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The world in 2002 was a bustling time filled
with modern conveniences like cars, subways, and all night fast
food restaurants. It was also when twins Drayco and Shyanne were
born. One had the complexion of her mother. The other looked a lot
like his dad.

Their parents worked for the government, but
not much of their work was discussed around the twins. They were
more interested in teaching botany and camping and survival skills
to their children than talking about germs that killed in the name
of war or the genetic alterations of animals. The one thing their
father had brought home from work was a humecat named Drizzle. He
was a cub and one of the genetically altered mountain lion
experiments.

As they grew into teenagers, Shyanne and
Drayco joined the fencing team at school. Both excelled to the
point that one had a hard time besting the other. After a
particularly difficult match, Drayco was met at the door by his
grandfather.

The elder man took him into the living room
and presented him with a long wrapped item. It was a sword, but not
just any sword. It was one handed down for generations.

It was a samurai sword.

One day, the twins were doing their homework
assignments when their dad came home early from work. He was
sniffling and his eyes were red and bleary. They were informed to
get ready for a camping trip the next morning. Sadly, the trip
never happened. By morning, their dad had stopped breathing and was
rushed to the hospital.

Their mother followed the ambulance after
arranging with the grandparents to watch the twins. Drayco and
Shyanne noticed that she had a sniffle and her eyes were getting
red and bleary when she left.

That was when society as a whole fell apart.
A virus created by the government escaped and infected billions,
masking itself with cold-like symptoms. It killed a major number of
people before running its course. Technology disappeared. The one
who knew how to fix the machines died with the virus.

Only those with a high immunity survived.
Fortunately, the twins were a part of the lucky bunch.
Unfortunately, their genetic makeup was altered when they became
infected. For one, it was manageable. For the other, it was a
living nightmare.

The twins were forced to separate early on
when Drayco lost control and almost killed Shyanne. The virus had
altered him in such a way that he was forced to drink blood to
survive. Shyanne, on the other hand, had another form of
alteration: her aging process was slowed immensely.

By the year 2215, the world was medieval in
nature. Technology was a thing feared by most because of the
stories passed down through the ages. And because of the genetic
monsters that roamed the countryside, especially after nightfall.
The sword was the weapon of choice now. Survivors either learned to
use it or died.

Shyanne missed her brother. She had not seen
him in over 200 years and longed for the return of family. Thanks
to the alterations to their aging and healing processes, she knew
he was still alive. She followed lead after lead with her longtime
companion, a humecat named Drizzle, trying to find him. Each time
unsuccessfully.

Drayco had the same desire. He was tired of
being alone, tired of needing to drink blood to stay alive, to stay
young. But death was not an option. It was the easy way out and he
had never done anything the easy way. With the inner sense of a
twin, he started toward the one he sought, the one who loved him
unconditionally: his sister.

In their separate adventures, they endured
rizbaks, rats the size of medium dogs, infected wounds, Wanderers,
and torture at the hands of two men. However, after they find one
another, their most dangerous challenge was to find and face the
Boss. To do that, they must get through Ruben.

Ruben was a mercenary hired by the mysterious
Boss to locate Shyanne and bring her to his location. It seemed the
Boss had discovered Shyanne’s secret—her secret of long life—and
wanted it.

Ruben and his band of fellow mercenaries
destroyed an entire town in the search for Shyanne. They left no
survivors, or so they thought. The twins discovered Joseph clinging
to life. With their help, he recovered and tried to convince them
to go after the mercenaries. They refused. In the cover of
darkness, Joseph slipped away with Drizzle to seek revenge. The
twins were forced to follow.

The mercenaries captured Joseph and Drizzle
when they stumbled across them in some rocky terrain. On orders
from the Boss, they were taken westward toward the town of
Grandfield. Thanks to Drayco, Joseph escaped during a battle with
spiderbats, but Drizzle remained a captive.

A journey across a vast flatland without
animals to replenish his lack of blood, an injury, plus the burden
of guilt caused by not freeing Drizzle forced Drayco to leave his
sister in the arms of Joseph. He pursued Ruben alone and became a
captive himself.

Ruben discovered the incredible healing
powers that Drayco possessed when he forced the dark twin to drink
the blood from an offensive, useless member of mercenary gang. He
took him to the Boss, knowing full well that the woman they sought
would follow.

The Boss was interested, but wanted Shyanne
more. Through deception and pain, Ruben captured her when she
entered the Grandfield inn looking for her brother and cat
companion, and disappeared into a hidden underground facility.

Drayco, Joseph, and Drizzle discovered the
entrance to the facility and followed. Technology from the past met
them when they reached the bottom of a long flight of stairs.
Layers of dust covered personal belongings from the previous
occupants in every room. Every room, that was, except the main room
where the generator was stored.

Unfortunately, a floating sentry guarded the
place and almost killed the intruders before they found Shyanne.
Drizzle became the bait. He lured the messenger of death away so
the men could continue their search. They found her, but were
unable to escape due to some medicine given to make Shyanne sleep.
That and because of the machine used to help her breath in her
unconscious state.

While trying to figure out how to free her,
the Boss and Ruben discovered them. Joseph was knocked unconscious
and a laser like device stunned Drayco. Just as the dark twin
thought the end was near, Drizzle appeared, followed closely by the
floating sentry. In a deadly crossfire, the Boss was sliced across
the abdomen by the sentry and the stunning device used on Drayco
zapped Ruben.

The Boss, as it turned out, was an ancient
female who was trying to discover the genetic reason for Shyanne’s
long life so she could use it on herself. She died before Drayco
could discover how to revive his sister.

Searching the computers that lined the room
for a way to wake Shyanne, Drayco discovered the details for the
virus. He used Joseph to smash the computers, thus preventing its
return. Regrettably, while searching for information to help his
sister, Ruben escaped.

The company destroyed the generator powering
for the facility after awakening Shyanne and set fire to the inn to
hide the entrance. They left shortly thereafter to start a new
life, a life where Joseph and Shyanne married, and Drayco searched
endlessly for the one who got away, Ruben.

 


 



Chapter One

 


 


Joseph guided the plow down the long open
field. The horse, a dapple-gray, pulled at a slow, steady pace. The
morning sun shined bright and hot, making the work that much
harder. The fair-haired man thought about quitting for a little
while, but knew the work had to be finished if they were going to
have any food for the winter months. With a heavy sigh, he
continued to follow the plow.

“Dad! Dad! Mom needs you right now!”

“But I’m not finished.”

“Daaad! Come on!”

Joseph threw the guide reins to one side. He
ran after his son, Joseph Jr, or Joey for short, who was already
half way to the house. “What’s the matter?”

The five year-old boy ignored his father. He
was in too much of a hurry to get back to the house. Joseph
increased his speed. He had to find out what was the matter with
Shyanne. Both father and son reached the front porch at the same
time. Joseph leaped up the step, threw the door open, and entered
the main room of the single story dwelling ahead of his son.

The house was quiet—too quiet.

Six years ago, a man named Ruben had made
life for Joseph, Shyanne, her twin brother Drayco, and their cat
companion, Drizzle, a living hell. He had been working for a person
called the Boss.

The Boss, as it turned out, was an ancient
woman in search of the fountain of youth via Shyanne’s genetic
makeup. The four of them had tracked her down and killed her. In
the mayhem of the battle, Ruben got away. They tried to find the
big man. They searched for months. It was as if he had vanished off
the face of the planet. Drayco was still on the hunt, still looking
for him.

Did Ruben find us? Is he here to take
revenge for what we did to him? Shyanne, my love, I don’t want to
lose you, Joseph thought.

Joseph moved into the hall. He looked first
to the right, into the bedrooms, then to the left. The rooms were
empty. The kitchen was located toward the back of the house; he
started in that direction. Before he made it halfway down the hall,
an ear-piercing scream echoed back to him. Joseph ran forward, his
heart pounding, wondering what was happening to his beloved wife.
He skid to a stop at the doorway to the kitchen and looked around.
Joey bumped into him, causing him to stumble further into the
room.

Shyanne was kneeling precariously on top of
the kitchen table, frantically looking around the room. Her
strawberry blonde hair that was pulled back into a thick braid hung
over one shoulder. Wisps of loose hair continually flew into her
face. The fact that she was eight months pregnant did not help
matters. It tended to make her as unpredictable as a grizzly bear
in season.

“Shyanne! What are you doing? Are you
okay?”

“Where is it?”

“Where is what?”

“The mouse!”

“The what?”

“The mouse! It was here a second ago!”

Joey looked around his father and broke into
a giggle. Seeing his mother perched on top of the table afraid of
something as small as a mouse was extremely funny to him.

“This isn’t funny, Joey. Help daddy find the
mouse for mommy.”

“But mommy, you look so silly.” The giggling
increased.

The initial shock of seeing his wife on the
table, not dying in a pool of blood, not giving birth, not being
dragged away by Ruben, had worn off. A huge grin covered his face
and a chuckle escaped.

“Don’t you start, mister.” Shyanne frowned.
She did not see anything funny about the situation.

“Oh but honey—he’s right. You do look pretty
funny up there.” A few more chuckles escaped.

“I don’t care how it looks. Find that blasted
mouse!” Shyanne slammed her palm hard on the tabletop.

One of the four legs was slightly shorter
than the rest and the sudden motion caused the table to wobble and
almost tip over. She grabbed the edges and held on for dear life.
This action equalized the balance, which prevented the table from
going over. Nevertheless, the sight of her face while she hung on
was too much for the male family members watching.

They broke into a full out, gut-wrenching
laughter. Joseph folded his arms over his stomach in an attempt to
reduce the pain caused from laughing so hard. He leaned against the
wall, tears rolling down his check. He knew he would pay for this
dearly, but what the heck, he would enjoy the moment while he
could.

“Ahhh—there it is! Get it—get it before it
gets away!”

A small brown field mouse emerged from under
a storage cabinet near the back door, wiggling its long whiskers.
It looked at the frantic woman on the table and the males laughing
at her plight. Unconcerned, it sat up on its haunches and began
grooming itself, rubbing the pink nose with both paws.

Joey ducked around his father and ran toward
the mouse. It darted to the right, away from the excited little
hands trying to grab it—and straight for the table. Shyanne was
terrified. She screamed.

“Ahhh! Don’t let it get me! Kill it! Kill
it!”

The spectacle going on in the kitchen was
beyond his wildest imagination. Joseph slid to the floor, unable to
remain on his feet any longer. He rolled onto his side, holding his
abdomen as he tried to take a breath between the uncontrollable
fits of laughter. He was in agony now.

“JOSEPH SR, THIS IS NOT FUNNY!”

Joseph continued to laugh uncontrollably
while Joey chased the mouse around the kitchen. For a little tike,
he was fast. One minute he was chasing it, the next he stood up
holding the wiggling mouse by its tail.

“Mommy! I caught it! Seeee!” The proud little
boy held the dangling rodent out toward his mother. She backed
away, nearly tipping the table over again.

“That’s my boy. Now, can you please take it
outside and across to the trees?”

“Sure thing, Mom!” Joey marched out the back
door, grinning from ear to ear at the praise given. He flew down
the back steps and across the large field, carrying the creature as
if it was a prizewinner at the annual fair.

Shyanne climbed down from the table once the
mouse was outside. She walked over to Joseph who was still lying on
the floor wiping the tears caused by the laughter off his face, and
shoved his legs with her foot. “That wasn’t funny, Joseph. What if
it had bitten me? I could have caught some kind of disease and
died. The baby would have died too.”

The fair-haired man looked up at his wife. He
could barely see her face because her belly stuck out so far. He
knew he should heed her words and take the situation more
seriously, but the sight of her panicking over such a small
creature would not allow it. He broke into a snicker and lost
control again.

“Fine. If that’s the way you want it, you
make your own supper tonight.”

Shyanne spun around and stormed down the hall
toward the bedrooms. Joseph heard the door slam. He knew it would
take her the rest of the day to cool off. Rising from the floor
slowly, he managed to make it to a chair before flopping down
again. He was exhausted from the plowing and the laughter.

The back door open and slammed shut. Joey
came running into the room. “Mom! I took care of the mouse for
you.” He looked around the room when he didn’t see her on the
table. “Mom? Where’d you go?”

“She’s in her room, son. I’d leave her alone
for a bit. She’s pretty mad at me right now.”

“Why?”

“Because I laughed at her.”

“But she was funny looking.”

“I know. But she didn’t think so.”

“Will she come out soon?”

“I don’t think so, not for a while yet.”

“Why?”

“Because that’s what girls do when they get
mad.”

“Oh…” Joey’s smile faded. A thoughtful look
replaced it as he tried to make sense out of what his dad had
said.

“Hey kiddo…do you want to help me plow? You
can ride Cloud and make sure he goes in the right direction.
Wouldn’t that be fun?”

The boys face brightened. “Yea!”

“Well then—come on.”

Joseph stood and picked up his son. With an
exaggerated groan, he tossed him into a sitting position on his
shoulders and grabbed both legs to prevent the boy from falling
off.

Joey squealed with delight. It was not often
dad allowed him to ride the horses. He planned to do exactly what
he was told, which was to keep Cloud going in the right direction.
He wanted to make his father proud, like mom was earlier. Maybe
then, he could ride more often. Maybe even learn how to fight with
a sword like mom and dad did when they sparred, at least before mom
became like she was, all fat with a baby and all.

Being an only child, his parents were
overprotective. Joey was not allowed to stray far from home, and
the town was too many miles away for the boy to go alone, so he had
no friends. With no one to play with, that left only Drizzle. The
cat was usually gone somewhere, which did not help the situation
any. Now that the baby was coming, Joey knew he would have someone
to play with. Until then, he would have to make due with what he
had. And right now that involved riding Cloud.

 


Joey fell asleep in the stall next to Cloud
while Joseph brushed the horse down. He had ridden for most of the
afternoon, but became bored when it failed to veer away from the
intended path. When Joseph questioned him about doing something
else, the boy had not wanted to get off. Instead, he pretended to
be on a long journey, a journey filled with adventures of rescuing
damsels in distress, stolen from their families by bandits. Several
times, he held up an invisible sword and swung it back and forth,
as if he was in a battle. Joseph smiled to himself. The actions of
his son reminded him of a not too distant past, a past where he had
fought mercenaries for his own damsel in distress.

He walked to a stall opposite Cloud’s and
looked inside. Jack stood near the open window with his eyes
closed. His tail swished at the flies biting various parts of his
body. At the sound of the man’s approach, he opened his eyes and
moved over to the fair-haired man. He butted the hand resting on
the rail with his nose, wanting to be scratched. Joseph obliged,
moving his fingers up and down the forehead.

“How are you boy? It’s been a long time since
we’ve had an adventure together, hasn’t it?” A wistful tone filled
his voice. The horse butted him in the chest, trying to nuzzle
inside his shirt. “I don’t have any treats for you. I left them in
the house.”

Jack seemed to understand the words spoken to
him. He turned away, returning to the window. This time, he leaned
out and whinnied. He sounded as if he missed the open road and the
vast plains as much as the man talking to him did.

A reply came, but not from outside. It came
from the stall directly across from his. Cloud poked his head over
his gate. He let out with another soft nicker. Joseph walked over
to the horse and gave him a scratch as well.

“I understand. I wish we could go on an
adventure too, but with a family to take care of—I can’t.”

Joseph gave the gray horse another quick
scratch then began changing out the straw in their stalls. When he
was done and the horses were fed and watered, he went outside to
wash off.

A wooden barrel that collected rainwater from
the roof stood next to the barn. A small cup of the same material,
attached by a thin rope, swung in the gentle breeze.

He dunked his head in the cool water then
threw it back. Droplets from his sandy colored hair that now hung
past his shoulders sprayed everywhere. Water ran down his shirt,
sticking it to his body. Joseph dipped his hands into the moisture
and splashed it onto his face and neck, washing off the sweat and
grime of the day. Before he could wash further, Joey emerged from
the barn rubbing his sleepy eyes.

“Whatcha doin?”

“Cleaning the dirt off me. You should too.”
Joseph pulled several bits of straw from the brown mop atop his
son’s head. “See.”

Both stripped and cleaned off as much dirt as
they could. During the bathing process, a huge water fight ensued
and Joseph found himself on the ground being tickled by a smaller
version of himself.

“Stop! Stop! I give! I give!”

Joey stood up and crossed his arms in front
of his chest. He wore a smug look as he glared down at his father,
and said, “I win.”

“Wow. What a powerful son you are. I only
hope I grow up to be as strong as you.” Joseph sat up suddenly and
scooped the boy onto his lap.

“Daaad, quit kidding me.” Joey grinned and
punched him on the arm.

“If the need arises, do you think you can
help protect your little brother or sister with that same kind of
strength?”

“Of course, that’s my job. I’m the man of the
house when you’re not here.” The expression on his face was
priceless. It was so serious.

Joseph smiled. “That you are, my boy. And a
fine job you do. Mom says so.” He bowed his head. “Thank you.”

The words his dad spoke, about how good he
was at being the man of the house, made him beam with pride. Joey
had always been closer to his father than his mother, even though
his dad didn’t have much time for him because of caring for the
farm.

Father and son had to rinse off again because
of the water fight and tickling match. It was worth it though.
After putting the same dirty clothes on, they made their way to the
house. The smell of food cooking wafted to their noses as they
approached the back door. Upon entering, both saw Shyanne by the
wood burning stove. The skillet on top was filled with meat and
vegetables.

She glanced over her shoulder, and smiled.
“Supper will be ready in a few minutes.” Frowning at their dirty
clothes, she added, “You men go change.”

Joseph looked at Joey then back at Shyanne
then back at his son. He shrugged his shoulders. They made their
way to their bedrooms, found clean clothing, and changed before
meeting in the hall.

“Mom came out. Is she gonna to be okay?”

“I guess so. Women are so unpredictable,
especially pregnant ones.”

Joey smiled. He reached up and grabbed his
dad’s hand. “It’s okay, dad. I still love her.”

“Me too.”

It was times like this that Joseph had a hard
time remembering his son was only five years old. He acted far
older. Yet, the recent situation with the mouse and the water fight
kept things in perspective.

“Let’s get back to the kitchen. We want to
make sure she stays happy.”

“Race ya!”

Joey took off at a run toward the back of the
house. Joseph followed at a slower pace. His body was stiff from
the long day of plowing. Even though he was only 29 years old, on
days like today, he felt much older. He flexed his arm in a circle
to work the shoulder out. He was still flexing it when he walked
into the kitchen.

“Sore today?”

Shyanne was putting plates on the table as he
walked in. Joey sat in his usual place, bouncing in the chair, a
look of anticipation plastered on his face.

“Yes. I must have slept wrong last night or
pulled something. Usually the plowing doesn’t bother me.” He moved
across the room, pulled out a chair and sat down.

She walked over and started massaging his
shoulders. He stretched his arms across the table and leaned his
head forward. A sigh escaped. His wife had the most beautiful hands
in the world. They were not soft and dainty like most women.
Calluses covered them, making them rough and scratchy. Right now,
rough or not, they felt like heaven.

“Oh honey, you are divine…”

The next thing he knew, an arm wrapped around
his throat and he was pulled sideways. The chair tipped out from
under him and he fell to his knees. His neck felt like it was in a
vice grip. Air was becoming harder to take in and the world started
to go gray. He tried to force the arm off, but it was strong,
muscular, and unyielding. Just as he thought he was done for,
knuckles rubbed him hard on the top of his head.

“Noogie! Noogie! Noogie!”

The grip around his throat relaxed and air
rushed in. He fell forward onto his hands and knees and gasped
deeply several times before attempting to speak. He glanced up at
Shyanne, and asked, “What—the hell—did you do—that for?”

Shyanne stood over him with her fists resting
on her hips, grinning from ear to ear. There was no humor in the
smile. Joey stopped bouncing and stared wide eyes at his mother.
The room became as quiet as a tomb until Shyanne broke the
silence.

“I wasn’t going to let you get away
scot-free, mister. I had to get even for earlier.” Her smile
faded.

“By nearly killing me?”

“But it looked funny, your eyes all bugged
out and all.”

Both parents glared at each other, Joseph
kneeling on the floor and Shyanne standing before him. A smile
crept onto Shyanne’s face. A chuckle followed. Joseph tried hard to
continue the glare, but failed. He broke into a smile and laughed
with his wife. Joey jumped out of the chair and joined his parents,
hugging both tightly. Joseph stood up. He looked at his wife while
hugging her close. He was a foot taller than her short 5’ 2”
frame.

“Love you, wife.”

“Love you, husband.”

“Don’t forget me!” Joey tugged on his parents
clothing to remind them he was there.

“Love you too, son,” both parents piped
together as they pulled him into the center of their hug.

 


After the evening meal was finished, the
dishes washed and put away, along with Joey tucked into bed for the
night, the parents relaxed in their own bed holding one another
close. Joseph smiled at his wife. She must have sensed it with that
uncanny sixth sense of hers because she glanced at him.

“What?”

“You. The woman who has lived far longer than
most human beings, except for one; who has taken on monstrous
creatures and lived to tell; who fought mercenaries, and who
survived the Boss—afraid of something as small as a mouse.”

“Hey.” She punched him in the arm, “It could
have been riddled with diseases. The baby could have been hurt—or
killed.” She rolled onto her back and rubbed her swollen
abdomen.

“Not with you around, you She-Ra.” Joseph
rubbed his neck. He could still feel her strong arm around his
throat cutting off his airway.

“Seriously, though.” Shyanne frowned. “I
don’t want any of my family to suffer. Not like before.”

Joseph felt the change in her mood. He rolled
to his side and propped his head up on his hand. “What’s bugging
you, Shyanne? You’ve been so touchy lately. Is it the
pregnancy?”

“No.” She hesitated, then blurted out what
was eating at her. “I’ve been having these weird dreams lately. I
keep hearing someone crying and my name shouted over and over. I
search everywhere but can’t seem to locate where it’s coming from.
It sounds like Joey, but when I attempt to focus on the voice, it
fades.”

Joseph watched the woman lying next to him as
she spoke. He saw her anguish, her concern. “Don’t worry, my love.
He’s safe here with us. Nothing will happen.”

“I know he’s safe—but those dreams are so
real. And Ruben’s still out there.”

He put a finger over her lips,
“Shyanne—shhh—everything will be fine. I promise you.”

Shyanne kissed the finger before moving it
out of the way to brush her lips against his. Afterwards, she
curled into a fetal position with one arm tucked under the pillow
and the other draped across her belly. Joseph lay back. He placed
his hand on her swollen belly and felt a kick in his palm.

Must be a girl, I keep getting kicked when
I get too close. Joseph smiled at the picture of a smaller
Shyanne swinging a leg at him from inside the womb. Still thinking
about what Shyanne had said, he drifted off to sleep.

Little did either know how true Shyanne’s
dreams was about to become.

 


 



Chapter Two

 


 


Drayco entered the small town and headed
toward the inn located in its center. Survivors had built a
thriving community close to what was left of Wichita. Occasionally,
the townspeople ventured into the ruins to retrieve anything usable
from the past, but not often. Things of unspeakable horror lived
there now. Things created by man over 200 years ago, during the
time before the virus.

In the beginning, many men entered the
concrete refuge looking for items to make their survival easier.
Only a handful returned, rambling about tales of terror and
horrible deaths. Drayco had encountered some of the creatures and
their mutated strains in his long lifetime. He did not want to do
so again any time soon.

He found the inn and dismounted. The
establishment had a small stables attached to it in the back. He
led Bravaro around the side of the building and handed the reins to
the boy who met him at the doorway.

“Take good care of him. Two gold pieces await
you if you do a good job.”

“Yes sir!” The day had been a complete
washout before this moment, and he had almost given up on making
any money. “Don’t you worry about a thing, sir. I’ll make sure he’s
taken good care of.”

Drayco flipped a coin toward the boy. He
caught it with one hand. “One for now, another later.”

The boy brightened. “Thank you, sir!”

The gold piece disappeared into a tattered
pair of pants and his horse was led into a stall where the bridle
and saddle were removed. A brush started across the muscular body.
He and the horse had been together since the twins killed the
burley man who rode him six years ago. He was not about to let the
partnership end through carelessness. Satisfied, the dark man went
around to the front of the inn and entered.

A man stood behind the counter. Drayco had a
momentary flashback, a flashback to a time six years ago when he
was a captive of Ruben’s. He shook it off immediately. The man
behind the counter was not thin or proper looking, like Louis. He
was short and stout; a moustache covered his upper lip.

“What can I do ya for, young man?”

“I need a room for the night, and some
information if you have it.”

“I can supply ya with tha room, but I don’t
know about tha information.”

“I’m looking for a big man, a man with a deep
tan, muscular build, and long dark hair. He’s a little taller than
I am. I heard he might be in this area. His name is Ruben.”

The clerk shook his head, “Don’t seem to
remember seeing a man by tha description around here. Sorry.
Now—how about tha room?”

Drayco asked for a room located in the back
of the building. The dark man did not want any unexpected guest to
drop in. He wanted quiet, not excitement. He’d had enough of that
lately.

“If ya’re hungry, there’s an eatery down the
road that serves great food. They might also have an answer to that
question of yars,” the man said as he handed Drayco the key.

“Thanks, I’ll keep that in mind.”

Drayco went up the stairs and followed the
narrow hall to room 215. He unlocked the door and stepped inside.
Dim light shined in through the window. The sun was going behind
the building across the way, but its intense rays managed to
brighten the room enough for the dark man to light the candle
sitting on a table by the entrance. He closed the door and locked
it behind him. The room was scarce of furnishings. The only items
present were a bed, a table by the door, another by the bed, a
chair, and a small wash barrel.

“Better than sleeping in a blanket on some
god forsaken hard ground out in the cold,” Drayco muttered as he
put his pack on the floor.

The world was far different than it was 200
years ago. Technology was gone. Genus minds in the government had
created a virus, a virus they thought they could control. It proved
to be fatal. The population of the planet was nearly obliterated in
a matter of weeks. Only people with high immune systems survived,
people like Drayco and his twin sister, Shyanne.

At first, survivor’s eeked out a living in
the big cities. But, as time went on and the food supplies became
critically low, most left to begin new lives. A good portion of the
survivors were young. They did not have any technical knowledge or
skills yet. Because of this, when the machines quit working, no one
knew how to repair them. Out of necessity, fire replaced
electricity, the horse for the automobile, and swords replaced
bullets. Life became a struggle. Many died during the first couple
of years.

Drayco remembered all this because he was
there. He was one of the survivors. He had endured the loss of his
parents and his way of life at the tender age of thirteen. Now all
he had was existence, 219 years of it. That was because the virus
had altered both him and his twin sister in a way they never
imagined.

Of the two, Shyanne had been the lucky one.
The virus only slowed her aging process; it did not have a price.
Drayco, on the other hand, had to drink the blood of a living
being, be it animal or human, to stay alive and young. To not do so
caused a painful and agonizing death. He knew this fact all too
well. He had almost died on several occasions.

The sun disappeared behind the building,
sending out a final glow of reds and pinks before slipping into
darkness. Drayco sighed. He stood by the window and watched it as
it continued on its journey. A frown crept onto his face. He was
tired, tired of his own long journey, tired from lack of sleep.
Mostly, he was tired of killing for the sake of living.

Tonight I will have to kill again.
Tonight, another person will have to die so that I may survive.
Drayco bowed his head, his hands clenched into fists. His thoughts
continued, Damn the virus. Damn the people who caused it. Why?
Why did this happen to me? All I ever wanted was to settle down and
raise a family. But I’m not allowed to do even that. His
shoulders sagged.

He almost had what he wanted 25 years after
the virus ended so much. Allison came into his life when some
crazies injured him. They fell deeply in love. She found out about
his affliction and accepted it without hesitation. She had not
looked at him with horror or fear like so many people had
since.

Everything was great and he was happy until a
man named Sam shattered his world. He killed Allison because of
some fanatical religious idea and would have killed Drayco except
the dark man got to him first. Since that time, he had not found
another woman he wished to share his life with. He was not sure if
he wanted to go through having to watch his partner fade with age
while he stayed young, like his sister was doing with Joseph.

I guess I’d better get something to eat.
Maybe someone there will know about Ruben.

After locking his room, he returned
downstairs and went out the front door. Stopping on the porch, he
looked toward the direction indicated by the clerk earlier. The
road was dark. Only a few shops remained open, their lights glowing
faintly. He stepped off the porch and disappeared into the
gloom.

The darkness enveloped him as if he was
family. His long dark hair, dark tan and dark clothing made him
hard to see. The only thing that stood out was the streak of gray
hair above his left eye.

He made it to the bar without encountering
anyone and went inside. An empty table was in a corner near the
back of the room. He went to it and sat down, repositioning his
sword so it was within easy reach.

An elderly woman came over, took his order,
and left quickly. The air around the dark man felt ominous. She
wanted no part of it.

Drayco watched her go. He saw the fear in her
eyes and knew why she had hastened away instead of staying to talk.
A short time later, she returned with his mug of ale, setting it
down near the edge of the table. She left before he could thank her
or ask her any questions.

Drayco shrugged his shoulders. He knew it
would not be the last time something like that happened. He picked
up the mug and brought it to his lips. After a long pull of the
drink, he sighed. It had been a long time since the taste of this
fine beverage had hit his tongue. It was exactly as he remembered.
He upended the mug and signaled for another round. The elderly
woman nodded her head to show she understood. A slender young woman
with chestnut hair brought the next drink. The older woman refused
to go near the dark man.

“Thank you. You are an oasis to a man lost in
the desert.”

The woman smiled. She was used to hearing
words like that from the men in town. It was nice to have it
confirmed by a stranger.

“What’s your name?”

“Arbor.”

“Arbor, what an unusual name—but a nice one.
It suits you.”

“The smile broadened. She liked this man,
even though there was something about him that unsettled her. The
local men were dull and predictable. This man was new and
exciting.

“You’re not from around here, are you?” She
stated the obvious.

“No. I’m passing through.”

“Would you like some company?”

“Why not. I haven’t spoken with a pretty
woman in a while.” Which was true in a sense. The last time he had
spoken with his sister was over a year ago.

Arbor sat across from Drayco. She rested her
chin in her palms, and stared. This man fascinated her. She wanted
to know more about him.

“What’s your name?”

He lied. “Brenth.”

“Well, Brenth, what brings you to this small
town?”

I’m trying to find someone.”

“A woman?”

Arbor hoped the disappointment she felt
inside was not evident in her voice. She wanted the man before her
to spend some time with her. That would not happen if he were
looking for another woman. It had been a while since she had had
any fun in this dreary town and she wanted to have some
tonight.

“No. I’m looking for a man. His name is
Ruben. Have you heard of him?”

“Oh, what a relief.” Arbor’s face turned a
lovely shade of pink after she realized what she had said. “I
mean…I’m sorry but I don’t know him.” She sat up straight, averting
her eyes from his. Her smile faded.

Drayco reached over, covering her hands with
his. “It’s okay, Arbor, I’d like to spend some time with you
too.

She looked up at him, hope shining in her
eyes. “Really?”

“Really.”

The smile returned.

They talked for hours about anything and
everything. When the meal was brought to the table, he shared a
portion of it with Arbor. More ale was ordered and drank by both.
The elderly woman frowned, but said nothing. The bar was not busy
right now and the girl was enjoying herself, which was something
that did not happen often. Another hour passed. Laughter echoed
periodically from the dark corner.

The elderly woman returned, “It’s closing
time. I need to clean up.”

“Aww Mally, I’m having such a good time.”

“”I need to be going anyways,” Drayco
said.

“Awww, do you have to?”

Glancing in Mally’s direction, he said, “Yes,
I must.” Drayco stood and started toward the exit.

Arbor stayed where she was, watching him move
across the room. After a moment’s hesitation, she stood and
followed him. “Would you like some company? I’ve enjoyed our
conversation immensely and want to continue it.” She folded her
arms around his.

Drayco knew what she really meant. He may be
drunk, but he was not dense. What the hell, a little frolic would
be nice. “Sure, come on.”

Arbor was just as drunk. She was not used to
drinking so much ale, even though she worked in a bar. When he
indicated for her to lead, she turned around and almost fell over
one of the tables. Drayco wrapped an arm around her waist,
preventing disaster by steadying her. He guided her arm around his
own and together, they staggered out the exit.

Mally watched the couple leave. She shook her
head, frowning. She knew she ought to say something about her ill
feelings toward the stranger but kept quiet instead. It was a
decision she would later remember with regret.

 


Drayco guided Arbor up the stairs toward the
room, shushing her as they walked down the hall. He had a hard time
getting his key out of his pocket, but he eventually accomplished
it. The door opened with a twist of the wrist and they stumbled
into the dark room. He closed it and engaged the lock once the
candle was lit.

“Nice room,” Arbor said. She immediately spun
around and fell into Drayco’s arms, pulling his head down so she
could plant her lips on his.

She had no intentions of continuing their
earlier conversation. She wanted to make love to him…not talk. The
ale helped. It lowered her defenses, making it easier for her. She
normally tolerated the words of the local men at the bar but never
went home with them. This man was different. He was mysterious,
dark, and nothing like what her parents would have approve of—if
they were alive to say so.

“Brenth—Brenth—Oh Brenth,” she said between
kisses, her hands exploring his body.

The need in Drayco responded. He had not been
with a woman for many years. To have one so inviting and so willing
was exciting. He guided Arbor toward the bed. When they were next
it, he sat her down. Looking down at her young face, he smiled. She
smiled back, then pulled her top over her head. Drayco kneeled in
front of her and kissed each breast.

Arbor sighed with pleasure. She leaned back
to allow the dark man better access to her chest. He moved from one
side to the other, cupping each in a hand, kissing them both. Amber
pushed him away as she sat straight. She reached for his sword belt
and started undoing the buckle then yelped with pain. She had
snagged her finger on a jagged piece of the metal. A small drop of
blood appeared.

“Poor baby, let me kiss the pain away.”

Without thinking, Drayco put the finger in
his mouth. He realized too late that it was a mistake. The taste on
his tongue caused his other need to take over, the need to drink
blood.

He was no longer in control of himself.
Instead, his animal instincts took over. He moved to Arbor’s lips.
With his lips locked on hers, he forced her back on the bed. His
body pinned her underneath him.

Arbor had no idea that the lover to be was no
longer in control, she was too drunk to realize the danger she was
in. The dark stranger kissed her face in several areas before
moving to her neck. She arched her head off to the side, eyes
closed, enjoying the feeling of his lips on her skin.

Suddenly, a sharp pain registered in her
foggy brain. She opened her eyes wide as she realized the man on
top of her was not trying to make love. He was biting her neck,
hard. She tried to say something, to get him to stop. Before she
could utter a sound, a hand covered her mouth. She started to
panic, to fight, but could not. The weight of the mysterious dark
man’s body prevented it.

She felt her head pulled farther to the side,
exposing the neck even more. A whimper escaped as she saw the man
known as Brenth shift his position. Blood ran from the corner of
his lips. Her blood. He lowered his face. The pain intensified. She
felt sick to her stomach when she realized that the wet sucking
sound she heard was from the stranger as he drank her
lifeblood.

The last thing she remembered thinking about
before death took her was that her parents were right. She should
have listened to what they had said when they were alive. She
should have found a nice local boy to settle down with.

 


Drayco woke some time during the night. The
candle still burned, its length greatly reduced. He could tell from
the size, several hours had passed. He had no idea what had
transpired during that time. Arbor lay next to him, resting on her
side, facing away from him. She was partially nude. He reached over
to nudge her awake, the skin under his hand felt cold…too cold. A
rush of dread washed over him.

“Arbor? Are you awake?” No reaction.
“Arbor?”

Drayco slowly rolled the woman over. The
gaping wound on her neck became evident. Her eyes, wide with fear,
met his. They were glazed over from death.

A sob escaped from the dark man’s throat. He
now knew what had happened during the lost time. He hid his face
with his hands and wept. He had taken another life for the sake of
his own. When was the torture going to stop? When was he going to
have peace?

After he recovered from his initial shock, he
placed Arbor on her back, closed her eyes, and pulled the covers up
to her chin. She looked so peaceful, like she was sleeping instead
of dead.

“I’m so sorry, Arbor. I had no idea what I
was doing. If I could take it back, I would. I hope you will
forgive me.”

The words sounded stupid, especially since
they were directed at a dead woman. He could not hold them back. He
had to say them. He only hoped she heard them in the hereafter.

Drayco gathered the few things in the room
quickly. With a single glance at the woman lying in the bed, he
blew out the candle and left the room. He made his way to the main
floor, set his key on the counter, and walked around to the
stables.

The lad from earlier was still there. He was
sleeping on a cot in a small area located in the stables. The dark
man left him alone and went to the stall holding his horse. The
bridle and saddle were in place before the boy stirred.

Eyes still heavy with sleep, he said, “What’s
going on?”

Drayco led Bravaro down the walkway. He
tossed a coin in. “Here’s the other coin I promised you. Thanks for
the fine care you gave my horse.”

The boy caught the coin as he had done many
times before, with one hand. “Your welcome, mister.” A huge yawn
escaped.

The dark man smiled as he watched the boy lie
back on the cot and pull the blanket up over his head. Guiding
Bravaro outside, he got into the saddle. With a final glance at the
inn, he rode into the blackness of the night.

Drayco rode steadily east for five days. He
had skirted past the town once known as Chanute, avoiding contact
with the people and creatures living there. Both were in disarray.
Man because of the hardships endured since the virus, creatures
because of their genetic makeup.

Scientist from before the virus had attempted
to play god. They spliced together several different species’
genetic makeup, trying to make new ones. Some, like Drizzle,
worked. Others were horrible creations. They stalked and killed
anything that moved, including man.

What had been the Missouri borderline was
crossed just after sunup. It was close to noon now, and he was
drawing near to the town of Sheldon. Even though the people kept
the name, it no longer looked like it had.

It was filled with rundown buildings and run
down people. Some smiled when he rode down the main street. Most
averted their eyes. Post virus people tended to be suspicious of
any strangers, even 200 years after the mass mayhem ended.

A bar stood to the right. He guided Bravaro
to it, dismounted, and tied the reins to the post near a watering
trough. The horse lowered his nose and drank deep. Smiling, Drayco
gave the animal a pat on the neck before going inside.

The room was small, like the town, but clean.
Several patrons sat small tables located throughout the room. They
stopped what they were doing to check out the newcomer when he
entered. When nothing exciting happened, they returned to their
drinks and conversations.

Drayco moved to the bar located to the left
of the entrance. He pulled out a stool and sat down. The barkeep
walked over.

“What’ll you have?”

“An ale please.”

“Coming right up.”

He walked a couple of paces away, picked up
something, and pulled the handle attached to a barrel located on
the back ledge. The glass mug, a rare treat these days, filled
quickly. The barkeep returned and motioned for the payment before
setting the mug down.

“That’s one gold piece.”

The dark man pulled his moneybag out from
under his shirt. He poured several pieces on to the bar and slid
two across the counter toward the waiting man. “One for you and one
for payment.”

The barkeep hesitated. He was not sure if the
dark stranger was joking or not. On previous occasions, others had
left money for him, only to yank it back, laughing. When he reached
for the payment and nothing happened, he relaxed. The dark man
picked the mug up and took a sip.

“That’s some good ale.” He took another
drink, a longer one, savoring the smooth flavor as it washed over
his tongue.

“You been traveling long?”

“Longer than you could possibly imagine,”
Drayco said with a sigh.

“What brings you to theses parts?”

“I want to see family again. I want to go
home for a while.” He stared at the mug cupped in his hands.

“Well, I wish you a safe journey. Moving on
right away?”

“After a couple more of these fine
drinks.”

Drayco moved two more pieces of gold across
the counter. The mug in his hand was almost empty. He wanted
another ready and waiting when it was.

The barkeep set another glass mug next to the
dark man before he started around the room. He went to each table
and took their orders. Due to the size of the establishment, a
waitress was not needed. He stopped at the last table and talked to
a pair of rough looking men. A couple of times during their
conversation, they glanced at Drayco. He was in a world of his own
and did not notice. A minute later, the barkeep left to fill the
orders given to him.

Drayco was thinking about home. I wonder
how Shyanne is doing. Joseph and little Joey too. Realizing the
mug in his hand was empty, he picked up the full one. I keep
getting these feelings about her. Feelings of her being in trouble
or hurting. I hope she is okay. Taking a drink from the mug, he
drained it halfway before setting it down. A smile creased his
face. With Drizzle around, though; I don’t think I have to worry
about her. If for some reason Ruben were to show up, that cat would
show him the errors of his ways.

The dark man stayed for two more drinks. When
he stood, he wobbled a little. That was because he was tired, not
because he was drunk. Repositioning the sword on his side, he moved
to the door leading outside.

“Come again anytime, mister.” The barkeep
raised a hand in salute then returned to washing the glasses.

Drayco threw an arm up as he exited. When he
was out of sight, the barkeep glanced at the two men still sitting
at the table. A slight nod passed between them. The pair got to
their feet, slinging packs over shoulders. They gave Drayco enough
time to get on his horse before following.

On the landing outside, they watched as the
dark man started out of town. As casual as possible, but with a
touch of urgency, they hurried to their horses.

“Did you see him? He’s drunk. He’ll be easy
pick’n for sure.”

“Just make sure you do it right this
time.”

“Hey, that last one wasn’t my fault.”

“Shudup and get on your horse.”

Once in the saddle, they raced out of town in
another direction, a direction that would intersect the trail
Drayco rode.

 


Drayco kept Bravaro’s pace to a steady walk.
It was not that difficult because both were tired. Besides, no
matter how badly he wanted to get home, the dark man would not do
it at the expense of his horse.

He was taking in the beautiful scenery of
green grass dotted with yellow and white flowers, intermingled with
tall majestic trees, when he heard the sound of horses coming his
way. They were coming fast. Looking in all directions, he tried to
locate where the sound was coming from. Suddenly, he felt something
hit his left shoulder, knocking him off his horse. Pain shot
through him as he landed awkward, taking his breath with it.

While trying to recover his breath, he saw an
arrow shaft sticking out of the area between his shoulder and neck,
near the collarbone. It had equal parts showing from the front and
back. He looked up as a pair of horses came into view. Two men
jumped off when they reached him.

“Aims off a bit like always, Rayne.”

“Hey.” The man holding a bow shrugged his
shoulders “Practice makes perfect.”

One of the men came over and grabbed Drayco
by the front of his shirt, half lifting him off the ground. He
backhanded him hard across the face, causing blood to well in the
corner of his mouth where his teeth had cut the inner lip. The
movement caused the arrow to shift. The dark man glared at them,
showing no sign of the pain he was experiencing.

“Ohhhh, we have a strong one here,” Whit said
as he tossed Drayco back to the ground.

Rayne chuckled. “Finally. A challenge.”

Drayco remained silent. He gave no indication
of what was running through his head. Because of the arrow sticking
out of his flesh, his left arm was useless. But his right arm,
well, that was an entirely different matter.

Both advanced on the fallen man. Plans of
stomping the hell out of him were written all over their faces.
Rayne reached him first.

The thief was caught off guard when Drayco
leaped to his feet and pulled his sword out in one fluid motion.
Before he could get out of the way, the sword lay buried in his
chest. He fell to his knees, a look of surprise locked in place as
he died.

Whit gasped and skidded to a stop when he
watched Rayne die. He turned and ran toward the horses. The bandit
wanted to get away from the man standing there as if the arrow
through his shoulder was not bothering him in the least, as if he
was not feeling any pain.

Drayco allowed Whit to almost make it to the
horses before he reached down and withdrew his boot knife. With a
flick of the wrist, the blade flew across the open space and
embedded itself in the back of Whit’s right thigh. The bandit went
down in a tumble of arms and legs, stopping just shy of his horse.
He was struggling to get to the animal when the dark man reached
his side.

“Where do you think you’re going?”

Whit lay on his back, hands held up as if he
was giving up. “I wasn’t going to do anything. It was all Mac’s
idea. Honest. I was just along for the ride.”

“Sure Whit—Whit isn’t it?” Drayco squat down
next to the fallen man. “Sure. I believe those words about as far
as I can throw my horse.”

To Whit’s astonishment, the dark man reached
up and pulled the arrow out of his shoulder, never flinching once.
“Who’s Mac?”

“He’s the one who gave you your drinks.”

“Ahhh, now I remember you. You two were the
ones he chatted with last.” Drayco understood what was happening
now. “What were you after, Whit?” He knew the answer, but wanted to
hear it from this scum.

“The gold you carry.”

“All this trouble for gold—will people never
learn?” Drayco said mostly to himself, shaking his head while he
spoke.

Whit watched him, thinking the man insane,
and wishing he had never gotten involved with Rayne or Mac. He
inhaled sharply when the shirt covering the area where the arrow
had been shifted. The wound underneath was almost closed over. The
bleeding had stopped.

That arrow was only just removed. Who—or
what—is this?

Drayco looked first at the man then where he
was staring. He rolled his eyes skyward. “Aww—now you’ve gone and
done it. Now I can’t let you go—you know my secret.”

Whit focused on the dark eyes looking at him
that seemed without end. The blackness he saw inside made him
shiver.

“I—I promise. I won’t tell anyone what I
saw.”

“Whit, you know better than that. I bet
you’ve heard those same words a thousand times from other people.
You know they won’t work.” Drayco followed his words with several
tisking sounds and a wave of his pointer finger in front of Whit’s
nose.

“On my honor—I won’t say a thing to another
living soul.” Whit was pleading now.

Drayco leaned over, grabbed his knife and
gave it a tug. The blade slid out easily. Whit yelped with
pain.

“Shut up, you lousy piece of stinking rizbak.
Who gave you permission to make any noise?” The yelp ended abruptly
as the dark twin slapped the open mouth.

Whit put a hand over his bleeding lip, palm
facing outwards. His eyes widened as he saw the blade come closer.
Drayco inched it toward the exposed throat. At the last minute, he
wiped it off on the bandit’s shirt and put it back in its
sheath.

“Bet you thought I was going to kill you with
it, didn’t you?”

Whit nodded his head.

“No, my friend, I have better plans for you.
Even though I recently drank, I can’t pass up a gift handed to
me.”

Whit had no idea what the man meant. What did
drinking have to do with killing him? Unfortunately, he would soon
find out.

Drayco leaned over and ran his tongue up
Whit’s chin. Blood coated his mouth when he pulled back. He ran the
tongue over his lips, savoring the taste.

“My—what a lovely flavor you have grandma.”
He answered himself with a smirk. “The better to drink you with my
dear.”

He grabbed Whit’s head, twisted it quickly to
the side, and sank his teeth deep into the exposed flesh. The
answering blood flowed fast and strong. It tasted so sweet. Drayco
savored every ounce.

When I kill like this, for this reason, the
feeling is better than anything I experienced before.

The anguish he experienced when he discovered
what had happened to Arbor vanished. It was replaced with a
stronger, more satisfying emotion, almost as if he was a superhero
from the past. One from the comic books he used to read. He had
defeated the villains and reaped the benefits. Once the blood flow
ceased, Drayco leaned back and roared. The sound was filled with
undeniable pleasure.

He sat there relishing the feeling of energy
flowing through his veins. When it diminished from a level of
intense pleasure to a more manageable level, he dropped the body
and stood. He flexed the healed shoulder as he walked over to his
horse. A smile creased his lips as he got into the saddle and
indicated for Bravaro to move toward home, toward his sister, to
Shyanne.

 


Several hours later, a traveler stumbled upon
the bodies lying near the trail. He had not stayed long. The looks
of surprise and terror locked on their faces told him enough. If
whatever had left the gapping hole in one man’s neck was still
around, he had not wanted to be there when it made another
appearance.

He stopped at the nearest bar, thinking the
alcohol would calm his jittery nerves. The traveler’s hands shook
too much when he attempted to drink from the mug in his grasp. Part
of the ale splashed onto the bar. When the barkeep came over,
scolding him for making a mess, the traveler told him of the
horrible sight he witnessed.

Mac listened. He remained silent, rubbing at
the hairs rising on the back of his neck. He had a feeling he knew
who the men were. Rayne and Whit had not returned yet. They would
have by now. He also had a feeling he knew who the killer was.

After the story was completed, he thanked his
lucky stars that the dark stranger had not come back to finish the
job. He poured himself a drink to steady his own nerves, praying
that his luck would continue.

 


 



Chapter Three

 


 


Joey ran around Drizzle’s sleeping form,
laughing and giggling. Occasionally, he would reach out and tap on
the cat as he ran past.

“Tag! You’re it,” echoed across the open
field.

Drizzle ignored the bothersome child for a
few more passes until he could not take any more. “Will you stop?
I’m trying to sleep.”

This only enticed the child more. He ran past
several additional times, smacking the humecat on the ears, nose
and rump with each pass.

As Joey made another swipe at his body, the
cat reached out and snagged the youngster’s pants with a claw,
causing him to fall. Joey landed with a huff, the smile wiped off
his face in an instant.

“I told you to stop.”

Joey’s hazel eyes filled with tears. He
yelled, “I only wanted to play! I don’t have any friends to play
with, you big meanie!”

Drizzle looked at the pint size version of
Joseph. The boy glared at the cat with open defiance, the same as
his mother used to do as a child. Both held their stares. Finally,
a chuckle escaped from the cat.

“You know, you may look like your father but
you’re a carbon copy of your mother when it comes to attitude—won’t
back down from anything.”

A growl emitted from deep in the cat’s
throat. It was neither threatening nor serious. The tail started
swishing back and forth in a rapid fashion. Suddenly, Drizzle
pounced on the boy. He play wrestled with him, pretending to bite
him but never doing so. This was the part Joey loved best. He never
fully understood what the cat meant by the other stuff, but he
always loved the playing that followed each time they argued.

Shyanne watched from the window in the
kitchen as Joey and Drizzle played this game out like so many times
before. A smile crept onto her face when the pair ran off toward
the woods. This part of the game was over. Now, the hide and seek
part began. She returned her attention to the task at hand.

Material lay spread out on the table. Several
pieces sat off to the side already cut out, waiting for her to sew
them together. She picked up the scissors once more. Holding them
up, she stared at them, remembering the time when she and Joseph
had found them in some rubble. The metal was protected from the
elements by a carrying pouch and it was shear blind luck that they
were found at all. Shyanne had tripped over a chunk of stone and
nearly smashed her knee on them. Since then, they have been a
useful addition to her life.

A low humming sound emitted from her as she
eyed which way to cut next. It was a pleasant song from long ago,
though she could never remember the words.

First, I’ll go this way, then that. And in
no time, I’ll have another outfit ready for the baby.

Some clothes were available from when Joey
was little. However, if this one was a girl—what then? To make sure
she was ready, either way, she embroidered several touches to the
jumpers. A flower here, a hummingbird there. Joseph simply shook
his head whenever he saw her embroidering. He knew better than to
tell his wife not to do it.

The soft material cut easily with the sharp
scissors. An hour later, she straightened up. With a groan, she
arched her back as far as her swollen belly would let her. Her
pregnancy was going along without any difficulty, just like the
first one. She was happy that she had not experienced the nausea
and swelling most women experienced, or any other problems for that
matter. Now, it was almost over. The only thing that bothered her
was an ever-present tiredness. A nap usually resolved that.

The chair scraped across the wooden floor as
she slid it back. Going to the window, she looked for her son and
Drizzle. They were nowhere in sight.

Drizzle was a godsend. With his ability to
think and speak like a human, hence the designation humecat, he
kept Joey well occupied. The cat was created by her father’s
workplace before the virus, a virus that escaped its creators and
wiped out a major percentage of the humans on the planet.

Must be off on another adventure. Those
two are hopeless together. Shyanne stretched again. An
eye-scrunching yawn accompanied the stretch. I’m going to take a
short nap. Drizzle will keep Joey safe. As she moved down the
hall, she thought, I hope Joseph gets home soon; I sure could
use a back massage.

The bed looked so inviting when she entered
the bedroom. Pulling back the covers, she crawled under them and
turned onto her side. She snuggled her head deeper into the feather
pillow and drifted into what she hoped would be a restful nap.

 


Joey ran into the woods to hide from the cat
chasing him. They played this game of hide and seek a lot. It
usually ended with him hiding somewhere in the house and the cat
finding him. The boy remembered the times he had hid in great
places, only to be sniffed out by Drizzle’s highly sensitive nose.
He found better places now, places the cat could not sniff.

Once he had rubbed onions all over his body
to mask his scent. When he presented himself to his parents later
that evening, they held their noses and tried to wash the smell
off. Nothing worked. His skin was raw after so much scrubbing and
he stunk for about a week before the scent finally dissipated.

This time he wanted to try something new. He
watched as Drizzle ducked into the trees then ran with all the
speed his little legs could muster back to the house. He made it
without being spotted. With a snicker, he darted inside, ran
quietly to his room and crawled out his window. He crept around the
house to the cellar doors. Reaching out, he touched them then
backtracked to his window.

Furball will think I’m hiding in the
cellar. Ha! Let him, he thought as he crawled inside.

Joey ran back to the woods, sprinkling some
of the precious spices he took from the kitchen to cover his
tracks. His parents may be overprotective and, in his opinion, too
busy to play with him, but they had at least taken the time to
teach him how to cover his tracks if he was hunted. And they had
taught him how to survive if he got lost in the woods. At the young
age of five, he knew more about how to stay alive in the wilderness
than most grown men did.

Let old furball try and find me now. He’ll
sneeze and sneeze and sneeze. Maybe I’ll hide so I can see it. I
bet it’ll look real funny. Joey hid a giggle behind a small
hand.

He entered the dense undergrowth and began
looking for a good place to hide so he could watch the fun. He did
not see the tall man with dark hair watching him until he almost
bumped into him. With boyhood innocence, and a little bit of
suspicion, he stared up at the stranger.

“Be careful there, young man, you don’t want
to hurt yourself.”

“Who are you?”

“I’m an old friend of the family.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.” The big man squat low, resting one
knee on the ground so he could be at eye level with the boy. “Who
are you?”

“Joey.”

The youngster gawked at the man. He had never
seen anybody like him. Most people he saw were like his parents.
This man was huge, his body all bumpy with muscles, and the sword
on his back—wow.

“Joey, huh. Well Joey, how’s your mom?”

“She’s okay.”

“Her name’s Shyanne, right?”

“How’d you know?” The boy’s eyes widened.

“Remember—I’m an old friend of the
family.”

“Oh yeah. You want to come to the house?
Mom’s inside, probably napping.”

“Is your dad home?”

“Naw. He’s gone right now. He had to go get
some things from town. What’s your name?”

“Ruben.”

The big man extended a hand to shake Joeys.
He made no attempt to come closer. Joey looked at it. He hesitated,
not sure if he should shake it or run away. He remembered the few
times his parents had had friends over and the way they had scolded
him for not being polite, so he moved forward. He grasped the huge
hand with his tiny one and pumped his arm up and down as he had
seen his dad do when greeting other men.

Ruben could not believe his luck. He had been
watching the house for some time, taking great steps to avoid the
blasted cats ranging area, wondering how he was going to get the
boy away from everyone long enough to grab him. Now, he was before
him, alone, so innocent and trusting.

“Come say hi to mom. She’ll be happy to see
you.” The boy gripped the big hand and tugged.

“Joey, I can’t stay. I’ve got to go to town
myself.” Ruben let go of the hand and started to walk away. He
turned back toward the youngster after a couple of steps, “Say, did
you want to come with me? We can meet up with your dad.”

The boy’s big hazel eyes lit up. The thought
of going to town was wonderful. He had been there only a few times
and remembered all the exciting things he had seen. Upset when his
father had not taken him, he was going to get the chance to see
them after all.

“Really? I can go with you?”

“Only if you think your mom won’t mind.”

“She won’t care. I’ll be with a friend, and
they always said it was okay to stay with their friends.”

“Well then, let’s go.” Ruben smiled as he
reached out and took the boys hand in his.

They walked to another clearing a short
distance from the house where a black horse with a white blaze on
its forehead grazed on the grass.

“Is that your horse?” Joey was awestruck by
the size of the creature. It was huge, like the man standing next
to him.

“His name is Wind Racer.”

“We’re going to ride on him?”

“Are you afraid?”

Joey stammered, “N–n–n—no.”

“It’s okay, Joey.” Ruben leaned over closer
to the boy. “To tell you the truth, I was a little afraid when I
rode him the first time.”

Joey glanced sideways at the big man. “You’re
teasing me—aren’t you?”

“No way, I would never do that to you.” Ruben
held up both hands.

The youngster smiled. “Does he go fast?”

“As fast as the wind. That’s why I called him
Wind Racer.”

The horse must have heard Ruben’s voice
because he looked up at the two standing near the edge of the
woods. With a nicker and a toss of his head, he trotted over to
them, his mane flowing like silk, the tail held high. Joey hid
behind the big man. He had never been this close to something so
massive before. It was scary, but at the same time, thrilling.
Ruben reached up and gave the animal a firm pat on the neck.

“Joey, let me introduce you to my horse. Wind
Racer, this is the young man who is going to accompany us on our
journey.”

The horse looked at Joey and seemed to bob
his head in understanding, or at least that was what it looked like
to an excited five year old.

“You ready to go?”

When he bobbed his own head yes, Ruben picked
him up and placed him in the saddle. Joey watched as the big man,
who said he was a friend of his parents, got up behind him. He
grabbed the saddle horn when the horse shifted his weight from one
foot to the other. The ground seemed so far down.

“Don’t worry, Joey, I won’t let you
fall.”

The youngster gave the big man a sheepish
look before he peered at the horse again. “I’m not afraid. I think
he’s wonderful.”

“He’s my best friend,” Ruben replied. “He’ll
take good care of us.”

Ruben gripped the reins with one hand, hugged
the child close to his body, and tapped Wind Racer in the sides.
The horse responded immediately. They flew across the clearing, and
in a short amount of time, they were on a dirt road heading east.
Joey was having so much fun he failed to notice that they were
heading in the opposite direction, away from the town where his
father was located.

 


The dreams haunted Shyanne during her nap,
making the rest she sought impossible. The crying was so faint she
felt herself straining to hear it. Tossing back and forth, she
finally decided to get out of bed. Judging by the angle of the
light shining in the room, she must have slept a little before the
nightmares started. The baby kicked when she sat on the edge of the
bed.

I think Joseph’s right. This must be a
girl. Joey was never like this. She rubbed her swollen belly.
The active child inside calmed.

After struggling to get up off the bed, she
moved down the hall to the kitchen. The tired feeling was still
there, but it was not as strong. Upon entering the room, she
noticed the back door stood open. She walked over and stepped
outside. Her cat companion was sprawled on the porch. Joey was not
in sight.

“Worn out already? Where’s Joey?”

“I don’t know. Hiding somewhere I guess,”
grumbled the cat.

“What do you mean you don’t know?”

Drizzle knew he would get no more rest today.
He rolled onto his belly and looked up at Shyanne. “The last time I
saw him; we were playing our usual game of hide and seek. This time
he was sneaky, he used pepper to cover his trail. I sneezed like
crazy when I ran across it.”

“But WHEN was the last time you saw him?” The
silence was starting to bother Shyanne. It was quiet, too quiet for
an active five year old.

“Maybe an hour ago. Or two. I’m not
sure.”

“WHAT! You mean to tell me you have not seen
him for that long and haven’t gone looking for him? Drizzle!”

Shyanne stormed back into the house. “Joey?
JOEY! Young man! Where are you?”

She hurriedly searched each room but found no
trace of her son. Drizzle remained on the porch. When she returned,
she was madder than a disturbed hornet’s nest.

“Where was his scent last?” She demanded.

Drizzle saw the frantic look in her eyes.
“The cellar, I lost it from there.”

Mom and cat raced around the building to the
cellar doors. Throwing them open, Shyanne ran down the stone steps.
Drizzle could hear her calling out for her son, but no reply
answered her.

Returning outside, she turned on the cat,
“Dammit Drizzle, you were supposed to keep an eye on him!” She
stomped the ground with her foot while she spoke, her arms stiff at
her sides, the hands clenched into tight fists.

It had been a long time since the cat had
seen Shyanne this angry. It had also been a long time since she was
this scared. He remained silent, enduring her harsh words better
than any human would have.

Tears welled in the corners of her eyes.
“Please, Drizzle—please—find my little boy.” Her body held the
stiff position, but her eyes filled him with sorrow, wrenching the
heart inside his chest. “Find little Joey and bring him home.”

Their eyes locked. With a nod of his head, he
turned toward the woods. He knew where he had to go. He had to
follow the trail of pepper. Where it went, so did Joey. He glanced
back at Shyanne before entering the woods. The woman stood with her
face buried in her hands, her shoulders shaking. She was
crying.

“Because of my laziness, a little boy is
lost. Don’t worry, Shyanne, I’ll find him and bring him back to
you.” He whispered more to himself than to anyone in
particular.

Drizzle sniffed at the ground. Almost
immediately, he found Joey’s scent and began to follow it.

 


Drizzle had gone only a short distance before
he knew what had happened to Joey. He sniffed at the ground to
confirm what his nose told him.

The cat followed the trail to a clearing next
to the one by the house. He noticed horse droppings in the field.
The smells of Ruben, the horse the big man rode—and Joey—were
strongest here. Sniffing around, he discovered the scent went to
the east.

“Damn!”

Drizzle ran back to Shyanne. She was no
longer in the yard but inside sitting at the table. She looked up
expectantly when she heard him enter. The look fell when she saw
him alone.

“Did you find him?”

“I found his scent and followed it. The trail
led to the east.”

Shyanne could see he had more to say. “What
else?”

“He wasn’t alone.”

Shyanne felt the bottom of her stomach fall
out. The feeling of dread she recently experienced when discovering
Joey was gone, returned to her full force. “Who was with him?”

The cat turned his head and spat out one word
with such hatred, it made Shyanne flinch. That word was,
“Ruben.”

The very name caused Shyanne to freeze. Every
nerve ending in her body was going wild, though. She wanted to
scream, to cry, to thrash out irrationally, or any combination of
the three. What she did was remain calm.

“Can you tell how long ago?” The words came
out barely above a whisper.
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