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Dedication

 

God, 

thank You for carrying me through the darkest parts of my life and for delivering me safely on the other side. 

 

This is for all of the toxic loves that I learned some of the most valuable lessons in my life from. To the ones who came behind you and loved me despite all my brokenness. To me, learning to love myself even though I was not who I used to be, and I felt fractured in every way a soul can be. 
To finding a way to trust in love again. 

 

Sometimes you have to go through Hell before you find your place in Heaven. 
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Prologue:

The World We Know

 

 

 

 

Contrary to popular theorists, it was not difficult to come by simple household items like soap, food, and weapons after Armageddon hit. Too many people had banked off the sea of knowledge Google Search had to offer. Along with people finding way too much time on their hands when quarantine happened fifteen years before the collapse of our world—as we knew it—came to pass, many had new skills and trades learned. They were drowning in baking, do-it-yourself projects, and finally learning how to do a few odd crafts that had almost been lost by time itself. The resurgence of soapmaking, blacksmithing, knitting, and sewing was off the charts. There had been a major rise in the average person having un-average knowledge. 

Not such a bad thing, if you ask me. 

Also, contrary to popular belief, the world wasn’t done in by nukes. It wasn’t done in by wars, or poisoning, or sickness. And no, it wasn’t zombies either. It was demons. It was rapture. It was scripture on crack and pure nightmare fuel. It was every twisted fear mankind could imagine, and it was spat at us with fury and vengeance. 

Personally, I would have preferred the zombies.
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Chapter 1:

Close the Gate

 

 

 

 

They say that the more you struggle, the more you grow. With that theory alone, it stands to reason that we all feel ancient by now. None of us should have gone through this hell. And yet, we have. Saying that we’ve survived this long is a half-baked truth. We have managed to not die—that much is true—but the price we pay for it is deep, flawed, and only gives more pain to those left living. That is, if we can be considered to be doing that anymore. Living. Yeah, I’m not sure that’s what we are doing. At least, it doesn’t feel like it. 

A hundred years ago, people used to talk about how they had seen this coming. Now, no one really talks about the past. Almost like it has been banned from our tongues and minds, or as if it’s too painful for us to dream of a time when things weren’t like this. When things weren’t like Hell on Earth. 

I’ve heard people mention angels in whispers once or twice, a long time ago. I’ve read it a few times in books that hadn’t been lost through the years to raids, fires, and looters. I’ve never seen an angel before. I doubt that I ever will. But I’ve seen my fair share of demons, and I’ve been far too close to devils, so I hope that the winged creatures are out there somewhere. Maybe the angels forgot about us, or maybe we forgot about them. I wouldn’t know for sure. My meemaw never explained the reasons for why we were all damned now. That’s what everyone said when they trudged through the streets. That we are all damned … forsaken. Most days, I believe them. After all, how can we not be? 

When I was growing up, Meemaw told me many things. There were countless times that she would whisper to me stories by the fireside while Momma and Daddy fixed us supper or snacks. Her stories were ones that she said flourished in the faith cities. Grand places that were full of prosperity and peace. I always wanted to go to one. They always sounded so magnificent to me, like they were castles in some faraway and magical kingdom. It sounded like a place that was untouched by the destruction and chaos that surrounded us. 

“Sia,” she’d say while tightly braiding my long, black curls. “These are the words that they teach in the faith cities. Those places are large enough to withstand the nightly demon attacks. Their prayers and words from these stories build a city stronger than metal,” she would whisper fervently to me. 

“We have a strong city, too, Meemaw. We have lots of people, even though we live out in the Wastes!” I remember telling her once while my large, blue eyes searched the rich, russet glow of her orbs. 

She only shook her head with a deep-set frown. The firelight seemed to make shadows that crept and crawled into every crevice of her aged face, and it made the mahogany tone of her skin darker. Her bright eyes held a sadness that was etched in pain. I wanted to cry while I looked at her then. The hurt mingled with the darkness and blended with the illumination of the flames dancing over her wrinkled skin. That expression scared me. 

“No, child. This place is fragile. It’s broken in a way that can never be mended. We don’t have a strong city. We have a city of glass.” 

That was the last thing I remember her telling me that night, that our city was nothing more than glass. I didn’t understand her when she told me that back then. It was a warning, and I never listened. I wish I had. But there were too many secrets that I wasn’t aware of, and you can’t guard yourself against a beast you know nothing about.
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The front gate that I had once found so much comfort in was now a thing of pure horror. Wind whipped by, sending dust clouds rolling past the massive wall and the two giant doors that stood between the village and the endless stretch of the Wastes. A fine, daunting line was drawn between dry, desolate land and everything I had ever known. And I was on the unfavorable side of it and the comforts the village had provided me with for the past nineteen years. 

My mother, father, and meemaw stood on the other side of the entrance with me. My friends and the countless residents had already said their goodbyes to me the night before. 

I should have known how wrong this all was, but I had been so blind. Now that I was on the receiving end of this horrid event that I had grown up thinking was normal, it all made sense. It was anything but normal. The lies that I had been told—that all of us children had been told while growing up—had buried the truth that I was still trying to wrap my head around. 

Once every year, everyone that was between the ages of nineteen and twenty-three would put their name into the large ceremonial bowl in the center of the village. At the end of the night, they would draw out one of the names. The chosen person would have a grand party.

It was a wonderful event. It was a night full of food and drink and games and merriment. Last night had been one of the best nights of my life. In the morning, the family would say their goodbyes, and the chosen person would leave the city. What I had been told was that the chosen one was to be picked up by passing caravans to join another village. As I stood there, I understood why my parents and Meemaw were fighting last night when they thought I was asleep. There were no caravans. There were no travelers that had come to escort me. 

The ugly truth was I was a sacrifice. 

For the last hour, I had stayed silent as they explained everything to me. I was so lost and confused as I tried to ingest the information that was so closely tied to my fate. A fate I had no choice in. A fate that had been forced upon me.

Once a year, a single, chosen villager was selected to leave the safety of the massive walls in order to fulfill the pact that had been made upon the founding of our village. 

 

“Your family is forever bound to this place, and you can never leave. Once a year, a single person between nineteen and twenty-three is to be cast out of your village in the morning, never to return. They must be chosen at random, and the person may never be swapped. You are never able to receive them if they come back. You are never able to seek them when the gates are closed. You cannot hide them within the city. If you fail to heed your end of the bargain, my protection over your little village will cease.”

 

That was the deal that the founders of the village had made with the devil that they had encountered so very long ago. The years of protection that we had out in the Wastes weren’t because we were favored by luck or because of our trusted walls. The reason the lesser demons and deadly creatures of our world had passed us over was because we were protected by a devil. We were bound by a pact that had sentenced countless to a frightful and lonely death.

… And it was my turn to pay the price.

My mother walked up first and hit her knees as she reached longingly for me. I had just turned nineteen three days before the yearly event. I regretted that fact now as I watched her fall apart. I dipped down to try and bring her back to her feet, but she dragged me down to her. Hurt swam in her blue irises as she held my cheeks in her hands. “Hide during the night, travel by day,” she said swiftly, tears rolling down her pale face in droves. “Don’t make loud noises. Sleep only during the dusk or dawn.” Her hands trembled terribly as she held my face. “But … above all …” She tried to speak, but she couldn’t. Her words were snuffed from her existence as pain snatched her up. I could see it. The hurt she silenced as she willed herself to pretend like she wasn’t being shattered to pieces. “… You have to live,” she finished in a raspy voice. She shook me indignantly. “You hear me? Live! You must live!” she growled, but the rivers of tears betrayed her commanding voice.

I held one of her hands in my own. My umber skin looked so dark compared to my mother’s. She had a tan from years under the sun, and still, she was milky white next to me. Her blue eyes searched my darker, azure gaze. Maybe I was in shock, but I wasn’t crying. I was scared, I could feel it deep in my gut, but I hadn’t screamed or cried or said a single thing about how unfair it all was. My mind was lost traveling down a thousand paths. I felt more hurt for those that I had hugged and wished happy travels to in previous years. 

I wondered if they were still alive …

I squeezed my mother’s hand and forced a smile. “It’s all right, Momma. I’ll be fine,” I told her, but I doubted the truth of my own statement. I wanted my last words to her to be comforting. I already knew that sleep would not come to her easily in the nights to follow, and there was little I could say to change this. I would try, though. 

She practically lunged forward and wailed quietly, making sure that the villagers didn’t hear her heart breaking outside the gates. Making sure only I could. It was a sound that would haunt me for the rest of my life.

“Nastasia … oh … my baby. I am so sorry. I love you … I’m so sorry,” she whimpered.

Frantically, I hugged her back. “Momma, Momma … it’s okay. I don’t blame you.” I pulled away and forced her to look at me. “I’ll never blame you. I love you. This will never change that.” I felt the prickling sting of salty water welling up in my eyes. I let the wind dry it as I blinked desperately, hoping that I had hidden the unshed tears. 

Daddy came and helped Momma to her feet. “Come now, Marietta, the others might see,” he warned, a touch of ice to his words. 

I knew my father well. Whenever he sounded like that, he was trying to be strong for everyone. He was masking his own worries and pain so the family could lean on him. He was the quiet rock that never complained as stormy waves relentlessly crashed over him. He helped me to my feet next and passively looked at the large bag thrown over his shoulder. “It’ll be heavy to carry,” he stated. 

I nodded. “I know,” I whispered back. 

He shrugged it off. The massive, thick-woven cloth bag thudded on the ground, stirring up dust. “It’ll get lighter as you travel … because …” he trailed off. I knew he was struggling to speak and look strong. But even boulders can be weathered away over time. 

“With each day, it will get lighter because the rations will be lesser, and I’ll slowly grow used to the weight,” I finished for him. 

An unsure smile formed on his lips. “Yes,” he managed to croak out. 

Rushing forward, I hugged him. He and I never needed many words. We could just look at each other and know what was in our hearts and what was on our minds. “I love you, Daddy,” I whispered to him. “I’ll be okay.”

He pulled away from the hug and undid a thin, leather belt around his waist. His deep mahogany skin was a shade darker than Meemaw’s, and I memorized every feature of his darkened face as he handed me the belt and machete that had been attached to it. The look that passed between us said it all. I knew what it was for. Daddy always made me cut wood or help with preparing meat for the village. I knew the force needed to go through bone; I knew what blood looked and smelled like. I swallowed hard. I finally understood why he had made me do that through all of these years. 

Meemaw clamped a hand over her mouth and pushed past my parents. “Sia. Oh, my little Sia!” she cried. 

“Shhh, Mom,” my momma begged. 

“Shhh, yourself,” Meemaw snapped back. “I wish it was me that had been drawn from that cursed bowl!”

“It is forbidden,” Father warned. 

She sobbed and ran her fingers through my braided, ebony strands. “I should have told you sooner … I wanted to, Sia. I wanted to so badly,” she cried. 

But even without them telling me, I knew why the truth had been hidden. Even if the pact with the devil allowed it, how can the youth grow up and enjoy their moments knowing that every day, every year, they are closer to a nightmare? That isn’t a childhood. I was glad that they didn’t tell us. I had a lot of happy memories to carry with me. Last night’s feast would be cherished by me, too. It would be the things that enabled me to live through the horrors I was about to face. We all knew of the dangers that existed outside the safety of the village. Most had rarely come to see them firsthand. But we had been warned and told stories daily to ever remind us of the fate that would befall us if we ventured too far when scavenging.

“Meemaw, I understand,” I told her. 

Her wrinkled face scrunched up even further as she frowned and bent her brow angrily. “Nonsense. Stop talkin’ like you’re an adult, child,” she hissed. “None of this is right. It never has been,” she protested. 

I did the only thing I could to try and calm her down. I hugged her. I wanted to hug them each as many times as I could. I wouldn’t be able to do it after today. “I love you,” I said as I squeezed her. 

I felt her body shudder in my embrace. “Seek the faith cities,” she whispered back to me. It was a tone that was hardly audible and meant for only me to hear. “Seek out shelter at night, keep the fires low, and head for the faith city,” she urged again. 

“I promise I will.”

The morning was still early, and the heat would only become more intense as the day went on. I didn’t want to leave, but I needed to start my journey soon.

“She needs to head out if she plans to make a decent camp before nightfall,” Daddy informed. 

We all hugged again. The last to leave my side was Daddy. He helped me tighten the machete to my hip. His deep brown gaze was transfixed on the newly sharpened weapon. 

“It’ll serve me well, Daddy.” 

When I spoke, he snapped out of his haze. Slowly, his eyes lifted to me, and I could see the mist forming in them. “Don’t stop swinging until you’re sure,” he stated quietly. 

“And then I will swing again to be sure,” I said. 

We hugged one last time, and I watched their sad faces disappear behind the massive, wooden doors as they closed shut and sealed me to my undesired fate. 
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Chapter 2:

Gnashing Teeth, Scratching Claws

 

 

 

 

I had left shortly after the reality settled in that the doors would never again open for me. It didn’t take long for me to accept it. Besides, there was an arduous journey ahead of me, and sitting at the front gates like a lost soul would do me no favors in the long run. 

There weren’t a lot of options in which direction to go. My village was about a day’s walk from the ocean. There was nothing but miles upon miles of water, sand, and minimal places to hide. To the east was the Wilds. Endless stretches of forgotten cities and towns that were overtaken by fast-growing forests, and they harbored enough shadows to hide countless unpleasant beasts. If there was any chance that I was going to survive a possible one-week trek to one of the faith cities, I’d need to head north and hug the base of the mountain ranges. That way, I would have the potential of hiding away in one of the many caves at the end of each day. If I couldn’t, I could hide on a high ledge, giving me the advantage if I were to be attacked. It would also provide me with a landmark to help keep me heading in the right direction.

I was already checking the canteen with quiet calculations. I found it hard to not sip when my mouth felt dry or when I felt pangs of hunger start to stir. I would need to find a clean water source in the next day or so. It was another reason why the highlands were the better option to traverse through. There was a natural spring in them, and it dumped into the Red River. The river made a sharp turn and split off before cutting to the east, traveling straight to—and through—the Wilds, while the other stream followed the line of the mountains. 

As I walked, I noted a rattler and gave it plenty of room to carry on its way. It gave a shake of its tail in warning as it slithered along its course. I picked up a nearby stick and prodded at the ground ahead of me as I continued to walk. I wasn’t looking to limp around in the Wastes until I died from a snake bite. However, I much preferred the snakes instead of the darker, crueler things that lay in waiting out in the vast and desolate stretch of dry, barren land.

The mountains ahead were my guide. For however long I’d be journeying, I would follow them and seek shelter along the way within tucked-away caves or nearby towns and villages that dwelled in their shadows. I wasn’t sure how many of those communities would openly accept me, so I was already mentally preparing myself with backup plans for when the worst came to pass. It was better to be equipped for any situation when one was cast out into the Wastes.

As I surveyed the area and the placement of the sun in the sky, I stumbled over a large rock and sucked in a sharp breath of air. While rubbing my shin, I sighed and thought about gathering dry wood as I walked. It would be extra weight added to my heavy load that would weigh me down, inevitably slowing my progress. Yet, they were things I was willing to accept because a fire meant warmth, a way to cook, a source of light that could repel creatures, and—if things got really bad—it could become a weapon. They were all pros that far outweighed the cons in my mind. 

For the next several hours, I would gather sticks and pieces of wood at the base of the mountains until my arms were practically overflowing. Using the leather belt Daddy had given me, I wrapped it around the bundle and threw it over my shoulder. Every so often, I would repeat this action until the belt couldn’t spare an inch. By that time, the sun was starting its slow descent in the sky. As it did, I tried to stifle the growing panic that was rising in me. 

With night came shadows and sounds. There came danger, and I didn’t want to be left out in the open when dusk would be upon me. I wanted to be holed in a cave that I had thoroughly investigated and snuggled next to a warm fire long before that ever happened. As Momma had said, I wanted to go to bed soon, though I doubted sleep would have much to do with me tonight. 

Regardless of whether it would have me or not, I needed to find a safe place, set up camp, and try to get a little bit of rest as soon as possible. It was roughly three in the afternoon. I would need the extra time to do everything and eat before trying to get some shuteye. I wouldn’t eat meat tonight. I hadn’t caught anything, and the scent of fresh blood wouldn’t easily wash away if I managed to do so in the next hour. Thankfully, I had enough food in my pack that would last a good while before it would start to spoil. 

As I started to climb up the rocky surface, I grasped onto memories and stories to snuff out my ever-intensifying anxiety. It helped to calm me down enough to where my hands weren’t shaking as I pulled myself up the face of the mountain. It wasn’t a sharp incline, but it was steep, making hiking a slower process than walking, yet not quite as slow as free-hand-climbing. 

I remembered Meemaw’s tales of the grand faith cities. I was heading to the northern one, the city known as Saint Augustine. It was one of the safest places for miles and miles. It was run by what we knew as the clergy fathers, and they were open to taking in wanderers and lost souls. It really was a safe haven for a homeless outcast like me. And anything was better than being huddled in a cramped, critter-infested cave, crying myself to sleep every night until my early end. Finding somewhere I could settle down in and make a new home was definitely a number one goal of mine. It sure beat dodging death daily. 

My stomach growled around the time that I had started to think about Momma’s homemade stew and freshly baked bread. My eyes misted as the final memory that I had for my family played through my mind. I blinked past the tears as I homed in on a crevice up ahead. It looked like it would be deep enough to house me for a night and keep me safe from both elements and creatures alike. I quickened my pace, pausing only to catch my breath and give my limbs a small rest. I really wanted to get to that opening. And if I could find a way to—in a short amount of time—cover the entrance, I would have a little less to worry about tonight. 

Once I reached the ledge that the hole was on, I looked over the side and gauged the distance to the ground below. There was a good bit of space between the rocky shelf and the dry, patchy earth below, making me less likely to be a target when the sun went down. Now, it was time to check out that hollow opening I had my sights set on. Hopefully—as my daddy would say—the stars were aligning for me. 

Such a short walk had never felt so worrisome. Around the cave were a couple of thin, sickly shrubs clinging desperately to the little dirt that was collected on the mountain. I checked it with a few good prods from my walking stick and scouted the foliage to ensure nothing was crawling or slithering away. If a critter saw this as a home, I didn’t need to fend it off along with the nightmares that could potentially come knocking on my door later on. So far, everything seemed to be pretty good. Now, how was that space looking? 

I peeked in and felt my stomach flip. 

The crevice was narrow, with hardly enough space for me to shimmy inside without a lot of finesse and lots of grunting. But it looked like it opened up further in. All good news for me. It would give me somewhere to hide, I could have swinging room if something found me, but it was tucked away enough that I doubted I would have anything come in deep enough to even know I was there. Or, at least, that was what I was hoping for. 

 I sighed heavily as I dropped my backpack next to the opening. I needed to get in further to make sure it was cleared out and set my things down before I would try to find a way to enclose the small entrance. For now, it felt good just to have the bag off my back. I stretched and felt a few pops along my spine that had me groan with a faint, thankful curve of my lips. 

“It’s going to be a long trip,” I told myself. It was at this moment that I realized I needed to get used to talking to myself. I doubted that I would have any company on my journey.

Deciding that bunking alongside anything that might sting or hiss wasn’t accommodations I was willing to live with for the night, I poked my stick into the opening. The end slammed around the stony insides as I tried to rustle up or scare off anything that might call the space home. After hearing no protesting and not seeing anything rush out in a quick escape, I pushed my bag through the crevice and then scooted along behind it. 

The opening was small. It took some muscle to scoot the backpack through into the larger opening on the other end. The rocky enclosure squeezed my body, and sharper pieces of its edges threatened to break skin, while the rough walls stung my sides and belly as I pushed through despite the limited space to move in. 

With dedication and a few awkward maneuvers, I managed to get myself and everything inside. The entrance to the area had been misleading, and the shadows did me no favors when I had scoped out the spot. It was actually larger inside than expected. And, as an added bonus, there was a small tunnel overhead that opened up to clear skies. Double score for me. I had managed to find a nice hideout that had natural ventilation so I wouldn’t be suffocating from the fire’s smoke later on that night. Now, all I needed to do was craft a woven door with a few straggling sticks and leaves, and any light from tonight’s fire would be hidden. This meant I would live to see another day of trudging through the Wastes. 

I propped my firewood against one wall and went ahead with setting up where I would sleep for the night. After the blanket had been rolled out, I gathered up my machete and army-crawled out of the opening to get to work on making a door to lean against the crack. 

 

“If you ever get stuck out in the Wastes, keep noise to a minimum.” 
      “Remember, they feed on negativity. Try to stay positive or neutral at best.”

“Stay clean. The scent of blood will call them to you. Never clean what you’ve killed where you rest.” 

“Sleep at dusk or dawn. The night is too dangerous to let down your guard.”

“Stay hydrated. Stay well-rested. Stay alert.” 

“Never stop fighting.” 

 

The collected voices of those I had grown up around and known all my life sounded through my mind as their words of wisdom reminded me of the dangers that awaited me in the hours to come. I wasn’t ready. Even if I had trained all my life, I would never be ready. 

I took in another slow breath in hopes that it would calm my thundering heartbeat. It didn’t work. I had managed to weave a flimsy door, though. I used a few leafy branches, wove them through the sticks, and nodded approvingly at what I had created. With all my work done, I headed back up to the ledge, fixed the door in place, and shimmied my way back into the space I would call home for the night. 

Once inside, I grabbed a ration of food and dug in. My meal tasted bland. My water didn’t seem to quench my thirst. The shadows seemed darker, and my mood was steadily tanking. I shook it off and slapped my thigh. “Get over it, Sia. You’re not a baby anymore,” I told myself angrily. But the harsh words didn’t help my sinking spirit. 

Momma always was better at this sort of thing. She always knew what to say. Daddy would seal the deal with a big, strong hug as he silently said all the things with his embrace that Momma couldn’t with her words. Meemaw would swoop in with a story to steal my attention and make me feel like I was miles away from whatever hell we were all living in. I hugged myself and reenacted the time that my dog, Candy, died. 

Daddy had gathered me up in his arms for one of his memorable hugs that stretched on forever. Momma had managed to sum up everything from how I met her right up until the moment she passed away, bringing a strange peace over me. Meemaw brought snacks and told all the stories of the trouble Candy and I would get into. Before long, my tears had stopped flowing, and I was laughing again. My heart hurt, but I had found things to comfort me. 

Slowly, I lay back on my bed and enjoyed the cool press of the stone soaking through my blanket. Now that I was out of the sun, I could feel my body winding down as I cooled off. The sleep I had been worried about not getting was now urging me to give my tired limbs some reprieve. My eyes walked through the small opening, and I could still see the sun through bits of the woven door. If I slept now, I would wake up at nightfall. If the pitch-black didn’t wake me, the sounds that sundown brought would. 

Pushing those thoughts from my mind, I tried to settle in for a few hours of shuteye. I prepped a fire on the far side of the cave, checked my belongings, took one more sip of water, and curled up in my bed. Though I had to keep my mind from straying to unpleasant thoughts, I managed to fall fast asleep before too long. 
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It was the undeniable wash of dread that woke me from my sleep. I opened my eyes and—despite my body wrestling with a very natural fight or flight response—I lay still as I scanned the dark, quiet stones surrounding me. It wasn’t a strong presence. It was a faint one. Not many things could force me out of sleep with the distinct feeling of anxiety and dread. The creature was probably a leech. 

Leeches weren’t the worst thing to come across in the Wastes, but they could call others if you weren’t careful. They earned their name because they would linger where fear, sadness, and anxiety were, and they consume that same negative energy after they amplify it. This would leave the victim feeling sluggish, depressed, and nervous about every movement and sound, which had a very good chance of gaining the attention of much worse demons. The signs that a leech was in a room was the fear that had washed over me without any reason. That was because leeches emit an aura that causes people around them to feel what they pump out, making it easier to find their prey and consume the victim’s negative feelings. 

I made sure to keep my emotions in check until I was sure if there was or wasn’t a leech in the area. Slow, steady breathing helped while I mentally told myself that I was in control. My eyes pierced through the dusky depths of the cave. To my dismay, I saw it in the far corner. 

An oblong-shaped, charcoal-colored ball of writhing worms pulsated in midair as it combed over the rocky walls … searching. It was see-through, but I could still make out the disgusting, wiggling tentacles that slithered and caressed the air in a less-than-appealing way. I focused on mentally blocking myself the way Daddy had always told me to. Fearing that happy memories would turn into me missing my family and friends, I thought of nothing. I focused on my surroundings to list off things that I saw. It made it easier to feel no emotions and be invisible to the leech. Unfortunately for me, there wasn’t a lot of scenery to mentally check off. As I fumbled in my tired state, I panicked. 

Worst decision … 

My heartbeat stumbled, and I sucked in a sharp breath out of reflex. I closed my eyes and thought of nothing but limitless black and stretches of empty spaces. I thought of the night sky. I mentally imagined the stars and named all of the ones I could remember until I drew blanks. Opening my eyes, I homed back in on the undulating mass and thought of the stone walls while I tried to notice if it had picked up on my blunder. For a moment, I was sure that I had dodged the bullet. 

The lesser demon pulsated a few times before it was so faint that it couldn’t be seen. A bit of tension left me the moment that the leech blipped out of view. I could feel my heartbeat drumming through my limbs, and that beat quickened to a chaotic tempo when it reappeared in the tiny cave. 

Squirming mounds of wormy arms spastically writhed in the air all around the creature. It didn’t have any eyes, but it didn’t need them to know that I was there. The first, distinct wave of horror crashed into me, and I felt my body buckle to the will of the lesser demon. I could feel my chest tighten, and my mind was flooded with millions of worries that I had ever concocted in my life, and they were all dumped on me in a single moment without warning. I gasped and scrambled to flip over as it manifested into something more tangible and less shadowy. 

The fire was nothing more than embers, and I couldn’t use it as a weapon. I felt a little more confident when my hand brushed over the handle of the machete. It was sheathed and fastened to the belt that I had put next to my makeshift bed. As I rolled back over, I swiped at the air, and the leech faded from sight a split second before I would have made contact. I silently cursed and quickly realized that I was more exposed than I would have wanted. I had to cut my losses and find higher ground until daybreak. Once the sun came up, I would venture back to the campsite, collect everything, and press on at double the speed of the day before. I needed to put as much distance between me and the area the leech had sensed me in. 

There was only one problem with my plan … It wasn’t just that it was already several hours into nightfall. It wasn’t just that I would be a sitting duck until morning. It wasn’t just that I would be trying to free-hand-climb a mountain with zero light on the night before a new moon. All of those things were manageable. Undesirable but manageable. 

No. It was none of those things. The real problem with my plan was the two red, glowing eyes that had eerily fixed themselves on me from the entrance of the cave. My heart plummeted, and the urge to scream and vomit hit me at the same time. Neither impulse won me over because, within seconds, my desire to live overrode any other natural reaction to the fear-inducing situation I was in. 

I hadn’t come this far to be done in on the first night. I wasn’t going to be an easy victim. I was going to fight and make them regret picking me because I was going to cut them down piece by piece until I couldn’t swing my blade anymore. I may not live through the night, but I made myself a silent promise that as long as I had breath in me, I was going to do whatever I needed to in order to survive. 

The demon hissed at me with an unnaturally wide, sharp-toothed grin that was painted in malicious victory. Gray, leathery, translucent skin that looked like it was covered in a thin sheet of slime glistened under the minimal starlight from outside. The thing slowly squeezed through the opening and cautiously crawled toward me, licking its lips with a quiet, wheezy laugh. Goosebumps coated my body as the sound it made was dripping with silent taunts and promises of unfathomable pain. It didn’t speak, though, meaning that it was most likely a grunt. 

Grunts were not ignorant creatures, but they were far from intelligent. They didn’t know how to speak and could only act like wild, starving dogs. IQ aside, it didn’t take a genius to realize that it had come across easy prey. 

It growled, and a series of guttural, clicking sounds rolled through the small crawl space. The hairs on my arms and the back of my neck rose up—and I swallowed hard. This wasn’t good. My eyes darted around, and I saw the leech hovering over me. I felt tired again, and I knew that it had been feeding on my negative emotions. I swung at it, and the ball of worms blipped in and out of sight. Just as I turned around, a maw filled with daggers for teeth was lunging right at my face. Out of sheer reflex, I raised my arm to block the attack and pushed out, and I slammed the creature in the throat. The grunt’s claws grazed over the side of my neck, and I felt the blazing trail of heat engulf my skin as its talons scratched me. 

My hand clamped down over the inflicted area, and I quickly pulled it away to inspect my palm. My stomach knotted as my eyes took in the few tiny dots of blood. A scratch had never seemed more deadly as it did in that moment.

My eyes fixed on the grunt that I had tossed off of me, and the creature hissed and swiped at the open air while hunched up against the far wall. Dread washed over me, and I felt dizzy. The leech was close enough to feed off of me again. 

Swinging wildly, I managed to clip the edge of its oblong body, and a high-pitched sound rang through the cave as it writhed in agony. The grunt scratched at the wall, trying to escape both my swinging blade and the painful sound of the wounded leech. I stumbled for the entrance, gagged a few times as the fear had soured my stomach, and I crawled desperately for the opening. As soon as I was out in the open, I froze in horror.

 The eerie glow of multiple sets of hungry eyes shimmered like dangerous jewels at the bottom of the mountain. I could hear a jackal-like cackle and a series of hisses. I held my neck, but it was too late. From behind me, there was a snarl, and the grunt that had been in the cave darted out and grabbed hold of my ankle. A sharp pain shot through my bone as it clamped its dirty mouth over its prize and tried to rip my foot off. I heard my teeth grinding in my ears as I tried not to yell out in pain. Sure, I was pretty much on death’s doorstep at the moment, but I didn’t want to go ringing the doorbell to announce my arrival. 

I kicked my leg, but the grunt didn’t let go. Raising my machete, I pointed the tip down and stabbed it in the head right as it looked up. A second before my blade rushed through its unsuspecting face, it let out an earsplitting cry. No sooner had the noise been made, it was snuffed out with gargles. Wanting to be free of the bloody carcass, I kicked the thing off my leg with all my might, and it slammed into the edge of the cave entrance with a sickening snap. 

Turning on heel, I went to address the matter of what little distance was left between me and a hungry horde of demons. The answer was: not a lot. Already, a few were scaling the base of the mountain, and the few that hadn’t fallen off were almost near the ledge. Adrenaline coursed through me like a forest fire. Frantically, I rushed over to the crumpled body, grabbed it, and chucked it at the landing where the closest demon was. I didn’t hit anything. I wasn’t exactly trying to. My goal was to let them feast on the grunt’s remains while I made a dash for even higher ground. 

The first demon hissed and sniffed at the body before laughing and diving into its meal without restraint. I could hear things ripping and tearing as more joined in to feast. Suppressing the urge to hurl, I ran around a bend in the path and started to climb up. I didn’t want my movement to call them to me. However, my bloody scratch would no matter how far I went. I wasn’t going to make it easy on them, though. From the looks of it, they were all grunts. Grunts weren’t the best climbers. I wasn’t either, but I was betting I was better at it than they were. 

At least … I hoped that I was. 

Without a massive backpack strapped to me, it was a lot easier than the climb I made earlier that afternoon. I hoisted myself up to the first ledge and stole a peek to the ground below. Already, I could see the bony corpse of the grunt peeking back up at me. The few that had had their fill were waddling down the side of the mountain happily, while the others fought over the remaining meal. I clamped a hand over my mouth and stifled the urge to gag with deep, slow breaths. 

A screeching cry jolted me, and I lost my footing. I stumbled back to catch myself and grabbed at nothing but air. I could hear the rocks slide under my feet as they gave way, and I fell down. My nails bit into the rocky face of the mountain, and my legs slammed into the hard surface before dangling helplessly. The force of catching all of my free-falling weight at once caused my left elbow to dislocate. I felt it pop, and hanging onto the ledge was bringing me to tears. I still didn’t scream, though. But the rocks had made enough noise for me. I looked down and saw a few of the grunts dancing about the ledge as they dodged the falling stones. One of them got mangled by the falling debris, and hungry, nearby grunts wasted no time in putting the limping creature out of its misery. 

I turned my head away from the sight, but it didn’t save my ears from the sounds. The wounded demon was still howling in pain when the others started to devour it. Fearing a similar fate, I muscled through the blazing pain, managed to get my footing, pulled myself up, and knelt down when I got to safety. My ankle throbbed, and I could feel my sock, thick with blood, adhering to my leg as it dried. 

I took a moment to try and gain my breath. It was hard to find a steady rhythm when I felt the pulsing pain steal the air from my lungs. I was going to have to pop my elbow back into place now, whether I wanted to or not. I panted, held my breath, and laid my arm on the ground at a ninety-degree angle. Scooping my other hand under the wrist of the injured arm, I turned the appendage with my free hand until both were palm up. Slowly, I guided my arm up to my shoulder. I growled as I felt searing, white-hot pain rush through the bend of my arm until it went back in place. I wiggled my fingers, double-checked to see that it was fully functional again, and sighed—relieved that the remaining pain was something that wouldn’t hinder me and my climbing. 

Quickly, I looked over my shoulder to see if I had gained any of the grunt’s attention. It was too dark to be a hundred percent sure, but it didn’t seem like I had. However, the wails of the (now dead) grunt had gained more dinner guests. I’m sure that the scent of blood in the air was doing no favors to repel the new throng of drooling creatures. I picked up my machete and hobbled around the ledge until I found another way further up the mountain. 

Everything on my body felt stiff or sore, and hoisting myself up the steepest incline wasn’t my favorite thought at the moment. However, I was willing to muscle through the pain if I could live another day. I found another good spot to climb and tied the machete belt around my waist. Finding grooves within the crag, I started my ascension up the mountain. Blazing discomfort flared through my ankle with each step, and I didn’t make it far before my luck ran out. Overhead, I heard the growling and clicking of a grunt, and I gasped as I locked gazes with the creature. 

Tiny stones pelted my face as the demon skittered over the rocky side toward me. I tried to sidestep and reach for my weapon, but I was too slow. The grunt threw itself at me and landed on my arm. Immediately after impact, it tore into my shoulder as its claws possessively sank into my flesh. I let go of my hold on the grooves of the wall, and we plummeted a short distance before we slammed against the mountainside and then rolled down to the ledge. My cries mingled with the grunt’s as we fell. 

Once at the bottom, I could use both my hands to grab hold of the demon’s head, and I twisted. I felt resistance. Gritting my teeth, I twisted more. The grunt howled and fought against me until I heard a well-defined snap, and the body went limp. I chucked it off the side without a second thought. I couldn’t dwell on what I had done. Survival hinged on my need to keep moving. Checking over myself quickly, I ensured that I had my weapon still attached to my person. I felt a rush of relief hit me when I saw the blade’s handle next to my hip, right before the pads of my fingers brushed over the hilt. 

Hoots and yips could be heard close by. Some of the approaching demons were already feasting on the new body. But there were more hungry creatures than there was food. I wasn’t looking to be their next meal. There wasn’t time to climb anymore. The ones that didn’t want to fight among themselves for the fresh carcass had fixed their sights on me. I jumped over a small break in the narrow path and hit the ground running with a hiss of pain. 

I could hear them behind me, gaining ground. Their talons were scraping over the stone underfoot as they galloped on all fours for me. I couldn’t outrun them, not while my ankle was flaring with mind-numbing pain and every thundering footfall I made was soaked in a fresh wave of agony. Eventually, I would have to make a stand. There was no way I could keep this up. There wasn’t a lot of time to devise a plan. I had miscalculated the shadows in the distance. 

One step. 

Two steps.
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The world became a blur as I rolled down the mountain. Jutting rock slammed into my spine, my hips, my knees. I covered my face with my arms and cradled the back of my head as I tumbled toward the bottom. I tried with all my might not to clench up, but I was sure that I had fractured a rib (at the very least) on the way down. 

Drawing in air was painful, and I could feel my whole body shaking as I willed myself to stand up sooner than I would have liked to. My vision swam, and the scene around me swayed like I was aboard a boat atop an angry sea. I hit my knees and dry heaved. 

“Get … up, Sia,” I growled to myself between gulps for air. “If you’re going to … throw up … do it … while running.” 

I could hear the grunts trying to reach me, but they were heading toward me with the same grace I had exuded on my way down the mountain. Up ahead, I saw my first glimmer of hope on the horizon. The faintest of light could be seen starting to chase away the evening shadows, but it was still about an hour away. Would I last long enough for the glaring rays of sunshine to send the demons back into hiding for another day?

I hoped so. I really, really hoped so.

Moving my feet, I tried to run as fast as I could, but—as I did—I could feel every strain on my body. I could feel every sore muscle move against its will as I hobbled further away from the snarling doom behind me. My injured leg was dragged more than it was lifted. My wounded shoulder throbbed with a sharp ache from the bite mark, my chest felt heavy, and I slowly drew out my weapon as I limped along. 

It wouldn’t be long now. They were right behind me. I needed to save my energy for fighting because it was clear that I wasn’t going to make it very far at the rate I was going. Ducking behind a thin collection of gnarled, thorny trees surrounding a few boulders, I tried to calm myself. Emotions can mess you up in a fight. My daddy taught me that, even though my momma was very expressive with how much she didn’t like me fighting a man his size. He only told her, “The world won’t care that she’s a young girl. I’ll teach her how to protect herself so I won’t have to weep over a corpse.” Momma didn’t protest anymore after that. 

A foolish part of me thought that slipping behind the foliage and rocks would somehow help me, but the realistic side of me knew that I was helplessly trying to survive by running away from certain death. Unfortunately, my wounded body couldn’t take me as far as my heart desired. As I stood there wishing that I could manage a miracle and stay alive for another hour, I knew that I couldn’t. But I had promised that I would swing my blade until I couldn’t anymore. My chest rose and fell rapidly with my labored breathing as I tried to rest as quickly as I could, but every inhale made my upper body feel like I was being stabbed. 

It was in that quiet moment that I felt the ghost of an emotion wash over me. Oddly like the residue of dread that the leech had left behind, but this felt different. It felt smarter … crueler. It felt like I had someone whispering to me to run before laughing at my clear misfortune. This thing was watching and enjoying the torment I was going through. There was nothing kind about it, but it made me feel all the more vulnerable. As if, at any minute, some new demon would rise out of the shadows and claim me in ways teeth and claws couldn’t. It made my skin crawl and my insides knot up in disgust, but I still couldn’t shake the undeniable feeling. 

My eyes scanned the surroundings, trying to pinpoint where this new threat might be lurking, but my vision paused when I saw the glimmer of the first set of hungry eyes coming around the boulder. The grunt’s victorious, hissing laughter caressed my senses like sandpaper. I licked my dry, cracked lips and quickly lifted my weapon in front of me as I tilted my chin up. 

“Forgive me, Momma …” I felt the first tear blaze down my cheek like a falling star, full of heat and destruction. My lip quivered as I whispered, “I tried.” Though I knew she would never hear my final moments, I said them to bring me comfort. But I wanted nothing more than for her arms to wrap around me one more time and for us all to be together once more. “I tried so hard,” I faintly repeated, and the first grunt lunged at me, slicing a talon across my face. I could feel fresh, warm blood spill from my forehead all the way down to my chin, and a sick, itching feeling soaked my skin. I resisted the urge to hold the wound and grabbed the grunt by the leg and slung it toward the boulder. 

Another tried to gain the upper hand while I was distracted. I was quicker. I sliced its arm off as it reached for me, and I kicked it away. As it slid across the desert floor, another dove at me from behind and slashed wildly at my back. Hitting the ground with a piercing cry, I noticed that there were more heading my way. While some of the demons saw the rising sun as the apparent threat that it was, the rest were too hungry to ignore a potential meal. In a panic, I slammed onto my back and repeated the action until the grunt was dazed enough to let me go. I rose to my feet and hacked at the body lying there until I was sure that it wouldn’t get back up. And then, like I told Daddy, I stabbed at it again. 

Sweat was pouring down my face and brow when I lifted my hardened gaze to the horde of grunts cackling and licking their lips at me. The vision in my left eye was hazy as blood flooded the socket. I closed that eye to keep my gaze fixed on the approaching demons. Rage bubbled inside me. Tears mingled with the crimson liquid on my face. I felt dizzy and tired. But I let all of my anger ball up inside, and I released a bellowing roar to the approaching creatures.

“Come on!”
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Chapter 3:

Those Gold, Uncaring Eyes

 

 

 

 

When the sun rose, I was sure I was going to die. Either from a vengeful straggler, blood loss, or from the elements themselves, but I wasn’t going to last on my own. That much was for certain. I reserved myself to that ugly truth as I felt the first rays of light warm the back of my pant legs. 

It should have been a moment full of glee and happy tears. Instead, I could feel the hot tears of sorrow rolling down my face as I struggled to take in another ragged breath tinged with a metallic perfume. My mind ticked off a list of things that were in my duffel bag that might help me out in my current situation. However … I didn’t have the energy to go get them. No matter how many times I told my limbs to move, they twitched and lay motionless. I opened my eyes after managing to roll over on my back. I wanted to see the sky. I wanted to watch the glittering stars fade from midnight hues and deep purples into a splendid, baby-blue sky kissed with morning sunshine. 

From somewhere behind me, I could hear one of the grunts try to crawl toward me. I was pretty sure it was the one with only one arm and two broken legs, as it was taking its sweet time on getting to me. I didn’t know if I was upset or glad about that. I was happy about one thing: I didn’t give up. I fought as hard as I could until I couldn’t. My body, refusing to react to my commands to get up and flee the area, was proof of that fact. Slowly, I closed my eyes. 

After several minutes of quieting the trepidation that had mounted within my being, I had finally stopped crying about my soon-to-be death. A few silent talks to myself had brought me to accept my undeniable fate. I reminded myself that even if I wanted to fight, I didn’t have the strength to. I told myself that relentlessly until I didn’t think of a way out of my conundrum.

If I just rested my eyes for a moment, maybe I could regain enough energy to fight off that one, lone grunt and hobble back to my stuff to try and rest and mend before racing off to somewhere safer. There was far too much blood around me for this place to be safe. I was bleeding too much. 

Drat. I had done it again. I had closed my eyes long enough to fantasize about trying to escape my doom. I had daydreamed about the possibilities of my life existing beyond this moment. The quiet talks that had silenced my natural desire to fight and survive had been forgotten. Lazily, I gave a corner smile and shook my head. 

“Silly, Sia …” I whispered to myself. 

Closer now, maybe a few feet away, I heard the hissing of the grunt. I could hear the pebbles as they were dragged over the desert floor under the weight of its body while it scooted closer to me. I could smell its searing flesh as it cooked under the rays of the sun. I let out a slow breath, and my fingers twitched over the handle of the machete. 

With my eyes still closed, I suddenly felt the same dread that I had before the sun rose. It was as thick as a humid day in the south and as uncomfortable as a sunburn. It felt like something that you wanted to wash away with a whole bar of soap and a steaming hot shower. 

My chest tightened as my heartbeat stumbled over itself involuntarily. It felt hard to breathe. My head felt foggy, and I started to feel dizzy. Fear was choking the very life out of me, and I wanted nothing more than to take in a slow, unrestrained breath of air into my tired lungs. Was something watching me? The longer I felt it, the more that I realized that it wasn’t just dread that I was feeling. It was more uncomfortable and more unforgiving than that. My heartbeat threw itself against my sore ribcage, and I winced in pain.

There were only two things that could summon this level of anxiety. I very much doubted that it was the half-dead grunt sliding its way toward me. I froze as a cold, angry tone slithered over my being. 

“Pathetic.” 

My heartbeat fumbled and then quickened in tempo. My eyes darted open. I wasn’t sure if I should look in the direction of the voice or not. I didn’t want to see what new nightmare was coming my way. But there was a sound that tore my eyes from the sweet, blue sky. A sick snap that said—without words—that the crawling grunt’s life had been extinguished. It was a sound that came a little too close for comfort. Jerking quickly in the direction of the new threat, I felt the blood drain from my face as I held the new assailant in my gaze. 

He was a dark beauty despite his robes of impeccable white and with hair like freshly fallen snow that fell down to his hips. One look at this being told me he was danger incarnate. Trimmings of black and vivid silver framed him in a way that was both refreshing and frightful. His skin was as cold as his voice and sculpted like he had been carved from alabaster. But those eyes—they were gold and otherworldly, yet they held the breath of winter deep within those brilliant hues. 

This wasn’t a grunt, this was a … a devil. 

My mouth dried up, and my eyes refused to blink, and I watched him glide toward me like a snowstorm in the middle of the desert. I tried to lift my blade, but my strength wasn’t there. My arm flopped over, and I struggled and strained to stand. Despite my better judgment, my body reacted on its own and tried to escape the doom that was fast approaching. 

Devils weren’t like grunts. No. They would torture you first. They would make you wish that you were dead. There were some things that were worse than death, and the devils knew them, used them, and enjoyed every minute of them. I didn’t want to be his next mangled toy. Even though my mind knew it was pointless, my body desperately tried to carry out the motions that it simply couldn’t perform. I made a small sound of dissatisfaction, and his laugh chilled me to my core and beyond. 

“Hahahaha, please … run. I do enjoy a good chase.” 

My legs buckled after two steps, and I fell forward. My weapon flung from my sweaty grip, and I whimpered as I watched the sunshine glint off the blade as it escaped me. It fell with dust clouds and corpses surrounding it. I slammed into the unforgiving ground with a groan of pain. Dirt was now sticking to the tacky, half-dried blood on my face. Frantically, I reached for the weapon as if wordlessly begging it to come to my hand and help me survive just one last fight. 

“You did the best you could, darling. Don’t beat yourself up. Nothing could prepare you for me,” he warned. 

My lower lip quivered as I still tried to touch the hilt. Grazing over the edge of it with the pads of my fingers gave a spark of hope, but it was snuffed out by the shadow of the devil draped in white. His sandaled foot leisurely hovered over me and then ever so slowly stepped onto my aching hand. I wailed in pain and used every ounce of strength that I had to punch at his foot with my free hand. He bellowed with laughter that made my whole body freeze in place. 

“Aww, it’s so cute that you are trying,” he said with a snicker. 

His foot lifted off of me, and I was free to move. The devil sneered in disgust at me and swiftly kicked my side. Heat flared over my ribs. Rolling over, I coughed and tasted a metallic essence dance over my tongue. I spit the blood out of my mouth as I gasped for air. My eyes gradually glided over to him just in time to see his nails grow like needles. My mind raced. A thousand ideas and possibilities danced through my head at a speed I could not fathom. Everything moved so slow in that moment. I could see the end that was heading for me and knew that I was powerless to stop it. 

Those dagger-like talons raced toward me, poised to kill. They were aimed at my throat and diving down faster than anything I had ever seen. My mouth opened to scream. But
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