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HIDING FROM THE COLLECTORS proved far more taxing than it had in Oklahoma. During my time there, they weren’t looking for a specific person or persons like they were now. Bethany had taken precautions to cover the fact that she was the one who’d killed the vampires at the lab as well as disguise the fact that it was with her blood by driving wooden stakes in their hearts, but the fact that there were vampire killers on the loose was known and the search was on. It was especially serious since four vampires were now unaccounted for. Were they killed by the vampire killer, or killers, as well? The New Order demanded answers.

Not only were the collectors ordered to comb the nooks and crannies of all human homes, but every evil bloodsucker within miles was also on the lookout. Bethany was forced to return to her place and behave as if nothing was amiss while Rick remained on the farm performing his duties as usual.

Sara was sent for. I learned that her fear for her safety for herself and her great nephew compelled her to take Peter to a remote hunting cabin on the New York Canada border that had been in the family for as long as the farm had been when Bethany arrived with us. It was one thing when Jared was the overseer, but quite another with wicked Glenda at the helm.

Even though Jared allowed Sara to take Peter to the cabin on occasion, with him interned at the lab and his replacements buried in the field, not having the entire family at home during such an intense time was unwise. It was vital that everything appeared as normal. Fortunately, upon hearing of Glenda’s demise, Sara gave no argument.

The big problem was what to do with Rita and me. They tried putting us in the old root cellar. Because it had been so long since it was used that the entry was overgrown, Rick doubted the vampires were even aware of its existence. Unfortunately, it proved intolerable for Rita, whose pregnancy was unstable and causing her great discomfort. We didn’t even complete a second day before Rita was out of sorts and being difficult.

We had to think of somewhere else to hide.

“Will those vile beasts never give up?” Rita complained as she massaged the small bump in her stomach.

“After you were caught, it was a few months before they stopped looking for more,” I informed her. “I can’t imagine how long they’ll dig their heels in the search for vampire killers. It’s surprising how loyal to each other they are. I never would have thought it by the way the ones that Jared lived with behaved and spoke.”

Rick mentioned something about a vampire code,” Rita pouted. “He also said that he was surprised that Chase and I escaped becoming lab specimens since we showed no signs of mutation.”

“I’ll wager my uncle had something to do with that,” I said. “Although, I don’t know if you would have been worse off in the lab, I do know that it would have been harder to rescue you.”

A sudden cramp caused my friend to double over.

“Damn, why can’t this thing just come out?” she complained. “What I endured to conceive it was bad enough. Must I continue to be tortured?”

“If you’re really serious about aborting that baby, I think Rick and Sara might be able to help you,” I said. “They helped me after Oscar raped me.”

“Why did you wait to tell me that?” she accusingly asked.

I will admit that I didn’t appreciate our living conditions any more than she did. I was doing my best to stay patient and even tempered, but her constant whining was beginning to wear on my already fragile nerves.

“Excuse me,” I said with a huff. “I’ve been a bit preoccupied saving people and hiding from vampires.” 

“Not all were saved,” she sullenly said.

“Why do I get the feeling that you’re blaming me for Chase’s death?” I snapped.

“I’m not,” she weakly said as she turned away from me. “I just hate it that you’re happy when I’m so miserable.”

“Happy?” I incredulously repeated. “How can you possibly come up with that?”

“You have two lovers, for one,” she pouted.

“That’s not exactly something to be happy about,” I confessed. “Those two lovers aren’t willing to share me. In the end, I’ll have to make a decision and someone will be hurt. That doesn’t make me happy. That makes me sad.”

“Well, you’re okay staying in a rotten room below ground,” she continued.

“Says who?” I asked with surprise. “Have you forgotten that I suffer a mild case of claustrophobia? I have all I can do not to hyperventilate every time I think about the fact that we’re closed in beneath the ground... buried alive, so to speak.”

“Is the door locked?” she asked with a hint of panic. “We’re not locked in here, are we?”

“Crap,” I said with open concern. “I never thought to check.” 

Her question set my claustrophobia into motion. With a heavy dose of adrenaline coursing through my veins, I struggled to get my legs to stop shaking enough to hold me and carry me to the door. Once there, I struggled some more with trembling hands that couldn’t manage to operate the doorknob.

“Oh, for crying out loud,” Rita impatiently hissed as she shoved me out of her way. I let out a small yelp as I fell onto my backside while she grumbled, “Let me check.”

I was both relieved that she’d found the door open and hurt that she’d behaved so abnormally with me. In all of the years that we’d known each other, we’d barely had an attitude that lasted more than a few minutes and it was never serious enough for us to even recall the reason for it after an hour or two had passed. Two days of her bitching at and about everything, including me, was about to send me over the edge.

I needed air.

Although I pushed past her, I made sure that I was far gentler with my actions than when she’d shoved me out of her way. True, she was pregnant, but I inherently knew that it was more than pregnancy hormones causing her to behave in such a way. She was angry with me and it was grossly unfair.

As soon as I climbed out of the stairway with its worn steps and ancient wood supports that were laden with angry looking splinters, I filled my lungs with sweet air. I hadn’t realized just how damp and rank it was in the cellar until then.

“For crying out loud, Haven,” Rita complained as she climbed up the steps behind me. “You could have knocked me over.”

“You did knock me over,” I emphasized as I continued to breathe in the fresh, clean, air.

“I can’t stay down there another second,” she insisted. 

Doubling over, she wrapped her arms around her waist as she moaned, “The cramps are getting worse.” 

“I’ll go find Sara,” I offered.

“I thought you said that Rick would be the one to help me,” she said with a surly tone.

“I said Rick and Sara,” I corrected her. “She’s his assistant in these matters and extremely competent. It’s the middle of the day. I imagine Rick is doing his chores. I, for one, have no desire to search for him amongst the buildings on this farm of hell.”

“I’d rather have Rick,” she complained.

“Sara will find him,” I assured her.

I found it odd that she was so stuck on having Rick help her instead of Sara, but, at that moment, I wasn’t up to giving it much more thought than that.
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IT WAS TWENTY-FOUR hours since Sara gave Rick’s concoction to Rita to help abort the baby. So far, all that happened was that her cramps became more intense and her patience dwindled.

I was rocking in my favorite chair on the porch while listening to Rita’s howls and protests from the open window above me when I spotted Bethany’s horse drawn wagon coming up the long, dirt drive. Relieved to have a break from the tension of the moment as well as happy to see my friend again, I jumped up from my chair and raced off the porch to meet her.

“What are you doing outside in broad daylight?” she scolded as she pulled Sam to a halt. “The area is crawling with collectors and vampires.”

“The vampires can’t tolerate the sun,” I reminded her. “It’s high noon.”

“Some can,” she rebuked. “The collectors are both human and vampire. You need to get back inside.”

“I need to get off this farm,” I complained. “Sara is having a fit about us being here. They tried putting us in their old root cellar, but, not only am I claustrophobic, but the air was really unhealthy.”

Rita must have had a super intense cramp because her bellowing gushed out of the window with such power that Bethany actually winced.

“Is that your friend?” she asked with concern.

“Sara gave her Rick’s concoction to abort the baby,” I explained.

“She did what?” Bethany incredulously bellowed. “That girl’s too far along for that. Why would Rick allow such a thing?”

“He didn’t know,” I offered. “I didn’t realize it was too late. They gave it to me after the farmer, Oscar, had drugged and raped me for almost a week straight so I asked Sara to give it to her. Rita desperately wants to abort.”

“That’s a shame,” Bethany sorrowfully said.

“I know,” I sighed. “Rick gave me that concoction of his without knowing if I was pregnant. It was mainly to prevent a pregnancy. It’s not in our makeup to abort children. It’s just the circumstances of how the child was conceived. I don’t know how I’d be if I was in her situation. That’s when you have to be in their shoes, I guess. Even so, I have to respect her feelings.”

“I’m not judging her. If she doesn’t want the child, I’d happily raise it for her. If she’s against carrying it full term and she’s adamant about aborting that fetus, she needs an actual abortion. There’s still time. It’s her decision,” Bethany said with pursed lips. Her head twisted in all directions as she asked, “Where’s Rick?”

“He’s in the barn,” I replied, “but I don’t know which one.” Then, with my eyes opened wide and my lower lip quivering, I asked, “You aren’t going to ask me to fetch him, are you? I’m not up to seeing what goes on back there.”

She studied me for a brief moment. 

Her expression softened along with her tone of voice as she said, “You’ve been through more than one person ever should. The focus is so much on Rita that I doubt anyone noticed what’s happening with you.” 

“I’m fine,” I lied.

“You would say that,” she mused, “and, they’d believe it because it’s easier than facing the fact that we have a clusterfuck to deal with and no solution in sight.”

“I’ll go get him, if that’s what you want,” I hesitantly said.

“What I want is for you to get inside and out of sight,” she firmly said. “I’ll fetch Rick and we’ll be along shortly. We need to do something different for both you and your friend. The New Order sent their goons out to search my place so thoroughly that, even though I had nothing to hide, I got nervous. They’re bound to come here soon.”

“Wonderful,” I said with a hint of panic. 

She gave me a warm, relaxed, confident smile as she said, “Just go inside for now. We’ll be along shortly and we’ll put our heads together.”

Just then, Peter came flying out of the house. Hopping onto the wagon, he positioned himself so that he could give Bethany a much appreciated hug.

“Grandma Bethany!” he said with genuine joy. “I’ve missed you!”

She laughed and hugged him back with equal enthusiasm. 

When they finally broke their embrace she held him at arm’s length and said, “Look how you’ve grown. Has it been that long since I last paid a visit?”

“Dad says I’m growing like a weed,” he chuckled.

“I understand you and your Aunt Sara went to the cabin,” she thoughtfully said. When he vigorously nodded, she asked, “How was it there? I mean, the vampire situation. Has it reached that far?”

His brows furrowed in thought.

“I don’t know for sure,” he replied. “Aunt Sara wasn’t nearly as nervous while we were there.”

“So, it’s still fairly safe,” she mused. Then, directing her attention back to me, she said, “You need to get back inside.”

I nodded and did as I was told.

Once inside, I looked out of the window at the old woman and the young boy. There was genuine love between them. It not only made me miss my parents to the point that my heart hurt, but I felt a deep sorrow for the change in my uncle Malcolm. Chase and Rita were my surrogate family after my parents died. Malcolm was my only living relative. With Chase dead and Malcolm turned psycho vampire supporter, Rita was all I had left. 

I’d noticed since our reunion after being separated during the journey that her attitude toward me had shifted. The closeness wasn’t there. It was as if our innocence died and it took that bond with it.

The impact of the losses left an emptiness within me that was soul crushing. 

“Damn those vampires,” I said aloud to no one in particular. “I can’t wait to get Jared safe so that we can kill those sons-of-bitches.”

I walked away from the window when Peter scampered off the wagon and headed back toward the house. Bethany remained seated until she was certain that he was coming inside.

Like I had been for so long, Peter was oblivious to the actual purpose of the farm and what went on in the stable. He wasn’t allowed past the animal barn and chicken coops. I often wondered how long Rick would be able to shelter the boy from it all. With any luck, we’d be able to stop the vampires and he’d never know what his father was forced to do for so many years.

I’d seen very little of Peter since he and his father had found me in the woods months earlier. Because of this, there was still an awkwardness between us that didn’t exist with the other members of the family.

I decided that it was time to address it square on. 

Remembering how Chase was at that age, I asked, “What games do you like to play? Ones that can be done inside, of course.”

He looked at me with surprise.

“I have a few board games that I play with Dad on occasion,” he thoughtfully said.

“Would you like to play one with me?” I asked while flashing him a warm smile.

His eyes lit up with anticipation. It was then that I realized that this poor child was terribly bored and lonely. Of course he was. The farm was cut off from the rest of the world, he had no school to go to and no friends to play with. The duties of the farm kept his father and his aunt busy most of the time. Of course he was bored and lonely... and, I’m sure a little scared. 

It was something that we had in common.
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I’D ALWAYS PRIDED MYSELF with my skill at Scrabble, but Peter was winning and it wasn’t because I was letting him. The child was definitely a dutiful student, with Sara and Rick competent teachers. I couldn’t help wondering what the dynamics of this family would have been like in the olden days. I imagined it was a happy household that was filled with love and energy.

Laughter abounded as my competitive opponent and I tried to outwit each other. I was so involved in the game that it took some time for me to notice Rick and Bethany standing in the doorway. Both wore smiles of satisfaction and appreciation for what they were witnessing.

“It seems I’ve met my match in Scrabble,” I said as I stood up. Placing my hands on my hips, I said, “You’re too smart for me.”

“Do you want to play another game?” he eagerly asked.

“I would, but not today,” I said. “Your father, grandmother, and I have business to discuss.”

He wore a look of mild disappointment as he picked up the game, but he gave no argument. 

“Thanks for playing with me,” he politely said.

“I’ll hold you to another game at a later time,” I said with a smile.

He flashed me a happy grin as he tucked his game beneath his arm and darted out of the room.

“That was nice of you,” Rick said as he entered the room and lowered his body into a nearby chair.

“He doesn’t get the attention he should these days,” Bethany offered. “Your little game with him was worth more than I think you realize.”

“I can imagine how it is for a child in today’s times,” I thoughtfully offered. “I had Rita and Chase as my constant companions. I can’t imagine being isolated like that poor boy is. It’s not your fault, of course, but it sucks.”

“Everything about these times sucks,” Bethany grumbled as she seated herself onto the end cushion of the sofa. “So, first things first, we need to do something for that poor girl upstairs and figure out where to hide you both.”

“What about Jared?” I asked.

Although he did his best to disguise his jealous reaction to my question, I doubt that it slipped past Bethany’s eagle eyes.

“We need to get him out of that lab so we can put my plan in motion,” I continued as I seated myself on the other end of the sofa and curled my feet beneath me.

“What is the plan?” Rick asked in earnest.

“I was a member of the underground movement while in Oklahoma,” I said. “I want to find a source here and give them the formula. If we coordinate correctly, we can distribute it at the same time. It has to be done at once in order to work. Otherwise, they’ll figure out what’s up and come up with a solution.”

“I have a connection,” Bethany said. “At least, I think I still do. I’m not involved, myself, but I know of someone who was, or, hopefully, still is.”

“If we do this right,” Rick enthusiastically said, “It will wipe them out in no time.”

“It will leave no source of blood for them, which means that Jared has to be out of that lab and informed about what’s happening,” Bethany said.

“I could be mistaken, but I think what’s happening with Jared is the formula that I had from Oklahoma. He drank a little from me each day. The one from here, kills, but that one just might reverse the virus,” I said.

“You’re out of that, though, aren’t you?” Rick asked.

“I have a small amount left, but if push comes to shove, I’ll return to Oklahoma for the correct supplies,” I said. “The problem is how to administer it. Do we give it to him directly and take a chance or find someone who hasn’t taken the remedy from here to give it to?”

“I have a stable full of people who haven’t taken the remedy,” Rick gruffly admitted.

“That’s right,” Bethany enthusiastically joined in. “We can give it to one of them to see what happens. Then, once he’s human again, we can dump that remedy into the blood supply.”

“That’s such a good idea!” I practically squealed as I clapped my hands together. “If we can get the farmers to taint the blood supplies and the movement dispenses the remedy all at the same time, those bastards are toast!”

Rita’s wail interrupted the flow of our conversation.

“What was Sara thinking, giving that girl your concoction to abort the baby?” Bethany snapped.

“She’s gone off the rails since Jared was taken in,” he replied with a slow shake of his head. “I was shocked to hear she’d done such a thing. She knows better.”

“If I didn’t know her as well as I do, I’d think that she was deliberately trying to kill the girl,” Bethany snapped. “Fear makes for strange bedfellows.”

I sucked in air as I said with disbelief, “She could die because of that?”

“I’m sure that she’ll be fine,” Rick reassuringly said, “but she’s in for a rocky time until it’s out of her system.”

“I was just trying to help,” I said with both self-pity and concern for my friend. “She’s not herself these days. I thought that if I helped her undo what my uncle did, she’d return to normal.”

“We know that you love her,” Bethany assured me. “It’s not your fault. You didn’t know.” Then, turning to Rick, she said, “We have to think of a place to hide these girls. Since I already underwent a thorough search, I can probably take them to my place once it’s dark enough to hide them in the cart.”

“Wouldn’t it be better in the day?” I asked. “Vampires are out at night.”

“Collectors are out during the day,” she replied. “I’d rather deal with a vampire who my blood can kill than a collector with guns that I am powerless against.” 

“The collectors seem to like to quit when the sun goes down,” Rick said. “I have no idea why, but we can use that to our advantage.”

“They didn’t in Oklahoma,” I said with angst. “They were a threat around the clock.”

“Hmmm,” Bethany mused, “So there’s at least one perk to living here.”

Between Rita’s agonizing moans and our intense conversation, we didn’t notice the collector van in the driveway until the cab doors were slamming shut.

I jumped to my feet and immediately raced to the room at the back of the house. It was far enough away from the front door that I had to crack the door open just a bit in order to hear what was being said. Even then, the voices were muffled and the conversation difficult to follow.

Even though only one collector spoke, I’d had the opportunity to see them through the window before running to hide to know that there were three of them. From what I could tell, they were there to search the house and grounds. 

My heart beat so powerfully in my chest that it’s a wonder it didn’t break a rib. My legs threatened to no longer support me and my knees knocked together as I listened to Rick and Bethany try to dissuade them from going up to where Rita lay suffering. 

Rick had bought me some time by claiming Rita to be one of the pregnant women from the stable in need of medical care. Although bringing her inside his home to tend to her instead of simply draining her and the fetus of their blood and feeding her to the pigs was abnormal, he was making a good case for his actions.

When the sound of boots on the wooden stairs reached my ears, I seized the opportunity to exit the house by way of the basement. I was fearful for Rita, but I knew that there was nothing that I could do against men with rifles. My best course of action would be to get out of there and hidden in a safe place until I could make my way to Bethany’s home. I didn’t trust the root cellar being as secure as Rick had hoped. If these men were thorough, they’d eventually find it. I needed to go off into the woods. Never before had I been so thankful for my skills for surviving in the wild.

In the meantime, I’d pray that Rick was able to spin a believable tale as to why he had Rita inside the house.
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THE COLLECTORS MOVED  about the property in such a way that they made it impossible for me to find an opportunity to cross the open ground to the safety of the woods without the intense odds of being seen. The best I could do was to slither from hiding place to hiding place until, after a few excruciating hours later, they finally left the farm.

It wasn’t such a bad thing that I couldn’t find the opportunity to escape. I’d fled in such a panic that I left behind my backpack, knife, and gun. I would have had to return to the farm for them as soon as the collectors left, anyway.

I took my time reentering the house. Even though I’d seen them leave with my own eyes, the energy of those horrid people still lingered in the air. The hairs on the back of my neck prickled as I slipped through the same door I’d escaped from hours earlier.

The house was eerily quiet as I crept from room to room until I reached the stairwell. I was surprised at how clearly the voices carried down the hall to me as Rita, Rick, Sara, and Bethany debated with heated emotion about whether or not she should remain at the farm or be taken to Bethany’s place.

Still feeling the stress of having to hide from the collectors, I had no desire to join in on their debate. So, I stood at the bottom of the stairs and listened.

“I have no doubt that you’d take good care of her, but I still think that she’s better off here,” Rick insisted. “I’ve got the most medical training and I need to make sure she wasn’t permanently harmed by that concoction my foolish aunt gave her.”

“It wasn’t my idea,” Sara complained. “When Haven asked me to give it to her, I thought that she’d run it by you first. Even if she didn’t ask you about it, I had no idea the girl was that stupid. She’s supposed to be this great healer, isn’t she?”

Not only was I hurt by her words that were said with a sarcastic flair, but the drastic change in Sara’s personality was upsetting. I longed for the loving, motherly woman who’d taken care of me when I first arrived. Bethany insisted that was the true Sara and that this unusual version of her was a result of intense fear, but I wasn’t so sure. She seemed all too comfortable with this unlikable persona to have it be so foreign to her as Bethany and Rick claimed.

“There’s no need to call her stupid or say anything else derogatory about the girl,” Bethany scolded. “She’s created a marvelous potion to destroy the vampires and cure the afflicted. She deserves your respect.”

“She doesn’t always think things through,” Rita complained before another cramp consumed her. As she roared her pain, she bellowed, “It’s her fault I’m like this and my brother is dead. I will never forgive her!”

Her words struck me like a hammer to the heart. I actually grabbed my chest from the impact of them. My legs buckled to the extent that I sat down to ease their burden. As fast as I wiped at the tears rolling down my cheeks, the quicker my eyes released them. I was devastated to think that my best friend in the world hated me for the actions of my uncle and a vampire. Did she forget that I’d also suffered since we began our journey? Sure, it was my uncle’s farm that we left Oklahoma for, but it wasn’t my idea. Not originally. It was Chase’s.

He was the one who wanted to leave and seek help from my uncle. He was convinced that Malcolm was involved with the underground movement and had a broader reach for distribution of the remedy that I’d created. I couldn’t think on how he came upon that mindset, but he had it just the same. Rita knew this. So, why was I being blamed?

I felt as if the walls were closing in on me as Rita continued to berate me for the actions of others. My ears roared as they tried to drown out her screeching words.

I could finally stand no more.

Rushing back to the root cellar, I quickly collected my things while I continued to wipe at the tears that wouldn’t stop flowing. I raced up the ancient stairs and into the woods without a backward glance. My only thought, my only desire was to get away from that place. Between the creepy energy left behind by the collectors and Rita’s bitter words, I could stand no more.

Under normal circumstances, the tightly woven canopy of leaves that was formed by the myriad of trees in the woods would have made it difficult for the full moon’s light to penetrate, but there would still be some semblance of visibility. This night was especially cloudy. Only a hint of brightness from the brilliant beam managed to penetrate the thick clouds that formed a veil between the earth and the stars. I could barely see my hand in front of my face.
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