos that ensued the drug lords had broken out without her. 

They had descended on us in the hospital, which I guess they had decided to meet at, and attempted to kill him for the drugs instead. The fight that ensued left a mark on my memory and my soul. Even now as I thought of the blood and the innocent life that had been stolen it made my body grow weak and my stomach churn. 

I pressed the memory back into the dark recesses of my mind and returned back to the present. Craig had been right, in the rush of leaving this was one thing I had completely forgotten about. 

I hid my smile of gratitude as I stuffed everything back in the bag and slung it over my shoulder. I almost asked them if they had managed to find a working shower. I figured that I might be pushing my luck with that one. 

“Thanks,” I murmured not wanting to embarrass him any further.

Craig said ‘you’re welcome’ but it was so quiet that might as well have been the wind. I led the way down to the rock not wanting to continue this conversation. Benny popped up from behind the rock like a jack jumping out of its box.

“Ready?” he asked.

Benjamin was a sixteen-year-old that had saved mine and our lives several times. He was extremely brave and loyal to a fault... and on the other hand he was also head strong and fool hardy. I was always worrying about him jumping head first into danger. 

The first time I met him had been at the police station back in Riverton. Marcus, Johnny and I had gone there for shelter and to hopefully get help. We had gotten pinned down outside by a group of Eaters. I had handed my boys off to a woman that had become a close friend. 

Her name was Julia and after I had reunited her with her young niece we became comrades in arms. 

In order to make sure Julia and the children made it to the door, I had played bait. Hiding behind one of the cars had been a man with a knife and he’d stabbed me in the leg in hopes that what he thought was Zombies would come after me.

He had gotten his payback, the Eater had lost sight of me and had taken him instead. By the time I was able to drag myself to the door, the Eater was done and had come back for dessert. 

I was the dessert. 

Benjamin strolled up, looking like the adolescent version of a badass and shot the creature right between the eyes with his crossbow. 

Unfortunately, his cool card was revoked when he almost fainted at the sight of blood. As soon as the blade was removed he raced to the nearest garbage can and vomited up the entire contents of his stomach.

However, he earned the card back later on when he threw himself down a laundry chute to tackle a kidnapper that had stolen Marcus from us and was threatening to kill him. 

In reality the man had shot me, or rather grazed my temple, but in the chaos I had managed to get Marcus out of there. Benny had more than proven himself in my eyes. 

I had originally wanted him to stay back and take care of his sister. She had autism and needed him to protect her from others who didn’t understand her. At first glance, her sometimes vacant expression made her look a lot like the Eaters and with everyone gung ho about killing she, would have been an early on innocent casualty. 

But, he’d made me see that the only real way to protect her, to protect anyone, was to break the curse. So I relented knowing that if the chips were down, I would have the perfect person to watch my back.

“Vicki!” Benny snapped. 

“Yes!” I said startled. “Sorry, wool gathering again. Yes, we are heading out.” 

A tug on my hand drew my attention down to the curly haired blond boy that had sidled up to me. I gave him a soft smile as I lifted him into my arms. 

“What’s up, pup?” I asked.

“I’m hungry... AGAIN. Did you find some toys?” Johnny asked his wide eyes hopeful. 

His thought train switched tracks so fast I ended up feeling like I had gotten ran over. But, when I caught up I was hit with a sense of guilt. I had forgotten to have them look for any toys because I had been in such a hurry to leave. 

“No, baby. I’m sorry we forgot. Remind me the next time we stop and I’ll go in personally and try to find you some okay?” I asked him. 

Johnny gave me a disappointed pout but mumbled. “Okay.” 

I kissed the top of his head and apologized again. I wanted nothing more than to turn back the hands of time and be home once again where they were safe with a huge room full of toys to play with. To listen to the sounds of him and Marcus giggling or, hell, even fighting. While I curled up on the couch next to Darren. 

My throat tightened as his name invoked a memory bring his image to the forefront of my mind. 

Darren. 

My wonderful, loving, husband had been taken early in the epidemic as well. He had gotten the sickness with everyone else, including Johnny, and had succumbed to the illness the same day our town had been over run. Johnny had only survived thanks to the strange Magic of our guide, Avamarie. She gave me a necklace with a black stone hanging from it with a brilliant yellow star in the center; or it had been brilliant at first. But, the star had dulled and become cracked. 

Of course Avamarie had waited until I almost broke the damn thing to tell me it had held a piece of her soul in it. 

The hospital had been swept by another round of the sickness and I had taken the stone to heal everyone in the building. Which had strained the Magic in the stone. 

Now the necklace was hidden deep within the folds of my shirt and everyone had decided unanimously not to say a word to anyone. The stone would not handle many more healing and some people, hell most people wouldn’t care.

Not that I blamed them. I wished I had known about the stones healing abilities when I’d been near Darren. Maybe he would be here right now instead of miles away. Every breath and every step took me even further away from him and the distance felt like an ever growing hole in my heart. 

I sighed trying hard to blink the tears out of my eyes when I felt another little hand fold into mine. This time is it was Marcus’ concerned brown eyes that were looking up at me. 

“You okay?” he asked me softly. 

He was far too aware of my emotions, I worried. “Yes, sweetheart. I’m just missing your father.” 

With a desperate sad ache in his voice he whispered back, “Me too.”

I opened my mouth to try to comfort him but I was interrupted before I could say anymore.  

“Alright, let’s blow this popsicle stand,” Craig said. 

I swallowed back my response knowing that now was not a safe time to have this conversation. Giving Marcus a reassuring squeeze, we started towards the vehicles. A snap in the branches halted us in our tracks. With hearts pounding, we slowly turned towards the sound.

Another snap kicked us into action. We all shoved the kids behind us then took a protective stance around them. We were a flesh and blood wall between what was coming out of the forest. Like a synchronized dance, we all lifted our guns and pointed them at the moving shadows in the trees then waited holding our breath for the owner to make an appearance. I felt something bump my shoulder and only spared a small glance behind me to find Benny giving me a frustrated look. 

Unfortunately, the other men had apparently considered him ‘one of the kids’ and had shoved him back there as well. That was fine with me since unknowingly to him, so did I. I would never tell him this, but having him protected as well took a load off my mind.

Another snap heightened the tension around the group and we all shifted from foot to foot just waiting. Our fight or flight glands had shifted into overtime.  

Suddenly a deer popped out of the bushes and looked around before stepping out casually, not a care in the world. He even looked at us as if we were nothing more than an annoyance to him. 

Nobody moved as we stared at this little deer that seemed to think he owned the clearing. I don’t know if any of us actually believed it was a deer and not an Eater in a tan fur disguise. 

Gerard was the first one to slowly lower his gun and let out a few little breathy, shaky, chuckles. Craig and I followed suite letting our guard relax slightly. Tom was the only one still glued into the area as if he was waiting for something more to come through the brush.

Paranoid was the first word that came to my mind at that point. But, when the animalistic roar came from behind the trees I understood his paranoia. Out of the depths several creatures burst forward into view leaving an explosion of limbs and leaves in their wake. They stopped in their tracks and began making odd clicking noises with their mouths then let out a loud high pitched scream signaling to every creature in the area that they had found the prey to whet their appetites. 

Their clothing was tattered as if they had hit every branch on their race through the trees. Blood was visible coming from different tears in their clothes and on their hands. I refused to look close at their nails knowing they would be rugged or even gone. The translucent white faces were a grotesque mask of drooling ravenous hunger as they continued to keep their dark red gaze on us. 

“Benny, we will distract them. I want you to get the boys to the rigs,” I whispered out of the side of my mouth. 

I had let them get out of the vehicles because they had been cooped up for a while. So it was a good way to keep them from going stir crazy. Now... I regretted that decision.

“What?” he hissed back. “No! You get the boys to the car. You’re more important than me.” 

“Damn it, Benjamin. Do not argue with me, just go!” I demanded frantically. 

All of the swirling eyes focused on me instantly. Damn it, I needed to get control of my temper before I agitated them further. 

Giving in, Benjamin grabbed the boy’s hands and began inching closer to the vehicles. The second the boys came into sight, the Soul Eaters locked onto them. 

“Shit! Benny, GO!” I cried stepping back into their line of sight letting loose of my anger and fear. 

To his credit, Benny didn’t hesitate. He picked them up and ran towards the cars. His long gangly legs eating up the distance that seemed like thousands of feet between us and the vehicles. 

That was all it took for the Eaters to make their move. They shot towards the kids like the predators that they are. Tom raced towards them and grabbed the closest one then tossed it towards the other end of the clearing. The creature just bounced back up unfazed, as if nothing more had happened then it had tripped over a log. It continued forward towards the boys; speeding right by Tom as if he wasn’t even there. 

I stepped forward and planted myself right in front of them. That didn’t stop them either. They slammed me into the ground. The hard jolt caused my hand to tense and my finger jerked back on the trigger. The sound of the gun echoed through the clearing like the crack of a whip. A strange guttural cry erupted from my left, but as I fought the Eater on top of me I didn’t have time to find out what I had hit. I shoved my gun up into the creature’s neck to keep the face away from mine. If they got to close, they would begin sucking and nothing short of death would make it stop. There was a burning sensation in my arms as the creature dug what was left of its nails into me trying to get closer. I ignored the pain knowing that I couldn’t give up. With all of my strength, I slammed the gun harder into the creature’s juggler causing it to gasp and begin to choke. As soon as it loosened its grip I shoved it off me as hard as I could, then scrambled back before it could regain its composure. 

A hand grasped my arm and for half a second I fought it with all my power thinking it was another Eater. I allowed the hand to help me up and gave Tom a grateful look as I settled on my shaky legs. I turned back to the Soul Eater and saw that it was starting to stand up again. Before I could do anything to incapacitate it, a gun came into view and the next thing I knew Tom stopped the creature with a shot to the head. I whirled around to him and gave him an angry look that darkened when I caught the look of glee on his face. 

“We don’t kill them!” I shouted at him. 

Tom’s glee turned to disbelief. “Why the fuck not?” 

A bang from behind me drew my attention and saw that Craig had taken out the last creature’s knee caps effectively stopping it. He turned to us and the distrust on his face was so obvious that the air around us dropped a few degrees. 

“Because, they are not actually dead. Just soulless. If we can get their souls back, they will be fine. But you can’t return a soul to a dead body, now can you?” I asked irritably.

“Now, how do you know that?” Gerard said joining the small circle.

The Eater that Craig had shot gave a high pitched scream and we knew it would not be long before his buddies were on us. The creature came at us still with its single minded determination. Even as it crawled its swirling red eyes seemed to look even angrier if possible.

“Now’s not the time to discuss this,” I begrudgingly admitted. “Let’s go find a place to camp for the night.”

Though obviously reluctant they agreed. It wasn’t until we had almost made it to the car that I remembered there had been one more. I cautiously looked around holding my rifle at ready.

“What are you doing?” Benny called to me.

“There was one more,” I shouted back. “I can’t see it.”

Tom came walking up beside me and gave me a sickly sweet smile.

“That’s because you blasted its fucking head apart,” he said then pointed towards a tree at the far end of the yard. 

A bright red splattered red shone like paint on the bark of the tree. A body slumped against it like it was relaxing... without a head. 

Immediately my guts twisted and I proceeded to retch my stomach inside out. Even when it was empty the heaving continued until I was down on all fours swearing I was going to die. 

Someone slipped a rag into my blurred field of vision. I grunted gratefully and took my time wiping off my face not wanting a trace left on me. A bottle of water came next and I wasted no time washing my mouth out before downing the rest with the speed of an alcoholic on their first drink in days. 

When I was finally able to convince my shaky legs to stand up once again, I made sure the tree was behind me. I was terrified if I saw it again the vomiting would start again and with nothing on my stomach I knew I probably would die. 

“Better?” Gerard asked. 

“Yes, thank you,” I said pushing past him embarrassed. 

My memory was forever scarred with scenes I never wanted to relive again. My son deathly ill, my husband turned and coming after me, the sight of blood on that baby crib and now... the sight of blood that I had drawn. I hated hurting people even if they deserved it. 

My deepest fear at this point was that by the time this was over killing would become a menial task.

I wanted to forget the unforgettable. I knew I never would... but maybe if I pretended, it would eventually become reality. 
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Chapter Two
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In the dancing orange and yellow flames of the roaring camp fire I found myself seeing vision after vision of the bloody sights that had been burned into my retinas. No matter how many times I tried to force my mind away from all the moments haunting me they still played like a sick movie over and over again. It hadn’t been the first Eater I had killed nor would it be the last. I was repulsed the moment the truth crossed through my frayed mind. But, even those justifications didn’t help the raw churning guilt that was eating away at me. 

We had decided to stop for the night in a circle of rocks. The large boulders weren’t enough to hide the fire that we had started, but the Eaters never seem to notice the fires. As long as we weren’t in their sight they never bothered us. It was the flesh and blood... and soul... people that were going to be the issue. But, the land around us was flat and it was easy to see all the way to the small hills that surrounded this valley. 

The sliver truck that Tom and Gerard had commandeered were sitting to one side and the little car that we had chosen was off to the other. We had purposely surrounded ourselves with the vehicles as another means of protection against others. 

I was glad for all the protection because I was too busy fighting the images to keep a watchful eye out like I should be. 

I felt rather then saw Benjamin sitting down next to me. He stayed quiet for a while and just stared into the flames as well. Almost as if he could see the same images that were floating in the blaze for me. 

Or maybe he was seeing his own images of horror. 

Benny, despite his age, had his demons that needed to be fought. Both of his parents had turned and tried to attack their children. He had been forced to do the unthinkable to save his sister and himself. That alone would have driven a lesser man insane. But, Benjamin was the strongest kid I knew. Sometimes I prayed I had half the strength he did. 

When he broke the silence I jumped almost a mile high. 

“You didn’t do anything wrong. You know that, right?” 

I gave him a disbelieving look. “Are you serious? I killed a man today!” 

“That wasn’t a man, Vicki. That was a thing. And it was coming after us. Do you think it would have stopped once it realized we were alive? Do you think it even knew what living is, anymore? No. Given the chance it would have pinned us and sucked out our souls without thinking twice,” he defended. 

“It! It! It!” I cried. “It was a man! It was a living human being at one time and would have been again someday!”

“Maybe. If we succeed. But how are we going to do that if we’re dead! Or like one of them!”

I made an aggravated sound. “You don’t understand.”

The silence after my statement was almost deafening and the tension built until you could slice it with a knife.

“Bullshit!” he growled at me. 

Shocked at his fury, my jaw dropped. I stared at him intently to make sure this was still Benjamin. 

“Nobody. I repeat, nobody understands better than I do,” he spat at me. “Do you think I don’t feel anything? Do you think I’m so cold and heartless that when I killed my own parents I didn’t feel that? Try to tell yourself you’re not a monster when you’re standing over the bodies of two people who loved and raised you. Try explaining to your sister that Mom and Dad aren’t human anymore. What was it you said after we found out that they could have been saved, but it was too late? ‘All you can do is save yourself and your sister’. Were you just blowing smoke up my butt?” 

I drew away from him stunned. It would have hurt less if he had punched me in the gut. The intense pain in my chest caused me to put my hand on it to see if it was cracked open. I immediately regretted my own cavalier attitude towards his emotions. Of course he was right. Benjamin had done the hardest thing anyone could do in this apocalypse. Something I hadn’t been able to do when I had thought there was no way to come back.

I took a deep breath. “You’re right.” 

The shock on his face made it obvious that he had expected me to continue fighting him on it. 

“What?” he asked flabbergasted. 

“I said you’re right. I’m sitting here wallowing in my own self-pity and I was callous. I’m sorry. I just... I never wanted to kill anything. Now in less than a month I’ve taken two lives, knowingly.”

“Vicki,” he stared with a sigh. “I know this is all temporary and that everyone’s going to return to normal. But this is still life or death. In the end it’s still us or them. You have to choose.” 

“I know that consciously. But, deep in my heart... I still can’t say it justifies killing them. It feels like... murder.” 

He gave a sad nod. “I know and I have a feeling that’s something we’re just going to have to come to terms with. We need to survive. We need to protect those boys. I’m willing to do what it takes... why not you?”

I turned back to the fire silent again. Why not, indeed?

"Did you guys realize I could hear you yelling almost a mile away?" 

Craig's disgruntled voice broke through the silences causing me to jump again. This time I did fall off the log I had been sitting on. 

"Damn it, Craig," I growled as I struggled up to dust my pants off. 

He gave a disappointed shake of his head. "You really need to start paying more attention to what's going on around you, Vicki.” 

I gave an exasperated sigh. "I am Craig. I'm sorry if my thoughts are whirling a mile a minute."

"Well, lucky for you I have a cure for a racing thoughts right now. Get up, we are going to go through the steps again," he demanded. 

I groaned. "No... I don't want to do this today."

"You don't have any choice. Think of it as punishment for your lack of vigilance."

The smile that graced his face was one of pure sadistic pleasure. I had come to hate that smile the last few days. Craig had proven to be well versed in the art of hand to hand fighting and he had taken to teaching me; or rather torturing me the last few days. When the idea of Craig training me was first introduced I thought it was a wonderful idea. It was great way of disabling the Eaters without actually killing them. But, now I'd definitely changed my mind. 

In a vain hope that I could plead my way out of it, I looked over at the boy's tent. Hoping, praying they were awake and needed me. But, as usual the children didn’t listen to their mother and they were out like a light. 

I groaned knowing that I had no other excuses left in my arsenal. So I got up and let him lead me over to an empty spot and faced off. 

"Now, do you remember the throws I taught you yesterday?" he asked in his annoying instructor’s voice. 

Unhappily, I gave a nod and tried hard not to glare at him. Maybe tossing him around was a good idea. It would definitely help me work out my repressed aggression or possibly bruise him up so badly that he had stop this lesson early. 
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Chapter Three 
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My dreams of an easy work out went out the window after the sixth time he tossed me to the ground. Straddling me he let out a string of frustrated noises and scrambled up.

"Come on Vicki. This shit is child’s play," he berated me pacing across the clearing. 

"Yeah, for you! A man that has a good 50 pounds on me. If not more!" I shouted back irritated. 

"Right now, you'd be lucky if you could fight Benjamin!" he retorted. 

"Then why don't we just stop! It's obvious that you’re not going to be able to teach me anything! Why are we still doing this?" 

"Because, if we are going to end this apocalypse we are going to need you to survive! We all need to survive! What are you going to do if one of these Eaters gets too close to shoot at? What happens if you don’t have a knife? What then, Victoria? Let's not even think about what would happen if you met a man who wants to rape you! Don't you remember Dilly?" 

Dilly had been the asshole who had cornered Craig and me in the maternity ward at the hospital. I had already sent Benny to get help, but I refused to leave the babies alone and helpless. Especially when the place was surrounded by convicts. Unfortunately, Dilly had also made it very clear his intention was to rape me before he murdered me. Craig had jumped in and fought him. During the battle the gun he had been pointing at the babies went off killing one of them. My stomach forced my brain to stall at that memory. One vision of blood shed a day was its limit. That man deserved what he got and he was one death I didn't mourn. 

As much as I didn’t want him to be, Craig was right. Just this morning I had been in that position and it had been a hard fight to get the thing off me.

"God, this sucks," I whined as I stalked back in the starting position. "Alright. Let's do this again."

He drew back slightly with a surprised look on his face. I guess he expected me to argue some more. However, I was getting pretty damn acquainted with the feeling of being humble. Every bruise from being slammed into the ground was a reminder of how little I knew and how sheltered I was. I sighed as I went flying through the air for a seventh time. 

There was no way in hell this was going to be an easy lesson at all.

When it came time for bed that night and the usual arguments about first watch came I didn’t join. I hurried to my bed and let the men duke it out hoping that they had taken pity on me. I crawled into my sleeping bag and was out almost before my eyes were closed. 

My dreams once again started with a dark room that could not be pierced by any light that I tried to conjure into the room. But, I knew what was there even before it appeared before me. 

"Avamarie," I greeted the woman stepping out of the shadows. 

"Hello, Victoria. How are things going, Cher?" she asked with a serene smile on her face. 

"Good, we're in Utah now. I think we're making pretty good time," I boasted. 

She conjured a set of chairs with a wave of her hand. 

"That's great."

I gave her a weird look as I sat down wondering why she didn't sound as happy as she should have been. 

"Yes, we found some vehicles and are able to go even further. Craig and Benjamin had been invaluable. Craig is teaching me how to fight and Benny is doing so great helping me with the boys," I told her slowly waiting to see her reaction.

“I’m happy that you have such great friends.” 

I couldn't help the feeling in my gut that was telling me something was wrong. 

“Is everything okay?"

She gave a heavy sigh. “I’m not sure it’s a good idea that you continue to allow people along with you. They could so easily betray you.”

“I know that. But, what do you want us to do? We need help. The more eyes and skills we can get, the better our chances are,” I argued. 

“Yes, but what happens to that same survival when those we trust betray us,” she pointed out. 

I wondered if her argument was really about me or if it had to do with her mother betraying her. Her mother was the one that started this epidemic. She turned into a Malefica, evil Sorceress, and made a deal with a Daemon. A Daemon is much like our traditional demons; however, they cannot take a soul on their own. So Jenevive, Avamarie’s Mother, promised him souls in return for unlimited power. In order to seal her bargain with the Daemon, she took her daughter’s life. But, Avamarie was strong enough to escape before being lost. 

I knew Avamarie couldn’t help but feel the sting of that betrayal deeply and in return her trust in people had become shattered. In empathy I reached out and touched her hand comfortingly. 

“I understand your concern. But, I know that this is right. These people will help us get to Louisiana and stop this. We’ll make it there in time and break this curse. We all have a stake in this and we are going to fight to bring our families back,” I reassured her. 

Anger returned to her delicate features and she shrugged off my hand like someone slapping a fly away from their face. 

“You don’t understand and you’re making a horrible decision,” she stated in such a cold tone.

I wrapped my arms around my middle feeling the chill of her words to my core. Avamarie stood up so fast the chair tipped over and vanished as if it had never been there. 

“You’re being stupid, Victoria. Someone is going to die because of your inability to see the danger,” she stated ominously. 

I opened my mouth to argue with her feeling, my own anger rising in retaliation, but she disappeared causing me to wake with a jolt. I sat straight up feeling my heart pounding in my chest responding to some unseen danger lurking near. 

“Vicki, it’s your turn for watch,” Tom’s voice drifted in from outside the door to the tent. 

I breathed in and out slowly until my racing heart slowed. “Alright I’ll be right there.”

“’K” he replied his voice dripping with exhaustion then wondered off to his own tent.

I flung the blankets aside feeling oddly ecstatic not to have to lay in bed all night. Sleep would no longer be an option with Avamarie’s warning echoing in my head. Was she right? Was I being too trusting in my desperate attempt to keep everyone alive? Or was it just the paranoid rambling of a girl with a shattered heart?

I didn’t truly know if I ever wanted the questions answered, but my gut told me that they would be soon enough. 
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Chapter Four
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"Stupid freaking... VEHICLES!" I screamed as I kicked at the cars bald tire while smoked wafted up from under the hood. 

"Vicki, calm down," Benny said as he crawled out of the backseat. 

“I told you not to pick the ford,” Tom called from the driver’s seat of his grey Dodge pickup. “There’s some truth to the joke ‘Found on Road Dead.” 

I made a frustrated noise and stormed away from the group before I strangled a certain person. Then preceded to turn around and storm back to kick the useless hunk of metal again. 

"Vicki!" Benjamin chastised me again.

I ignored him as I began pulling things out of the trunk. I was beyond furious at this point. We were miles away from New Mexico and there was not a car in sight that we could hotwire and continue on. 

When I had gotten up this morning it’d been filled with such promise and hope. For the first time in a while it had felt as if Fate had been working with us instead of against us. The sun had been shining, warm and bright. Even the bird’s song had been filled with a twang of happiness. 

I had closed my eyes and almost convinced myself we were just on a camping trip. Any moment Darren would come walking up with the boys running excited circles around him. In his hand, their proud catch of the day. Three tiny salmons that probably should have been thrown back. They would beg me to cook them and I would reluctantly to remind the ecstatic trio that I despised fish.

But, then Tom's harsh voice had pierced the fantasy forcing me to remember that it was all just an illusion. Horribly depressed, I had gotten up and slinked to the car to start a hard day of driving... again. 

Now, the damn vehicle had given out on us in the middle of the most remote and deserted place in America. Far on the other side of Salt Lake. There was hardly a tree visible from where we stood and the road ahead of us seemed so long. 

Anger and resentment welled in my heart again and I had to walk even further away before I began kicking the balding hunk of rubber again.

The silver truck pulled up beside me. I had to reign in my anger before his tires got the brunt end of it. I really didn’t need any more of his snide remarks. 

"What happened?" Tom asked nonchalantly. 

I glared at him. The problem was obvious, but he was jerk enough to make me admit it. 

"The radiator blew," I bit out. 

He and Gerard exchanged an odd look that ended in Gerard shaking his head. Tom made a sound then turned back to me. 

"Alright. Load up and let’s get heading out. I wanna make New Mexico by sun down," he grumbled.

I gave him a look not sure how we were all going to fit into the truck. However, I knew the only alternative was walking and I didn't languish that idea again. 

To add to the stress, not that it needed any help, it took less time to load the back of the pickup then it did to load ourselves into it. I had to fight with Marcus. He wanted to sit in the bed of the truck with Benny, but I refused to let him. Of course, I became the meanest Mom in the world then. 
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Chapter Five
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"Damn it," I cursed slamming my fist on the seat. 

"Mommy! You said a bad word!" Johnny exclaimed. 

"I know, honey. I'm sorry," I replied halfhearted. 

He gave me a justified nod.

We were sitting at the barbed wire section of a well-built road block. Cars were lined up from one side of the road the next. Between the cars and the barbed wire was torn up furniture, tables, postal boxes and whatever else they could find to buffer the spare room. It was set just perfectly so no vehicles or big groups could come through. If they wanted in that badly they had to walk in single file.
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