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Chapter One
I was nineteen when the world went crazy, nothing that was would ever be again.

Remnants of a familiar world remained, but not enough to instill those warm, fuzzy feelings you get when life is comfortable and predictable.

I’m Bree Taylor. This is an account of what I remember, how things happened when life changed forever and I managed to survive.  There is so much to tell, a thousand pages wouldn’t be enough to explain it all, but someone has to tell it.  There needs to be a record so if we, as a planet survive, others will have the history.  If we don’t, then the next species to invade earth will know what we did wrong.

It is now just a few days after my twenty-second birthday, I’m standing looking out the window and wishing my brother, Shawn, well in the afterlife.  A seemingly small laceration on his leg became so much more and took him away from me, leaving me to figure out this world on my own.  If I have relatives left living, I wouldn’t know.  All that I cared for are now ashes spread over the dirt and just memories inside my head.

I am alone. 

“Bree?”

I turned towards Darren, one of my adopted brothers, and gave him a look to tell him we were done discussing my decision.  He didn’t heed the warning.

“Are you sure this is what you want to do?”

His voice was filled with grief and worry. Was I?  Yes, at least eighty percent certain.  “Darren, I can’t stay here.  Being in the city is dangerous enough as a family, never mind a single girl.”

A desperate look appeared in his eyes. He was probably wishing at this point that some of the other brothers were still alive, but only Bobby and Darren were left out of my six older brothers.  

“We’ll move you closer to us, keep you safe.”

We, being his very old mother and wheelchair bound brother.  I gave him my most stern look.  “I think you have enough to worry about, you don’t need me to add to that list.”

Darren’s eyes strayed to the picture I still held.  The one of my family and me before life was forever altered.  

“Shawn would have wanted me to.  I feel like I’m letting him down.”

I offered him a smile that said I had accepted it, even though I really didn’t. “Shawn is gone and I have to go and try to find my own place now. You guys did all you could to prepare and teach me to fend for myself, your job is done.’

He stuffed his hands in his pockets and leaned back against the wall.  “Where will you go?”

I turned and looked out the window.  “I think the mountains.”

A sound came from him that told me he thought I was too much of a girl to survive that.  “The crazies hide there.”

I chuckled and slowly turned back, rolling my eyes at him.  “And they don’t in the city?” His expression pleaded with me.  “Darren, I know you have always been close to my family, you’re like family.  So I know that Shawn probably told you I changed after the virus.”  The fear in his eyes confirmed my suspicions. He knew the truth.  “I have to find out what I’ve become, before others do. I need to know if I’m a good thing or a bad thing.  And I need space and solitude to discover this.”

“Bree, you could never be bad.”

My heart warmed from his words.  “I hope you’re right.”

He sighed loudly.  “Fine, but you’re taking Tremor and Shawn’s weapons – otherwise I’m going with you.”

I knew he wouldn’t, we both knew it, but it was his way of feeling like he had done all he could.  “I don’t have to take Tremor. I can walk.”

He shook his head sending his black hair scattering around his face.  “We have LadyBell and her colt; we don’t need any more than that.  Tremor’s fast and loyal and he’ll get you through the bad times.”

I was hoping the bad times would be few, naive I know, but I could hope. My heart strained as I fought to keep my resolve.  He loved his horse and to know he was sending him out there with me meant more than I could express.  “Thank you.”  I wanted to hug him, I really did, who knew when I’d have any friendly human contact again.  If I hugged him now I knew I would fall apart, and I needed to keep my head out of the emotional whirl that was already threatening to suck me in.  “I should get ready. I want to leave early enough so I can be out of the city before darkness falls.”

Darren nodded, even though his entire face told me he didn’t agree.  “I’ll go get Tremor. You get your stuff packed up.”  He looked at me for a long silent moment before he rushed back out the door.

I stood there looking at the door long after he’d gone.  In my head I wasn’t at all sure this was a good plan.  I was following my heart and it was telling me to get out of town and find out where I was meant to be.  Of course my head was saying that was a load of crap, but I was still going to do it.  I couldn’t explain why I needed to be outside and away from all the buildings and people, it just felt right.  

Darren didn’t know I was already packed.  When I knew Shawn wasn’t going to recover I started to gather up what I would need.  Before Shawn was too far away from me, we had discussed my plan.  He agreed I needed to leave.  He had also said he was coming with me as soon as he was on his feet.  I think by that point we both knew he would never recover.  

I swore to follow the least traveled path.  I promised to stay away from crowded places.  I vowed to him I would survive and then I tucked the blanket around him and went off to cry by myself until my eyes felt like they were going to split in half.

I’m done with the crying and ready to take on what’s left of this planet and the series of trials I know it will throw in my path.  Tale of a colony of peaceful people live high in the mountains, it’s my plan to find them. I hope the stories of the crazies that live between here and there are just that, a farfetched creation of some idiot’s imagination.

Going into my room, I quickly headed to the closet to pull out the packs that had been sitting ready for me.  I didn’t need a lot.  I could live off the land if needed, but one entire bag contained dehydrated food, just to be safe.  As I swung the largest pack up onto my shoulder I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror.  Would this be the last time I saw the woman looking back at me?  I looked into my now green eyes, a leftover from the virus. I stared until I saw it; determination, hidden just under the surface.  Sighing, I ran a hand through my choppy red hair and debated, very briefly, if I should dye it a dull brown and tone it down. I knew that would never happen.  I wouldn’t trade in my brilliant hair for anything.  It was a statement and if I couldn’t do anything else I was definitely going to make one.

Closing my eyes, I prayed for my spirit to stay strong.  When I opened them I didn’t look at the mirror again, just picked up the other two bags and walked out of my home for the very last time

Darren stood outside holding the reins and crooning softly to Tremor. I couldn’t see his face, which was a blessing, I didn’t have to see his eyes begging me not to go again. The large horse’s ears flicked as he listened attentively.  No doubt he was receiving instructions to keep me safe and out of harm’s way.  Darren lifted his face away from the animal and looked over at me.  “He’s quite happy you’re getting him the hell out of this city.”  A half hearted grin appeared on his face.  With a tilt of his head he motioned to the other side of the porch.  “We’re going to walk with you until you’re outside the city limits.”

I turned and looked to see Bobby leaning against the side of the house.  I couldn’t help but smile when he wiggled his eyebrows at me.  Bobby was the clown of the group that grew up together.  I often wondered if anyone else ever sensed he was too serious inside and that was why he joked around as much as he did.  Bobby was my first crush when I was thirteen.  It never went anywhere, for obvious reasons, but I still had a secret place for him in my heart. I was grateful he was coming along; it would prevent Darren from pleading with me to change my mind, again.  “Hey, Bobby.”  He pushed away from the wall and sauntered in his easy way towards me, his long leather jacket making him look like he floated.

“Hey, Brat.  You didn’t think you were going to sneak off without saying bye did you?”

“Wouldn’t dream of it.”

He pulled the bag from my shoulder.  “Good to know.”

Darren came over and took the bags, taking them to secure to Tremor’s saddle.  “I think you should walk with us for a while and then he won’t be too tired to haul ass when you need him to later.”  He didn’t look at me when he spoke.

“She’ll be fine, Dare, we taught her.” Bobby’s tone sounded annoyed.

Silently I hoped he was right.

Stepping in front of me, he looked me over.  Without a word he moved and took off the coat that I couldn’t ever remember him not having.  “You’re going to need something to keep you dry and warm.”  He held the coat out to me.

I opened my mouth to say something, but nothing came out.  Pulling my hands out of my pockets I took the jacket and looked up at him.  Bobby was a good six inches taller than my five foot five making me wonder if the leather was going to drag on the ground when I put it on.  He continued to stand there and say nothing so I put my arms quickly into the sleeves.  It hung about three inches off the ground.  He gave me a triumphant grin and then moved around behind me, pulling at the material muttering about straps as he did.  When he was finished the coat didn’t gape away from my body as much as it had.

“There’s a nice custom pocket on the inside left.”  Leaning around me, he flipped the coat open to point to it.  “And this...”  Bending down to the cuff of his jeans, he pulled up the material to reveal a knife handle sticking out of his boot.  “Fits in it perfectly.”  I knew my eyes were wide as he slipped the knife into the pocket.

He stepped back quickly and jammed his hands into his pockets like he was afraid of grabbing me if he didn’t.  As he looked down, just before his shaggy blonde hair covered his eyes, I thought I saw a tear running down his cheek. “Find a better place, Bree,” he whispered, so softly I almost missed it.

I swallowed the lump that lodged in my throat and nodded.  “Thanks.”

“Let’s go.”  Darren urged from where he stood.  “I want you to have more than enough time to find somewhere to stay when it gets dark.

I wanted to take a huge breath and build the courage to take this final and first step, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it in front of them.

“Mom sent a bag of things.”  Darren patted the small one tied to the back of the saddle.  He didn’t elaborate what kind of things.  Running his hand to the front of it, he flipped open the small pack.  “Shawn’s hand-gun is in here and there’s enough ammo on the other side to last a long time.”  He looked down at the ground and said nothing further.

I moved around to the front of Tremor and looked up into his big eyes.  ‘We’re going to be just fine aren’t we?”  I ran my hand down the blackness of his coat over his neck and picked up the reins.  His ears flicked and he brought his mouth down to nibble at my shoulder.  As far as encouraging signs went, that one worked for me.

I couldn’t stand the looks Bobby and Darren were giving each other, so without prolonging this any further, I turned and started to lead the way down the street, thankful we weren’t far from the nearest border.

****
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I kept Tremor at an easy trot until we were far enough away that I wouldn’t be tempted to go back.  Stopping, I turned him and looked back to the two men that stood exactly where I’d left them a few minutes earlier.  I waved my arm at them, silently thanked them and wished them well.  Turning the animal in the opposite direction, I prodded him with my heels to get us out of here.  He complied without hesitation and carried us quickly away from the city that was filled with nothing but heartache that I could no longer face.
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Chapter Two
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The ride was long and so silent it had me on the edge of panic the entire time.  Tremor’s hooves hitting the dirt were the only sounds I could hear.  The solitude gave me too much time to think, making me miss my brother and family more than ever.

The years leading up to my nineteenth birthday were relatively ordinary, or as ordinary as they were before.  Day to day life carried on at the hectic pace, people hurried to possess every technological advance possible, filling their personal world.  The news, from time to time broadcasted some tragedy or disaster.  The bulk of the planet was under the belief that as long as it didn’t happen to them, it wasn’t important. No one took these rare instances as a sign of what was to come.

The changes at first weren’t alarming, but written off by most as the natural evolution of things.  Gradually over the course of a year, tragedy after tragedy grouped together started to be significant.  Spiritual fanatics began harping that life was forever changed.  Of course, anyone that looked out the window or read a newspaper knew this. Their ‘empowered’ connections weren’t giving them a special kind of heads up that the run-of-the-mill sinners weren’t privy to.

My own thoughts at this stage of my sheltered immaturity were that Mother Nature had decided to fight back.  I know I would be if you tore me down, used me up and polluted me at the rate the human race was with the earth.  I’d be more than pissed off enough to take something back and make a very loud statement.

There was no way to escape what was happening.  Nowhere was exempt from the chaos or safe to hide. 

It wasn’t just a few more frequent tornados and earthquakes...where there had never been any before I might add, but flash floods and landslides, fires and heat waves...any natural disaster you could think was now a reality.

Everyone began to wonder and notice the weird fluctuations in the weather. Even the skeptics, accepting the abnormalities began to admit that global warming was possible.  

The news called it climate chaos when sink holes large enough to swallow whole blocks began to appear.  After months of back to back chaotic climatic events everyone’s warning bells were finally ringing loud and clear.

Then things got worse.

Schools and education were abandoned.  Hospitals filled with refugees more than the sick or injured.  It was a shutdown of society, at least the good and necessary parts of it ceased to function.

Panic hit a high when the super viruses began to develop.  It was then that all who were old enough to rationalize what was happening knew there may be an end coming.

Medications no longer worked, the germs had evolved and overcome were immune to treatment.  If you did survive this major ailment, you were no longer a simple human.  You had mutated and as a result, were feared by all.

Diseases were no longer named or classified; there was just the virus. Mutated and stronger, new symptoms, same name. 

I supposed it turned out to be the one thing that no one could placate with meaningless promises, or hope to control.

I tried to feel lucky in all of this, in the fact that we lived in the part of the world that wasn’t completely devastated—although sometimes it felt close.

Other countries were not lucky. Tsunamis and hurricanes ripped shorelines apart and leveled cities. The water grew so vast in some parts that new rivers were born.  The earth and water did not care about who or what was there. Just as humans hadn’t when they cut all the trees down and slapped pavement and concrete on any surface, a mall and parking were more important than land or trees.

The earth, the virus and even the sky seemed to work in sync to shut us down.  The super moon—which had once seemed to me like a giant blow up balloon that had been taped in the dark sky—brought with it a glowing calm to the earth.  Providing a false sense of calm before the threefold increase in the chaos.  Fault lines began shifting, tidal waves springing up without warning; crashing entire pieces of geography into the oceans making them something from the past.

I gave up watching the news. Emergency networks ran around the clock, and stopped right around the time the virus claimed rights of survival on the evolutionary scale.

For a handful of millenniums humans were lulled into a false sense of security, believing that they were on the top of the food chain and the dominant species.  The virus proved it was all just a ploy.

My feelings of being lucky ran out when the quakes started.  At first the shock and awe of experiencing one was on everyone’s mind, until they increased in strength to the point where the Richter scale no longer applied.  At the slightest tremor you moved to safety and prayed to a god...that probably couldn’t hear you, their heavens also rocked with the noise from aftershocks of angry mother earth.

By my twentieth birthday, my father and brother were the only members of my family remaining.  The virus claimed my two sisters and mother in the last year.  A part of me died with them. It’s a piece I’ll never get back.  No family escaped the loss of someone.  Death became a prominent part of everyday life.

In that same year I survived an attack of the virus. I don’t remember much while I had it, but from what I’ve seen of others while ill, that’s a good thing. The virus at least displayed mercy by making the victim incoherent.  The doctor said I was a rare miracle because I escaped death and obvious mutation.  I didn’t feel like a miracle.

I survived and even though we never discussed it, I was now some sort of sub-human species.  Exactly what no one knew and I didn’t try to discover it, there was just something inside me now.  I could feel it, but ignored it.  My family feared this change in me but we all carried on pretending nothing had changed.

Our world had narrowed.  You went out only when necessary, stuck to areas you knew and never spoke to strangers.  My father in all his paranoia began hoarding everything that could be accumulated, we had enough clothes and supplies to last several years.  At first I thought he had lost all sense of sanity.  His paranoia turned out to be wisdom only a small number possessed.

If you came into contact with anyone that sneezed or looked slightly unhealthy in any way, you went in the other direction as fast as you could and then quarantined yourself for the weeks to follow.

No one was safe; none escaped the invisible killers that so far had taken ten times more human lives than the natural disasters.

With the amount of deaths, burials for those that passed onto the next life became illegal; the law now stated bodies were to be cremated.  Even in death you were something to fear, your corpse would somehow still manage to infect them. Your existence was erased, not remembered.

The population was dwindling, a metropolis that once claimed millions of residents now numbered only a few thousand.  It was terrifying, and it was the new reality.  Births were fewer, survivors weren’t able to breed and no one knew why. Even those that had always been healthy weren’t having children.  No one wanted to bring a child into this, with the future so unstable and unknown.  Most adults at this point weren’t even certain they wanted to remain living, so we accepted the declining population and tried to carry on.

As my twenty-first birthday passed, I lost my father to the virus, leaving my older brother and I on our own, not sure we knew what to do about it.  Five of my brother’s lifelong friends that had survived to this point, adopted me as their young sister and felt responsible for me.  I can’t even express my lack of enthusiasm at having six older brothers trying to rule my every move.

Eventually after a few months of my refusing to bend to their wishes, they relaxed and began to teach me how to survive and defend myself.  It was now a world where no one walked alone in the streets.  We weren’t even safe from those that hadn’t quite made the transition to the new times smoothly, they would attack you as you went by, trying to get you to see the truth.  Many were labeled stark raving mad, even though I thought they’d just taken the easy way out and this was their way of not dealing with reality.

In the span of one month, we lost three of my adopted brothers.  Only one was to the virus, which seemed to lessen the pain in my heart.  His death was easier to accept than the two that were literally slaughtered when they were caught smuggling supplies into the city.  When the fourth brother was attacked by the virus I began to accept than I may end up alone in the near future and a part of me shut down, so I wouldn’t feel too much.  I hoped I was over-reacting to all the death surrounding me, but deep down I somehow didn’t think so.

The structure of society was forever changed in this time.  When I think back to what some thought unjust before, I now wished that those simple injustices were all we faced.

Doctors, the small number that were brave enough to practice, no longer worked toward curing the ill or dying.  Their only goal was to contain any case of illness.  They now preferred natural products to help alleviate the suffering as much as they could.

Before all of this, a medical doctor would never have said he didn’t know. He would have given you a long spiel of terminology that no one understood, leaving you feeling he knew what he was doing.  That was no longer the case.  The doctors didn’t know and they were admitting it, willingly working with naturopaths and various other holistic practitioners to try to get a jump on any ailment or health issue they could.  I think as this point if they thought performing ritual sacrifices would help to cure a small few, they may have tried it, regardless of jail time.

Not that there was a lot of jail time in this broken world.  The newly established law enforcement wasn’t exactly giving people speeding tickets and seatbelt fines. That was in the past, now they had their hands full trying to keep the few commodities any community had safe.  Commodities like a grocery store, which was more important than a bank.  Money was of no use to the simple layman.  Bartering for goods and supplies was now the norm.  The law enforcers tried to keep the innocent safe, but even that was a feat no mortal man could accomplish.

In all the population devastation, the politicians survived.  I found this unfair in ways that are too frustrating to explain. They were still there to create laws and make decisions for the populous as a whole.  I tried to discuss my opinions of politics with my brothers, but I’m told my thoughts are not very lady-like.  To summarize my thoughts in this; briefly put, there will always be vultures to scavenge from the ones that can’t stand on their own.

I feel nothing but bitterness for this group of people charged to represent our needs and look out for us. They failed us when we needed them most.  How many years had they choose to ignore the signs?  How long did they do nothing to prevent the planet from eventually trying to spew us into the solar system?

The new political leaders are worse than the old ones, if that’s even possible.  The latest idea to do to protect us leaves a bad taste in my mouth.  They have, in their higher intellect and wisdom, decided that any person who had mutated should be marked or tagged visibly, to protect the general public from danger.  Were they actively trying to right the world and people that lived in it?  Did they pay the geniuses out there to come up with solutions for starvation and the filth we lived in?  No.  They paid number crunchers to research anyone that had been more than mildly ill and record them on a list. This list would track people’s whereabouts, should it decided they were less than safe at a later date.  In my opinion this was a complete waste of time and resources. Other than a few attention seekers, any that had been mutated stayed hidden and tried to blend in and steer clear of any kind of trouble.

I didn’t even know what I was now able to do, so I sure as hell wasn’t going to let some brainpans poke and prod me so they could determine my level of hazard to people.

Oddly enough we still had our advanced technology—if you could afford it.  Everything went to the highest bidder.  For those of us that couldn’t afford it, we lived in what everyone was now calling olden times.  The few elderly that had existed when life was slower and without high tech were the scholars now and reveled in being useful in society once more.  It was their skills that allowed people to seek out a living, their knowledge that brought the population back.

Four months ago the entire planet shook with a quake so strong that everyone figured that was the end.  She was ending our torment once and for all.  I will remember that feeling for the rest of my life.  There was nothing that didn’t move.  Every single object moved, all at once.  Hearing so much motion at the same time was deafening, the loudest I have ever heard, and something I never want to experience again.  No one knows how long it lasted, but it felt like hours.

I was lucky enough when it struck that my brother and his two surviving friends were at our house. I don’t think I would have come through it sane if I’d been alone.  The four of us huddled together, the three males placing me in the center and doing as they had always done, sheltering me from harm.  I remember thinking at the time when I was desperate and trying not to panic, that if they hadn’t done that, I may have fled and probably wouldn’t be here now.

When it stopped, the world had never seemed so silent.

So still.

The silence lasted weeks until those left began to live once more.  I don’t think anyone went outside unless they were given no choice.  There wasn’t one person that left for work in the morning and not a sound on the streets.  It was as if the whole world was afraid to move.

I will always remember the first sound I heard outside of our window, two children playing. After that moment of joyous noise, life, as odd as it now was, finally resumed after the silence.

It took more than a week for our small neighborhood to clean up and clear out the debris and dead. It was the first time in a very long time that everyone worked together, no longer paranoid of being near others.

That community feeling didn’t last long, a few days after the clean up was finished the guarded expressions and glancing over your shoulder resumed.  It was then that I realized life was never going to recover to carry on as it had before. Fear and distrust was how the planet had decided to live.  I know I was only fooling myself before this thinking that maybe somehow things would go back to normal, but I knew different.  It was a sad, devastating day for me.
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Chapter Three
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I glanced at the sky, trying to gauge how much time I had left until the sun was completely set, before turning back to look at the trees ahead.  The last hour had been nothing but open space and the odd abandoned vehicle or trailer.  I’d rather take my chances in the trees than stop where I had no shelter at all.  It may be quiet but I wasn’t going to hold false hope that this was going to be easy.  I didn’t know exactly how it was going to be, but I knew easy wasn’t one of the words I’d use later on.

In the last few hours I’d only questioned what I was doing half a dozen times, far better than I thought I’d do.  Why was I second guessing myself?  In the city there were places you could try to run to, hide in and hope that what you were running from got distracted by a brighter prospect.  I’m not just talking about muggings or robberies, the things I was afraid of in the city were much worse than that.

We all knew mutants existed, but not all were invisible or good in any sense of the word.  Then again, I had learned there was bad in all species. I had only to see a few bad mutants transforming into something hideous, more evil than I had ever know existed, that was enough for me.

After witnessing what at first I thought was just a disagreement between some young teens, I never wanted to see anything like that again.  I’d hid at home for three days afterward.  They had been arguing and then one of them started to change, gradually morphing into something other than the boy he had been.  I will hear that boys’ screams inside my head for the rest of my life.  Bobby had been the one to find me that time. He took me home and stayed by my side for two days watching over me.

Shortly after that was when my brothers decided I needed to know how to defend myself.  Defend might be a loose description of what they taught me.  After a few months of sparring with them and listening to their every instruction I could probably take down someone three times my size.  I’d managed to take all of them down, and often wondered if they let me do it to build my confidence. Thinking back now, I hoped I had won by my own skill and they hadn’t been placating me.

They had taught me so much. Although I never understood why they’d be so disappointed when I couldn’t remember what a move was called.  My thought was as long as I could perform it, did it really matter what it was called?  They all had lessons for years, so maybe that was part of it.  I was the ripe old age of eight when asked if I too wanted lessons. To a girl who played with dolls—kicking people and knocking them down wasn’t really something I felt I had a need to know for my future.  Hindsight is a nasty creature I’ve come to realize.

When they stopped teaching me I could fight on instinct alone; armed with a knife, I could end someone’s existence.  Using the gun I could hit a bull’s eye dead on. The only problem with all of this—I didn’t have it in me to kill anyone.

That was almost a year ago.  Rigorously I’d practiced my lessons each day, and hoped the survival instinct Bobby told me I had would kick in—actually kick in and save my ass if I needed it.  I hoped that my size would fool others, into thinking that little me couldn’t possibly do any sort of damage.

My mind just kept racing through one thought after another as I rode in the silence.  I kept coming back to realize that the world hadn’t just gone crazy, it had gone psycho—and I was placing myself on the doorstep of insanity and hoping like hell I had what it would take to come out on the other side.

If I could figure out exactly what ‘it’ was, I’d be half way there.

A movement caught the corner of my eye. With my heart in my throat I looked in the fading sunlight to figure out what it was.  A large black dog ran parallel to us about fifteen feet away.  It didn’t make a sound, just ran at a steady speed in the same direction.

Dog breeds weren’t my specialty; I guessed he was a mix of shepherd and a husky. I watched it for a moment, hoping it was going to turn and head off in another direction, but it continued on.  Tremor didn’t seem to be bothered, so I figured it was just doing as we were and relocating.

Dragging my attention back towards the trees, I scanned along them for a spot to stop for the night.  I didn’t want to admit it, but my body was starting to object to riding and it was starting to get dark. The only stop along the way had been when I’d found water.  Not knowing when we’d see water again, I stopped long enough to fill the extra containers.  If Tremor was going to continue to do all the leg work, the least I could do was offer the animal a drink when we stopped.

We walked slowly along the tree line; the dog stopped and sat watching us.  It almost looked like he was waiting for us to check it out; make sure it was somewhere he wanted to be.  He was kind of cute in a large gangly sort of way. I rolled my eyes and gave myself a stern internal lecture that I was not going to start adopting every stray we came across.  Animals had always been a weakness of mine, to the absolute distraction of my family when I’d drag home a kitten or dog and even the bird that one time. I couldn’t afford to make any attachments right now.  It was going to take everything I had to look after myself, never mind a pet or two.

Tremor paused and stood there, waiting for me to make the decision.  It was the first sign that he was tired and I wasn’t going to ignore it.  “All right boy, I can take a hint.”  I guided him in the direction of the thickest group of trees I could see.  I wanted as much protection around me as I could find.

Getting down out of the saddle was not a moment of gracefulness on my part, I slid over the one side and when I hit the ground I almost landed on my butt as my legs buckled underneath me. The horse stood patiently as I hung off the saddle and leaned against him until I had my feet under me again.

With stiff limbs, I moved to slowly take the bags and the saddle off.  The large Tremor that was now my companion watched as I took my time figuring things out.  Two large trees were close enough and seemed a safe enough place for me to stay for the night. Only having to worry about one side to watch seemed like a good idea to me. I certainly wasn’t going to chicken out on the first night alone in the dark, making sure I was situated right was worth the extra time.

Securing a thin rope between one of the larger trees and another that was ten or so feet away, I attached Tremor’s reins so he could move freely between them. I wasn’t sure if I even needed to tie him, but that would not make a good first morning to wake up and find out I lost my horse.  He didn’t seem at all bothered by it as he moved to the far end of the line and began checking out the growth on the ground.  Filing the basin with water, I set it against the tree so when he decided he might like a drink, there was one. With my back against the tree, I sat down and heaved a loud sigh.

It was dark by this time. I debated whether I wanted to light a small fire or find somewhere to go to the bathroom.  My heart did this little stutter as I realized the first thing I was going to really miss was a washroom.

My body ached and despite the nerves, I was tired.  Digging in the smallest bag, I found the battery free flashlight, one of my fathers’ hoarded treasures, and gave it a shake to light the direction I was looking.  I didn’t want a giant bonfire, but a small one would give me comfort, rather than sitting here in the pitch black trying not to freak out.

I didn’t remember the trees and forest making the noises this one was.  Of course, all the other times I had always been with someone.  That scurrying sound that I kept hearing, logically a branch or leaves brushing against each other. The not so logical girly part of me screamed giant rodent.  Add that to the various creaking sounds the trees were making and I’d be lucky if I didn’t have a nervous breakdown by the time daylight returned.

Ignoring the way my body objected, I got up to look for some small dry branches to light a fire with. I had paper and fire starters packed, but why waste those when I was surrounded by wood dry enough to do the same thing?

Tremor made a soft whinny and I froze where I was, listening.  The snapping and crunching of branches told me something was moving through the trees. Turning the flash light off, I hunched down to be as small and invisible as possible.  I listened in the darkness for anything that would let me know where the noise had come from and what had made it.  Voices were carried to me in the dark, a man and a woman.  I moved slowly back towards my things and sat with my back against the tree straining to see in the dark.

Time stopped as I waited to see if the voices kept moving or came closer.  I wasn’t sure what I’d do if they did come closer.  I touched the handle of the knife inside my coat, hoping this wasn’t when I find out if I could use it.  Leaves rustled from behind me.  I held my breath and pushed back against the tree, waiting.  When I heard a low growl coming from around the tree I think my heart even paused.

I had strangers coming closer on one side of me and an animal voicing a warning behind me.  Tremor shook his head and pranced a few times and the growling got louder.  I sat there trying to gauge what was the most important and decided there was no way I was going to let something happen to my horse.  Sliding up the tree as quietly as I could, while focusing on the voices, I tried to recall every skill instilled in me, drawing more blanks than anything useful.

Pulling the knife from the pocket, I prayed it was sharp enough to cut the rope I’d tied Tremor to.  I guessed I had about fifteen seconds to cut it and get to the horse before whatever was growling took a bite off one of my legs or other body parts.  Chewing my lip, I hoped I could still get on his back without the saddle.  The plan was to ride like hell and come back later for my stuff—if we could find it again.

I drew a deep breath in through my nose and squatted down ready to bolt towards him.  Before I could move something flew by me, close enough I felt fur against my cheek.  Trying not to make any sound, I lifted the flash light; I couldn’t stand the dark any longer.  I shone it towards the growling, it was the dog that had been running with us; it was facing away from me growling in the direction of the fading voices.  I checked on Tremor, eyes wide, he looked as shocked as I did by the dogs behavior and moved closer to me. For a brief moment of weakness I wished the horse had arms so he could hug me, I was definitely in need of one right now.

Backing up until I hit the tree again, my legs quit at that moment and I found my body sliding back down it.  Tremor moved closer and stood over me. I reached up and rubbed my hand against his chest.  He nuzzled my hair and then looked back over at the dog; which was sitting down, looking at us.  I couldn’t hear the people anymore, but now I had to figure out if this furry creature was friend or foe.  Shining the light close, but not in its eyes, I tried to get a good look at it.  In the darkness it looked black and big.  That was all I could conclude at this point.

Tremor moved against me, almost as if he was trying to protect me.  I’m the one with a knife but have an equine protector and a canine guard apparently.  Neither one were really helping boost my ego.  I patted Tremor, to get him to back up so I could stand again.  He rubbed against me trying to prevent me from stepping out into the open.  “It’s okay boy.  If it was planning on eating me it would have by now.”  I moved, with him practically attached to my shoulder, towards the bags I’d set by the saddle.  Without taking my eyes off the dog, I mentally ran through everything I’d placed in the pack and hoped I’d be able to differentiate how dehydrated fruit and dehydrated meat felt in the sealed packets.  Hungry or not, I was pretty sure this creature wouldn’t get a happy tail over fruit.

This was probably going to end up being the stupidest thing I’d done in my life, so far, but I moved towards the scruffy creature with my shaking hand held out.  I knew it could smell the jerky I held because even I could.  It lowered to crouch and moved forward a few inches.  Careful and keeping my movements slow, I knelt down in front of it.  The knife was in my other hand behind my back, I wasn’t completely insane. Its eyes flicked from me to the fragrant meat in my hand. Holding my breath, I stayed completely still as it crept close enough that it could pull the food from my fingers.  Retreating quickly ate it fast enough that I knew it had been starving.

I smiled and reached in my pocket for the package.  Pulling out the second piece I tossed it over and watched it vanish in one bite.  “Now you have to either go away or stop being scary,” I whispered and stood up, placing one foot behind the other until my back was against Tremor again.

Sitting down, I looked over at the dog and then up to Tremor.  “You two have guard duty.”  I didn’t have any plans on actually sleeping, I just wanted to lie down and rest my sore back muscles for a few minutes.  Reaching over, I pulled the saddle closer, and flipped open the small pouch that held the gun.  With a gun in one hand and a knife in the other I leaned back against the saddle and rested my head in the seat.

There was a possibility I had lost part of my sanity, leaving a wild dog with my horse in the dark while I rested, but my brain just didn’t want to delve into that kind of reasoning right now. Was I safer out here than I had been in the city?  I honestly didn’t know but there was no doubt in my mind that I was going to find out in the immediate future.
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Chapter Four
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Opening my eyes I looked up into the eyes of my black knight, Tremor, looking down at me with those large silent eyes telling me to get my butt up so he could relax and not have to stand above me like a giant statue.  I wondered, often, what exactly Darren had whispered to him the day I left because every morning for the last week this was the first thing I saw when I opened my eyes. Did he stand over me all night?

The second thing I would see would be Kismet.  Turning my head I looked over at my scruffy Kismet that was lying at my feet looking around. Yes I kept the dog, or he kept me, I’m not sure which.  I figured fate had sent him to me, hence his name, so I’d better listen and keep him around.  Tremor seemed to barely tolerate him, but then I’ve always figured the horse was a bit of a snob.

One week so far and we’d survived.  I honestly had no idea how much ground we’d covered, the mountains were still a small blur in the distance. Until this point we hadn’t encountered anything too life altering or terrifying.  We were very good at hiding; we’d proven it each time someone got too close.  I had to learn how to survive the small things before I started throwing strangers into our adventure.

Yesterday we’d stumbled on someone else’s camp. There had been dead animal corpses and skins all around.  The smell of death had been a little more than I wanted to deal with; Tremor had been in agreement with me.  Kismet had taken one sniff and had high-tailed it in the other direction.  I couldn’t blame him there; a few of the coats hanging to dry resembled his.

Other than that one instance we hadn’t seen anything that I would call a home.  There had been a lot of things along the way that appeared to be left behind. We would slow down and walk around, looking for signs of how long it had been abandoned.  Most had been in place a long time, which I found reassuring because that meant we weren’t following behind anyone too closely.

Kismet came over to me, where I was still lying on the ground looking up at the trees.  “I’m working on it,” I mumbled and ruffled his fur.  He was an interesting dog, not a cute fluffy one but with a bit of attention and food he would be quite regal looking.  I still wasn’t sure what breed he was, but as he watched over me and gave me another set of ears to talk to, I figured his pedigree wasn’t top priority.  He needed some real meat soon though and we hadn’t come across any sort of animal that might be meal worthy.  “Go find something to hunt; I need to stretch a bit before we pack up.”  As if he could understand me, he took off through the trees.

Tremor decided I was awake enough and moved off to see if there was anything for him to fill his stomach with.  Darren had sent me a small bag of grain, but I was making sure to ration it as much as possible.  This left me with one problem, what was I going to do when it was gone?  If the planet was more stable we would have had three months until grass and growth became an issue.  But since the change snow could arrive with very little warning.  I looked back up at the leaves above me; they were already fading from a deep green to something more opaque and dull.  Today I was going to work on coming up with a plan of survival for my animals.  I seriously doubted they would want to eat dehydrated potatoes and bananas with me for the winter.  I wasn’t sure I wanted to eat those either come to think of it.

A yelp came from the direction Kismet had gone.  Without hesitation I was up and bolting towards him.  He yelped again.  Pulling the knife from the jacket, I clutched it in my hand and crouched down as I went through the trees.  I spotted him and slowed down, he stood struggling and biting at his foot.  Pausing, I checked the area around me, there was no one in sight.  Whistling softly to get his attention I moved towards him as I reached into the back of my jeans and my hand on the handle of the gun.  He stood there yanking his leg trying to come to me and making the most heart wrenching noise I’d ever heard from an animal.  “Shh.  Just stay there boy.”  When I was close enough I spotted the wire snare around his leg.  My skin crawled.

We were in someone’s hunting space.  Turning, I surveyed the entire area making sure we were still alone.  Sliding towards him, I knelt down and studied the wire.  If I could get him to relax I should be able to get him out of it.  I pulled him into me and rubbed my hand down over his head.  “Hold on, let me help.”  He stopped struggling and leaned into me.  My heart ached that he trusted me enough to get him free.  Holding the trapped leg gently I lifted it and he made a whimpering sound.  As fast as I could I worked the wire loose and slipped it over his paw.  He immediately started licking it.

Looking at my hands I realized how much blood there was.  “Can you walk boy?”  I stood up, carefully scanning the area again.  Kismet stood and tried to follow but yelped with each movement of his foot.  I stuffed the knife back into my coat and reached down to get him.  It took me a few tries to get him lifted, cursing my short arms the whole time.  For a starving dog he weighed more than I expected. In length, he was the same height I was which made the struggle to get him back to the camp more than a challenge. Half running, half stumbling I tried to get there quickly.  I wasn’t taking any chances on someone thinking they had dibs to my dog just because he’d tangled with one of their traps.  We had to move now.

Tremor stood waiting for us as I reached the camp.  I lowered Kismet to the ground and then dropped down to look at his leg.  It was a mess and still bleeding heavily.  Pulling one of my bags over, I dug through it until I could find something to tie off his leg with.  The only thing I had was rope. “This is going to hurt, Kizzy, but it’s all I can do until we find someplace safe to look after you.”  Leaning into his shoulder I tried to block him from getting to his leg, and so he couldn’t bite my hands as I wrapped the rope around twice, cut it and tied it off.  “There.  Now just lie still while I pack up.”

As soon as I grabbed the saddle Tremor pranced. He knew we needed to move and was more than ready to.  I packed up and secured it to him in record time, not caring if everything was carefully placed back where I’d packed it the day before.

Once it was all secured to the saddle straps, I walked him over to a rock and grasped his large face between my hands.  “Kismet has to ride.  Stand right here so I can get up.”  Turning I went back over to get the dog and hoped like hell I would be able to get him up on Tremor’s back.  It figures I’d end up with a horse that was too tall to reach half the time.  Without something to stand on I had to haul myself up high enough with the straps to get my foot near the stirrup, how I was going to do it with an injured dog that outweighed me was going to be interesting.

It was a struggle and I slipped off the rock twice with the dog half over my shoulder before I had him lying over the saddle; it worried me that he stayed there unmoving as I climbed up.  Pulling him close, I rested as much of him over my legs as I could and gently prodded Tremor to go.  Kismet cuddled his head into me and panted loudly as we started in the opposite direction of the trap that had hurt him.
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My legs were numb and the arm that I held Kismet across was starting to throb unbearably before I decided we were far enough away.  Stopping for any reason was a nerve wracking event and wasn’t getting any easier.  I had to make sure we were relatively hidden and most times that was hard to do.  The trees were thick enough, which meant that I couldn’t see around us to spot anyone coming.  Right now I was aiming towards two large boulders and hoped nothing else laid claim to that spot as I wasn’t in any sort of position to defend anything right now.  “Hold on Kizzy, we’re almost there.”  What I didn’t tell the poor thing was I had no idea how I was going to get him off the tall horse and onto the ground without dropping him.

I tried to slide off Tremor holding the other animal in my arms and onto the rock, but my legs couldn’t reach the rock and after several attempts of almost sliding down and being sandwiched between horse and stone I climbed off and balanced on the rock.  My legs were numb and one arm tingling, which didn’t help at all. Tremor looked over his shoulder at me, and his questioning glance wasn’t very reassuring.  I pulled on the saddle so he had to lean against the rock, hoping he didn’t pull away and dump me on my head beneath him.  He stood there just long enough for me to get Kismet into my arms again.  When he moved away I slid down the hard surface to the ground.  I knew my butt was going to complain about that move later.

Once he was safely on the ground, I pulled one of the bags from the saddle and then dropped back down to look at his leg.  “You have to be okay, Kismet.”  I poured water over his leg to try to wash some of the blood off.  It wasn’t in good shape and I had no idea what to do with it.  Tears started running down my face; I felt helpless and didn’t know what to do to stop the bleeding.  I knew I couldn’t keep it tied up indefinitely, not unless I wanted a three legged dog.  Grasping the injured leg gently in my hands I tried to think of a way to patch it up so he would be okay.

Kismet whimpered and I looked down when I realized my palms were getting really hot.  He yelped and I pulled my hands away and looked down at them.  They felt like they were pulsing as they radiated a lot of heat.  I glanced quickly down at his leg and paused, the blood was dried.  I’d cauterized it with my hands?  That was just ridiculous.  Without thinking it through I touched the injured area again with one hand and nothing happened.  Now my sanity was in question.

Picking his leg up again I cupped it between both hands and stared down at them.  My palms started to warm again.  He didn’t yelp, but he tried to pull free of my touch.  I forced myself to wait a few moments before I lifted my hand and looked at the bloodied spot.  It looked better.  Moving the fur carefully I saw no sign of a deep slice anymore, in fact there was only a faint red mark where it had been.

Sitting down, I looked from him to his paw and then down at my own hands.  I had just healed my dog with my hands.  Was I freaked out? Yes.  I knew mutations were bizarre and most times unbelievable but never would I have guessed that’s what the nasty virus had done to me.

Closing my eyes I tried not to think, but it inevitably rushed into my head. If I’d know about this while Shawn was still alive, could I have tried to heal him?  Would he still be alive?  I was a coward, too afraid to find out what I was and now it was too late.  Dragging the startled dog into my arms I pushed my face into his fur and cried.  Forget about food and my present surroundings, I just needed this one moment for me.

Rubbing a frustrated hand over the tears on my face, I paused and glanced down.  Blood was smeared across my hand, which meant I now probably looked like an Indian warrior going off to battle with blood smears on my face.  I needed water.  I looked down at my pants, and clean clothes.  Standing up, I looked around for Tremor and couldn’t see him.  Why hadn’t I tied him?  Grabbing the bag I glanced down at the dog that rested against the rock.  “Stay. I’ll be right back.”  He opened his eyes and looked at me briefly before closing them again.

“Tremor?”  I started walking back the way we had gone, but he wasn’t anywhere in sight. I’d lost my horse! He whinnied and I squinted and looked around the other direction.  In his easy stride he came out from behind the large stones.  “And what did you find?”  He had long grass hanging out of his mouth.

I moved toward him and spotted a creek running through the trees a short distance away. In a perfect world we could have camped out here for several days and had shelter, water and plenty of grass for Tremor.

Perfect was an illusion.  The water source would attract every animal and passerby, just as it had us.  I sighed and looked over my shoulder at the horse.  “Fill up; we’ll have to move again in an hour or so.”  Just long enough for me to wash and rinse out my clothes. I went back to get Kismet, even he might benefit from a bit of a bath.

The bathing part had been a bit colder than I would have liked, but my skin still thanked me for being able to breathe again.  I rolled my wet clothes up and tied them so I could lay them out to dry later when we stopped for the night.  Tonight, from the looks of the clouds we would definitely be aiming for something that would actually shelter us more than the trees.

I’d taken several feet of the rope and gathered up as much of the grass as I could and bundled it, feeling elated that I’d come up with at least one solution for feeding Tremor when we didn’t have fresh growth for him.  Now if I could just bring myself to become a hunter, Kizzy and I might survive as well.

Darren’s mother had put seeds in the bag of things she’d thought I would need.  I didn’t know a great deal about growing vegetables, but if I found somewhere to call home I would at least try it.  My mouth watered at the thought of fresh vegetables.  A salad would taste wonderful after eating dried things for the past week.  Shaking my head I turned and grinned at Tremor who was still grazing as I secured everything to him again.  “You’re going to be a fat horse if you don’t slow down.”  He paused long enough to acknowledge I’d said something and then his head went down again.

I let Kismet ride on Tremor, as I walked along beside while we followed the creek.  It was actually funny to see the dog lying half across the saddle and bracing himself.  The fact that he stayed up there told me that even though my hands had managed to seal the wound closed, he didn’t feel quite like himself yet.

Held loosely in my hand were the small throwing knives that had been Shawn’s.  Darren had packed them in with everything else.  Not to brag, but I was quite good with them, always hitting my target.  Of course my targets at the time had been drawn on paper, they didn’t bleed or die.  My plan was to have them ready in case we came across any small animals.  Unfortunately I doubted they’d stand still for me to aim and I decided they’d also have to be on the ugly side for me to kill them.  I just had to hold on to the fact that Kismet needed meat to survive so I would be able to do this.  I could let him go hunt on his own, I’m sure he had before he met this red haired woman with beef jerky, but I didn’t want to be wandering around with a wild dog filled with blood lust, so I was going to be a hunter.

Tremor paused; I turned my head and almost laughed to see a very ugly bird standing by a tree. Was fate possibly listening to me? It wasn’t huge, but it looked like it would be meal sized to me.  I didn’t know if Kizzy liked fowl, but now was the time to find out. I stood behind Tremor and turned only my upper body—I wasn’t taking a chance on making a noise and failing my very first attempt at hunting.  Moving one of the knives into my dominant hand, I checked the position and then raised my arm slowly. With a well-practiced flick of my wrist the knife sailed through the air and went into the side of the bird.  It hadn’t felt a thing and surprisingly neither had I.

We gradually moved away from the creek and continued at a leisurely pace in search of shelter for the night.  I felt more confident than I had in a long time, a bundle of grass hanging from the saddle and Kismet’s and my dinner in my hand—we might just make it after all.  At least for today.

When the thunder started to rumble across the sky, Kismet wanted no part of being a passenger, he was willing to limp along beside me on the ground.  I hadn’t thought of how bad an idea it was to be in the trees during a lightning storm until this very moment, and like the rest of the crazy weather we were now faced with, rain storms always had the potential to turn into much more.

Tremor pranced sideways when the next boom echoed across the sky.  Pausing I surveyed the land around us.  We had been traveling along a small ridge of hills among the trees, which meant I could go down towards the ravine we’d been avoiding or look for higher ground.  I had only packed one tarp, not knowing at the time that I would have companions with me on this journey.  The tarp was not big enough to shelter all three of us, and would offer no protection from the vicious winds that quite often accompanied the new storms.

Feeling that new found confidence slip, I looked down at Kismet, who didn’t look impressed with the noise surrounding us.  “You take the lead, boy, find us somewhere to hide.”  His amber eyes studied me for a long moment before he turned and limped off to the left of where we had been heading.  I didn’t even have to lead Tremor along behind; he turned and started after him, barely pausing long enough for me to climb up in the saddle.

We caught up to him a few minutes later as he paced along beside a large group of fallen trees.  It wasn’t the Hilton, but if I used the tarp right we might at least stay dry.  “Pretty smart aren’t you?”  I slid to the ground and rubbed my hands over him in praise.  The trees were big enough that nothing short of a tornado would move them.  I set out to get as many branches collected to help secure the tarp in a very rough lean-to.  If the rain held off long enough, I might even get a fire going and see what I could attempt
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