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Praise from readers for
After:
As I read the book I could hardly believe that this “world” was located in my friend’s mind. Being a fan of the genre I felt “qualified” to give my opinion whenever. I have to say that they were mostly positive. I thoroughly enjoyed this book. As I am getting ready for an “extended vacation”, I can only hope that Janet has another book ready for me
–Michele
I give Janet props for writing a book with such a theme behind it. Most post apocalyptic world stories sometimes aren’t as good as you’d expect them to be. Maybe it’s because of the way that the world as we know it came to an end, or not. I loved the virus that she created, and the way it affected those who managed to survive through it. The characters she created were wonderful, and I felt connected to them. I felt their pain, their fear, and their suffering. It was wonderfully written, and I can’t wait for a sequel to come out, because she left it open for one.
–Mousey “Mouse”
As an avid reader, I enjoy watching a story play in my minds eye while I read. While reading After, I not only felt the emotions of the characters come through in a truly palpable sense, I also felt my emotions mingling with them, making the story a more personal experience. At the end of After, I not only felt satisfied but I also wanted more so I could continue my relationship with the characters. I look forward to seeing where Janet will take me next.
–Rick
I love the book. I just couldn’t put it down. I hope to read ur new one when ur done with it and I’ll be the first one to buy it too.
–Chris
This was actually a very cool read!!!
–Mike M.
A look into the future of a world gone wrong. A dangerous part of our history that could become a reality. Explore this world with a brother and sister that have everything and nothing in common. But in all the darkness of the events that led to this new world, some things are desirable, “Humecat”
–Gordon
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Prologue
On a late summer night, in a city left barren and desolate by the ravages of time, a bum scrounged through the trash trying to find anything of value. An old, tattered hat sat half-cocked on his unkempt gray hair; a faded and worn brown suit hung off his skinny body as if it had belonged to someone several times his size. The shoes covering his feet had holes where holes were not meant to be, and the laces were long since gone. Everything on him was from a time long forgotten, just like him.
He knew better than to go out once the sun ducked below the horizon. Bad things came out after dark. Unfortunately, these were desperate times. The stores of food hidden in his small, ramshackle home were all but gone. His stash of spirits was all but gone too. That would not help his aching bones during the cold months to come. He needed the warmth of the alcohol to make it through to spring, or at least that’s what he told himself all the time.
The year was 2215. Technology had long since disappeared, although its remains were evident everywhere. Skyscrapers that once reached for the stars above now lay in heaps. Their rusty frames stood in the moonlight like sentinels watching over their beloved homeland. Foliage from neglected parks covered areas that had once been a thriving society. The remains of the dead city went on for as far as the eye could see.
The old man was bent over, digging through a pile of crumpled boxes, when a noise sounded behind him. He glanced over a stained shoulder with eyes he knew were bloodshot.
Nothing.
He returned his gaze to the trash beneath his hands. He was in the remains of a store where alcohol had been sold during a time much easier, a time 200 years in the past. The old man had been lucky to find an unbroken bottle here once before. He hoped his streak of good fortune would continue. If he couldn’t find a bottle, maybe he could find something to trade for the spirits he so desperately wanted, in addition to some food.
He knew his chances were slim of finding anything else; he continued scrounging through the remains of the store anyway.
The face of the full moon glowed bright through the missing ceiling. Its rays reflected off the bits of broken glass, throwing a beautiful design on the walls. The reflections reminded him of when he’d been a boy. He smiled.
He heard the noise again. This time it was right behind him. He turned. A large silhouette of a man stood there, tall and still, his features hidden by the darkness. For an instant, fear coursed through his body. Mistrust and anger replaced it.
“What you look’n at?”
He was anxious to get back to his search. His prize awaited him and he wasn’t interested in wasting any more time on some mysterious stranger, especially one who showed up out of nowhere.
“Go back where you came from. I ain’t got nuttin’ you want. And I ain’t sharing nuttin’ I find wich you neither.” He turned his back to the man, ignoring him. It was the last mistake he made.
The stranger moved fast. A hand flew up and knocked the hat off. He seized the bum’s hair and pulled back hard, knocking him off balance. An arm wrapped around the old man’s chest, lifting him off the ground, pinning him against a muscular body.
The bum struggled. He tried to break free; but he couldn’t. The grip holding him was too strong. His neck was fully exposed.
The old man whimpered as the dark silhouette leaned over. Hot breath blew on his cold throat. An intense pain coursed through his body as teeth sank into the soft flesh and ripped the neck open. A sucking sound followed. He twitched. His eyes rolled back, then death came.
When a pulse was no longer evident, the stranger let the body fall to the ground. With a shudder, he turned and left the store, disappearing into the blackness of the alley, leaving the thick smell of death behind.
Chapter One
The sun shone bright in her eyes when Shyanne awoke. She stretched and rolled over to look out the window. A banner with a rearing stallion on it waved in the breeze. From the angle of the light shining in, she knew it was mid-morning.
Shyanne had ridden into town late in the evening. She liked small towns versus the big, ruined cities. The people didn’t have haunted looks in their eyes, or jump at the least little noise. Several had even helped her find the stable and this inn. It was a welcome change.
“Drayco…where are you?” she whispered to herself.
She stared out the window a second longer before returning to her back. She thought about what had to be accomplished today before moving on. Restocking of her food and water supplies was foremost.
Shyanne flipped back the covers and sat on the side of bed. Her long, strawberry-blonde hair fell over her shoulders and down her back when she stood up. Her small stature and slim build led some people to believe she was a mere female, until they saw her wield her sword.
Reaching her arms over her head in another stretch, she inhaled deeply. The breath left her in a whoosh. “Boy, do I need a bath.”
She looked around the rented room. It reminded her of a cabin her family had used during their summer vacation so long ago. A stove, round table, barrel filled with water, and a bed were all that furnished it. The only window allowing light into the room was the one next to the bed.
“All the comforts anyone would want.”
Chuckling softly to herself, she walked over to the potbelly stove used to heat the room. The small fire inside was reduced to a few glowing embers. Two logs grabbed off the pile next to it rekindled the flame.
A beat up metal pan hung from the side of the barrel. Hot water was a luxury nowadays. She relished every moment she got the chance to use it, even this little amount. Filling the pan to the top, she set it on the stove to boil.
While the water heated, Shyanne went to her travel bag and took out a fresh set of clothes. Her brush followed. By the time she finished halting the progress of the snarls that made their way through her hair, the water was boiling.
She wrapped a rag around the metal handle before carrying the pan to the table. One leg was a smidge shorter than the other three. It rocked back and forth, causing some of the precious hot water to spill out. After making sure no more was lost, she shed her dirty clothes and dunked the rag into the pan. A sigh of pleasure escaped as the warmth of the water caressed her skin.
“What I would give for a tub full of this stuff.”
She closed her eyes, relishing the warmth against the rest of her skin. Once every part of her grungy, stinky body felt clean, she bent over and dunked her head into the water. Well-calloused fingers scrubbed the scalp. Afterwards, while she dried herself with a worn towel; her stomach growled, reminding her of the need for food.
“Ok, ok, I hear you.”
Shyanne tugged on a pair of deerskin breeches and a pullover shirt. She wrapped a belt around her waist to keep the shirt from being too loose. Well-worn boots made of tanned leather followed. Finally, she pulled her long, thick hair back into a braid.
She picked up her sword. It was like no other. The blade was double edged and as sharp as hag’s tongue. The handle was shaped like a crouching puma, its fangs bared. She had found it in a weapons shop during her many travels. Out of all the swords there, this one seemed to draw her to it.
The role of women in this post virus society brought back memories of her history class. The women stayed home and cared for the children while the men worked and fought to keep their families safe.
She could be one of those women, the ones who slaved to a husband, but it was not in her nature to do so. She could not see herself bowing to another’s will. One day she wanted to find a good man and give him children. Now was not the time. She had her quest to complete first.
Shyanne positioned the scabbard across the middle of her back with the handle in easy reach over her right shoulder. Picking up her bag, she threw it over her left shoulder and exited the room. Her loyal friend and companion, Drizzle, a humecat, materialized next to her as she started down the hall.
He was large for a puma, thanks to mankind’s tinkering. His body features were that of a mountain lion. The differences were that the front hands and the mind were human in nature.
He walked on all fours, making the pads of his hands as tough as his hind paws. Those hands, which were covered with the same tawny fur as his body, hid sharp, retractable claws. Drizzle’s mind was just as sharp. He had the ability to speak, yet when he was happy, he purred like any cat. Shyanne remembered all the times he had comforted her with that purr.
“What are we going to do today?” Drizzle asked. His long tail waved in a leisurely manner as he kept pace with Shyanne.
“The usual, look for Drayco.”
“I say again…are you sure he’s still alive? It’s been a long time.”
“Of course he is, silly. I would know if something had happened to him.” Shyanne tapped her chest over her heart.
Drayco and Shyanne were twins. They’d been born in the year 2002, a bustling time filled with modern conveniences like cars, subways, and all night fast food restaurants. The big cities had millions of people coming and going to their destinations; the countryside filled with others trying to get away from it all. The government did its political duty watching out for society. Or so they thought.
That was before the virus broke out; a virus so devastating that three-quarters of the people on the planet died before anyone understood what hit them.
Over time, Shyanne discovered that her aging process had slowed greatly. The virus had mutated her. She looked like she was still in her late twenties, even though she had aged 213 years. Her brother was not so lucky. The virus inflicted Drayco with the need to drink blood to maintain his youthfulness, and to stay alive.
“Before we go looking for him, we need to get something to eat,” the cat moaned. “My belly is so empty I heard an echo when it growled this morning.”
“Are you sure it was your belly that growled? I know about those wonderful dispositions you wake up in.”
She reached out to pat him on the head. Drizzle ducked away before she touched him. He emitted a deep growl that would have made any other person pray for their survival. She shook her head, smiling.
They entered the dining area and found a booth close by. Shyanne tossed her pack down next to it and slid to the center of the bench. Drizzle crawled under the table. He was so quiet; no one noticed he was there.
While she waited for service, she looked around. She noticed a large, burly man with scruffy hair and a shadow of a beard sitting at the opposite end of the room. He had the make up of a body builder, except for his belly. Too much ale had made it grow and sag. A smaller man with shifty eyes and a beak-shaped nose sat across from him.
Several animal heads decorated the walls and a fire burned warm and inviting in the large fireplace. An occasional spark floated into the air like the lightning bugs she used to catch as a child. Tables and chairs sat throughout the room, ready and waiting for patrons to have a seat.
“How are we this fine morning?” the innkeeper’s wife asked as she walked up to the table.
Shyanne remembered seeing her briefly the night before. A smile filled the woman’s face and her eyes twinkled. She set down a large mug of hot cider in front of her.
She was a stout woman, her brown hair dusted with gray. The only noticeable wrinkles on her round face were the ones near the corners of her eyes, caused by lots of smiling. Though she had a stained apron over her worn dress, she gave the impression of being rich. Shyanne liked her right away.
Drizzle poked his head out from under the table. A friendly purr sounded. The sudden noise startled the woman; she recovered quickly. She did not seem the least bit afraid of the big cat hiding under the table.
“A humecat. I haven’t seen one of them in a long while.” She bent down and gave him a scratch under his chin. “I bet you’re just as rough and tough as you look.”
Shyanne was amazed to hear that the wife had seen a humecat before. She had no idea others existed. She was glad, though. Maybe one day they would come across the other one so Drizzle would not be so lonely. He never indicated it, but Shyanne could tell.
“I can see Drizzle’s doing much better,” Shyanne chuckled. “I’m fine too.”
The wife straightened and took her order. As she moved toward the kitchen, Drizzle watched her go. He sighed. “Not all humans are bad.” He lowered his head onto his hands, watching the kitchen door with a forlorn look.
Shyanne picked up the mug and sipped at its contents to prevent the laughter that threatened to escape. She had no desire to hurt the humecat’s feelings. Her eyes traveled around the room once more. The burly man continued to sit in across the way, drinking from a mug of whatever, probably ale. The man with shifty eyes sipped at his own mug. They glanced toward her, but quickly looked away when they noticed her watching them.
Those two sure do look out of place. They must be travelers. Their mannerisms says they don’t fit in with the rest of the people here.
The men had an obvious nervousness to them, a complete opposite to the other patrons. Occasionally, a burst of laughter or a loud debate about someone’s farm doing better that someone else’s rose above the drone. Overall, a feeling of warmth and friendliness flowed about the room. Except from those two.
“Here we go.” The wife set the food down on the table.
Shyanne nodded her head in the direction of the pair across the room. “Who are those guys?”
“Trash!” she spat. “They rode into town yesterday and have been up to no good since. They caused a big ruckus here last night.” She cast a scornful look toward the kitchen. “All the money they flashed around was the only thing that kept my husband from tossing them out. Best watch yourself, young lady. You never know what will come out of a pair like that.” She bent over and placed a bowl filled with chunks of raw meat on the floor in front of Drizzle. Straightening, she wiped her hands with her apron.
“Don’t worry.” Shyanne gave the wife a comforting smile. “I will.”
While they ate, she started to think about her brother, Drayco. They were twins, yet nowhere near identical. She was a foot shorter, pushing the hell out of five foot two, with lightly tanned skin. A peppering of freckles covered her nose and cheeks and her hair was strawberry-blonde. Drayco, on the other hand, was tall. His hair was as black as a raven, falling just past his shoulders, and he had a dark tan. They both were slim and muscular, but not to the point of being bulky. Shyanne took after her mother while Drayco had a lot of their father in him.
Their mother and father had been loving parents. They made sure their children had a well-rounded education. Camping and fishing trips turned into science events. Instructions on which plants and berries were safe to eat were commonplace. Fencing was something she and Drayco had taken as an elective in school. He’d sparred with her often, which helped develop their expertise with the sword.
Her parents had been amateur botanists and read every book they could get their hands on. The backyard became a classroom on the care of many plants, including spices. Shyanne had fond memories of those times, and was very thankful for them today.
Before the virus ended their lives, both parents had worked for the government. They had discussed their job very little due to its confidential nature. All Shyanne knew was that they worked with DNA and other molecular structures, trying to find new ways to cure old diseases.
Shyanne remembered the day when Dad had surprised the family by coming home early from work. Mom was off, a rare thing for her, as well…
He had a worried look on his face as he guided her into another room, closing the door behind them. Shyanne looked at Drayco. They were enjoying an afternoon snack while doing their homework. She shrugged her shoulders. Both were curious about what was going on so they quietly crept over to where their parents talked. Ears pressed against the door, they tried to hear what was said. All they heard was frantic whispering.
Suddenly, the door burst open. Their father almost fell over the two teens who knelt next to it. He ignored what they were doing and indicated for them to get up. He was coughing. His nose was running. His eyes were red and bleary, as if he had been awake for weeks without the benefit of sleep.
“Get your things together. In the morning, we’re going on a camping trip. We won’t be near a power source so pack things that don’t require electricity.” He and Mom went toward their room to start getting their things ready.
Later that evening, the twins were instructed to go to bed before 9 p.m. They had learned a long time ago not to argue with their parents. There didn’t seem to be anything out of the ordinary on the television when she and Drayco gave their parents a hug. Her father’s cold seemed to be getting worse. She hoped he would be better before they left.
“Dad, you going to be okay? You have a really gnarly cold this time,” Shyanne said. Drayco nodded his head in agreement.
“Yes, honey, I took some cold medicine earlier. It will kick in soon. You and your brother go on upstairs and get to bed. I’ll be okay by morning.” He gave her a weak smile of encouragement.
“Love you, Dad,” they chimed together. “You too, Mom.”
“Love you back. Now get!” Dad emphasized his words with a wave of his hand.
Mom stared at the television with a concerned look on her face. “Love you too.”
The twins hoped Mom was worried about something else, something on the TV, and not about Dad. Their parents had the usual number of colds throughout the year. They lasted a short while. Dad had his head resting on the back of the couch with his eyes closed as they darted up the stairs.
Shyanne snuck into her brother’s room after they finished changing into their nightclothes and brushing their teeth.
“What do you think is going on?” she whispered so they wouldn’t be caught.
“I don’t know, little sis,” he whispered back. “They sure looked bugged about something.”
“Dad sure has a bad cold this time, doesn’t he? I hope he’ll be okay.”
“I hope so too.” A frown covered Drayco’s face. “That cold came on him pretty quick. He was fine before he went to work this morning.”
“Yeah. I hope Mom doesn’t catch it. You know how Dad always shares all his colds with her.”
“Yeah. They can be such babies when they’re sick.”
The twins snickered. They covered their mouths to hide the noise.
“You’d better get back to your room. You know how they can be if they find us awake.” Drayco pushed Shyanne toward the door.
“I know, I know. Just like when they have colds…real babies.”
That brought on another round of snickers. Shyanne disappeared out the door before her brother could throw a pillow at her.
The camping trip never happened. By morning, their father was unconscious and having a hard time breathing. Their mother dialed 911 when she couldn’t wake him. Before the ambulance got there, he’d stopped breathing. Mom checked him. She found his heart had stopped beating, as well, and tried to get it started again with CPR. Nothing seemed to work.
The ambulance arrived within minutes. A fire truck was right behind it. The paramedics gently pushed Mom out of the way so they could start working on Dad. She gathered the twins and stood watching in shock. She took them downstairs to the kitchen. After a hug for both of her kids, she picked up the phone and called the grandparents. Shyanne noticed she had a bit of a sniffle and an occasional cough. Her eyes were getting red and bleary.
One of the paramedics came in to get her as she set the phone down. They had Dad on the gurney, heading toward the ambulance. He had a tube in his mouth, a bag attached to it. One of the men squeezed it to push air into his lungs. Another person was compressing on his chest as best he could while the gurney moved.
“I want you two to stay here and wait for Grammy and Grampy. I have to go with Dad. I’ll call you from the hospital as soon as I can.”
Mom knew better than to talk to them as if they were little kids. She tried to catch herself whenever possible. For the most part, she was successful. Under stressful situations, like today, she reverted to old, comfortable ways. They nodded their heads in silence. They were in too much shock over the situation to be able to speak.
The grandparents arrived in 20 minutes. They took the twins to their house instead of the hospital. They were of the old school; children were not needed in the hospital, no matter how seriously ill the patient was.
Later that evening, the call finally happened. It was not their mom. It was the hospital’s Chaplain. Their mother was in the intensive care unit. Their father was dead.
The grandparents hugged the twins tight and went to the hospital, leaving them at home full of unanswered questions. Drayco and Shyanne had pleaded to go with the grandparents, but to no avail.
While waiting for information, the teens decided to turn on the television. Breaking news was on every channel. Hundreds of people were flocking to the hospitals and clinics with a mysterious illness. Symptoms were similar to the common cold. People not sick were urged to stay in their homes and remain calm.
The twins looked at each other. Each was thinking the same thought…their parents. They returned their attention to the screen. Shyanne moved closer to her brother. She needed the comfort of his touch. Especially now. It was late into the night by the time they fell asleep, huddled together on the couch, waiting for their grandparents to return.
When their grandparents finally returned home early the next morning, grim looks were on their faces.
“What happened? We saw the news last night about all the people getting sick,” they chimed together; a frantic undertone filled their voices. “How’s Mom?”
Grampy looked at his wife before speaking. With a sigh, he said, “We’re so sorry. Your mother passed away this morning.”
Grammy went to Shyanne and wrapped her in her arms. Tears flowed freely down both their cheeks. Drayco stood with his head hung forward, his hands buried deep in his pockets. Grampy walked up to him and gripped his shoulder. Drayco tried to hide his emotions. He was young; his emotions got the better of him. In an instant, he flung his arms around the older man and buried his face in his shirt. His shoulders shook with each sob that wracked his body…
Over the next couple of weeks, the news reporters had talked constantly about the disease and its devastating impact on the world. People were dying anywhere from 24 to 36 hours after catching it. No one could figure out how or why it started.
At first, the government remained aloof and denied any knowledge about it. They eventually broke down and admitted it was a virus created in total secrecy as a part of germ warfare, to be used “just in case”. Nuclear power was available for weapons. It was expensive and under close scrutiny, making it hard to obtain. Biological warfare was inexpensive; it could be placed anywhere without anyone knowing who did it.
The scientists who created the virus had not anticipated the uselessness of plastic seals. It ate through the joints of the suits worn by the workers as if it was dessert, then entered their bodies. The virus was supposed to be a contact one. It mutated into something far worse. It became airborne.
These same workers carried it home to their families. They falsely assumed the decontamination process had worked. They were wrong; the world paid the price. Most thought it was just a cold, or allergies. They ignored the need to see a doctor until it was too late. Whole families were wiped out in days, a town in a week. A big city was cleared in a matter of weeks.
The news media plastered the names of the people who created the virus everywhere. They died immediately, if not by the public, then by the virus. Any chance of a vaccine died with them. The geniuses had not bothered to write down how they created the killer germ. They preferred to keep that knowledge to themselves, in case non-friendly nations illegally obtained the information. The government scrambled to find a cure with the data that was left behind. There was not enough to use. The virus continued its epidemic killing.
A few people became sick. After a couple of days, they recovered. Doctors learned that the lucky ones had high immune systems. Their white blood cells were extremely aggressive toward invading organisms like the virus, ending its progress throughout the body before it had a chance to establish. Shyanne had a high immunity. Her brother was the same. They recovered. They were lucky.
Those same doctors tried to use this information to help the people with inadequate immune systems. The virus was too fast. Young and old, rich and poor, they all died the same. Some tried to hide in fallout shelters made during the cold war. It didn’t matter; the virus found them anyway. The deaths slowed when there were no more victims left to infect. Out of the billions of people worldwide, only a few hundred thousand remained when the rampage stopped.
The twins became sick shortly after the death of their parents. Their symptoms were light so their grandparents hadn’t taken them to the hospital. At that time, to go to the hospital meant certain death. Within a couple of days, they recovered. Drayco was forced to live with their grandparents while Shyanne had to go live with an aunt in a nearby city. The advanced age and ill health of their grandparents made it difficult for them to care for two active teens.
Shyanne ran away after less than a month. Her aunt became sick and couldn’t keep track of her ward. She arrived at her grandparents’ house just before they died. She comforted both during their final hours. Drayco was there a short time after their deaths, but the virus caused him to do terrible things, things he could not help. He had to drink blood to survive.
One night, he lost control and almost killed Shyanne. He left after that and she had not seen him since. Her heart yearned to know what had become of her twin brother.
A loud noise brought Shyanne back from her past. Looking around, she located the cause. The big, burly man was coming toward her. He shoved other patrons out of his way, not caring if they objected.
“My, ain’t you a pretty one,” he slurred once he reached her table. He put both hands on the worn surface and leaned forward, raking over her body with his bloodshot eyes. The shifty-eyed man stood behind him, also drunk.
“Why don’t you come upstairs with us? We can have us a real good time.”
Shyanne sized up the situation and leaned back, arms outstretched on either side of the bench. It’s not even noontime and these two are already drunk, she thought disgustedly.
“I’d rather swim in a lake in wintertime,” she replied, disdain thick in her tone.
Shifty-eyes looked at her and said, “You’d best reconsider, missy.”
The burly man reached for her, intent on dragging her from her seat. He was too slow.
Shyanne jumped onto the bench. Her sword was out before he knew it. A resounding thud echoed across the room as it cut deep into his flesh. It stopped when it met bone. With a tug, she pulled it free. The burly man let out a howl as he fell to his knees, hugging his arm against his body.
A shadow came out from under the table. In their drunken state, both men had failed to see the big cat when they barged up. The shifty-eyed man let out a yelp and jumped back. Seeing the situation, he turned to make his escape. Drizzle gave him a swat on his backside to remind him of his foolishness. Shifty-eyes disappeared through the exit, his ripped pants flapping behind him.
Shyanne jumped down from the bench and stood with her sword held ready.
The burly man held his arm against his body; blood ran between his fingers. His breath came and went in a ragged hiss. By the time he looked up, he found he was alone. His partner was already gone.
He glared at her as he struggled to his feet. “This ain’t over yet, girlie.” He went out the door after his friend, leaving a bloody trail in his wake.
The innkeeper’s wife had watched the disturbance as it unfolded. Once the two men had scurried out the door, she hurried over to Shyanne.
“You’d best be moving on, my dear. Those two will be nothing but trouble if you stay. I can feel it in my bones.”
“I’m sorry for the mess,” Shyanne said as she put her sword away. She tossed some gold coins on the table and picked up her pack. “I hope this will cover both the price of the meal and the clean up.” She was heading for the door when the woman yelled.
“Wait! You’ll need this more than I will.” She walked over and handed Shyanne the money from the table.
“I can’t take this. I ate some of your food and helped mess up the place.” She handed the money back to the older woman.
“My dear…watching those two bullies get their fannies whooped by a little bit of a girl was payment enough. Now, take this…I insist.” She grabbed Shyanne’s hand, placed the money in the palm, and closed the fingers tight.
Shyanne smiled and hugged the woman. In a hushed tone, she said, “Thank you.”
The innkeeper’s wife was blushing when they broke apart. She turned Shyanne toward the door and gave her a gentle shove. “Now get on with you. You don’t want to dally too long and give them shysters time to think up something to do to you.”
Drizzle rubbed against the wife in typical cat fashion before moving with Shyanne toward the exit. The other patrons backed out of the way. They obviously wanted no part of this pair. They had witnessed what could happen if you crossed them and did not want the same treatment.
“I wish things weren’t like this,” she said with a heavy sigh after they were outside. “The virus changed so much.”
“I understand,” Drizzle answered. “Survival tends to bring out the worst.”
She tossed her pack over her shoulder and walked down the road toward the stables. Children were running about, laughing and pointing at them. Adults whispered to each other, or stared. Disturbances of this nature were unusual in their town.
“News sure does travel fast, doesn’t it?” Shyanne held her head high as they continued to their destination.
The stable was a large building nestled on the outskirts of town. It had ten stalls in all, two of which were big enough to hold more than one horse. Hers was in stall four, one of the larger ones located in the back. At present, five other horses were boarded there. Drizzle waited for her outside, lounging in the sunlight. His presence frightened the animals and caused them to kick and buck in their stalls.
As Shyanne entered the building, the strong smell of horse and straw hit her nose. She loved the smell and stopped to take in several deep breathes. When she felt satisfied, she moved on. A big bay horse poked its head out as she walked past. Shyanne gave him a quick pat on the nose and continued toward stall four.
The stableman came up to her while she leaned against the railing and looked inside.
The man was tall and as thin as a pole, but handsome in his own way. His face was as long as his body; a solemn look covered it. He took off his hat, scratched his head, and then returned the hat to its original spot, covering the wisps of thinning blonde hair.
“I heard about the fight. Please be careful, those two can be mean ones.” He rubbed his left arm where a large bruise covered it. “They did this before going to the bar.”
Shyanne thanked him for his concern. She unlatched the door to the stall and went inside. A tall, dark horse with white spots on its hindquarters stood in the farthest corner, his ears pointing toward her.
“Jack…how’s my big man?”
He danced toward her when he realized who was in the stall with him, shaking his flowing black mane back and forth with every toss of his head. A smile crossed her face. Her heart filled with joy every time she watched him move. It was so fluid, especially for such a big animal.
The stableman watched as she hugged her horse. He leaned against the railing, but made no attempt to enter. “Sure is a loyal beast, that one is. Wouldn’t let me get near ‘em for nut’n. Had to toss his grain into the bucket and run before he kicked the stuff’n out of me.” He pointed to an old, battered pail against a wall, grain spread across the floor in front of it.
She scratched the horse on the neck and replied, “We’ve been together for six years now. Before that, he was with a man who abused and whipped him every chance he got. When I witnessed what this man was doing, I persuaded him to give me the horse.” The smile on her face broadened while she recanted how she had changed the man’s mind. “He refused, at first. Some money and my sword helped him change his mind. It took lots of time and patience to win Jack over. Now that I have, he won’t let any man near him.”
“You did a fine job with him, missy. That you did.”
Shyanne grabbed the halter and indicated for the tall, lanky man to back away. When he was safely out of harm’s way, she led Jack into the walkway. The horse pranced around with excitement. He knew they were leaving and looked forward to stretching his muscles. The stall had plenty of room, but the wide open spaces had more.
“Easy there, young man. We’ll be going in a minute.”
She reached over, grabbed the rope hanging off to the side of the walkway and secured it to the halter. She repeated the process for the other side. Picking up a brush, she started on his coat. It glistened by the time she finished.
She flipped the brush over and gave the pad draped over the railing a couple of resounding whacks. Thousands of tiny dust particles danced and twirled in the sunlight. They gently came to rest moments later as if exhausted from so much activity. She threw the pad onto the broad back. The saddle followed. After tightening it down, she secured her pack behind it with the attached straps. She worked the bridle onto Jack’s head and wedged the bit into the open space behind his teeth. The reins were tied to a nearby post for extra security.
The stableman came up behind her, carefully watching the horse. He handed her a water skin and a package wrapped in some white cotton material. “I wanted you to have these for your travels. It ain’t much, but it will hold you for a few days. I know you didn’t have time to re-supply because of those idiots picking a fight.”
“Thank you,” she said as she took the supplies.
He looked down while shifting some straw with his feet. “You’d best get a move on. The more distance you put between you and those devils the better.”
Shyanne hooked the water skin over the saddle horn and placed the white bundle in her pack. She checked the belly strap one more time to make sure it was still tight. Before grabbing the reins and getting into the saddle, she hugged the tall man. Prodding Jack toward the main thoroughfare, she turned and waved. He followed her as far as the door and waved back.
“Good luck, and watch yer back,” he yelled.
I wish I could have known these people better. Unfortunately, circumstances never seem to let that happen, she thought with a momentary twang of sadness.
Shyanne waved again and turned Jack toward the trail that took her in a westward direction out of town. Drizzle ran beside her. The horse was used to the sight and smell of the big cat; he paid no attention to the tawny creature next to him.
She didn’t look back as she rounded the bend. If she had, she would have noticed two battered and angry men watching her as she disappeared, vowing revenge for what they considered an extreme injustice done to them.
“She will pay, don’t you worry none. She will pay,” the burly man muttered as he watched her go.
Chapter Two
Drayco moved away from the section of the city where he had killed the old man. He did not want to be in the vicinity when the body was found. People were curious. They asked too many questions, questions he did not want to answer.
The old man’s blood had helped, but at such a price. He remembered the many times he had not satisfied his need and how he had nearly died because of it. The thought of killing never sat well with him. Unfortunately, there was no option if he wanted to survive. He was worried, though; the thought of killing was getting easier.
Will this ever stop? Why did this have to happen to me?
The sun was reaching its orange rays over the horizon as Drayco made his way through the ruins. He was a tall man with a darkness about him, a darkness that made most people think twice before approaching. The sword swinging from his hip helped. He did not mind. It made it easier to avoid unwanted company.
The road he walked on lay broken and overgrown, grass sending out ever reaching tentacles to take back what was once its territory. It ran through a big city, the city he and his family had called home. That was before the virus made a complete mess of everything, before chaos ran rampant. The monuments and statues that had brought so many tourists now lay in ruins. The White House destroyed.
The towering buildings reminded him of the haunted houses he used to enter at Halloween. Rundown stores with broken windows were everywhere. Dirt covered the glass panes that had somehow survived intact, hiding the contents inside from view. What used to be automobiles were nothing but piles of rusted metal, abandoned where they sat.
When the virus had been in full swing, some made a mad rush to get out of the city, while others simply hid in their homes. The people fleeing blocked the roadways with their many cars, making it impossible for emergency personnel to get to the dead and dying. Some tried to carry their worldly possessions with them after abandoning their vehicles. They were forced to drop everything after the items became too heavy.
In the end, the virus found them. No one could outrun it.
Looting increased dramatically during the first few weeks. People grabbed televisions, clothes, jewelry, and any items they thought were important. Most were found dead with the “important” things lying next to them. The police, or what was left of them, were unable to keep up. They were too busy trying to survive, like the rest of the world.
Descendants of survivors still lived in the city because they had nowhere else to go. Their ancestors had not left, and neither would they. They felt safe in the familiar environment.
Drayco looked at the different buildings as he walked down the road. One would catch his interest and he would enter, finding nothing of use. Looters, both past and present, had done their jobs well. Even though he needed blood to stay alive, he still needed to eat the same as any other person.
A rundown store stood at the corner of an intersection. A light breeze made the worn and weathered sign dangling in front swing around in a circle. The hinge squealed with every turn. The noise caught his attention; the message on it drew him closer.
“Groceries. I wonder if anything might have been missed this time.” Shrugging his shoulders, he added, “Won’t know unless I look.”
The door for the dank and dusty building was jammed with pieces of fallen concrete. He peered through the broken window and saw a few canned goods and other items thrown all around. At one time, it had been a grocery store; now, it was nothing more than a trash heap. The looters had ruined everything in their haste to get “the good stuff”.
Papers lay scattered throughout the interior. Occasionally, a breeze would catch one just right, causing it to float in the air until a wall stopped its progress. Dust covered the floor where the shifting papers had not. Except for a random footprint from an animal, the dust had not been disturbed in quite some time. Most of the cans were rusted beyond recognition or destroyed. Broken glass from the overhead lights littered the room.
Drayco crawled through the opening and walked around the room. The sound of crunching glass echoed off the bare walls. On prior explorations, he had been lucky enough to find a can still in good shape. Maybe today would be as successful.
He was rummaging through the store when he found a doorway half hidden in a back corner. Beyond it, he saw a room with shelves knocked over. Boxes in various states of ruin were visible under them.
“This looks like the storage room,” Drayco said to himself as he stood in the doorway.
He put his pack down and moved to inspect the boxes. Some had large holes in them. He discovered most were filled with partially eaten dry foodstuff. Dead bugs and their droppings confirmed his suspicions about what had caused the holes. It made their contents useless to him.
He could see the label of a favorite brand of cereal from his childhood, but it was hard to make out due to the bite marks made by the bugs. A smile came to his face as he remembered all the times he had nagged his mom to buy it whenever they went to the store.
Drayco moved some of the bigger boxes and discovered a smaller one hidden underneath. It looked like it was still new; the bigger boxes had protected it from the ravages of time. He pulled it out and knelt down to look inside. This was the prize he had hoped for. Pint-sized cans without so much as a single rust spot on them were inside. He pulled one out and read the brightly colored label. Five others remained wedged inside the partitions.
“Peaches,” he read with excitement. “A prize for sure.”
Drayco popped the pull-tab and tugged the lid off. Inside, he discovered the can was lined with a white material used in the past to prevent rust.
He tasted the contents carefully. Cans found on previous outings had been opened and large mouthfuls consumed before he discovered the food inside was rotten. He learned his lesson about sampling with a very small amount from that point on. The fruit, and the juice it was stored in, tasted as fresh as when it had been canned.
“A little bit of heaven I haven’t had in a long time.” He closed his eyes and finished off the rest of the contents with a satisfied smack of his lips.
Nowadays, peaches were no more. For some unknown reason, the virus had affected them. All the trees started to lose their leaves, then quit producing fruit altogether. One by one, they died out. They were the only fruit trees affected. The rest, like apples and oranges, continued to flourish and produce.
He had just finished putting the last of the cans in his backpack when a noise sounded behind him. He turned and saw a large head with beady, red eyes appear over some crumpled, half-chewed boxes. It was a rat, though not like any rat he remembered. This one was about the size of a medium dog.
Where did that come from?
The dark man stared at the big rat in front of him. Almost immediately, he heard other sounds in the room. Parts of the downed shelves shifted as if something large was passing under them. He knew what it was; he could see their many glowing red eyes.
I must have stumbled into a nest of them, he thought.
The rats moved with lightning speed, darting from one bit of cover to another. Watching their movements, he realized they were positioning themselves between him and the door, thus cutting off any chance of escape. He had to get out fast, or he might not get out at all. He carefully picked up his pack and started to back out.
Hunger made the creatures bold.
A rat jumped onto his back from a pile of broken rubble. The weight of the beast almost brought him down; he managed to keep his feet under him. Pain shot through his shoulder as teeth sank into the flesh. Others attacked him from the front. Another bit his leg.
Drayco reached up to grab the one on his back before it bit him again; it was too late. Its teeth sank into the soft flesh of his shoulder once more. He bellowed with rage as he grabbed it and threw it across the room. It hit the wall with a thud. It did not get up.
He kicked at the other rats surrounding him. One let out a squeak when he hit it. The rest backed off after he started swinging his pack. They watched the man with hungry eyes, waiting for him to tire. They had played this game before.
Some of the rats focused their attention on their wounded comrades. The one he threw against the wall remained where it had landed; the other was limping from the kick it had received. Hunger drove the rats to turn their attention away from the stronger prey onto the easier.
Drayco used that moment to turn and run. Squeals of pain filled his ears as the rats tore at the wounded ones. They now had the meal they so desperately wanted.
He slowed when he was several blocks from the store and bent over to catch his breath, hands resting just above his knees. “That was close.”
The virus had caused mutations. Some were good; others were not—like the rats. The dark twin understood mutations. He was one. He needed to drink blood to stay alive.
Drayco pulled his shirt back to see a set of ragged tear marks on his shoulder. Blood oozed from the wounds. Thankfully, they were not deep. The bite on his leg smarted. It, too, was not deep.
“Damn. I hope they don’t get infected.”
He cleaned all the wounds with some water from his drinking pouch and covered them with pieces of cloth ripped from an old shirt. His body’s defense system, which had helped him survive the virus, would most likely prevent any infection from setting in.
“Feels better already.”
Drayco straightened his clothing after he finished and placed the pack on his good shoulder. He continued through the city.
The sun was high in the sky when he entered another section where whole families were moving about. Some of the people in the cities had grouped together for protection from the awful mutations, and from other humans.
With the need for blood satisfied, along with his curiosity of finding useful trinkets and foodstuff, he tossed his pack on the ground and sat down in an open square to consider his next move.
He saw a family looking through the rubble close to him. There was a man, a woman, and two children. The man was dirty and skinny; his clothes looked like they’d seen better days. The woman was in a tattered floral dress with her long, brown hair pulled back in a ponytail. The kids looked to be in the same condition.
The woman kept glancing over her shoulder toward Drayco. It was as if she thought he might become some sort of demon that would eat her and her family. Her man looked at him once. He returned to his rummaging, ignoring the dark twin altogether.
The kids were playing with old, broken toys they had found somewhere. After a few minutes, the boy went off to find his father who had disappeared from view. He left the girl standing alone with nothing to do but kick rocks. The woman had her back toward her daughter; she was bent over, concentrating on a pile of rubble.
Drayco focused on his planning. He failed to notice the little girl approaching him.
“You’re new around here, ain’t cha?”
She appeared to be about seven years of age with long, strawberry-blonde hair flowing down her back. It was wound into a loose braid. Strands on either side of her face waved with every breath of the light breeze. Freckles dotted her nose and cheeks. She was dirty and skinny, but there was a sense of pride about her. She reminded him a lot of his sister, Shyanne. His heart wrenched.
“Yes, I am.”
“Do ya plan on hanging around?” She looked down and kicked a rock, sending it skitting across the road.
“I’m just passing through.”
“You’re cute.” She turned her face away, hiding it behind her hands, giggling.
Drayco smiled. He picked up his pack and reached inside. When his hand reemerged, he held one of the small cans of peaches toward her.
She stood there, tilting her head this way and that in an attempt to see what he held in his hand. Hesitantly, she reached out and snatched the can before he could change his mind and take the offering back. She ran off a few paces and spun around.
“Thanks, mister.”
The girl’s mother yelled for her. “Lishal! Get over here!”
Lishal ran to her, hugging the can against her body as if it was made of gold. He could hear the mother scolding the girl.
“How many times have I told you not to talk to strangers? You could be hurt!” She noticed her daughter holding something. “What have you got there?”
“Nothing.” Lishal hid the can behind her back. “The nice man gave it to me.”
Her mother reached toward the child. “Let me see it.”
“No! It’s mine!” She ran from her mother before she could take the prize away.
“Lishal! I just want to make sure it’s safe, that’s all.”
Drayco rose to his feet and shouldered his pack. He moved away, smiling. Halfway down the broken, grass-covered roadway a small voice yelled to him. It was Lishal.
“See ya, mister!”
He turned around to see Lishal standing on her tippy toes. She had one hand in the air, waving it with all her might. The can of peaches was safely tucked away in her other. She was so much like Shyanne, so full of life. He hoped she would remain the same as she grew older. He didn’t mind being around children. They saw him as a person, not as an evil entity.
Drayco decided it was time to leave the city. He needed to be back in the open spaces. In recent weeks, he had heard rumors of a woman with long, strawberry-blonde hair who traveled in the company of a big cat. She could be Shyanne, his twin sister. It was beyond all reason, but something inside him told him it was so. He continued walking westward. In no time, he was far from the little girl who enjoyed a can of peaches.
Chapter Three
The rejuvenating rains of spring and early summer had come and gone, leaving its mark on the dirt road. Deep ruts created from the passing of wagons made it difficult for Jack to walk without stumbling. Shyanne moved him to the smooth, grass-covered edge to keep him from getting hurt.
She loved the openness surrounding her. Trees scattered throughout the fields danced as the breeze made its way through their reaching arms. Large, fluffy white clouds floated lazily across the rich, blue sky.
It was late in summer. The days were hot, the nights comfortable. Yellow, white and blue flowers dotted the fields that paralleled the road. Shyanne took in a deep breath and exhaled it slowly.
“Jack, this is living. I miss the modern conveniences, but I love nature when it’s at its best.”
The horse cocked his ears back toward the girl as if he was really listening to what she said. A butterfly flew in his face and distracted him. He focused on it instead, ears pointed forward, watching it as it floated past in an erratic pattern in search of nectar. His ears started to swing back and forth; first toward the woman on his back, then toward the delicate, black and yellow thing that flittered close to him. Shyanne chuckled. She really loved her horse.
It would be dark soon. She knew that staying out alone without a shelter of some kind was not a wise move. The world had changed. Savage mutations prowled in the night. A few were cunning and very deadly. The manmade ones were worse, far worse. They would not mind making a meal out of a girl, her horse, or her cat.
A short while later, a road branched off to the right. It was wide enough to allow a wagon to follow it, though no ruts marred the surface. It led toward a thick growth of tall, majestic trees. Since nothing was visible ahead except a few trees and open fields, she decided to chance it.
Tugging on the reins, she turned Jack in that direction with the hopes that an old hunter’s shack or an abandoned house would soon appear. If nothing showed, at lease she would have the cover of many trees to hide in.
Drizzle had disappeared some time ago. Shyanne wasn’t worried. She knew he would find her no matter where she went.
She rode for another half hour and was starting to wonder about her decision when she came upon a clearing with an old building in its center. She was glad to see the shelter.
From the looks of it, the roof had disappeared a long time ago. Only parts of the rotten rafters remained. It had four stone walls. A good thing since the red hue of the setting sun now blanketed everything. The remnants of a wooden fence marked the outskirts of the property. Tall, ripe wheat covered most of the field. It waved as if inviting her to stay.
“At least the walls will protest us from the cool night winds. And whatever else,” Shyanne said to her horse. She looked up at the clear sky. “I don’t think we’ll have to worry about rain tonight.” She dismounted and walked into the building.
The door, like the roof, was long since gone. She entered what appeared to be the main living area. Another room was located in the back and was probably for sleeping. The floor was made of hard, compacted dirt with patches of tall grass growing in both rooms. There was plenty of space for the three of them.
Only bare walls and bits of broken wood from the roof were evident. No furniture remained. The wall dividing the two rooms was in bad shape. The doorway was three times what it should have been. She gave it a quick shake. It held up against her rough handling.
Shyanne went outside and brought Jack into the back room, removing his saddle, bridle, and blanket. She brushed him down as best she could with some dried grass and fed him a handful of grain from the saddlebag. There was no need to hobble him; he never wandered off.
When she finished with Jack, she piled her things in the front room. Shyanne walked around, both inside and out, and gathered wood before it became too dark. She wanted to make sure there was enough to last the night. Afterwards, she dug a small pit. In no time, a fire was burning, the winding cloud of soot disappearing into the night sky above.
She moved her bag closer to the fire and took inventory of her foodstuff. She had had no time to replenish her supplies before the two men confronted her, and was thankful for the gift given by the stableman. She opened the white cotton bundle to see trail bread, jerky, a wedge of hard cheese, along with some dried apples inside. She still had plenty of rice, but it was nice to have something else to go with it.
A small, battered pot emerged from her bag. She placed it on the outer aspect of the fire and poured water in to boil. Some rice followed, along with some of the jerky. The scent of a fine meal soon filled the air.
The pot was one of the few things she had managed to keep from the pre-virus time. When they were little, her parents had taken the twins to a used army supply store and bought each their own camping gear. The thought of parting with the old pot for a new one was more than she could bear. It had too much sentiment attached to it.
After finishing her food, she ate a few of the dried apples. These goodies are to be savored, not wolfed down. She tucked the rest back into the cotton bundle.
Shyanne cleaned up and put everything away before spreading out her blanket. Drizzle had not returned yet, which was nothing out of the ordinary. He sometimes disappeared for days when hunting. She knew he would find her when he was ready.
She placed her sword on the ground next to her. Her boots followed. Crawling beneath the covers, one of her arms slid under her head like a pillow as she looked up at the night sky, listening to the crickets play their music. She was eyeing the constellations above when she heard a noise outside. The crickets became silent.
“Drizzle, you ugly cat, have you finally made it back?”
The noise sounded again. This time, a strange snorting went with it. It was unlike anything the big cat would do. They had been together for a very long time and she knew what sounds he would and would not make.
Shyanne heard growling come from several places beyond the walls. She had a feeling that, whatever was out there, she wasn’t going to like it. Frowning, she grabbed her sword and rose to her feet. A full moon shone high in the sky, casting enough light to see.
Her scent, along with that of the horse, was thick in the air. Without a doubt, she knew it would draw the creatures inside. A shadow stretched in from outside. A head appeared. The sight of it nearly took her breath away.
The beast was a cross between a wolf and a lizard. The head hung low to the ground, its ears twirled back and forth, listening for any movement as it slunk through the doorway. Its eyes were located on either side of the head. A long snout filled with razor sharp teeth extended below the eyes. Patches of gray fur showed between large areas of green scales. It was as large as a good-sized wolf. A second one followed. It was just as ugly as the first.
The government had experimented with the DNA of several animals to create “better” ones. The animals were to be used instead of human spies because of their new capabilities, and if captured, they were expendable. The experiments had gone awry, though; it was a case of man trying to be God. Drizzle’s kind was one of their few successful cases.
“Oh great. A rizbak.”
She had heard about some of the mutations in her travels, but had never seen this particular one before. From what she saw before her, she understood why the information stuck. She also remembered that the rizbak were known to run in packs, and be very aggressive and cunning.
“Man, are you ugly,” she said as the stench of the beast hit her nose. “Phew…you stink!”
She gripped her sword firmly with both hands and wished technology had not died with the virus.
“What I would do for a gun right now.”
Time had made guns and the ammo for them useless hunks of rust.
Shyanne backed up close to the wall. She knew the rizbak liked to get behind their prey and bite the hamstring to disable it. She was not going to allow them the chance to do that to her.
The creatures stopped. After only a few seconds, one rizbak came in her direction while the other went toward Jack. It was as if they had spoken to each other mentally before moving.
The walking nightmare approached with its head slightly angled, mouth hanging open. A long thread of dribble trailed from the mouth. It stank of dead animals. She wished she could plug her nose. The rizbak halted its progress when it was about two sword lengths from her.
For what seemed like only a second, Shyanne looked at the beast going toward her horse. The one in front of her attacked. It had been waiting for such an opportunity.
A sharp, burning twinge in her left thigh forced her attention back. It had raked her and darted out of range before she could think to bring her sword down. The claws were as sharp as Drizzle’s. They cut into her pants and skin with ease. Blood flowed down her leg. She paid no attention to it. The pain was intense, but she ignored it, as well.
“So fast,” she whispered. “I’ll have to give my full attention to this one if I want to survive this battle.”
The rizbak turned and came in for another pass. Shyanne brought her sword up and felt it meet resistance. The creature jumped back before she was able to follow through. While it paced, its tongue hanging out, panting, she could see a trail of blood on the ground beneath it.
“I got you,” she said as the trail grew with each pass.
A high-pitched scream sounded to her right. This time, she knew better than to look away. Watching the beast pace in front of her, she hoped Jack would be all right.
“I won’t be fooled this time, you son of a jackass!”
Suddenly, Shyanne heard a noise above her. She glanced up quickly, then returned her gaze to the one in front of her before it could attack. A third rizbak was on top of the wall. It had climbed one of the fallen roof timbers and had worked its way around behind her. She knew she would not be able to watch two of them. They were too fast and worked too well as a pack.
“I’ll at least take one of you scumbuckets with me! I won’t go down that easy!”
She inched slowly away from the rizbak on the wall. The creature looked down with keen interest, crouching low in preparation of leaping.
Just as she thought the end was near, Drizzle appeared. He faced the rizbak above her. With his ears flattened against his head and a growl from deep in his chest, he attacked. The rizbak fell with a single swipe. It never stood a chance against the powerful speed of the big cat.
The one in front of her attacked during the distraction caused by the fighting above. Shyanne caught a glimpse of the jump from the corner of her eye and ducked to her right. She brought her sword up, felt an intense pain in her left shoulder, and went down hard. The beast fell past her in a heap, dead, a pool of blood spreading across the ground from a gaping wound in its chest.
In an instant, Shyanne was on her feet. She had to see how her horse had fared. Jack stood in a corner, a dead rizbak on the ground before him, trampled and broken. He had several scratches on him; none looked deep or life threatening.
As she started to make her way toward him, an ever-consuming darkness seemed to get in her way. She shook her head to clear it. It only grew worse. She could not make sense of it. She knew the moon was shining bright, as was the fire in the pit. So why was everything so dark and fuzzy?
Shyanne tried to lift her sword. It hurt too much to do so. She grimaced, deciding to drag the weapon behind her instead. Something sticky and wet seemed to be all over her hand. It made it difficult to keep a grip on the handle. She refused to drop it. More rizbak might show up.
She was halfway across the room when it started to lean, and the growing darkness finally consumed everything, including her.
Chapter Four
Several days had passed since Drayco left the ruined metropolis. He kept mostly to the well-traveled roads, occasionally taking the less used ones when he wanted to avoid people and the conversations that went with them. The road he walked on today crossed an open plain. A large grouping of trees was visible in the distance. No one else was on the road with him.
The survival training he had received from his father many years ago had paid off a hundred times over in this post-virus world. He missed his father dearly and wished he had been among the lucky few to survive. The outings they had taken, just the two of them, allowed him to have a bond stronger than most of his friends had with their fathers.
Thanks for getting me ready, Dad, even though you didn’t know you were.
As he walked, his body started to let him know it would need blood soon. He tried to forget the many times he’d almost died before recognizing those signals. Exertion caused him to drink more frequently. The steady, uneventful pace he set had not caused such an increase.
Drayco hated what the virus had done to him. His need for blood made it difficult to stay around others. In the past, he’d had relationships. They always ended in disaster. His increasing need to see Shyanne, and a strong will to survive, were the only things that kept him from ending the madness.
Twilight was growing on the horizon. He needed to find shelter soon. Neither his strength, nor the sword he carried, would protect him from some of the things that came out in the night.
He was closing on the stand of trees when he noticed a twinkling of light through them. As he entered, Drayco saw several lavishly decorated wagons parked in a circular pattern in a clearing amongst the trees. A fire burned bright. People sat around the flames; laughter and conversations echoed from them. A cook pot bubbled; the scent of stew was everywhere. Near them, horses grazed.
The dark twin crouched low and watched how the people behaved before he attempted to enter. In this day and age, people had to be cautious. Otherwise, they wound up on the wrong end of a sword.
The men wore loose, pullover shirts with flowing sleeves gathered at the wrist. Leather straps created a crisscross pattern at the neck. Their pants were tight, yet the material flexed easily with movement. They belled out over their boots. A colorful sash wrapped around the waist. A couple of the men wore white sashes. Drayco assumed these men were unattached. Some had moustaches while others were clean-shaven. None sported a beard. Every one of the men was stocky and muscular.
The women, on the other hand, came in all sizes and shapes. They wore long, flowing, one-piece dresses. A sash the same color as their man wrapped around their waist, showing to whom they belonged. The laughter and the smell of the stew helped solidify his decision; he stepped into the clearing.
“Hello,” he called out.
He did not wish to startle these people. Surprised people killed first, then asked questions when it was too late. An elderly man with gray hair pulled back into a ponytail rose and came toward him.
“Welcome, young man. What can we do for you?”
“Your stew smells good. I was hoping I could impose on you for a hot meal and the safety of numbers from the denizens of the night. I have money to pay for it.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a couple of gold coins.
“No, no,” the elderly man said. He pushed the hand holding the coins back. “You keep it. Come enjoy our food without the worries of paying for it.” Drayco returned the coins to his pocket. “My name is Brind. And you are?”
“Drayco.”
“What brings you out into this hostile environment alone, Drayco?” He started toward the fire, waving for the younger man to follow.
“I’m searching for my sister. I heard about a woman in these parts who might be her. I came to see if it is so.”
“I wish you luck, my boy.”
Brind sat down on a log and indicated for Drayco to sit next to him. After doing so, he was introduced to the rest of the group. Each acknowledged him in turn.
One man in particular stood out.
Garrett was loud and tried to pick fights with the other men. He bothered the women in ways considered inappropriate. Drayco could tell Garrett felt himself to be a ladies man because of his long blond hair and good looks. The sash around his waist was white. The rest of the people ignored him. His antics grated on Drayco’s nerves. The dark man kept his face expressionless. He did not want to cause any trouble.
“We are a clan of Wanderers. We welcome others openly into our camp, especially in these hard times.”
Brind opened his arms wide, indicating the people around him. He winked at an older woman wearing a sash the same color as his standing behind the dark man. She nodded her head in understanding and reached into one of the pockets on her dress.
Drayco was surprised by the friendliness of these people. He had heard about Wanderers during his travels. Nothing he’d heard had mentioned them being this open toward strangers. Rather, it was more like the opposite.
The conversations continued while the women prepared the food. When it was ready, the old woman handed Drayco a plate heaped with stew and a large mug of wine. Setting the mug down, Drayco scooped up several pieces of meat and vegetables and put them in his mouth. The stew tasted better than he had imagined. He had his supplies, but a hot, homemade meal was a rare treat. The plate was empty in no time. He followed it with a long draw of the wine. It had a bitter aftertaste. He shrugged it off as him being not used to wine. More stew was offered; he refused. He continued to sip from the mug and enjoy the company of the Wanderers while the rest finished their food.
Suddenly, he felt very sleepy. He reached up to wipe his eyes. The hand was blurry and would not hold still when he looked at it. He tried to rise, but found that he couldn’t. His legs felt like they were made of rubber. They would not support his weight. The mug in his hand clattered to the ground. The Wanderers gathered around him, anticipation on their faces.
“The wine,” Drayco yelled. “You put something in it! Watch out for your fellow man, huh? Only for what you can steal from them with tricks and lies.” His words came out slurred; his eyes felt as heavy as lead weights.
He tried to fight when the men approached, but quickly lost the battle. All the faces started to blend together. Hands grabbed him everywhere, taking his sword and pack from him. Two faces stayed clear in the sea of many—Brind and Garrett. The last thing he heard before the world went away was the sound of an old woman cackling.
* * * *
Drayco awoke to the sun beating down on him. He had a headache that could knock a horse over and his throat felt worse than parched paper. He remembered the Wanderers with their drugged wine and sat up quickly. The sudden movement increased the throbbing in his head. The pain caused him to lean over and retch. When his body calmed down, he looked around. He was alone.
He felt weak and shaky when he stood up, and felt his pockets. The money was gone. The knife stored in his boot was also gone. The place where his sword normally rested was vacant. It felt as if a part of him had been yanked out.
“They took everything,” he said with disgust.
The look that settled on the dark man’s face would have made anyone grateful they were not the intended target of his wrath. He did not mind so much losing the pack or the other things, but the sword he carried was a gift from long ago—it was a gift from his grandfather.
Drayco remembered coming home after a particularly difficult match where he had lost. The older man met him at the door and took him into the living room. A wrapped bundle lay on the coffee table. The sword was inside. The thought of those Wanderers touching it with their thieving hands was almost too much for him to bear.
He began to look for their tracks. Horse drawn wagons filled with people and their belongings tended to leave marks in the soft ground. It was not long before he found what he was after. The tracks led westward.
The sun was shining high in the sky when he started out. He hoped they were only half a day ahead of him. If it was more than one, he would have a harder time catching up to them. But catch up to them, he would.
The dark man’s body needed blood. He refused to acknowledge it. His thoughts were on the treachery used, and how easily they had played him.
Those Wanderers have no idea who they are dealing with. They will understand fully once I’m through with them.
Drayco walked at a steady, ground-eating pace. Sweat ran into his eyes, making them burn as if hot coals were imbedded in them. He used his sleeve to wipe off the streams that flowed down his face. Even though the nights were cooler, the days were still hot.
No one was on the road, for which he was thankful. He did not wish to meet anyone in his present state of mind, only the ones he sought. His body started giving him stronger signals that it needed blood. He ignored it still. He would soon solve the problem when he caught up with the treacherous group.
The tracks stayed with the road. He kept an eye on them in case they turned aside. As dusk approached, the tracks did just that. The wagon wheels cut a path in the ground toward a clump of trees. The arrogance of this group was amazing. They made no attempt to cover their trail.
I guess they thought I would simply give up and go away, he thought as he crept into the woods. How wrong they were for underestimating their victim.
Darkness was upon him when he reached the camp. Drayco had taken his time to keep from alerting the group of his presence. A cook fire burned, a pot of leftovers boiling over. The families were sitting around it laughing and kidding with each other, same as the last time he’d seen them. The conversation, though, was different.
“I still chuckle when I think about the look on that sucker’s face,” one said.
“Yeah, especially when he realized he’d been drugged,” said another.
“This boot knife will sure come in handy,” another in the group added as he held the weapon up.
The first man who had spoken held something in his hands. Drayco could not make out what it was because the man’s back faced him. His blood seethed when the speaker held the object high. Firelight reflected off metal.
Brind emerged from the shadows of the wagons. “Best be thankful for that sword, Garrett. They don’t make ‘em likes that no more.”
Drayco crouched low behind some bushes and watched Garrett swing his grandfather’s sword recklessly. His temper flared. Unfortunately, his body reminded him that he wasn’t strong enough to take on the entire clan because of the need for blood. He’d have to wait for an opportunity to arise. Sitting down, he watched patiently as the group went about their business. Soon enough, he’d take back what was his.
Most of the Wanderers retired to their wagons once the evening meal was finished. After a while, only two remained by the fireside, drinking. Garrett still held onto the sword, the sheath for it lying on the ground near him. Drayco’s pack lay next to the sheath.
“I wonder how old it is, and how many men it’s killed,” he slurred, turning the weapon back and forth to admire the blade.
Brind glared at the younger one and said, “Probably more than you’ll ever know.”
He reached into his shirt and pulled something out, then leaned over toward Garrett. Drayco heard coins hitting together.
“We’ll share these with the others…maybe.”
They had apparently played this game before. Both men started to laugh as the coins were divided equally. A few more drinks followed. All the while Drayco watched and waited.
The pair was hitting the wineskins hard. A stack of empties lay discarded, testifying as to how much they had drunk. Full ones waited nearby to be relieved of their contents.
Brind threw another empty wineskin into the ever-growing pile and almost fell over with it. With some difficulty, he muttered, “I gotta go empty my own wine sack. Don’t drink everything up before I get back.”
“I’ll make sure to leave nothin’ for ya, Old Man,” Garrett slurred a little too loudly.
Brind stood and stumbled against a tree before getting his feet under control. He disappeared behind one of the wagons. Drayco saw his chance. Using the skill he’d been taught during his outings with his father, he crept in the direction Brind had gone.
The dark twin found the man standing with his back toward the woods, legs spread apart, relieving his bladder. One hand held tight to the large wooden wheel, thus preventing himself from swaying and wetting all over his boots.
“Boy, do I feel better,” he said with a sigh as he finished. “Now I have room for more of that fine wine.” He chuckled under his breath while he closed his breeches, almost falling against the wagon once he let go of the wheel.
Suddenly, he had an eerie feeling that he wasn’t alone. He had lived a long time in this harsh world and had learned to trust his instincts. He tried to turn around; he was too slow. A hand covered his mouth, cutting off any chance of crying out. A powerful arm wrapped around his chest, pinning him against another.
Drayco whispered into his ear, “No one takes something of mine without understanding the price involved with such foolishness.”
Brind froze. He knew that voice. It seemed he had underestimated this one, and he might not get another opportunity to correct his mistake. His family had tricked many strangers using the drugged wine. No one had ever acted like this one. All the rest had licked their wounds and accepted their losses. This one, this dark man, was like a devil incarnate. He felt his head being tilted back, exposing the neck.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/5307 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!