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You love me and because of that, all things are possible. Thank you.
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...it was hope

...it was hope

that rainbowed the colorless sky

and gave birth to what dreams may come

it’s the carefully chosen cry

on the tip of a traitorous tongue

it was hope

that inspired life

from the void of nothingness

and sparked perseverance and light

in the dark of the abysses

its a beacon beckoning steadfast and sure

a shield that helps us to endure

...it was hope

that rattled and hummed

from the harps

of a hundred strings

in the midst of a perfect storm

...the skeletonised remains

of a  dream deferred

bursting into song

...it was hope

that bridged over troubled waters

in the pursuit of happiness

lassoing runaway objective views

within whispering distance

it’s the persistent force

in the aftermath of struggle

promoting diversity

it’s discipline  ...control

willpower and victory

-Diana Wimbish
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Oxford Township, Michigan

July 16th, 2012

“We have to start preparing for the winter,” Eric says, entering the kitchen and making a beeline for the bread that Jillian has just pulled out of the oven. “I’ve come to check the supplies.”

“Already?” I ask. I’ve come to visit Mia for a few minutes. The clinic is quiet and it’s not my turn in the garden. But to pass the time I plan to head there after I leave the kitchen.

“We don’t want to be caught with our pants down at the first sign of snow.”

He reaches for a piece of Jillian’s bread, but she slaps his hand, making a loud smacking sound. “I didn’t make that for only you, mister. You’ll get your share at dinner.”

He pulls his hand back and shakes it in the air. “Have you been lifting weights woman? Ouch.”

I stifle a giggle with my hand.

“Big baby.” Mia cuts off a slice of the bread and hands him a piece. “Here you go, this should tide you over.”

Jillian puts her hands on her hips. “What did I tell you about feeding strays? You’ll never get rid of him now,” she jokes.

Mia looks to Jillian sheepishly. “I’m sorry, but I owe him for the candy bar that he brought me yesterday.”

“That was so good,” I say, rubbing my stomach. “I haven’t had candy in ages.”

He stuffs the bread in his mouth. “I knew what I was doing when I brought back the chocolate,” he says, eating with his mouth full of food. “Men are outnumbered here. I consider that a smart move.”

Jillian shakes her head and turns back to kneading the next batch of bread that she’s baking. “Well, nobody said you were dumb, Eric.”

“We should be pretty good on supplies; we’ve been stocking up.” he says, making his way to the storage room. “Pretty soon our storage room will be overflowing,” he hollers. “Which is good because hunting and scavenging will be dangerous when the snow falls. Snow fall equals footsteps and trails. We’ll have to spend most of our time hunkered down in the compound to avoid leading the lizards straight to us.”

A tingle runs down my spine.

“I have faith in you men to keep food in our bellies,” Jillian says, paying more attention to her bread than she does Eric.

He comes out of the closet with a satisfied look on his face. “We’ll survive, but we could always use more. We’re saving the lizard pellets just in case we start to get lean.”

“Can we please think of another name for them? Lizard pellets sound so...” I shudder.

“Sorry babes,” Mia says. “But I think that name kind of stuck.

“Argh.”

“I know it gives you bad memories,” Eric says. “So if you think of another name, we’ll use it.” He leans against the counter and I see Mia trying to slip him another piece of bread while Jillian has her back turned. “We’re going hunting tomorrow. Are you coming up with us?” he asks.

I perk up. “Sure. My mom can handle things in the clinic. And maybe Anna can take my day in the garden.” Anna’s a thirty-year-old woman who came to the compound a couple of weeks before we did.

I’ve only gone up a couple of time. Wade has taught me how to make traps and Rocky is teaching me how to use the bow and arrows. My aim is good and my hands are steady. From a secure position, high in the trees, I can hit a deer with no problem at all.

Winston is a good hunter too. He goes for the smaller game, rabbits and squirrels. Getting him up and down the stairs is no hassle for us anymore. Jillian made him a real harness. We only take him up about once a week, but going on top is something that he loves.

Jillian turns just in time to see Eric stuffing another piece of bread in his mouth. “I swear you’re more trouble than you’re worth.” She snaps her towel at him, hitting him on the thigh with a “wap”. “Go on, get.”

“Ow!” Eric hollers out.

Winston enters the kitchen by ducking under the swinging doors.

“And you too,” she says to him. “We won’t have any food left if we keep giving handouts to the both of you.”

Winston puts his ears and head down and starts to back out. He whimpers, as if Jillian hurt his feelings, keeping his big puppy eyes on her.

Jillian rolls her eyes. “Oh, here,” she says, handing him a piece of venison. He swallows it in one gulp. “I swear you’re getting fatter every day. Pretty soon you’ll be too heavy for anyone to carry your hairy tail up the stairs. Now get. Those sad eyes will only get you one treat out of me.”

“Come on Winston,” Eric says, giving the dog a scratch behind the ear. “We’ll go where we’re wanted.”

I giggle uncontrollably as they leave.

“So, what’s going on with you and Wade?” Mia asks.

I shrug. “Nothing. Same-old, same-old. We’re just friends though. He isn’t pushing me for anything more.”

She looks up at me, raising a brow. “What about you and Jason?”

“Nothing there either.”

Nothing will ever be there.

I shake the thought from my head. I don’t want to think about that. Because...

I love him.

“Too bad.” Mia says, interrupting my internal monologue. “I thought things would have changed by now. Especially since this is pretty much our lives now.”

“What are you saying? You thought he would settle for me? I don’t need anyone to settle for me.”

“No, no, that’s not what I’m saying. I meant since he doesn’t have to fight how he feels about you anymore. I’m pretty sure it’s hard for him to keep trying to ignore seeing you for the woman you’ve turned out to be.”

I snort. “Yeah, right. That fork in the road has been closed. There’s a ‘Do Not Enter’ sign planted firmly in the ground. Our friendship has taken a different path and I’m fine with it.”

Mia rolls her eyes. “You can lie to anyone else, but you can’t lie to me. I really don’t see what the holdup is. You guys have been playing cat and mouse forever.”

Jillian stops what she’s doing and leans her back against the counter. “The first day I met Dave he told me he loved me.”

“Whoa, really? That’s rushing things,” I say.

Jillian chuckles. “It was love at first sight. It’s a rare thing, most people don’t get to experience that kind of love.”

“Were you in love with him too?” Mia asks.

Jillian nods. “I felt it too. But I had to play hard to get. I pretended that he didn’t exist for the entire summer.”

“That’s so cruel,” I say.

She shrugs playfully. “I made him work for my attention and, just when he was about to give up and start dating Annabel Green, I gave in and told him that I loved him too.”

“What happened then?” Mia asks, hanging on her every word.

I roll my eyes. “They got married, dope.”

Mia laughs, high and child-like. “Right, I know how this story ends.”

I rub my sweaty palms together. What they’re telling me to do is so out of my character. How can I go and open myself up to him and declare how I feel? I did that once and it did not turn out so good.

“It’s about time you had a conversation with Jason,” Mia says. “You both can’t tip-toe around the subject forever.”

I bite on my bottom lip, wondering what to do next.

Mia hits me with the towel, the same way Jillian had hit Eric a little earlier. “Get!”

I rub at the stinging spot on my thigh. “Ow, that really does hurt.”

“She didn’t do it right,” Jillian says. When she winds up her towel to give me a smack I back away, putting my hands out for protection. “I’m going, I’m going.”

I know where to find him. He’s most likely resting in his room before he’s set to get out scouting later. The entire way there my mind is a jumbled mess. I have no idea what I plan to say to him.

As I make my way to his room, I run into Jasmine, or more like she almost runs into me. She bolts past, without so much as a ‘sorry’ or ‘excuse me.’ I shake my head as her feet slam on the ground. She must be in some kind of hurry, but I can't imagine mopping would be that important.

I reach his room and knock on the door, praying that he’s alone. Otherwise it’ll be real awkward if MJ and Wade are there too.

“Come in.”

I take a minute to steady my breathing and to figure out exactly what I want to say.

“I know I told you that I was okay with how things played out between us. But I was wrong. I think we should give us a chance. Heck, it’s the end of the world. What’s the worst that could happen?”

I shake my head.

That sounds plain stupid.

“Jason. Will you be my boyfriend?”

Argh.

That sound even stupider.

“I said, come in.”

Right.

I take a deep breath and enter.

He’s sitting on his bed with his backpack next to him—a full backpack.

It’s packed.

He looks up to me as if he’s surprised to find me standing in his doorway. His eyes are red and swollen.

“Hey,” I say, looking around his room. He’s alone. “What’s going on?” I whisper.

Bells go off in my head. He’s leaving.

“I was just about to look for you.”

I pull my brows together. “I don’t understand. Why do you have your backpack out?”

He takes a deep breath and rubs his hands across his jeans. “Sinta, I have to go.”

My mind clouds over. “Where?”

“D.C.”

“But...why? I don’t understand,” I stammer out.

“If there’s something like this here, then I can’t stop thinking that maybe my dad was right. Maybe the government is still running underground somewhere.”

I feel as though someone has punched me so hard in the stomach, that all the air has left my body. “You’re leaving me?” There’s a tremor on my voice.

“We both knew from the beginning that I was going to go. I only stayed to make sure you all got home safely.”

I shake my head. “That’s not all. You said it wasn’t. You...and...I.”

“Sinta.”

And that’s when I know. I’m too late.

I back away from him.

“Sin, don’t look at me like that. My dad was right. This isn’t the time to think about hooking up with anyone. We’re at war and we’re losing. I have a duty to do. I have to go to D.C. This is bigger than you or I.”

Don’t cry, don’t cry, don’t cry.

I nod. “You’re right. You have to go to D.C. to see your family and to help your dad.”

I will not beg.

“I knew you would understand.”

How could he be so blind? Can’t he see how much he’s tearing me apart?

“When are you leaving?” I ask, trying to control the tone of my voice.

“Today.”

My breath catches in my throat. “When did you decide this?” Don’t you dare cry.

“I’ve thinking about it for a while, but I made up my mind a couple of days ago.”

I peer at him, trying to channel the hurt into useful anger. “And you didn’t think to tell me until now?”

“I didn’t know how I would tell you.”

He drops his hands and goes to his bag.

He’s leaving me.

“I’ll go with you,” I blurt out.

“Sin—”

I shake my head, walking toward him. The desperate girl syndrome is starting to crawl its way out against my wishes. “I have to go, you can’t go by yourself. What if something happens to you? Just give me time to get my things together and tell my mom. She’ll understand.”

“I’m not going alone, Jasmine is coming too.”

I want to die. Everything inside of me screams out in pain. My heart constricts and drops. I tighten the hold on my feelings. They feel as though they’re beating against the inside of my skin, trying to get out and yell, scream and cry. On the outside I know I appear like someone in control.

“I see.” I can feel a wall as thick as bricks building up around me.

“It’s not what you think. As I was leaving the room she came by, saw the bag and guessed I was leaving and asked to go. I wanted to tell you first. You deserve to be told first.” He picks up his bag and comes to me. “Sin, I...”

I back away from him. I don’t want to hear anything about how he feels about me, not since any of it will matter anymore. “Good luck...to the both of you.”

“Maybe...maybe we’ll see each other again.”

I want to laugh out loud. See each other again? The odds of him making it to D.C. are not in his favor. And making a return trip would be like laughing in fate’s face. No. We won’t ever see each other again.

“Sure, right,” I say making sure to keep my voice steady. I don’t say anything else, afraid that it will crack, showing the pain I’m feeling.

He leans in to kiss the side of my face, but I pull away with a growl. “I am not your sister. Stop trying to treat me like I am.”

He clears his throat and steps back, as if I hurt his feelings. Well, he’s done more to mine. “I have to make sure my family is okay. That’s something that I thought you of all people would understand.”

“Go, Jason.”

My heart can’t even beat right. Each beat is more painful than the last. I can’t breathe, it hurts too much. What I really want to do is leave the room—leave Jason and Jasmine.

My wall is slowly crumbling.

“Let’s go,” Jasmine says.

I hang my head and watch my feet. I don’t want to see him leave. If I did, I know I wouldn’t be able to stop myself from crying or doing something else stupid, like throwing myself at his feet, begging him to stay or begging him to take me with him.

Begging doesn’t work. I should know. I’ve seen my mom crying on the phone with my dad, begging him to see her. I’ve seen her drape herself over him, trying to get him to stay at our house a while longer. In the end, none of those antics had worked. He still left and all she had to show for it was broken heart.

I close my eyes as I listen to his footsteps pass me and continue out the door. Closing them can’t stop the tears from overflowing my eyes and burst through my lids.

I sniffle.

It hurts so badly.

Everything hurts.

A small cry escapes my lips.

How can mom live with this pain every day?

I rub my hand over my heart, trying to help lessen the pain I think will never go away. If this is love then I don’t want anything to do with it.

I want to die.

I want to curl up and wither away.

My head is so woozy that I want to throw up. My body feels out of whack, out of sync, off kilter.

I’ve let him go and I won’t ever see him again.

Guilt works its way into my head.

I should have said something other than goodbye.

I should have told him that I understood.

I should have...told him I loved him.

Then self-pity.

I should just stay here and melt into a pile of tears.

How can I ever face anyone again?

Jason left me. I wasn’t enough for him to stay.

I wrap my arms around myself. I feel so alone.

Then depression set in.

I’ll always be alone. The pain will never stop.

My heart is shredding into a million pieces. My stomach is a lump of clay. My hands and legs shake so bad I don’t think I can stand anymore or even move from this spot.

I shouldn’t have let him leave like that.

He thinks I hate him.

What if he doesn’t make it? What if he dies?

What was I thinking?

I hiccup on the thought.

Booted footsteps come rushing down the hall. Someone’s coming and here I am dying of heartbreak. I wipe the tears from my face. No one can see me like this. But no matter how much I wipe, they keep falling.

The steps come into the room and pause.

Wade.

I know he probably just found out Jason left and he’s coming to check on me. This is the last thing that I want him to see. I don’t need him feeling sorry for poor stupid Sinta or to tell me, “I told you so”.

“Go away,” I croak out.

“I couldn’t leave without doing this.”

Jason.

He pulls my hands away and lifts my head.

I look up to find that he looks just as distraught as I feel. “You left...”

He cradles my chin in his hand. His thumb caresses my cheekbone in slow strokes. His other arm snakes around my waist and pulls me closer to him, pressing me against his hard muscles.

I can’t help but stare into his eyes as he descends to me. My breath stops as his lips touch mine. His kiss isn’t soft like Wade’s had been. No, his kiss feels like something else entirely.

His lips crush over mine. They’re filled with such need and want. His tongue invades my mouth in a hungry frenzy. Teasing and probing, exploring and conquering. Our tongues dance and entangle, tasting each other. My chest burns and aches from the breaths that I strain to take. My mind clouds in haze, refusing to allow me to think.

His hand trails up my face to slide along my scalp, gripping my hair. My hands move to his sides, feeling the hard muscle underneath. The shirt does nothing to act as a barrier. I feel each hitch of his breath and each muscle that he clenches. A deep moan reverberates from his chest as I roam my hands across his body.

He steps closer and leans his body against mine, pressing against me, pinning me to the wall. My body is alive with fire...want...need. Small moans escape the back of my throat.

I want him. I want him so bad.

I don’t know which one of us pulls away first, nor do I care.

He plants his hands on the wall on either side of my head, trapping me in place. I feel his lips against my skin, laying butterfly kisses against my neck and over my shoulder, sending a quiver up my spine. I slip my fingers through his hair, running my fingernails across his scalp, bringing him closer to me. His breathing becomes heavier. I can’t help but to hiss in a breath and arch my back and let my head loll to the side. What he’s doing feels so good. One after the other, he places kisses across my collarbone.

“Jason,” I whisper, gripping his hair, holding him to me.

He sucks in a deep breath and stops, resting his forehead against my chest. He balls his hands into fists, scraping his nails against the wall as he does.

“I love you, Sinta Allen. I’ll be back for you. I promise.”

I keep my eyes closed. I don’t want to see him leave me. “I’ll be here.”

He uses the wall to push away. Immediately I feel the void of the broken contact. I feel so lonely and empty.

I wrap my arms around myself to ease the overwhelming feeling of loss. It doesn’t help. I don’t think anything will stop the way that I’m feeling right now.

As I listen to his steps walking away, I find myself sliding against the wall, falling to the floor, where I curl into a ball.

He’s gone.

But he’ll be back for me.
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Oxford Township, Michigan

February 11, 2013

There it is.

A spot of brown against a backdrop of wintery-white. If the trees had been covered with leaves or the bushes in full bloom, I would’ve never spotted the doe. The snow drops from the sky in large billowy puffs, covering everything in sight, including our footsteps, which is the only reason Rocky feels it’s safe for us to come up today. Normally we’d stick together with someone smoothing over all the tracks we left behind, but they’re covered within minutes, making that job unnecessary.

I haven’t been up top in two weeks and, although it’s about twenty degrees outside, I have the urge to peel off the clothes that cover me from head to toe just so I can feel the sun on my skin again. Staying underground, in the compound—Arrowwood—is hard not only physically but emotionally as well. After a while I start to feel trapped. I’m fortunate, I have no doubts about that, but every now and again my mind starts looking for a way out and stir-craziness sets in when I realize I can’t leave.

Everyone is doing what they love best in the short amount of time we have up here. Jorin is high in a tree, trying to communicate with other humans on his Ham radio. Wade is checking and re-setting his small game traps. Rocky is patrolling the woods for any signs of lizards, trying to figure out how often they come through our area. While I...hunt.

I take delicate steps around the tree, positioning myself for a kill shot while partially obscuring my body. I lift my crossbow with the same deliberate movements that I made to get into this position. To steady my shot, I rest my shoulder against the tree.

My stomach grumbles at the thought of eating venison. We’ve had small game, rabbits and squirrels, for the past three weeks, making deer somewhat of a luxury. Since there’s snow on the ground, hunting anything this big far from home is a no-no. How effectively could we cover blood streaks in the snow? We wouldn’t be able to. We’d end up leading the lizards straight to our door. And carrying a deer is out of the question. A female could weigh up to one-hundred and fifty pounds and a male up to three hundred. We’d be hard pressed to keep the scavenging dogs and other wild animals at bay while trying to stop the blood from dripping everywhere, while also trying to stay away from the lizards.

It’s only by luck the deer is this close to the entrance to our compound and that I have my crossbow and not my glock or sword. The glock would be too loud to use and I’d have to get right up on the doe to use the sword. Because of luck we won't have very far to carry her and my bow won’t make a noise while it travels through the air finding its mark.

My stomach grumbles again as I watch my target. I don’t know how much she weighs but one hundred plus pounds of meat sounds pretty good right now. I hadn’t even been expecting to see a deer. Winston and I had our eyes on two playful rabbits...

Wait. Where is he? If he scares off my score I’ll throttle him.

With renewed urgency, I peer through my scope.

Got you.

The winter wind whips again. A cold gust of air makes me lose my breath.

Shit.

As the wind dies down, I take in a small, shallow breath and refocus on my target. Good thing I’m standing downwind or she would’ve caught my scent and taken off by now.

It stops about twenty feet from me and peers around. Its eyes dart past me in my camouflage coat and pants. With my winter boots covered in snow and my hair pulled back and stuffed under my brown wool cap, the only thing the doe might’ve noticed was the black weapon aimed at her. But when she drops her head to nuzzle into the snow, looking for anything edible underneath, I almost breathe a sigh of relief. Not wanting to give myself away I make sure not to make a sound.

I take aim between her shoulder blades, the way Rocky taught me. My shot will pierce the lungs and heart, providing a quick kill. This way she’s sure not to go running through the woods with an arrow sticking out of her. If that happened, I might as well get on a bull horn and scream to the lizards, “We’re over here! Come and get us!”

We don’t need that, so I double check my shot and slip my finger through the trigger.

Steady.

The doe’s head pops up.

Crap.

Gritting my teeth, I realize my shot is lost. The doe glances from right to left. Something has her startled.

Winston.

I don’t want to but, in a last ditch effort to make the kill, I take aim for the head, focusing on one of her eyes. It’s not the best shot, but I can’t miss this opportunity.

Stomp, stomp, slide.

I freeze, listening.

Stomp, stomp, slide.

I would know that sound anywhere.

It’s the sound that wakes me up in a cold sweat at night.

It’s the sound that can send me into a scared panic.

It’s the sound I remember when I think of my dead friend, Shayla.

Winston isn’t spooking the doe.

It’s a lizard.

The doe takes off, bounding through the woods, kicking up fluffs of snow and out of sight. If only I could run so fast, I wouldn’t be so worried about my predicament.

Stomp, stomp, slide.

My breathing and heart rate speed up. The sure sign that a panic attack is coming on. I slowly lower the crossbow.

Stomp, stomp, slide.

Right.

It’s coming from my right.

I straighten my body, aligning it with the tree. The doe hadn’t noticed me, but the lizard surely would.

Beep, beep, beep.

My heart crashes against my ribs in a thunderous beat. Each one stronger than the previous. If the lizard heard the beeping from my walkie-talkie, I’m as good as dead. The code we used to alert everyone of a nearby lizard might’ve just sealed my fate.

Stomp, stomp, slide.

Closer.

I say a silent prayer.

Bile rises from my stomach to settle in a bubbling burn in the back of my throat. I try to swallow it down. Throwing up is not an option for me right now.

Stomp, stomp, slide.

It has to be fifteen to twenty feet away. I have to keep my wits if I plan to get through this alive. I don’t know who sounded the alarm but I have to believe Rocky, Wade and Jorin are hiding. I can’t let myself worry about Winston either. He’s a smart dog. He’ll stay out of the lizard’s way and won’t lead it back to any of us.

Stomp, stomp, slide.

It’s close enough that I can hear its labored breathing, which sounds like a cross between a horse and bull. The lizards are reptilian and aren’t really active in the cold weather—lucky for us. Since winter hit Michigan, we’ve seen less of the foot patrols, but they still keep to the sky in their spaceships that look like white stealth fighter jets, but appear more foreign and odd.

Stomp, stomp, slide.

Stomp, stomp, slide.

It’s about to pass me. I carefully lift my left leg and cross it behind me. I ease my foot into the snow and when I reach solid ground, I pause.

On the next, stomp, stomp, slide, I turn left, rolling on my shoulder until my back presses flush against the bark. The lizard is passing me.

Stomp, stomp, slide.

I silently lift my right leg, angling it across my body, and ease it into the snow. Turning left again, I roll on my left shoulder until my chest presses against the other side of the tree. My eyes settle on the lizard walking away.

Its monstrous body is covered in dark-green scales. It has a boxed-shaped head with a lump at the top that peaks into a point. I try to guess how much it weighs, maybe five hundred pounds at least. Its arms hang, unmoving, at its side. The claws are black and sharp and, even from where I stand, I can see the dangerous curl of the tips. Its beefy leg lifts and I can see the claws on its feet as well. The tail glides across the snow, seemingly not a threat, but I know differently. That tail can swipe and hit with such force it can knock someone ten feet across the room—I’ve seen it happen.

The lizard trudges through the snow, focused on what’s in its direct line of vision, not turning left or right. We’ve often thought of killing them when we see them in our woods—they’re easy pickings to us when traveling solo like this—but Dave and Rocky have cautioned against giving in to that temptation. If we started killing lizards in our backyard, we’d probably find more of them patrolling this area looking for humans. The smart thing to do is let them pass and stay out of sight.

A spaceship cuts through the air above my head. I should’ve heard it coming from miles away, but the sound of blood rushing past my ears has effectively blocked it out until just now. If this lizard spots any of us, I can bet the ship overhead will begin herding us for capture. I close my eyes and rest my forehead against the rough bark, my fingers gripping into the wood. My legs shake so bad that if I didn’t have the tree to hold me up I’d be down on the ground.

The only thing left to do is pray. If Shayla were here that’s what she would’ve done.

Stomp, stomp, slide.

I pray the lizards leave this area empty handed. I pray Rocky, Wade, Jorin and Winston are safe and protected. And I pray for myself. As I do, my breathing begins to level out, the stabbing pains disappear from my heart and calmness washes over me.

I don’t know how long I stayed here, gripping the tree for dear life, before I feel a hand on my shoulder.

“It’s gone,” Wade says.

Only when I hear his voice do I allow myself to take a much needed deep breath.

“Are you going to be okay?” he whispers.

“That was close.” I push off the tree only to turn to rest my back against it. My stomach heaves and almost before I can lean over vomit erupts from my mouth. Wade jumps out of the way just in time to avoid having chunks of rabbit soup spread over his boots. Still feeling weak, and not trusting my stomach, I brace my hands against my knees. My stomach heaves again, sending another round of vomit into the snow.

“Sorry.” I wipe my mouth on my arm. I kick fresh snow on top of the brown chunks. To Wade it might appear as though I’m hiding it from any lizards that might come through and notice it. That’s a small part of it. But embarrassment urges me to get rid of the evidence that makes me believe I’m not as strong as the others.

The first time I came face-to-face with the aliens I had peed on myself. The second time I went into a state of shock and Wade had to pick me up and carry me like a child. The third time I emptied my gun into one, giving our position away to every alien around. And now, vomiting.

“No need to apologize. Those are some scary bastards.”

With the contents of my stomach fully covered I lean back against the tree. “Jesus, I can’t stop shaking.” I hold my hands out in front of me, amazed at how fast they vibrate.

Wade reaches for them and presses my palms together, sandwiching my hands in his.

A couple of months ago I would’ve pulled away and reminded him that we’re not a couple. But that was before I’d even entertained the idea of us being one. We’re still not together, but he’s been pressing and so far I haven’t done anything to dissuade him. Sometimes I think I should address how he feels about me, tell him that I’m not ready, but now is not the time. I need all the emotional support I can get, so I let him hold my hands.

“Where were you?” I ask.

He nods to the left. “Clearing the traps.”

He has placed the small game traps sporadically around the woods, under the bushes and out of sight from the lizards. Any animals retreating under a bush and into the patch of hay, seeking warmth, would find themselves locked in a steel cage.

“As soon as Winston slinked away, I knew they were here. I sent the alert out and had just enough time to climb the tree and shake the limbs to drop snow on my footsteps.”

I don’t mention the alert could’ve given me away. He had no way of knowing the lizard was almost right on top of me. He’d only been doing what we were taught to do—sound the alarm and seek shelter.

“Where’s Winston?”

He glances around and frowns. “I have no idea...”

I straighten. A hiding Winston means more aliens.

Wade must’ve been thinking the same thing because he releases my hand and steps to my side, pressing his back against the tree. We become instantly alert, as our eyes scan through the trees, looking for anything that shouldn’t be there, especially of the alien variety.

I’m about to suggest we split up and hide when I catch a glimpse of movement coming on our way. I relax when the silhouette of a man becomes clearer and I see a smaller brown object trotting next to him.

“Jorin and Winston,” Wade says.

My heart skips a beat. “I need a drink. My poor heart can’t take any more excitement today.”

“Yeah right, as if Dave would let you into the stash,” Wade teases.

“That was some scary shit.” Jorin says as he comes closer.

Wade found Jorin about five months ago. He’d been living in a fox hole on the outskirts of town. He doesn’t appear his twenty-two years. He’s thin and wiry. Sparse hair covers his baby face. His teeth are perfect and white and standout as a contrast against his brown skin when he flashes a smile—which is often. Despite not knowing what happened to his mother, father and siblings, he’s always trying to stay in a good mood. Like most of us in Arrowwood community, he wants to believe his family has found an underground sanctuary like he has and are safe and sound, waiting to reunite with him.

“Yeah, that was close,” Wade agrees.

I drop a knee to the ground and open my arms, waiting for Winston. I don’t have to wait long before he runs into me, licking my face, wagging his tail uncontrollably and prancing in circles.

“Where you scared, big boy?” I ask, as I pet and hug him.

He nuzzles his cold, wet nose under my chin and onto my neck. That’s Winston for ‘yes.’

“Oh, but I bet you were so very brave,” I coo at him.

“I was brave too,” Jorin jokes. “Do I get hugs and kisses?”

I glance up just in time to see Wade give Jorin a friendly shove. “Not from her.”

Jorin rights his footing. “It was worth a try.” He squints and looks around. “Where’s Rocky?”

I straighten and glance around too. “Should we radio him?” I reach for the radio in my coat pocket.

Wade put his hand over mine, stopping me. “Not yet. We don’t know where he is and if he has company.”

We all know what Wade means by company. He isn’t talking about the kind you would ask to pull up a chair and make coffee for. It’s more like the kind you’d want to shoot between the eyes with an elephant gun.

“I’m ready to head back. How about ya’ll?”

I jump, startled by the voice behind me.

“Jesus, Mary and Joseph,” Wade bites out, holding onto his chest as Rocky comes from behind the tree.

Jorin’s eyes are wide and alert with fright. “Don’t. Ever. Do. That. Again.”

Rocky shrugs and leans down to pet Winston. He’s got a green cap covering his bald head. He doesn’t look his fifty years. He’s fit and trim and has more stamina than the younger guys in Arrowwood. “What? You want me to stomp around and yell? I have stealth military training people. Take notes and learn.” He nods up to me. “At least Sinta has been paying attention.” He straightens and peers at me. “I saw you. I couldn’t have done better myself.”

I want to remain poised, but a smile forces its way across my lips. Rocky doesn’t give out compliments often and I’ve hardly been on the receiving end of one. I’ve been watching Rocky’s every move, imitating how he steps, walks, hunts and even stands. The retired Navy Seal is the best teacher I could’ve ever hoped for.

“Cheese any harder, Sin, and your face will crack,” Jorin says.

He’s joking with me; he’s always joking with someone. I tilt my head and pull my lips to the side. “Don’t be jealous.”

He puts up his hands and steps back. “Who’s jealous? Not me.”

“Dead giveaway that you are,” Wade says, giving him a slap on his back.

“Come on, Winston,” Rocky says, turning away, with Winston on his heels.

Winston glances back at me over his shoulder. If he could talk he’d be saying, “Come on, let’s go.”
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