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To my wonderful children; Emily and Jeremy. 


Your imaginations inspire me. I hope you continue your love for creating stories and fantasy.


I love you with all my heart.
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A special thanks to Emily Dew (Age 7), who allowed me to use the Christmas song she wrote.
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Santa Makes Our Wish Come True!
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Snow, Snow a white blanket of snow.

Snow, Snow comes in the winter.

Snow, Snow comes on Christmas.

Oh, Oh, Oh, Oh.

All the decorations shimmer and shine.

Oh, Oh, Oh, Oh, Oh, Oh.

On Christmas night Santa brings all of us presents.

Santa goes all around the world giving us presents.

Oh, the tree ornaments shimmer and shine.

Santa makes our wish come true!

Santa makes our wish come true!

By Emily Dew
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Alexa Brenner
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Finds out her boyfriend (Darius) is a vampire when he kidnaps her niece (Rayleen) and takes Alexa to a farm (base of operations). He plans on leveraging Rayleen (even threatening her) to control Alexa (making her his vampire queen). 

Sandra shows Alexa that supernaturals have been hidden since the 6th century, and many want to stop (extremists put into action a world takeover). Some, have gathered forces to take control of the world, including two of the Council (highest form of government) members; Seth (vampire – Nocturnal Council Leader) and Aalayah (fire elemental – Elemental Council Leader).

Former friends (now enemies of Darius) come to kidnap Alexa and turn her against Darius (to hurt him and destabilize his region) by showing her that he’s on the wrong side (causing war, death, and destruction to take over the world). Miles (accidentally) gets captured and Darius forcing Alexa to hurt him, ensures that process. 

Rayleen is rescued, but Alexa goes back and forth (rescued, Darius gets her back, but throws her downstairs to be eaten by hobgoblins because he finds her traitorous at the moment, then rescued again).

They make it to James’ house (Magic Folk Council Leader) and start collecting people and land for a rebellion. Making friends with the dwarves in the Rocky Mountains (by tree nymph travelling) to get weapons and armour made. 

The army finds them at James' and takes them to a school, but sort out supernaturals to kill, so they get away from there and go back to the dwarves to collect the swords and armour.

They go check out a city nearby that seems to be doing well in the aftermath, but tensions blow up soon after they arrive. They collect the stuff and the dwarves and end up at the mall with a large base of people (allies – Nikki’s group).

Darius attacks the mall to kidnap Rayleen and Alexa again, but Sandra has other plans. She kidnaps Nikki, suspecting she’s from a long line of Dreamers (visions of the future in dreams).

This theory is why James says they have to go rescue her (no one wants the bad guys to have someone who can see the future in their ranks). They go to the farm and try to rescue Nikki. But, Rayleen is kidnapped instead. Sandra and Darius ride away with Rayleen and Nikki on the back of a dragon.

Alexa is a mess. They leave the farmhouse once they recover and collect themselves. Then bump into Jaiden in Red Deer.
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Nikki Marshall
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Skipping work to go to the mall with friends (at the insistence of Shawn - an elf who would have prior knowledge of something coming) on the exact wrong day (supernatural uprising) ends with them stuck inside a dollar store (having dodged doomsdayers on the road and supernaturals inside the mall, and collecting some people from the army store upstairs).

They scout out and secure the mall while finding people (including Tyler) and host a party at the end of the world. The atmosphere tenses eventually when rescue doesn’t come and they can’t agree on how to proceed.

Nikki and her friends go out to find their families but are found dead or missing. Finding no point in staying out, they go back to the safety of the mall.

Some want to continue partying under Tyler’s lead, while others turn towards long-term survival. Nikki’s friends group is split at the reveal that Shawn is an elf.

Nikki’s group relocates to the theatre when Tyler’s group ransacks the mall. Then, Nikki rescues some people from the hotel.

Kelly and Miles come. It’s put to a vote to go to James’s house or stay. The majority votes to stay at the mall. But, they agree to be allies.

Tyler’s group attacks Nikki’s and some are killed on both sides. They agree to split the mall and not enter each other's territory.

Kelly returns quickly as James’ house was attacked and Nikki prepares for refuge and takes in a trickle of people from James’ house.

Once James arrives, James plans for an eventual attack on the farm. Nikki saves Rayleen from Daniel (Alexa’s new human boyfriend) after he violently rages toward her age-appropriate temper tantrum.

Darius attacks the mall, and Nikki is kidnapped on the back of a dragon. She’s quickly rescued at the farm, and then kidnapped again, but this time Rayleen is kidnapped as well.

They land at a jail and are taken inside. Nikki is separated from Rayleen and tortured until she agrees to help them by telling them visions of the future (that she’s going to have to make up).
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Jaiden Kensington
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Gets a vacation from her regular life when the world is attacked and spends a week alone and relaxing.

This ends when people break into her home. She decides to go to her (biological father’s wife’s mom’s house) grandma’s house because of a joke about everyone going there if the world ended and because she’s also having visions of her sister (biological father’s stepdaughter).

Gets to grandma’s to find out a separate group is there and no family to be found. They have a set of werewolves captured and show her as proof of a demon takeover. 

Jaiden separates from them on a walkabout, and find’s her sister’s ex-boyfriend, who brings her to his family farm (loads of his family/friends – pack of werewolves).

They rescue the werewolves and Jaiden finds out that the human group had killed her whole family (assumes Dominique is alive from visions and not seeing her in the pile of bodies). Jaiden decides to go back home and figure out the next steps.

Calli (succubi) takes her to a grocery store with a bunch of people. They are sent on a mission to the hospital and are attacked. Ostracized from the grocery store, they (along with Lucas) go south.

Calli brings them to Jerry’s (bar/hotel/delivery service for supernaturals). They work for their worth. Jaiden saves some and herself from dying in an attack that she had a vision of.

Calli wakes Jaiden saying they have to leave (another attack). While running from an ogre, they run into Alexa’s group. They travel further south then take refuge at a house.

Jaiden finds out the group is trying to rescue Nikki (who is also Dominique) through a poetry notebook Jaiden gifted to Dominique.
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Chapter 1

Alexa Brenner

[image: ]


“It makes no sense. They decided to come with us fast; too fast.” Daniel makes subtle accusations in his quiet comments. The same thought has crossed my mind a couple of times now. “Who are those people?”

The whole situation felt a little too convenient and scripted. Like convenient coincidences that happen in movies to purely just move the plot along. They threw themselves in front of our truck and talked with us for a minute before they were suddenly a part of our group. 

We’re supposed to be besties now; apparently. James immediately trusted them; integrated them into the group.

Though, I guess Jaiden knew some of us from school. I don’t remember her. I don’t remember seeing her at all. I don’t remember her name. I don’t think she was in any of my classes.

How does she know me?

Is it just because she paid attention to Darius and his group of friends? We were- they were part of the popular crowd.

Or, could she know Darius through the supernatural world? Could they be spies for Darius? 

She seemed to know Daniel, Miles, and Kelly, while none of them seemed like they knew her. Her link to knowing them might be Darius.

An annoyed feminine voice starts to my right. She had gone unnoticed in the dark outside the glowing circle of the fire. “Let me put it this way, a King comes to you and asks you to join his group with no explanation; what would you do? Or, do you not even realize how important James is? He’s magic folk royalty. Besides, isn’t that basic nature? Something instinctual that people crave to be in large groups for protection?” There is a bite to Calli’s voice. 

I almost feel guilty for Daniel when Calli pipes up. He looks as surprised as I’m certain I look, yet not as bashful. 

Welcome to the group. Now we're going to talk about you behind your backs, but still within earshot. Then, you’re going to call us out for it.

All three newcomers had heard what he said. They’ve emerged from the dark one by two.

Her mention of magic folk royalty brings back memories from a couple of weeks ago. Memories forced into my head from Sandra’s magic. I cringe at the memory of the itchy feeling magic. There were four people up on the stage, and James had been one of them. Seth had been another. I haven’t seen the other two yet, but one was Ashlynn’s sister; the fire elemental. 

How long before the war did that gathering happen? Where did it happen?

Looking further back, I don’t remember any of the guys going away for any long periods of time. Maybe it happened close to home? It would explain why so many important people were in and around our town. Maybe their headquarters are nearby.

The war started and I was immediately introduced to two Council leaders and two Elementals. Four people, apparently, very high up in demon society. It couldn’t have been just a coincidence that all those important people were in the same area at the same time.

Daniel sputters and stumbles over some sounds. “That doesn’t explain anything.”

Calli rolls her eyes. She and the other two settle down in our circle around the fire. “Yes, it does. James is the Magic Folk’s Council Representative. He is one of four people who rule all supernatural beings. He and Niklas, the Diurnal Council Representative, are against this aggressive revolution. They tried to stop all of this from happening. They are trying to restore peace. We want that too. Is that good enough for you, or do I have to explain it to you further?” Calli arches her eyebrow questioning him.

“So, what are you?” Brad asks her in a notion to save Daniel from further embarrassment. There is an undertone of distaste impossible to miss.

A shiver creeps up my spine. I pull my limbs closer to me. The wind has shifted and I no longer have the heat directed my way.

“I’m a succubus.” Calli smiles at him; flashing her teeth. My knowledge of succubuses is they have sex with men and steal their souls. At least, that’s how they’re portrayed in movies.

“Are all of you succubuses-es?” He frowns. Visibly disgusted with the news.

“Succubi, if it’s plural.” Calli corrects him. “But no, they’re both as human as humans can be.” She waves her hand at Jaiden and Lucas.

“Why are humans travelling with a succubus?” Brad directs the question toward her companions.

“Food.” Calli deadpans. 

Lucas ignores Brad to glare at Calli, leaving Jaiden to answer. She looks up at him from the ground. “She’s not eating our souls. We’re friends.”

“Did you know what she is?” Brad sneers.

Jaiden scrunches her eyebrows and shakes her head. “Yes, not that it matters.”

“Of course it matters.” Brad throws his hands up in the air. Shawn sits looking at Brad with a blank face. His jawline tightens.

“No, it doesn’t.” Jaiden paces her words. A small space of time between each of the three words reminds me of how one might speak to a small child to get a point across. She continues at normal pacing. “What she is, what anyone is, doesn’t have any bearing on how I think of them. Nor should it matter to anyone else. 

Sure, it’s interesting to know the ancestral background, cultural behaviour and nuances, or particulars, but no one should be judged on their species. Judge them as a person. Are they generally a good person; yes or no? That is what is important. And, if you want to be friends with them, it helps if your personalities get along or you have a couple common interests.” Her words sound like jumbled babbling. Mixed trails of thought jammed together.

“You’re naïve.” Brad accuses her in his interruption. Her jaw drops slightly as her right eyebrow raises, and she looks deeply offended.

“You’re a racist idiot.” Calli’s volume raises a couple of levels and deepens with her anger. “If more people thought like her we wouldn’t be in this mess. Maybe if supernaturals felt like they had the option of revealing themselves without hate and backlash, or being killed or experimented on. Maybe, if we felt we would be accepted as more than second-class citizens and not treated like dangerous monsters. Maybe, we wouldn’t have had to start a war to reveal ourselves.”

“I’m not racist. I’m cautious.” Brad’s defence of himself falls short of being convincing.

“You’re a racist. You’re disgusted by me because you learned what I am. The first thing you said to me was ‘what are you?’ Then, you ask my friends if they knew; as if that would change their minds about me. You are a racist asshole.” Calli points at him to further make her point.

“Well, if you’re so goody-goody, what was the first thing you said to her?” Brad asks Jaiden. I can see he is trying to deflect the attention off him and to someone else now, but I don’t think it’ll work the way he thinks it will.

Luckily, Daniel got out of this conversation while he still could.

Even in the firelight, I can see a blush rise on her face. “I don’t remember exactly.” She looks at Calli for help.

Calli laughs a little. “Well, after you were done screaming, you grabbed your knife and told me to stay where I was.” She looks back at Brad and addresses him. “But, to be fair, I broke into her room while she was sleeping. Once I explained what I was doing there, we kissed and made up. Now we’re friends.”

“So, if you didn’t ask what she was, then how did you find out she was a succubus?” He asks smugly.

“That was part of her explaining what she was doing in my house and who she was,” Jaiden explains.

Calli sighs. “I’m not a danger to any of you. I just need to eat souls sometimes in order to live. I only take a couple of years at a time, and never more than that from the same person. No one ever notices it. Souls outlive their bodies many times over. And, I don’t take from souls close to expiring.”

Her explanation raises more questions than answers, but most important of all is ‘how do I know she hasn’t already stolen part of my soul?’ Or, it could be ‘will she take some of my soul in the future?’

Brad, of course, is the first to voice his own question. “But, you could take more right?” 

“I could. Some succubi will devour the entire soul; killing the person and their soul. I’ve never done that though, and I don’t ever plan on doing that.” At least, she sounds sincere about this part. 

I have my doubts that she wouldn’t ever eat a soul belonging to someone in our group. Demons are still demons after all. If she has to, I’m sure she wouldn’t hesitate to take part of someone’s soul. She says she needs it to live. 

At this point, I’m quite sure her first target would be Brad, so at least I’d be safe on the first round.

“But, you could just take our souls if you wanted to.” Brad gets to the point that I am sure is on everyone else’s minds too. 

“Just as easy as you could stab me while I sleep.” She makes a good point. We don’t have any reason to completely trust each other. 

The fire pops and crackles loudly against the tense silence. Lit ash floats into the black sky. The chill is cut by the fire, but I squirm in my seat to work some of the cold out.

I didn’t know that I would ever have to protect my soul from anything. Blood and heart I can understand. They are physical things I can see or visualize. Souls have never been more than a word in a few common phrases. Nothing tangible that science has ever proven the existence of.

“Okay, enough. No one’s killing each other.” Shawn tries to break the tension. I don’t think it works, but for a moment he diverts the conversation. “Jaiden, you look familiar. Do I know you from somewhere? Have we met before?”

She looks him over and thinks for just a moment. “No, I don’t think so.” She shakes her head in the negative. Jaiden concludes. “Do you go to Leduc Composite High School?” Shawn shakes his head.

“You probably saw her picture somewhere. Jaiden and her rich dad are always in the newspaper because of charity events and business things. She even made the newspapers when she skipped some grades to get into high school; certified genius.” Daniel spills some great secrets about the girl. It’s a revelation; both about her and that Daniel does know of her. 

All eyes turn to her. She stiffens. Daniel’s reveal and the newfound attention makes her visibly uncomfortable.

“You’re rich and famous?” Her female companion didn’t know this tidbit either. It must be extremely localized. Something, long-time locals are aware of.

Something that she hides and lies about by omission. Nothing she’s said so far has led me to believe she’s rich and famous. Though, with the apocalypse, she wouldn’t be rich and famous anymore; I suppose.

“Her family owns half of Leduc,” Lucas reveals.

Jaiden glares, for a moment, at Lucas. “My father was rich; not me. And, I wouldn’t say famous. Just more, well known in certain fields as Mr. Kensington’s daughter.” She sounds like she’s either in denial about it, or trying to distance herself from her privileged lifestyle.

“Wow. Rich, famous, a genius, you sure got beat with the lucky stick.” Leah makes a motion like hitting with a stick.

Jaiden brushes her comment off. Typical rich girl. Does she even realize the hardships the rest of the world has to go through? She probably hasn’t had to work a day in her life. She lives in her own bubble and can’t possibly relate to any of us.

“What about you? We don’t know anything about you?” Stephanie wags her finger back and forth between Calli and Lucas.

Lucas and Calli look at each other. A quick silent conversation passes between the two before Lucas starts first. “I’ve lived next door to Jaiden for a few years, but I used to live in Toronto. I collect fancy watches. Don’t miss my job. Miss my car.” He looks over at Jaiden, who looks away. I don’t ask, but I know there must be a story there.

“I was passing through town when things happened. I don’t really live anywhere. I just travel around.” Calli reveals.

“And, steal people’s souls.” Stephanie elbows Brad in the side; a jab for a jab.

Calli brushes off his comment with a bit of a joking tone. “Mostly I go sightseeing and create websites for people. I freelance code. It pays my lifestyle well enough.”

A throat clears. “Excuse me.” James appears from the darkness. He catches all of our attention. “I will be taking my leave to obtain information about Nikki and Rayleen’s whereabouts. You will all stay here until I return. I should only be a couple of days.”

“Wait, I thought that’s what we were doing?” Leah asks.

“I’ll go with you.” Miles stands up.

“I'm going by myself. It’s safer and less conspicuous that way.” I don’t know if James heard the first question, or if he only chose to answer the one comment because Miles stood up. “I’m leaving. Don’t kill each other before I get back.” He waves once and walks into the dark.

“Bye.” I wave despite his back already turned to me. There are a few echoes of “bye” from others around the fire. Miles and Kelly exchange glances after he sits back down.

People go quiet after James leaves. He broke the tension and stopped the direction the conversation was going in. No one seems confident in starting up another conversation at the risk of another lash-out.

I bide time by looking outwards. All I can see are the outlines of the fort surrounding us. 

There is only one entrance and one exit that I know of, so I assume James left through there. Unless he has some special magical way to leave this place. He might have another tree he can travel through. He might fly a broom. 

Do wizards actually fly brooms? With the numerous movie adaptations of how witches and wizards can travel, I’m sure some of them are probably true. There are probably some wizards in the writing rooms providing a hint of authenticity.

I look around. My eyes slowly adjust the longer I look away from the glow of the flames. Four lookout towers are on the four corners of the tall log fencing. I can barely make out their silhouettes.

We had stopped for the night in Fort MacLeod. A three-hour trip had taken double that; delayed by empty fuel tanks.

Jaiden and Lucas had to ditch the motorcycles. Jaiden ditched hers at the old couple's house, but Lucas stubbornly hung onto his for longer. He drove it through freshly fallen snow and to the next town. 

We drove through many towns and cities stopping along the way to get fuel. Which, as I found out, isn’t as easy as it appears in the movies. We picked up a car along the way too. 

It had been getting dark so we settled down at the historical village. The historical landmark and the actors working there had been a godsend to the locals, and us. They have been able to operate this section of the town as it would have a hundred years ago. They have survived off these skills, and they’ve helped many other people to survive off those skills.

People in the town opened their doors to displaced locals and visitors. The heritage site did the same, though much more able to accommodate larger groupings such as ours.

They didn’t have too much damage or fighting here, but no power, gas and water still knocks a town out. They’ve managed to not just survive, but thrive.

There was one demon that had decided to attack the town, and the town’s people captured her alive. They got the story out of her, threw her in jail and bunkered down for the last couple of weeks.

“Why did they take them?” Lucas’ question gets my attention.

“She's Alexa’s five-year-old niece,” Kelly explains.

“Almost six. She’s almost six years old.” I announce before I can catch myself. It’s a reflex from having a child that’s too excited to grow up. She’s been reminding me for a couple of months now that she’s not just five years old; she’s almost six. A few months from now she’ll upgrade her age to six and a half. The extra half a year matters when you are that young.

“Why are we rescuing them?” Lucas’ questions infuriate me. Heat fills my chest.

“We have to rescue them! Rayleen is my only family. I’ve raised her since she was a baby!” I can hear myself getting louder with each sentence.

As I’m about to continue and rip him a new one, he speaks and interrupts me. “Stop, stop! I didn’t mean that we shouldn’t rescue her.” Lucas holds both of his hands up in defence. “I meant why are all of us rescuing them? Or do you have another group somewhere focusing on fighting back against the demons? Or do we expect a large battle to rescue them?”

I guess he wasn’t trying to be rude.

“Nikki and Rayleen were taken by the leader of this district’s rebellion. Darius leads over all of Alberta and also happens to be Alexa's ex-boyfriend. So obviously, he took Rayleen to get back at Alexa. We thought Nikki was a prophet, and maybe so did they. We find the girls, we find the leaders and we can take care of them. Once they’re dead we shouldn’t have much resistance to our own rebellion. Cut off the head of the snake so to speak.” Kelly explains further.

This information is new to me. Is Kelly telling the truth? Had that been the plan since Rayleen was taken? I certainly hadn’t heard anything about them planning on killing Darius; they can’t. He doesn’t have to die.

We just need to go and rescue Rayleen. I’ll need to try to warn Darius so he isn’t killed. I’m certainly angry at him, and he did try to kill me, but I do still love him. I can’t let him be killed.  He can change. He’s just misguided on this.

I wonder if he would take me back. If I could avoid the fight, and get to Darius before the rest attack, I could get him and Rayleen to safety. He might take me back if I can prove that I’m loyal to him and always was. He’ll turn me into a vampire, so I can protect her better.

If he knew the damage he was doing, he’d stop. If he knew there was another option, he’d take it. I know it. The beast he was pretending to be, is not who he really is. I think he might’ve gotten caught up in the moment.

Daniel catches my attention in my side view. I had forgotten about Daniel for a moment. He’s nice to me, but he doesn’t understand me. He was terrible to Rayleen.

We don’t have as much history as Darius and I do. Darius spent hours and hours listening to my whole life story. Commiserated with me. He’s the first person since my family died, to give me hope for a bright future. The only other person who loved me, other than Rayleen.

Yes, he’s done some terrible things and he’s kidnapped Rayleen, but I don’t know how much of that is him. Sandra seemed more unhinged and also in lead. His temper could explain the rest. Or, good intentions with bad execution. 

And, he saved Rayleen by kidnapping her the first time. He gave her to me. Maybe he’s doing the same thing now. He saw she was potentially in danger, so he took her to keep her safe.

I honestly don’t think Daniel will survive too much longer; maybe years, but he’s human. The world has gone to the demons and you either need to join them or you will die. 

I don’t think this group will ever accomplish anything. Nothing can ever go back to the way it used to be, and the new pecking order places humans at the bottom. 

Darius will turn me into a vampire, and we will turn Rayleen once she gets older. I can protect her until then; but only if I’m a vampire. 

“How did Darius become the regional leader?” I don’t think Jaiden directs the question at anyone in particular, but her gaze lands on Kelly near the end.

Instead, Miles answers. “Seth took an interest in Darius when he was brought before the council for his crimes against humans. 

According to a treaty made between humans and supernaturals, it’s a crime to turn any human into a supernatural and it’s a crime for any human to be killed by a supernatural. Of course, it still happens, but it’s typically hidden. 

Darius was a human in Germany during World War II, and an unknown vampire turned him. Darius killed a bunch of humans to drink their blood. He was hunted down, captured, and taken to the Council for judging. He plead that he didn’t know any better; complete ignorance to being a vampire, because the one who turned him, didn’t show him another way.

Since Seth’s sire was the Council Representative for nocturnal supernaturals, Darius was reconditioned under Seth. Seth went on to become the current Council Rep. Darius turned into Seth’s right-hand man, so he of course got status in the revolution.”

“So, then Shale went with Darius. And you, Kelly, and Alexa decided to fight on the other side.” Jaiden surmises.

“Well, Alexa was with Darius at first, but they had a messy breakup and we had to rescue her.” Kelly’s joke jabs me the wrong way.

I tense. If they hadn’t rescued me in the first place, Darius wouldn’t have thought I betrayed him and broke up with me. I’d be a vampire by now. That thought hits me deep enough to pause everything for a moment.

It’s their fault. All of this is their fault. Rayleen wouldn’t be kidnapped if they had let us be. She would be with me, I would be a vampire, I would be with Darius, and we would be strong together. Safe together 

I bite my tongue and take in a deep breath. My nails bite into the palms of my hands, and the cuts on my legs itch to be reopened.

“Were you at school when the attacks happened?” Miles asks Jaiden.

Jaiden pulls away wisps of hair that have fallen into her face. “Uh, I was in class, and the teacher ran in telling everyone to evacuate the building and go home. I had heard a rumour about a bomb threat as I was walking through the halls. 

So, I went and grabbed some food from across the street and went home. I was up all night working on a project, so I fell asleep for a few hours. When I woke up and looked outside, I saw fire in multiple locations around the city. I figured I’d stay put until my family came back, or maybe the military. But, they never came.”

“Maybe they just got trapped somewhere and couldn’t get back to you.” Stephanie offers.

“They’re probably dead.” Jaiden states.

“I’m sure they’re alive and well. And, maybe, they just missed you. They would have thought you were at the school; maybe they went to find you there.” Stephanie’s optimism is bright against Jaiden’s pessimism. 

“I doubt it. If the person isn’t in front of me, or I have tangible evidence they are alive, I’m assuming everyone I knew is dead.” Jaiden’s glum remark is a surprise to everyone. We all hold out hope that our loved ones are alive. 

Calli voices our thoughts. “How can you say that?”

“Because that’s war. That’s how it works. Realistically speaking, people have to die, and it has to be someone. I’m not dead and you’re all alive, so that means it was someone else.” Only a small part of me sees where Jaiden is coming from. But, I wonder what she’s been through to make her so cold-hearted.

“So that’s it. You wouldn’t search for family or friends.” Brad looks at Jaiden with a smug grin.

“It would depend on the circumstance.” With further goading from Brad’s snort Jaiden continues. “Like, Nikki is probably alive and we’re searching for her. They likely didn’t take her away, just to kill her somewhere else. 

But, I wouldn’t go look for my stepmom or half-brother. I’ve had no sign of them since before the revolution and I'd have no idea where to start looking. I assume they’re dead, and if not, they probably will be by the time the war is over. If they survive long enough for communication to be restored, then we might find each other again. But, I’m not risking my life chasing ghosts.”

“So you didn’t go looking for anyone?” Brad accuses.

“No, I did. After about a week alone, people broke into my house so I decided to drive to my grandma’s house. There was a group there that let me stay for a couple of days, but I found out they had shot all the family members that had been there when they arrived and made a big pile with their bodies. So, I left.” Jaiden’s response sounds rehearsed. I wonder how many times she’s had to tell it. How many times does one have to tell a story about their whole family dying, before they can rattle it off like they are reciting today’s dinner special?

Her cold response creates an awkward silence. How should someone respond to her? ‘I’m sorry’ sounds right because she just mentioned that pretty much her whole family died, but she said it like it was nothing. 

I itch to call her out for being a heartless bitch. I would be devastated if Rayleen died. Hell, I was a complete wreck for a year after my family’s death. I can talk about it now, but couldn’t at just a few weeks past.

“I lost my dad too. I came home and found him on the bed. His insides-” She trails off. Stephanie gulps for air, and tears gleam in the fire.

“You don’t have to continue. I’m sorry, that must have been devastating. No one should have to go through that.” Maybe she does have a heart after all. 

Stephanie gets up from her seat and walks over to Jaiden. She practically sits on Calli’s lap to sit beside Jaiden. Her arms wrap around Jaiden and she buries her head into Jaiden’s neck. Jaiden looks surprised and uncomfortable for a split second before she returns the girl’s hug. 

Stephanie’s sobs start soon after, and Jaiden rubs her back. She moves between rubbing her back and brushing her hair. I half expected Jaiden would push the girl away. She doesn’t seem like the type of person to comfort another.

In the silence, I become eerily aware of exactly how quiet it is out here. There is no noise beyond the crackling fire and sobbing. There are only a handful of lantern and stove fires lightly lighting up rooms in the fort beyond the cloth placed for insulation.

It’s still early, just after supper, but in the winter the sun sets at four. The black sky and cold air make me tired. I wonder when the days will start getting longer again.

What day is it? The winter solstice is on December twenty-first, and we shouldn’t be too far away from that.

Did I miss Rayleen’s birthday? “What day is it today?” 

“Oh, I don’t know. I haven’t been counting the days.” Daniel’s voice makes me jump. I didn’t realize I had spoken the question out loud.

There is a long pause. “I think it’s December sixth,” Jaiden mutters.

My heart sinks. “Are you sure?”

She thinks about it for a few agonizing moments longer. “Pretty sure,” Jaiden utters. 

Stephanie pulls herself away from Jaiden and wipes away all the liquid on her face. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay. Anytime.” Jaiden turns to face me. “If I’ve got my calculations right, then it should be the sixth.” She dazes off in thought for a moment. “Yeah, that should be right.”

I missed Rayleen’s birthday. I choke back a sob at the realization that not only did I miss her birthday, but she’s also in captivity at the same time. I doubt anyone did anything special for her. I bet Rayleen knows her birthday passed. She’s always doing her count down and an apocalypse isn’t going to get in the way of that.

“Rayleen's birthday was yesterday.” The words sound even more heartbreaking spoken out loud. I’m a horrible aunt. I stand up, painfully aware of my throbbing scabs. I don’t want to be around people right now. 

I know the way back to the room we’ll be sleeping in. Without any words, I start retracing my steps back there. The further away from the fire I get, the colder I get. The more my legs itch and my hand twitches to scratch them.

The fire was set up close to the gift shop, and we are off in the side building. Our entire group has one room to share between ourselves and some other visitors. I don’t know how all of us are going to fit in there to sleep all at once, but I’m sure it’ll be warm from all the body heat.

Lost in my head, I don’t realize Daniel is following me until he runs into me at the door. 

“You didn’t have to follow me. Go back to the fire.” I insist to him. I don’t want him to come with me. I’d rather be alone right now.

He holds the door open for me. I go inside. There is a bit more heat in here, but not much. 

“You looked upset. I thought I’d cheer you up.” He returns. 

Despite my suggestion, he follows me. Daniel stomps his feet on the ground. I look down at my own feet. My shoes are covered in snow. I stomp my feet as I walk to get the extra snow off my shoes. No wonder my toes are frozen.

I walk through one room and into another. There is a fire going in the stove Taylor has open. She adds another log. The heat in here is more bearable. 

“I missed Rayleen’s birthday,” I repeat. The words make it real.

“She’ll forgive you. You can’t control what happened. She’s a smart kid and she knows that you are trying your hardest to get to her.” Daniel tries to reassure me. 

“Do you have a present for her?” Taylor asks. No, I shake my head. I didn’t get her one yet. I always wait until the last minute because she always searches, and finds the presents I get her if I buy them ahead of time. “Why don’t you think about grabbing something to give her? I’m sure she would enjoy a souvenir from this place. Then, when we rescue her, you can give her the present. It’ll be great.” She smiles. She makes it seem so simple.

“Yeah, maybe.” I shrug. 

Taylor leaves. I believe to give us some privacy.

Daniel wraps me gently in his arms and kisses my forehead. “I promise you, we’ll find her soon.” 

“You’re probably right. James said he will be back in a couple of days and he’ll have information about where Rayleen is. She’ll be back in my arms in three days.” I affirm.

“Give or take a couple days.” He says. I break the hug, and glare at him. Walking away, I plan quickly to just go to bed and sleep. I’m exhausted, and everyone is pissing me off. “Hey now. I didn’t mean it like that. I was just meaning that James said he’d be back in two days, and we might need a day or more to travel. They had a dragon. What if they decided to fly to Saskatchewan, and we have to go by car? It might not be as simple as a walk-in and grab her. I’m just saying it might take a few days.”

I lighten my glare and shake my head. There isn’t any use in arguing about how many days it will take. I know that it might take longer than three days, but I want it to take as little time as possible. I want her in my arms now.

I miss her. My chest aches and I feel like I could cry at any moment. My face gets hot. I take in a deep breath and let it out slowly, but it doesn’t help.

The more I think about her, the hotter my face feels. Tears flood my eyes until I blink and they fall down my cheeks.

I turn back around and seek comfort in Daniel. He immediately wraps his arms around me. “Are you crying?”

I don’t answer. 

The question is answered for him before I cry out. Perhaps, the wet drops or my shaking shoulders. He squeezes tighter and kisses the top of my head. Some of the emptiness I feel is filled by his comfort.
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Chapter 2

Nikki Marshall

[image: ]


Adjusting my position from my side to my back wakes me up to a sharp pain everywhere. 

It hurts everywhere.

Ow! 

Oww.

I groan. I’m broken. I’m sure those assholes broke every bone in my body. 

I don’t have to look to know there will be bruises of all colours covering my body.

I cut short a deep breath in a simultaneous coughing fit and side pain. Each cough hurts the same spot; everywhere. 

I hug myself and curl up; ignoring the pain to do so. In hopes that this position will hurt just a little bit less. 

Trying to stifle my cough only seems to help keep it going. Tears run freely from my closed eyes.

The coughing finally stops, but I refuse to move. I know moving will hurt more. My chest feels like it’s being squeezed. I breathe shallowly; hoping I can avoid another coughing fit.

Not moving does much to control the pain, yet my body still aches and screeches at me. Cloth against skin feels sharp. Hair burns where it settles.

“Nikki?” My eyes open in a flash at the little voice against the dark wall. I barely see her as a dark shadow. 

Shit. I forgot about her. Why did they put me back in the cell?

“Yes?” Talking hurts my dry scratchy throat. I swallow a few times; my jaw clicks the first two times. It realigns itself in a pop. There is a continuing pain that reaches from the back of my tongue down my throat with every swallow.

Left to right, front to back I move my lower jaw. A slight scraping sounds in my ears at the peak of each movement until everything realigns.

“Are you going to die?” She sounds scared. Her voice wavers and squeaks. I know she’s worried about me. Or, at least, worried about being left alone in this place with these people.

Well shit. I don’t really have a choice now; do I? My heart aches for her. “No.” With children, I know, actions speak louder than words. I can tell her all I want that I’m not going to die here, but she’ll never believe it; not until I can get up and prove it.

Every muscle I use, and some I don’t, hurts when I get up from the bed. I don’t know where the pain starts and ends; it’s more about what hurts more or less.

My head whirls, and feels a bit faint. I close my eyes for a moment to stop my world from spinning. Putting pressure on my legs, I feel them intact. I sweep my hands down my arms, nothing feels out of place. Maybe, they didn’t end up breaking bones.

I open my eyes, and pin them on Rayleen. Smiling through the pain, I nod and tell her, “See, I’ll be okay.” It seems to reassure her a little.

As my head clears, I assess my cell. It’s chilly but dry. We are in a lightly coloured room. The only light comes in from a tiny barred window. It has two cots for two prisoners, a toilet, a sink, and two empty desks.

The room looks more like an insane asylum room than the typically thought-about cinder block jail cell. 

The difference is in the cell bars as the one wall. An asylum wouldn’t have one wall as a metal cage.

“You’re alive.” After a moment of confusion, I realize this male voice is coming from the cell bars. “Why don’t you come over here and I’ll make you forget all about your pain?” 

He looks as skeezy as he sounds. He has wide eyes and a grease-stained t-shirt. He slicks his hand through his shiny brown hair.

“Fuck off.” I bring my hand up to eye level and flip him off. The small pain from doing so is worth it.

“That’s what I’m trying to do.” I roll my eyes. That’s what every horny sleaze ball says. “What do you say? I can make it worth your while. I have access to the lunch cart. Perhaps you’d like a bit of extra food tossed your way.” 

Does he really think he could buy me with food? What a loser.

“Not happening, so go away.” I wave my hand at him and look the other way.

“What about you, sweetie?” I look back at him in confusion. His gaze is peering to the other side of the cell. 

The only other person in this cell is a little girl. 

I see red. 

My blood pressure and rate rise enough that my heartbeat is all I can hear; for just a moment in time.

Charging him, I manage to grab onto his shirt and pull him hard into the jail bars. His head hits against the metal. One hand holds his jacket, and one hand beats his face repeatedly. I don’t know what he is, but he certainly doesn’t have much strength; his attempts at pulling backwards and away from me don’t work. 

I bash him hard against the bars again. “If I ever hear you say anything like that again, you will beg me to kill you. If you touch her, I will kill you. If you go near her, I will kill you. If you look like you are thinking disgusting things about her, I will kill you.” I punctuate each threat by knocking him into the bars. 

I don’t get to continue threatening him because six other guards come to his rescue. I let go as they approach and back away to sit on the bed with Rayleen. 

“Watch yourself girl. We can make your lives here a living Hell.” This one pulls out a key from his pocket. His snarl promises he’s going to harm us both when he gets his hands on us. I move myself to stand in front of Rayleen. Maybe I can hold them off for a little bit. Moving from muscle memory I get ready in a stance for the upcoming fight.

“Darius ordered you not to touch these two.” Shale puts his hand on the man’s chest. He presses hard enough to make him back up a couple of steps. Shale puts himself between all the guards and the cell door. They all give him a bit of room.

“She attacked me.” The skeezy one whines. I roll my eyes.

“He deserved it,” I claim in my defence.

“You obviously got too close. Open the door.” Shale orders the one guard.

“No-”

Shale cuts him off before he can really argue. “Darius wants to speak to his prophet, and I’m going to watch the little girl. Either you can unlock the door, or I can. Unless, you want me to go talk to Darius about your insubordination and possible endangerment of his special guests.” His voice threatens to harm the longer he talks.

The man looks at Shale blankly before slipping the key into the cell door. There is a click. The door swings open and Shale enters.

I don’t trust him, but I think I can rely on him to keep us safe enough to deliver to Darius. 

I stand up and put Rayleen in front of me. I might be able to shield her better and I can watch over her better in front of me. 

Shale walks us out of the cell. I catch the eyes of the male I beat up. It’s satisfying to see the bruising already appearing. A goose egg forming on his forehead. 

Hopefully, I knocked some sense into him, or at least some fear; though I doubt it. Guys like that never change. He’ll be a dirtbag for life.

The moment I look away, I feel a hand grasping my ass. 

I don’t have to see who the hand belongs to. In one movement I turn around and punch him in the face. The whole act echoes in pain through my whole body, but it’s worth every bit of it. 

I hiss at the sharp pain in my side and grab it for support. My knuckles sting from the impact.

He goes down. I think I knocked him out. He deserves it.

Others go to his side to aid him. One gives me a dirty look, while another looks thoroughly amused. I like to think that he’s been waiting for someone to take the pervert out.

I turn back around and take hold of Rayleen’s shoulders. Guiding her by her shoulders, I hurry our pace out through unlocked guards’ doors. Just outside there is a glassed-in guard station illuminated by flashlights. There are no outside windows in here like in the cells.

Two desks take up practically half the room. One has one outdated computer and tower, the other has three screens. I think that one was a security camera display. 

Shale goes through a desk and pulls out a pill bottle of pills. He hands it to me. I almost sigh in relief, but I remember my chest wouldn’t go for it. Although, at some point, some of my muscles have stopped hurting so much; probably from a little bit of use or adrenaline.

“Thank you. Do you have anything to wash it down?” I don’t think I could dry swallow the pill with such a dry throat. My body registers all the pain as it drifts back to me.

He goes through a few more drawers before he finds a can of pop. He hands it to me.

I open the can first and set it on the counter before opening the pills. I pop two pills into my mouth and then swallow a few mouthfuls of pop. The pop feels weird against the pills, but it’s not like I normally use a bubbly drink to wash down pills.

I drink about half of the pop with just the pills. I know I’m thirsty but I imagine Rayleen is too. Shale didn’t pull out another can, so I don’t think there is another. I hand Rayleen the half-full can. “Have the rest,” I tell her.

“Thank you.” She mutters quietly. 

I can’t help but feel for the girl. She’s probably scarred for life already. She’s already had enough happen to her, in the few days I’ve known her, that I would’ve been scared at her age. I would be in therapy for the rest of my life. 

I can’t imagine all that she’s been through since the end of the world. A girl her age should still be innocent of everything bad in the world, not thrown right into the middle of a war.

“Why are you in here?” A booming voice comes from the entrance. I don’t have to turn around to figure out that the voice belongs to Darius, but I do.

“We can’t keep them in the cells anymore. The boys were threatening them.” Shale calmly answers.

“Take her back. We’re keeping them in the cell.” He points to Rayleen when he says ‘her.’ I’m confused. Why wouldn’t he take me back, then I remember Shale saying something about Darius wanting to see me. I guess it wasn’t just an excuse.

“Alexa will never talk to you again if anything happens to Rayleen. That includes if anything happens to her psychologically. And, she just pissed off a bunch of people who I’m sure will be wanting their revenge. Do you want Rayleen dying; or your prophet?” Shale gestures to Rayleen and then me as he speaks about us.

“Then, they’re your responsibility. If they escape, you’re dead.” He threatens Shale. “Watch her. You, come with me.”

I hesitate for only a moment. I don’t want to leave Rayleen with Shale, but I don’t think my body will take another beating. Darius will easily overpower me if I try to resist.

He leads me to an interrogation room close by. There are two people in here; Sandra and a scared-looking roughed up woman. Her black and grey bun has many wisps out of place, and her green knit sweater has a few holes. Dirt is patched from head to toe. 

The room is plain otherwise with just white walls, a table and three chairs. The only other notable thing is the mirror on the one wall.

“Doc, meet your patient.” Sandra introduces.

“Hi, I’m Nikki.” I introduce myself further.

“Hello, I’m Dr. Alderman. Were you in a fight?” She, Dr. Alderman, quickly flips on her professional doctor switch. Her fear disappears; or rather is buried deep below the surface.

“Not so much fight as much as they were beating the shit out of me to get me to comply,” I tell her. 

She looks briefly behind me and then looks away quickly. “Right, well I would like to look you over; if that’s okay with you.”

“You don’t get a choice.” Sandra looks impatient at our small talk and attempt at some slice of normalcy. 

“Yes, thank you. I’ve been having some problems breathing.” It’s not like I am going to refuse an examination by a real doctor when offered. Neither of us appear to be here willingly, so we control this as much as we can; by pretending this is a normal doctor visit. 

Might as well start where it hurts most, then move on from there. I walk over to her. 

“I will need a stethoscope.” She looks at Sandra expectantly, so I follow suit.

“You get the first aid kit.” Sandra states.

Dr. Alderman tries to reason with her. “All jails have some sort of infirmary. Everything I need would be-”

Sandra cuts her off. “You get the first aid kit, or you get nothing; your choice.” She won’t budge.

Dr. Alderman takes a deep breath in and out. She turns her attention back to me; we focus on each other. “Have a seat.” She motions to the chair. “Were you struck in the ribs at all?”

“Yes. They kicked me there multiple times.” I sit down. From my position, I don’t have many options on where I can look. My view is stuck on Sandra unless I twist my neck; which would hurt, I’m sure.

At a click, my curiosity turns my whole body to see Dr. Alderman open up the first aid kit. I’m not impressed with the items inside, and I’m sure she isn’t as well. I see band aides, gauze, tape and some wipes.

Dr. Alderman pulls out the cardboard label that was on the lid. She fashions it into a tube. “Let’s hope this will work well enough. Could you please hold still? I need to listen to your lungs.”

She presses her ear to one end and the other side to my chest. She puts it down on a couple of places and asks me to breathe deeply. I resist the urge to cough, but a tickle in my throat makes me anyway.

Dr. Alderman says nothing as she pulls away. She lets me finish coughing. 

We go over the rest of the places it hurts from there. I show her where it hurts, and she pokes around. There are a couple wounds she cleans and puts a band aide on. She checks my heartbeat and flashes a flashlight in my eyes. She doesn’t say too much while she works. 

After she completes her examination she tells me her diagnosis. “You should be just fine. Your worst injury is your rib. I don’t think it's broken, but it may be bruised or fractured. You have some mucus in your lungs. Try staying more upright while you sleep. It will help clear the mucus away and help prevent coughing. 

You’ll need to take it easy for six weeks for your rib to heal properly. No more getting beaten up.” She looks to Sandra and Darius to get the point across to them. “If you can find pain medication, take it as you need for the pain. Do you smoke?”

“Yes, when I can find smokes. I don’t have any at the moment.” I think about it for a moment. It’s been a few days since I had a smoke. I’ve done this before, of my own will when trying to quit, and I had a nasty cough for a week. Could that be part of my problem? Maybe it’s what is causing my cough.

“If you can hold out, I don’t recommend smoking until you are healed. You could risk getting an infection. There isn’t much else I can do for you without technology.” She advises then admits.

Darius lets himself come further into the room. “Sandra will take you to your cell.”

“Thank you,” I tell her. I wish she didn’t have to go back to a cell. 

Sandra leaves with Dr. Alderman. Darius takes a seat on the other side of the interrogation table. 

I’m glad to have the separation between us. 

I’m also glad to be able to keep seated, though I do have to admit that some of the pains have eased. The meds must’ve kicked in. 

“Don’t think we won’t torture you just because the doctor says so.” Darius threatens weakly.

I don’t want to do anything to risk getting beaten up again. I’m sure I’d die the next time. “I won’t.”

“Good. Tell me what I need to know.” Darius gets to the point.

“About what?” I need him to reveal more specifics or I won’t be able to fake this very well.

He hits his fist against the table. “You’re going to start this shit already! Don’t play dumb with me.”

“I’m not playing dumb. I need to know what you need to know, so I don’t tell you about a vision of someone wearing a hideous orange shirt while talking about how much it’s snowing.” I’ve spent a lot of time at the Tea House getting my future told, and I think I can fake my way through a reading with this guy. 

I just need to ask questions, find out what he wants to know and answer them with vague details. I can do this. I take the edge out of my voice and tell him calmly. “I’m cooperating. I’ll tell you the truth about anything you want to know.”

He puts out his hand in front of me. He shakes it and looks at me like I’m supposed to hold it. Maybe that’s how it works? I grasp his hand. “Are we safe here or is someone going to attack us?” 

He pulls his hand away. Do psychics really get all the information they need from such a quick touch?

His first question triggers an idea. Could I work this to my advantage? I doubt Rayleen and I are safe here. We won’t be able to escape a jail; they are built to keep people in. Maybe, I can convince him to go somewhere else. 

“We’re not safe here.” I elaborate. “James and his group find us here and attack. They have about thirty people with them. They’re too strong and kill almost everyone here. Some get away, but not you.”

“Why should I believe you?” Darius ponders. I can’t read him. His expression didn’t change. I don’t know if he is happy about the information or upset. 

I need to go deeper. I need something that he will react to. Something that will make him change his mind about his fortress.

Shale had said Rayleen was important to Darius because of Alexa; I can work with that. “Because, Rayleen dies and I don’t want her to die.” He wouldn’t want her to die either.

Sandra comes back into the room. “You’re not a prophet. You lied to us.”

Oh god, no, don’t panic. She’s trying to test me. She’s smarter than Darius is, even though he’s in charge. I know it will be harder to fool her. 

I just have to remain confident and put my acting skills and cop-show knowledge to good use. “If you actually believed that, I would be dead.”

“You’re not a prophet. You can’t see the future.” She repeats. 

“Yes, I am. Yes, I can.” Maybe if I say it enough times I’ll believe it. Part of being a good actress is being able to believe in your role so much, that it shows in how you play the part.

Now I just have to believe that.

“No, you’re not. Don’t lie to me. The little white blonde girl spilled your secrets. Jaiden. She gave you your poetry book.” I’m sure my face pales as I process Sandra’s words.

I panic. “Is she here? I want to see her.” How could they have possibly gotten Jaiden? There’s no way. But, how would they know about her otherwise? I feel sick at the thought of what they’ve likely done to her.

“So, she told the truth. You’re useless. It was just a poetry book. You’re not a Marshall by blood.” Sandra sits down in the chair across from me. I can just imagine her giving a signal to Darius to kill me if I don’t say something immediately.

I still have to convince them that I’m a prophet so they keep me alive. “I’m not useless. I can see the future. How do you know she was telling the truth? I’ve only known Jaiden for a few months. She doesn’t even know about my visions.”

“You didn’t deny it.” She replies smugly. “You immediately asked for her. So she’s more important to you than correcting a fact that decides whether you live or die.”

“She’s wrong about me not being able to see the future.”

She snorts and shakes her head. “First I’m going to torture her. Then, I’m going to kill you.” She and Darius
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