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    It’s up to Lucas and Leon to find Raven and save her from the vampires and the other dead corpses rising, because she is their only hope of surviving the evil that is about to overrun their world. The question is: Can they outlast the dead and their insatiable thirst? 
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    Shadow (n): 1, A spy. 2, A phantom. –v.t. 
 
    1, Trail; stay near, -shadowy, adj. 
 
      
 
    Blue: A color with a variety of meanings 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    PROLOGUE 
 
    MAY 9 
 
  
 
  
   
    
      
 
    
      
 
    
      
 
    
    1. In The Beginning 
 
   LEE STARTED to think about the recent proceedings that brought him to this terrifying moment in time. 
 
    He had been driving slowly along, the digital clock on the dashboard told him it was nine o’clock. “Late,” he muttered to himself and rolled his eyes. It was after dark. August Cemetery closed an hour ago and for now, Lee’s employment involved making sure everyone had vacated the premises. Having no use for a cemetery, he highly hopes his father will pass down the reigns to his other progeny—Kimberly. Lee didn’t desire a future that consisted of burying dead people—that was his sister Kimberly’s weird idea of happiness. The truth was Lee detested graveyards ever since he was a kid. But with their dad, it was his way or the highway. 
 
    Suddenly his door opened and a pair of hands yanked at his shirt, snatching him from his truck and he was unnervingly thrown to the dirt of a fresh grave. 
 
    And now, Lee’s precious blood was being pulled from his body. Literally pulled. The petrified man couldn’t do anything but concentrate on the pain. The pain of every blood drop reluctantly leaving his robust heart. 
 
    The man was forced to stand, as if he were a post in the ground, in front of the black-haired Vampire while white dots stalked from an omnipresent sky. What was their use in spying? Would they really grant him his life? Instead, the stars winked a cruel farewell, twinkling in the dark night while the man’s blood flowed out of his mouth, into the air like a stream, and through the parted lips of the ravenous Vampire. 
 
    Lee tried to run. But the killer’s hand that was held out somehow compelled him to stand still. The dying man gagged on his own blood. 
 
    Agony. It was beyond agony when something in Lee’s brain snapped. The life force—his blood—had been partially forced out of his body and into the Vampire’s mouth, but now the rest of the man’s blood began pouring out through all the orifices on his face: his mouth, nose, ears, and eyes. Even slight gusts of wind did not help. They couldn’t stop paths of coalescing and merging red surges of blood from promptly entering the Vampire’s nose and mouth. 
 
    Coming within reach of their expiration date, Lee’s deprived respiratory organs demanded attention from inside the man’s chest, as if they would create holes with their shielding rib cage to obtain the oxygen they desperately needed. Trepidation tumbled into the defenseless victim. Lee could feel the precious heart all mammals need still thrashing inside of him. But in his spirit, the man knew it was going to be useless and ineffectual for him. 
 
    With calamitous blood loss and a severe lack of oxygen, the suffocating man was sure of one thing. The stupefying spectrum of vibrant colors. They moved in waves of…ecstasy. Who knew death could be so friendly and pleasant? 
 
    Lee attempted to breathe and his world egressed in ebony. 
 
      
 
    The last drop of blood the Vampire could take entered his mouth and he let the man’s carcass collapse to the dirt. The Vampire heard the rapid pat pat of footsteps and knew she was here. He couldn’t wait to see the look on her face. 
 
    Abruptly, his enemy flipped down over the whitish-gray cemented wall and the dead human’s idling monochrome truck still parked on the paved trail with the driver side door open. “Kronos,” she said with annoyance and satisfaction. 
 
    The Vampire with shoulder length, midnight black hair took a step forward into the illumination casting out from the street lamp, unveiling the scars on his square face; a horizontal disfigurement on his left cheek approximately three inches long, and another scar ran diagonally through his right eyebrow. His ghastly, demoralizing appearance was worthy of recoiling but the girl maintained her calm posture as he knew she would. 
 
    “Lana!” Kronos said, smiling with glee. “I was going to grab something to go, but when I heard you I wondered… Well, it appears I eat faster than you run, Shadow.” His vindictive grin expanded; the scar residing at the right corner of his upturned lip continued underneath his earlobe. 
 
    Clasping her wooden stake, a handcrafted form of execution, Lana glanced at the lifeless man on the ground just behind Kronos. LEE was sown into his shirt. 
 
    “Oh, it’s dead. I suppose that is another that dies on your time.” The Vampire charged the vigilant tracker. 
 
    Due to Lana’s small, diminutive frame, Vampires and humans tend to underestimate the girl’s competency. But not Kronos. He no longer questioned his foe’s abilities. He would enjoy his thirty-five-year-old-looking face a lot more if this eighteen year old wasn’t around to mess it up again—in other words, when she’s dead. 
 
    Lana swung her right arm to stake the taunting blood sucker. But Kronos grabbed her wrist and squeezed her throat, making it difficult for the Shadow to counterattack. The Vampire pinned the girl against the vehicle door, having used her rear to slam it closed. 
 
    Two noticeable scars ran parallel through the top and bottom of the girl’s tiny scarlet lips. There was a third, smaller scar next to the two on her bottom lip. 
 
    “Let me see,” the nefarious Vampire said. And stroked her dark hair away from her ear. The dexterous girl vigorously delivered a punch to his ribs and he retaliated with a vicious head butt. Her hair fell back revealing a hole the size of a dime missing from the summit of her left ear. “Such a beauty,” he said, proudly looking at the irreparable cartilage. 
 
    They had done so much damage to each other over the years. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, Kronos released his grip and dodged to his left. Lana—pulse accelerated due to a viciously spinning axe en route for her head—barely had time to drop down. Her palms scraped against the hard concrete as a red throwing axe shattered the truck’s window behind her. 
 
    “Lana?” a voice uttered with worry. 
 
    “Cole, I’m fine,” Lana said. But let her friend of five years help her to her feet anyway. She knew it would make him feel better. Having to split up to inspect their vicinity, the Shadows had been together hunting Kronos, the most heinous and villainous Vampire, when they lost track of him in the Nebraskan woods. Cole loathed himself for agreeing to her idea to separate. 
 
    “Kronos—” 
 
    “We’ll never catch him,” Cole interjected, grabbing her arm to a halt. 
 
    With the man’s cadaver over his shoulder further down the way, Kronos leaped over the seven foot cemetery wall—intended for guarding the dead—and disappeared into the dark, spine-chilling woods. 
 
    “At least he didn’t leave the body this time,” Cole said happily as he reached through the busted window to retrieve his axe, shunning shards of glass on an ugly brown seat. “I still haven’t forgotten about last time. Having to dispose of the disgusting mess he purposely left.” 
 
    “Yeah…” Lana agreed, exhaling the cool night air. But she wasn’t so sure. Why was Kronos waiting for her? There was something different about the way he carried the man’s body but she couldn’t put her finger on it. “Thanks,” she replied graciously, nodding at the axe he threw at Kronos. 
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    The Shadow peered down at her palms to see what had become of her scrapping them against the pavement. No cuts. No bruising. Nothing. She was fine just as she expected. But Lana couldn’t shake the unpleasant feeling in her gut. The feeling that hell was coming. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    PART ONE 
 
    THE NEXT DAY 
 
  
 
  
   
    
      
 
    
      
 
    
      
 
    
    2: First Encounters 
 
   IWAS BEHIND schedule and feeling inexcusable for hitting the snooze button four times. I glimpsed at my cheap watch, my feet moving swiftly on the sidewalk. The time read 12:10 pm. 
 
    Today was sunny and balmy in the city of Hastings, Nebraska. Spring zeal dominated an enduring atmosphere on this intoxicating tenth day of May. Paper and plastic “On Sale” signs roughly publicized on every front of the towering shops. But I didn’t care what they were advertising. Now was not browsing time, and onslaughts of dawdling people were threatening a rushed man’s patience. 
 
    Noticing an immense silver banner about Mother’s Day across the way, swaying with poise to the will of a zephyr, now upset me; prompting me into full speed. Mother’s Day is one of my least favorite holidays. 
 
    Turning at the corner of a brick building, I unexpectedly collided with a young woman. My chest and shoulders knocked her back, rattling the books she carried and they plummeted to the sidewalk. Of course, the fresh, warm cup of coffee in her hand splashed down the front of my nicely-fitting denim jeans and polo shirt that exposed my burly arms. “My favorite shirt!” I wailed. 
 
    Before my brain could register the incident that just happened, the awe-inspiring beauty immediately took her white napkins, only things remaining in her startled hands, and started rubbing the bottom of my green polo shirt. 
 
    “Oh my god! Oh my god!” the girl repeated over and over. 
 
    My hands had been thrown up in the air, first out of shock from the warmth of the caffeinated beverage, but now I was thunderstruck by this brunette. “Whoa, whoa, uh…” I gave her a peculiar look—I could feel it all over my face. An unusual feeling tugged at me… 
 
    The curly-headed brunette, I guessed to be barely older than me, continued cleaning the mess; moving on to my denims, practically on top of my penis, not noticing the expression on my face. How was I supposed to make her stop? I wasn’t entirely sure if that was even really what I wanted. 
 
    Bending down to get her hardbacks, I could feel the sunlight reflecting off my short, blonde hair. My plan was to get this fine young woman moving as far away from me as possible. The number one priority had to be getting to the restaurant Rolling Acres to meet my cousin Leon. 
 
    Two volumes have been mounded up by the time she joined in to help. I came to the unsettling realization that both of us had reached for the last book, Mozart; instantly interrupting my concentration. We looked at each other. Our eye color was the same; hazel. But a look is only a second. Enough time was passing to be classified as riveting. 
 
    The woman didn’t know what to say. Her eyes told me she just as stunned as I was. Before she could form a sentence I quickly shoved the three books about Beethoven, Bach, and Mozart into her arms. “Maybe you could learn to watch where you’re going, princess,” I coldly suggested as I passed. 
 
    With eyes narrowing in anger, she clenched her books. There is no way she was about to accept such a repugnant attitude. “Excuse me!” she screamed. 
 
    Oh crap! 
 
    Several passers-by on the sidewalk, upon hearing the affray, clenched their bags of purchased merchandise and ceased their conversations to cast chary stares. 
 
    My pace accelerated. Getting to the restaurant was imperative. But something else was going on here and I wasn’t sticking around to find out. 
 
    The woman vehemently caught up, planting her feet in front of me blocking my path. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Lucas Kale,” I answered, flashing her a smile. 
 
    “Tell me, Lucas, who gave you the right to talk to people that way?” 
 
    “Not people. Just you,” I chimed, gently placing my hands on her shoulders and impelling the furious girl out of my way. 
 
    “Jerk.” 
 
    Ouch! That actually hurt but I flashed a smirk over my shoulder anyway as I continued through the tapering crowd, leaving the attractive woman. 
 
    Wow. I really liked that shirt, I admitted, thinking about her tight-fitting, icy blue top that had the name of my favorite rock band. AC/DC. And then I remembered my own shirt. My favorite shirt. Hoping it wasn’t ruined, I looked down to examine the damage. Salvageable. I breathed a sigh of relief. Then I noticed a damp outline near my penis creating the illusion that I urinated on myself. But it wasn’t on my Give-A-Damn list. 
 
      
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    “You had a girl practically all over you and you didn’t get her number?” my cousin chuckled at the story about the girl spilling her coffee, causing a few strands of his brown hair to fall around his round face. He stopped suddenly, his eyes narrowing. “That’s not your usual behavior, Luke. What is wrong with you?” 
 
    “Me? HER! There’s something wrong with her,” I childishly remarked, surveying our surroundings inside of the restaurant Rolling Acres. The vale that an artist had once skillfully painted covers the entire wall behind my cousin. Splurges of deep blue and green paint throw open, shady hills, and dark but comforting heavens into my eyes. I thought of home back in Tennessee. 
 
    “She can’t be older than nineteen. About the same age as the girl you turned down,” he nodded at the waitress at the bar. “If something doesn’t happen here, I’m taking you to the doctor.” 
 
    “How can you tell her age?” 
 
    “Judging by her mature features and fresh-zest-of-freedom-from-parents attitude—” 
 
    “No one says mature features, Leon,” I said, picking at him. I took a sip of his water without asking. 
 
    “I do,” he reminded me right as the waitress came to take my order. Leon had went ahead and ordered a house salad and water before my arrival; half of both still remained in their dishes. 
 
    The waitress quickly observed the coffee stains and smiled. “What can I do to you?” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows, trying to decide if she intentionally meant to ask the provocative question. Leon, however, rolled his sapphire blue eyes (that allures most females) and chose to finish his drink through what was for him a banal and predictable conversation. The ruddy-headed waitress had probably been overly nice to Leon. But my cousin knew that once the “chick magnet” arrived his existence would ebb. Chick magnet was his term for me. 
 
    The red head cleared her throat, still jovial. “I mean, what can I get you?” 
 
    “You’re cheapest beer will do.” I flashed her my flirtatious smile. “For now.” 
 
    Leon held up his empty glass. “I could use—” instead of paying attention to her customer, the server walked away from our small table “—some WATER,” he finished while glaring across the table. 
 
    “What?” I asked, pretending to act innocent. 
 
    “She was nice until you came.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, she smells like cigarettes. You hate that.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    “Her cup size is decent but she hasn’t blossomed as much as the mystery lady I just encountered.” 
 
    “Interesting. You don’t usually compare size. Anything goes. Do you have a crush on this coffee girl?” he teased. 
 
    Suddenly I remembered why we were meeting at this particular eating place. My eyes frantically searched the jade green bar. “A fellow’s butt crack on a barstool. Not what I had in mind. Leon, where’s the blonde?” 
 
    “She’s not here.” 
 
    “Okay… That’s not normal.” 
 
    “You know my visions have never been wrong. The ones that tell me whom to save from the evil and perilous creatures—Vampires,” he said solemnly, reminding me of his infallible visions, as if I needed a reminder. The ginger girl was slinking back. “I didn’t know I could be wrong,” he whispered. 
 
    Our flamboyant waitress, her apron had several colored pins, placed a strawberry Smirnoff in front of us and Leon hysterically expressed his amusement; knowing that his beer loving cousin disliked any alcoholic beverage with a fruit taste. “No,” I said and forced a chuckle. The server brought her right arm out from behind her back and placed a Bud Light on the smooth table. “Funny. I like you,” I admitted to enjoying this practical joke. 
 
    “I.D.?” 
 
    “I left it—” 
 
    “I won’t tell if you won’t.” She knew instantly that we weren’t old enough to legally drink. Both of us were eighteen. I was barely a month older than Leon. 
 
    “Will that be all?” she asked, running a hand through my blond hair. 
 
    I nodded and she handed each of us a white slip of paper and returned to the loud kitchen. 
 
    “This my lil’ cuz’ is better than a check.” I turned the paper over for Leon to see. It read: TINA 555-555-0138. 
 
    “I hate you,” he said nonchalantly. I smiled and chugged down the beer. 
 
    After Leon paid at the counter I asked again about his vision. “I already told you,” he said, hand motioning while we exited the diner. “I saw this parking lot. Her walking into Rolling Acres. Sitting at that bar. Third stool from the right.” 
 
    The restaurant was located a block from where the shops held their Mother’s Day sales. Ugh! Mother’s Day! 
 
    This place seemed to have one of the bigger parking lots in the area. I stood on the sidewalk racking my brain, trying to figure out what went wrong. “That is when everything went black and she was…” 
 
    “Lying in her own blood.” 
 
    Leon knew why I had paused at the end of my sentence. Since his eighteenth birthday my cousin has been receiving visions and not once did any include a person’s corpse. The cause of death had always presented itself. And we were supposed to stop it. 
 
    “Oh, no!” He gasped suddenly and rubbed his blurry eyes, even though that never helps. “It’s happening.” 
 
    My chest burned with panic. Right here? Right now? 
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    LANA 
 
   ASMALL breeze lightly played with Lana’s raven-black tresses, but it was just enough to make her grab it all and drape it down the side of her neck. Covering her left ear. The ear that lost part of its cartilage at the top, about the size of a dime, to Kronos. The teasing at school was one thing, but having to deal with the looks from strangers could be a bit much. Her mom didn’t have the money to have it repaired properly and the prosthetic piece was constantly falling out. So much she ditched it. The scars on her lips drew attention but not enough for people to stare. 
 
    “I searched my half of the city, but… I’m sorry, Lana. I didn’t find him,” Cole dejectedly informed his comrade. Disappointment captured her oval face. “Guess you didn’t either?” 
 
    The Shadows have been searching within Hastings, Nebraska for about an hour, doubling back repeatedly with no hope in finding their nemesis Kronos. Their abnormal abilities apparently delivered nothing. Frustrated and disconcerted, Lana walked left clear of a shiny silver advertisement with dark red letters that spelled Mother’s Day Sale. “We must have missed something when we searched the woods last night.” 
 
    “Maybe he moved on.” He pushed the button for the crosswalk; the cracked sidewalk no longer went straight. 
 
    “Cole, forget your logic. What does your instinct tell you?” 
 
    “You know that only works when there are Deaths.” He unnervingly ran his fair fingers through his loose dark hair. The seventeen year old, having been a Shadow for one year, was not fond of fighting Deaths—a group of Vampires. Facing off with a solitary vamp equals an adrenaline rush. Two or more Vampires is when fear enters the equation. He would rather slay one Vampire than hunt Deaths. 
 
    “Forget that. We know Kronos.” The impatient raven-haired girl heedlessly moved across the crosswalk, disregarding the flashing DON’T WALK signal. She sighted wet spots and a brown and white coffee container sticking out of an overflowing trash bin as they advanced to the other sidewalk. 
 
    Only steps from the walkway, an unsightly lime green station wagon madly honked them to move faster—like a train desperately shouting at people on the railroad tracks. The traffic light changed to red just before the car rashly entered the junction, and its right turn signal was on despite the fact that it did not make a right turn. 
 
    Astounded, Lana and Cole eyed the speeding vehicle. “That’s right,” Cole started. “Draw more attention to that ugly piece of—” 
 
    “Did you or did you not feel his presence?” Lana interrupted, turning right on the sidewalk like she was on a mission. He matched her quick pace. 
 
    “I did. Kronos was there.” Several advertisement signs had begun to disappear along with the consumers. “Saturday-morning-slash-afternoon-sale-madness must be over,” he said. 
 
    Lana was still thinking about the Vampire. “He still has to be there. Hiding. We stayed there till dawn,” she said with spangles of cheer in her eyes. 
 
    Cole smiled down at her, fully understanding. “You’re right. He’s trapped.” They happily begin their run to the bone yard, barely inside city limits, where Kronos unremorsefully took a life last night. There was a glint of hope in Cole’s tired eyes. He knew there was no way Kronos would want to feel the sun on his face—or any part of him for that matter. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    LUCAS 
 
   THE BEST PLACE TO receive insight into the future isn’t in any populace for two reasons. 
 
    One, it is embarrassing. Humans in general tended to judge. Leon does not like going through pain to come to the realization that he is surrounded by an onslaught of people. Second, he doesn’t like elucidating afterwards that a physician is not necessary. Hopefully. 
 
    I could tell what was happening by the way my cousin covered his eyes. Glancing around the parking lot, I spotted our ultramarine blue 1970 Chevrolet Biscayne. “Come on,” I said, placing a hand on Leon’s back guiding him away from the restaurant. 
 
    “Has the ringing started?” I asked. My question was answered when an abashing Leon quickly slammed his hands over his ears and groaned louder. There was a shrillness, Leon depicted on more than one occasion, was like the high piercing noise of all the school bus brakes in the world suddenly going bad. It had escalated in his eardrums. 
 
    “Can only imagine what this is gonna look like,” I muttered and gripped Leon’s hand. Us prominent hand holding guys ran through a row of parked vehicles. We neared the car and someone whistled. Caught off guard, and Leon unable to see, we stumbled over each other’s feet, tumbling in front of a party of four women. Embarrassed, I immediately got up and helped my semi-blind cousin to his feet. 
 
    “Please tell me you aren’t gay. That’s nasty,” the shorter woman said. 
 
    “You know what they say about assuming. It makes an ass out of you and me.” With a plan in mind, I took Leon’s hand and begin walking. Just as we passed by the shorter woman, I took my free palm and slapped her butt. “Bad girl,” I said and sprinted to the car, practically pulling Leon. 
 
    “Next time we walk,” I told my tormented cousin, opening the door for him. I darted around to the driver’s seat. 
 
    Hastily, I sympathetically handed my angst-ridden cousin a white wash cloth from the backseat. By the time Leon slammed it in between his teeth tears had begun to scuttle along his cheeks. He grunted powerfully and intensely. Grinding down on the rag. Blood abruptly gushed from his nasal passages. When this happens the ringing dwindles, disappearing completely. Leon wholly loses his sight and hearing. At first everything goes coal black—according to Leon. 
 
    Leon’s senses finally return, immediately ending the vision. A trickle of blood has emanated out of his ears. He flung open the door and puked. 
 
    “Uh…” Leon moaned, leaning back in the seat. “A girl our age. Raven hair. There’s something wrong with…with her ear. She screamed raucously while something violently bit her cheek… Daylight emerged from the obscurity. A streetlight accompanied a gate with the words Rush Cemetery.” 
 
    Screamed raucously? I knew he couldn’t help it. Leon was a certified genius who had to be very descriptive sometimes for some reason. I wanted to tease him but he looked like he was about to hurl again. 
 
    Familiar with the next step—research—I put the key in the ignition. The old, sentimental car had been bequeathed to the two of us by my mother after her unexpected death. Her death being why I hate Mother’s Day. 
 
    On the way back to our motel room, I decided to take Leon’s mind off his aching head. “All the numerous times mom caught the two of us pretending to drive this… And out of that motherly fear of hers, she began hiding the key. Then the day came when I turned nine and no matter where she chose to hide it I always found the thing.” 
 
    “She caught us a couple of times in the field. Slowly cruising along without fear of punishment.” 
 
    “I woke up early one morning to the smell of her bacon and eggs. Saw the key dangling unexpectedly from the wall. I snatched that puppy up, put the key in the ignition, turned it over, and nothing happened. Little me was so devastated. That very day I realized what I wanted to be when I grew up. A mechanic.” 
 
    “It wasn’t until later, after they all…died, that Uncle Joe told us she had started removing the battery,” he recalled smiling through the pain of losing our parents. Mom, dad, my aunt and uncle. “Too bad we can’t cross being Hunters off the list.” 
 
    “And inopportune visions,” I added. 
 
    “They’re embarrassing at times, but it’s not that bad.” 
 
    “Not that bad? Dude, your face gets its period.” He rolled his eyes at my wisecrack. “What happens when you’re with a girl and—” 
 
    “—Enough, Luke,” he cut me off. 
 
    “Alright, seer dude. What the hell was that vamp doing in your vision?” I asked pulling into the motel parking lot. 
 
    “It wasn’t a Vampire.” 
 
    “What do you mean? What was it?” 
 
    “You’re not going to believe it.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
      
 
    
      
 
    
      
 
    
    3: The Weeping Willow 
 
      
 
    LANA 
 
   THIS PLACE ALWAYS looks more inviting than the one I live across from. 
 
    To avoid the blinding light shining in her eyes, Lana looked down and left into green foliage that never seems to end. Mercifully, August Cemetery does not bestow a startling impression of gloom and doom amid day hours. The dazzling yellow sun omitted creepy shadows, and Vampires could not be found playing. The grave markers didn’t look prehistoric unlike Rush Cemetery—the graveyard across from where she lived. This cemetery was not shoe-smelling-new, but it was undeniably modern compared to other quantities in Hastings. 
 
    Lana and Cole slowed to a walk. They had ran nonstop through the congested city, but loping in a burial place would be eye-catching. It was daytime and people would likely be here visiting, laying a loved one to rest, or perhaps both. 
 
    Lana had said goodbye to her grandparents six years ago due to diabetes and cancer. Her adored father, also a Shadow, was taken a year later at the hands of Kronos; that battle also resulted in the physical scarring of her lips. But the underestimation of the thirteen year old girl’s strength is what lead to a far worse scarring for the Vampire. 
 
    The damage to her ear though, that’s new. Trying to dodge flying acid was harder than Lana had anticipated. 
 
    Nine months ago, sometime during the first week of school, it was her turn to relieve Cole from watch (hunting of Vampires) for a week. The raven-haired senior, finding no signs of bloodsuckers in the quiet night, thought it best to return home before she died of boredom. 
 
    The Shadow had been walking New Hope Road next to August Cemetery, it eventually intersects with the main road where the cemetery’s entrance is located, when she suddenly had that feeling, the sixth sense—the sense that yelled Vampire! 
 
    She continued on the potholed road, now recently paved, when she saw and heard a boy her age sitting on the freshly dewed grass crying next to one of the road’s rare streetlights. 
 
    “What happened?” she asked. 
 
    “Are you, Lana?” 
 
    “Uh…yeah.” 
 
    “He said you go in alone or he’s gonna kill her.” 
 
    Given the teenage boy with short brunette hair had called the Shadow by her name and referred to the Vampire as male, she knew it could only be the Vampire she was on a first name basis with—Kronos. 
 
    “He… I think he’s a damn vampire. And not the lame kind. He’s really gonna fucking kill my girlfriend.” 
 
    Lana gazed up. The street lamp cast a small amount of light in the dark night. The Haunted House she had heard about, and passed by very little due to the lack of food in the area for Vampires, eerily stood a little ways back from the light. A nauseating feeling quickly ensued in the pit of her stomach. The only thing she knew about this derelict place was the lady haunting the house had brown hair and was supposed to be a nice ghost. 
 
    Nice ghost or not, the lot had been uninhabited for decades and Lana was not really looking forward to finding out—especially with a bloodsucker in there—if the woman catered disgusting brown faucet water or delicious cookies. Which she never hears about. If a ghost can alter the water, why can’t they manifest giant ass dough with chocolate chips? Lana had wondered. 
 
    But it was (still is) her obligation to save people; Casper or no Casper. Lana looked down at the teenage boy already lamenting the death of his girlfriend. He clung to the hard pole, face wet with tears, as if at any moment it would turn into his girlfriend and everything would be fine. 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Blayne,” he answered without looking at her. 
 
    “She’s going to be okay. He is not going to kill her,” Lana reassured him. She took a deep breath. The Shadow stepped forward onto the pebbled walkway leading through knee-high blades of grass, some had slumped over the path underneath her pointed toe boots with a low heel. 
 
    For the first time in several years, her knees had begun to shake as she approached the abandoned house (save for the ghost in question). The shutters had fallen down over time, only one or two remained giving it that spooky vibe. The three floors towered above her, and she wondered if the top floor with the lifeless window was truly considered to be a third level. The area looked (still does) too small to be a third story. 
 
    The same sixth sense that alerts her of the close proximity of—Deaths—multiple Vampires developed into the same feeling that warned her about the presence of Kronos and she seriously hoped her instincts were right about there being one killer in the faded yellow house. 
 
    Still hearing the sobbing boy behind her, Lana nervously looked up from the foot of the stairs that separated the bushes surrounding the porch. The dark house seemed to have grown two stories taller. But the petite girl frozen in front of the Haunted House knew it was her imagination. Houses do not grow. 
 
    The door stood directly across from her. The Shadow gripped the stake. Sweat coated her palm and seeped into the wood. Realizing she had been holding her breath, Lana exhaled and placed her foot on the first step. 
 
    Instantaneously, yellow light shown through all the windows, as if there were numerous beings standing by all the light switches waiting for her. Lana vomited. Chunks of that night’s dinner landed right there beside her foot. 
 
    The Shadow knew it was now or never. Lana sprang up the steps, across the small porch, and easily pushed open the rotted door. 
 
    She found nothing. No furniture. No invincible lady. No Kronos. 
 
    The lights had to have come on somehow. 
 
    Lana noticed the two doors to her left and right. Someone or something had spray painted black X’s across them. Great. Kronos is playing. Through the maze I go. 
 
    The vigilant eye of the Shadow shifted over the empty house while her feet carefully moved over the dust free floor—surely a house this old built in the 1920’s, and unoccupied since before her birth would have some degree of dust bunnies. He swept his footprints away. 
 
    The CLONK CLONK of her boots against the hardwood floor made her even more on edge. He’s going to know where I’m at! Like it matters. He can hear the rhythm of my heart. Lana knew it would be pointless to take her shoes off, a futile effort, but the extra noise was increasing her anxiety. She decided instead of removing them, she would hurry up and end yet another exasperating game hosted by Kronos. 
 
    Lana passed the marked doors and entered the next unfurnished room. Immediately to her right on the other side of the first room’s wall were stairs that lead to the next floor. On the hazardous steps (termites had fed on several of the boards and were crawling about) a thickly painted black arrow pointed from the bottom up. 
 
    Her sixth sense had confirmed this was the correct path. 
 
    The Shadow cringed with every step she took, the creaking of the ancient wood sounded just as loud as the noise made by her shoes. At least there’s light in here. She sighed. The lighted bulbs in the antique chandeliers hanging from the ceiling would make it easier to see when she needed to fight off an attacker. Or possibly fall down and kill me. Why would he even turn the electricity on? 
 
    From the center of the stairs, Lana saw a door at the top that displayed a question mark painted with the same dark black as the arrow and X’s. She quickly saw this was not the only one; the room to the left of it and the door to her right (it faced the crooning wood that lead her up here and ran perpendicular with the room across from the stairs) both had the same punctuation marks. 
 
    Lana mentally named the door to the right, Number One, the one in the middle, Two, and the other a good ways down from it to the left, Number Three. There was one room left. 
 
    At the far end, facing her and Number Three, was another door frame that was rotted; the ceiling around it had apparently been leaking for some time and brown circles nearly covered it. She feared the whole structure would cave in and end her life for Kronos. 
 
    There was no X or ?. Instead it had a red smiley face. 
 
    The Nebraskan Shadow felt her face become warmer from her increased blood pressure. I bet Blayne’s girlfriend is behind that one and Kronos in one of the others. Maybe. Who knows? 
 
    For a moment Lana stood between the steps and Number Two contemplating checking the three rooms and squaring off with Kronos or whatever was in there. But then decided she should find out if there was even a person to find and save; for all she knew the girl was dead. 
 
    Lana turned left and began following the railing that led from the stairs to the Smiley Face; looking over the side she could see the big empty room below. The old hardwood under her boots made more noise than the stairs and previous floor combined. Lana prayed it did not give way. 
 
    The CLUNK CLUNK of her low heel intensified as she passed Number Three, coming closer to the red spray paint. Her hand tightly squeezed the stake to the point where she had feared she might break it. That certainly would not help things. 
 
    Standing in front of the last door, the smell of the fresh paint combined with the musty odor of the house made Lana extremely nauseated. Let’s get this over with. Lana touched the chipped knob, stake ready for a slaying, and pushed the decayed door… 
 
    Inside sat a girl with brown hair. 
 
    Lana nearly peed on herself, but then noticed the gray masking tape over the wiry brunette’s lips in the niche of time. The girl was taped to a chair the same way the Shadow saw in movies—tape wrapped around her feet and gray strips ran underneath her bosom to the back of the chair. 
 
    Blayne’s girlfriend had been crying for some time, her cheeks were soaked and red. Lana knew she must have stopped recently because she had not heard the sniffling that comes with the heavy flow of tears. But upon seeing her savior the girl had resumed weeping. 
 
    The rescuer did not like the scenery. There were no windows; jumping from the second story was not an option. They would have to go back the way Lana had come, or go up the stairs that went right up through the ceiling behind the kidnapped girl. Bad idea. 
 
    A trap. This entire thing was a trap. Lana knew this all along. She was not stupid. Seeing the scissors purposely left beside the chair not only guaranteed something bad was about to happen, but it would be seconds from now when they were on their way back towards the black question marks. It felt ironic somehow. What to do now? That was the question. 
 
    The Shadow slowly peeled the sticky tape back from the girl’s lips, not wanting to cause her further pain. Although sore lips was the least of their worries. 
 
    “Elp me,” she said. 
 
    Lana could tell by the way she spoke this girl had been born deaf or partially deaf; she did not know which due to a lack of education on this…condition? Lana tried to conceal her surprise. She had not expected Blayne’s girlfriend to have a disability; until now she figured from her own experience that all teenage boys except for Cole were harsh and insensitive creatures. 
 
    Then her surprise turned into anger. She snatched the blades up and cut the thick strips at the back of the chair. How could Kronos do this to her…? Well he is a Vampire and she is a human. 
 
    Lana stood up after cutting the ligature around the girl’s hands and feet. Now what? I don’t know where Kr —the Shadow froze mid thought, a deadly suspicion formed in her bones like osteoporosis. 
 
    Lana stared at the oddly placed stairs. Why would someone build a stairway in a room? 
 
    The deaf girl rose from the old-fashioned chair. Lana put a finger to her lips, signaling her to be silent. It would not matter to Kronos how much, or how little noise they made, but the absence of vocal chords being used helps the adept tracker concentrate. 
 
    When she ascended the stairway with the painted arrow on it, she had known her nemesis was up here Lana recalled. 
 
    But that feeling had not changed. 
 
    With Kronos, her ability was supposed to work like someone playing a game of “warmer” or “colder” upon finding something. 
 
    It did not lessen or become stronger. 
 
    Eyes closed, the highly alert Shadow walked to the second stairway. She waited. Waited for the “colder” feeling. The girl with the permanent scars etched into her face stood at the foot of the stairs and opened her eyes. The wooden stairwell was not lit. It was pitch-black and she could see nothing. 
 
    Lana ran. 
 
    She grabbed the deaf girl’s hand and ran. Lana knew. She had known before ever coming through the front door of the “Haunted House”. But what was she to do? She could not send out an alert through the Shadow Connection—a system Shadows often use to communicate with each other by telepathically sending out images of their locations—it would result in Kronos killing the poor girl. Besides, even if she wanted to Lana did not know how to do such a thing. The superhuman had more slaying years than the other Shadows she had met over the years. But she seemed to be the only one who hasn’t mastered this critical power. 
 
    Lana stood at the foot of the lightless stairway and faced the truth. There would be no “colder” feeling. Deaths were here. Lana left the room hand in hand with the bait, not having the faintest idea where her enemies patiently waited. 
 
    But it did not take long for one—the one—to present himself. 
 
    The two girls had just barely made it out of the red Smiley Face room when Kronos rushed out from behind door Number Three holding a silver canister. It became clear why he had turned on the electricity. The Vampire wanted to make sure the Shadow could read the canister’s label. It was marked Acid, Bitch. 
 
    Lana quickly turned for the railing that ran alongside the small floor. Simultaneously, she tucked her left hand inside her long sleeved leather jacket and raised the jacket up to shield the side of her face while placing her right boot on the rail—her free hand still clasped with the Deaf Girl’s shaking palm. 
 
    Then the Shadow heard the sound of her own voice bouncing off the bare walls. Her ear was on fire. 
 
    And Lana didn’t realize the other girl hadn’t stepped up onto the railing. Instead of them jumping down together, the other girl’s legs bumped against the rail. Their hands dissevered, becoming two again, and while Lana was in the motion of jumping she saw a mop of brown hair topple over the side. 
 
    The Shadow witnessed the girl land neck first on the hardwood floor. She heard bones break and knew she had failed. With the sudden distractions, acid eating away at her ear and the kidnapped girl’s fall, Lana landed on her backside. Fortunate the old floor did not collapse from the impact. She forced open her eyelids. Cole’s worried face was centimeters from hers, and when she looked up at the railing Kronos had disappeared. 
 
    The next thing the Shadow knew she was in the emergency room with no memory of how she came to be there. “Blayne. Is he alive? How is he handling the news about…about his girlfriend?” Lana asked. 
 
    “I never saw the boy,” he told her. 
 
    Later Lana realized she had never known the name of Blayne’s girlfriend and finding out was unlikely. To her, the girl would always be referred to as Blayne’s Girlfriend or the Deaf Girl. 
 
    A girl had died right before her eyes and she didn’t even know her name. 
 
    Lana shook her head, snapping back to the present. Still walking the familiar gray pavement of the cemetery with Cole. The birthmark on the Adam’s apple of his throat highlighted in the bright sunlight. 
 
    After the death of her father she had expected Kronos to come after her unstinting, generous mother, but he never showed any signs of interest. She was, is, grateful. Not bothering to look at them, she shuddered passing the grave markers of her departed relatives. All three of them—grandfather, grandmother, and father—had been laid to rest side by side. 
 
    Now is not the time for emotions to tear me. The hunt has to come first…not the hurt. The Shadow pushed forward. Thoughts plaguing her mind. 
 
    Her graduation was four days ago. That same night Kronos had lead her and Cole on a wild goose chase out of state. The Shadow was more than willing to pursue, in hopes that college and life in general would be better without contentiously having to look over her shoulder. 
 
    But now they are back home and she does not know why. 
 
    Upon approaching a golden suburban parked on the left side with heavily tinted windows, they spotted some visitors up ahead in the cemetery. One of the suburban’s windows slid down and a cute little boy with a yellow sponge on his white shirt perched up from the backseat. “I’m Devin,” he waved, smiling bashfully. Lana gently waved back. The fair-haired boy giggled and shied away from the window. 
 
    Lana smiled at a couple not too much older than her and Cole standing in between the rows of grave markers. The tall and unadorned woman politely returned the sweet gesture with a wave before bending to place variegated flowers on a grave. Cole gave that friendly nod that most men tend to do nowadays, which in return the oddly short man reciprocated. 
 
    Bound for the vast empty space at the rear of the cemetery, the Shadows left the pair. Striding upwards and turning left at the zenith of the hill, they obeyed the cement wall on the right steering them to awaiting land that hankers for more bodies. 
 
    Right smack in the middle of freshly mowed bluestem grass, a sudden gust of wind lurched the pacifying aroma and the tallest weeping willow Lana has ever seen. Its talon like limbs cavorted in every direction, screaming for souls to accompany the loneliness that invades its territory. The tepid air finally settled, sending a calming peace over the broken-hearted willow. Lana thought the whole scene to be appropriate; that was what most people look like and feel like when they first come to a resting place for the dead. 
 
    Briskly gliding downhill through patches of cut grass, they continued on with their search for the Vampire in hiding. The fence met another seven foot wall and the excited pair stole glances up the high land and small woods on the other side of the field. Seeing no sign of ordinary humans, or anyone for that matter, Lana and Cole jumped up, readily flipping over the cemetery border leaving city limits. 
 
    “One, two,” 
 
    “We’re coming for you,” they sang quietly. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    LUCAS 
 
   PARKED in front of our motel room, I sat shirtless with my damp shirt in my lap. I intensely directed my crazy eye look at him. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    I continued eyeing him like a mad man. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    I stared incredulously, not answering. Others would have found it humorous. Leon did not. This time my cousin demanded, “WHAT?” 
 
    “A zombie, Leon?” I questioned, raising my eyebrow in continued skepticism. 
 
    “Man, that’s what it looked and acted like. And the smell was worse than that summer our dads gutted those two deer in Uncle Joe’s barn.” 
 
    “Yeah. That was on your eighth birthday when you made Rachel yack by trying to explain what a uterus was,” I recalled, laughing so hard my muscles flexed. Our cousin Rachel, Uncle Joe’s daughter, was a month shy of turning seven when Leon drew her a diagram of her internal plumbing. For Leon and me it was one of the best summers ever. 
 
    “Hey, it was difficult being the only seven year old in sixth grade. Not only was I young.” Leon opened the car door. “But I seemed younger due to my birthday being the twelfth of June.” 
 
    “Difficult for you? You stole all my chicks!” I declared, striding over to the room. 
 
    “Seeing as how I graduated from high school at thirteen I couldn’t really date college women!” my cousin, the genius retorted, passing through the threshold. Leon’s intelligence helped him to become a veterinarian at age eighteen. Early one morning when he was four his father accidentally ran over his puppy backing out of the driveway. After weeks of grieving Leon knew he wanted to help spare others the pain of losing their pets too soon if he could help it. 
 
    I unlocked the door. Room seventeen. 
 
    “Why is our room number the only one displayed in red? The others are black.” 
 
    “I don’t know, Mr. OCD. Why don’t you figure it out genius? Or ask the manager.” 
 
    Inside the motel, I opened the flimsy bathroom door, my backpack of clothes still on the bathroom floor exactly where they were left at lunch time. I left the cheap, burgundy door open. Exchanging my damp-coffee clothes for clean ones, leaving it up to Leon to find the location of the cemetery. 
 
    While he sat in his crimson cotton t-shirt, I knew Leon was recalling the events from the restaurant. He had not particularly cared for our waitress, but she had showed an interest in him until the “magnificent Luke” arrived, is what my cousin says. 
 
    “It’s not like you have trouble getting women now,” the slightly offended genius muttered to himself while opening up his royal blue laptop. 
 
    “I heard that!” I said, pulling the clean shirt down over my head. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Leon said, tapping away at the keys. No doubt rolling his eyes. 
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    4: In The Same Town 
 
      
 
    THE MYSTERY LADY 
 
   IT WAS NOTICEABLE but I knew no one was paying attention; my blue AC/DC shirt reflecting the sunlight while I eavesdropped. 
 
    I had followed the two boys—one with shoulder length brown hair, the other blonde—and watched them get out of a dark blue car and enter a motel room. I retrieved the vibrating phone from my pants pocket as I pendulously awaited at the side of the building. The smell of weeks old trash from the nearby dumpster blew right by. 
 
    “I know what it is and it starts here,” I answered but with a different accent than the American tone used previously with the rude American boy on the sidewalk. 
 
    “Raven, get—” 
 
    “Olsen. Olsen cease talking,” I commanded him with a British accent. He knows I’m not British that it’s my favorite way of communicating when stressed. It calms my mind better than a stress ball. Using the American tone does make it easier to communicate here but there was no need when talking to Olsen, who was across seas. 
 
    A yellow 2009 Gemballa Mirage GT pulled into the parking lot. 
 
    “They reside in room seventeen, but I have not received further directives on this matter. “Until I do, we will be in Kansas.” With my mind made up, I terminated the conversation and espionage. 
 
    The yellow car circled and parked sideways taking up spots next to the motel. I’ll be seeing you soon, Brighton Leon Carmany. Farewell, I thought and hopped in on the passenger side. The sweet smell of coca butter was a pleasant greeting. 
 
    “How’d it go?” 
 
    “Oh, Ganesha. At least I was an attentive little spy this time. Unlike before when I had been too distracted and wasn’t paying attention to where my feet were headed,” I said concerned, choosing the American accent. Her dark hand touched the gearshift and we slowly pulled away from the motel. “This isn’t like me. My mind was so focused on other things I bumped right into one of them earlier, dumping my coffee all over him.” 
 
    “Are they hot?” she asked, smiling. 
 
    I playfully rolled my eyes. “I never thought I would be so happy to be wearing a wig. Being exposed is the last thing we need.” Of course, sitting there, scratching at the fake brown hair, feeling my worried mind settling, I had no way of knowing that shortly the evil that would be marching toward our house. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    KIMBERLY & JIMMY (The oddly short man) 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “IT’S ONE O’ NINE.” THE BONEY WOMAN IN AUGUST Cemetery looked away from her watch and down at the headstone. She and her boyfriend had been here awhile—even before their brief encounter with the two dark-haired teenagers. A star, the sun, casted off rays onto exposed rows of buried bones; no shade to cover the graves. The frequent breezes had come to a standstill; no longer rolling down the flowerless hill in her father’s cemetery. The nape of her neck was perspiring and leaving before the unpleasant liquid covered her was highly on Kimberly’s mind. 
 
    “Ah!” A scream echoed through the cemetery. 
 
    “Jimmy, is that your brother?” she asked nervously. 
 
    The short five-foot-four man looked up from the headstone to the golden suburban. He sighed seeing nothing out of the ordinary. “You know he’s probably playin’ games again, Kim.” 
 
    “Help me!” A child’s scream beckoned. 
 
    Jimmy and Kim sprinted through her father’s cemetery, and fear entered their minds without an invitation. Running around the left of the suburban, Jimmy saw to his horror Kim’s father holding his eight year old brother up by the shoulders. “Joseph, what are—,” Jimmy stopped short noticing the blood on the man’s white collared shirt, a bloody tear in the arm, and a rib peeking out from the fabric. 
 
    A terrified Devin punched the zombie’s pale gray chin. 
 
    Arriving on Devin’s other side, Kim witnessed her father lean in and bite the skin off of the tiny child’s neck. 
 
    Jimmy tackled the assailant to the grass, and the tall woman caught the crying child. Several layers of his tender skin gone, blood drizzling down from the bite. 
 
    Kim yanked off his adorable little shirt and tied it around his slender neck. She quickly strapped him in the back and hurried around to the driver’s seat. 
 
    Now standing, Jimmy thrusted the older man before he could completely stand again and the crazy man tumbled down the hill. Jimmy hurriedly joined his alarmed girlfriend. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    LUCAS 
 
   THE certified genius glanced up when I exited the tinier than tiny bathroom. Sporting my dark denims and a shirt with white long sleeves and a light blue middle. “I found it.” 
 
    “How far do we have to drive this time?” This Vampire Hunter didn’t bother to conceal his annoyance. Since our home is in Tennessee we are pretty much guaranteed to drive an extremely long distance. Leon’s visions tend to take us back and forth across the States. “I’m a little disappointed that our trip here was a dead end. And zombies dude? I don’t know. That’s just stupid. You better not be losing your touch,” I said, pointing to my skull, I collapsed down spine first on the twin bed. 
 
    “Luke, that cemetery is only five miles from here.” 
 
    I sprang up from the surprisingly comfortable mattress. “Huh?” 
 
    “Yeah. I get a vision of bar girl covered in blood, and now I see someone getting their face ripped off. In the same town.” 
 
    Leon’s comments sounded more like questions. I snatched up my backpack of clothes from the bathroom floor and returned prepared to leave. “Think this is somehow connected?” 
 
    “There is no way in hell it can’t be,” he said. The seer didn’t need any more unequivocal proof. Leon Carmany was convinced there was something seriously wrong with Hastings, Nebraska. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
      
 
    
      
 
    
      
 
    
    5: Out of the Clear Blue Sky 
 
      
 
    LANA & COLE 
 
   WHEN SPRING had arrived the trees certainly did not waste any time putting their clothes on. Every single one carried some sort of foliage in a variation of sizes and colors, even the green leaves present different shades. Not knowing the names of these trees, Lana adored the purple ones, whereas Cole did know most of the old but amazing looking trees, leaving him with a preference for maple. 
 
    They both could clearly see and hear that the vegetation was not lonesome. Squirrels observed and carried on, woodpeckers continued with their echoing decibels, and an amalgamation of birds chirping and tweeting would make you think they were inebriated. 
 
    The sun played the part of a slow moving disco ball. Overall Mother Nature was throwing a fabulous party. 
 
    Lana inhaled deeply. I love that smell! Gosh! Seeing the woods and being in the woods are two different things! Lana kept her thoughts to herself, their speed decreasing to a walk. 
 
    “I think I’m starting to sweat now,” Cole whispered, not wanting to alert anyone that might be in the woods. 
 
    “Yeah,” Lana let out a low laugh, tugging at her shirt trying to get an air flow. 
 
    It was quiet for a moment. Well they were anyways. Listening. Watching. Smelling. Tracking. Hunting. Conspiring to kill. 
 
    “I feel it more,” the female Shadow whispered eagerly. 
 
    “The sweat?” 
 
    “No,” she smiled. “The feeling.” 
 
    “It’s like a pull.” 
 
    “Let’s separate this time. See where our sixth sense leads us,” he nodded taking the space to the right and she branched to the left. 
 
      
 
    Out of the corner of his eye he could see Lana but they were quickly going in opposite directions. While his path lead him slightly upwards, hers was downhill. 
 
    Cole was aware that back at August Cemetery Lana did not so much as consider a momentary glimpse at what was left of her deceased family. This deeply vexed him. When it came to Lana he hated worrying. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    RAVEN 
 
   SLIGHTLY IRRITATED, I sighed into my cell phone. “I know you are worried about me, but it is not necessary…” “Raven—” his voice pleaded. 
 
    “Olsen, please just do it and get safe… Ganesha drove me here,” I answered the voice on the other end. “I am pressing end now,” I said in my American accent. “Later.” 
 
    Going through airport security had been easy enough; no luggage, not even a purse. I sat solo for awhile watching a reporter on the airport’s TV. Future passengers (a few with overindulging issues, one girl that had to be visiting the toilet after every meal, a man who smelled like he took a bath in cologne, and another man who could stand to borrow some) gathered around trying to hear what the woman standing in front of the hospital on the flat screen was saying: 
 
    “It is believed that a doctor was admitted earlier today. When nurses and doctors sought to treat him they were attacked. It is still unclear as to who has this busy hospital locked down and why. The question now is, are there any hostages?” 
 
    I looked down at the plane ticket displaying my alias; the name nowhere near Raven. My hand threatening to crumble the ticket. Knowing that it did not matter if the hospital was locked or unlocked made my decision…difficult. 
 
    I desired to stay. To help those people turning into monsters. 
 
    But that is not my mission, I silently told myself. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, all five-foot-seven of me stood up to be the first in line before the male voice boomed overhead announcing the departing flight and people gathered their belongings. The female attendant behind the computer screen glared with a baffled expression. How did she do that? She was wondering. I can’t read minds, just very observant. I have many skills, but telepathy isn’t one of them. 
 
    The small crowd gathered in front of the flat screen was last to the two rows of waiting passengers. Two male teens—one with a mole on his cheek—quietly chatted about who had the best chance of getting away with “accidentally” rubbing up against me. For this I did use my special hearing powers. Partly flattered, I silently laughed at the absurdity, as if they could do such a thing. The revolted part of me smiled maliciously in their direction, all the way at the end of the line. The boys tensed when their eyes met mine. Instantly destroying their perverted plan. And then I turned, putting them out of my mind. 
 
    In God I trust. My last thought in the terminal. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    LUCAS 
 
   BITING my nails, I was uncharacteristically silent. Driving with one hand on the wheel of the Biscayne while Leon stared out the passenger window. It was easy to tell we were nearing the end of the city. Buildings not only dwindled in size, but the houses seemed to grow bigger lawns. 
 
    A fast-paced vehicle moving towards us adverted Leon’s attention. 
 
    The speed limit sign up ahead read “forty-five”. He glanced at the speedometer. We were moving ten over the legal limit and we curiously eyed the woman in the golden suburban as she noticeably sped by… 
 
    After a few more acres of unbroken silence and open space, we passed a road—New Hope Road—and a graveyard on the left with very little appreciation for its beauty. We had business to take care of. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    KIMBERLY & JIMMY 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “HOSPITAL.” 
 
    “Hospital,” Jimmy agreed with his girlfriend on their next course of action, going the opposite direction of the Chevy Biscayne. 
 
    Devin wiped the tears from his small eyes. “I saw him walking. I thought he got hurted in the place where animals play.” He dug into the black seat with his baby-like nails. “But then he looks really scary so I only watch.” 
 
    “Kim, what is your dad doin’ in the woods?” Jimmy asked, turning away from his bleeding little brother in the backseat. 
 
    “I-I don’t know. He said he thought that when he was done mowing he saw Lee in the woods.” Lee was supposed to close their dad’s cemetery last night. But after dark her father called in a blind panic. Her brother’s truck had been abandon inside August Cemetery. The driver side window busted out. 
 
    “Why would Lee be in there?” 
 
    “I don’t know that he was, Jimmy! I just figured dad was getting drunk during the day again. I’m used to him drinking at odd hours, then going weeks without even a sip, but this… I’ve never seen my dad, or anyone, pick up a child and do what he did to Devin.” The scenery of hogs and cattle pass by in the rearview mirror. 
 
    “What’s with him?” Jimmy asked. 
 
    Kimberly shrugged. “Don’t know…” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    LUCAS 
 
   WE SAT IN FRONT OF RUSH CEMETERY. “The setting is just the way it appeared in my vision. Vines emergent on the iron rods. But we can still see tombstones on the other side,” Leon said. An eight foot gate that was made out of iron as well, but did not have climbing plants, towered at the entrance. He easily spotted the streetlight; it was the only object that remained taller than the entrance. 
 
    One thing the seer had not seen in his vision was the open land to our right that was occupied by a descent size, well-kept white house several acres back from the road… 
 
    “This is the place. So far nothing unusual. Think we should drive through to see if we can find anything?” he asked. 
 
    Without a word, I put the car in drive. The lettering, RUSH, was easy to spot because it definitely stood out in the center of the clustered bars to our left. Judging by the conditions of the tombstones, I guessed that the black chipping barrier not only kept vandals out at night, but also attracted curious folks during daytime hours. 
 
    “You’ve been quiet,” he said. 
 
    I pretended to take interest in the aged markers. The people we save have a latent possibility to become exalted and significant. And ever since we arrived in this state I hadn’t a clue what was happening. Nothing seemed to add up. 
 
    “Not once did you turn on the radio.” 
 
    “I don’t like this, Brighton.” Calling Leon by his forename usually meant I was serious. “Why is your vision extremely different? You’ve only seen two things. Vampires and Potentials. And Potentials do not find out about us and Vampires existing,” my voice began to rise. “Because we KILL the vamps before they strike! Now she is going to find out about US!” I referred to the girl we were here to save from whatever the hell he saw. 
 
    The small roadway forced me to calm down and make a decision. Right or left? Broken and cracked headstones, along with dying grass, awaited to the left. “What else is going to change?” I asked, choosing big ancient trees, above ground tombs, and creepy statues to the right. 
 
    “Guess I haven’t thought about it that way.” 
 
    “You’re always charge then ask.” 
 
    “You’re not? I’m surprised you don’t have penis funk.” 
 
    “Hey, I wrap it!” I said defensively. 
 
    “What happens when you don’t have anything to wrap?” 
 
    “It’s not like I do it every day with everyone. Why am I talking to you about this? Let’s leave the weird-cousin-sex-talk to Rachel.” Our youngest cousin has a way of purposefully making us uncomfortable. And it wasn’t like Leon and I never talked about the things we do with the ladies, because we do—me more than Leon. It’s just that I desperately wished this business in Nebraska to be finished so I could head back to my cousin Rachel and Uncle Joe in Tennessee, escaping this nervous tension building in my stomach like there was an atomic bomb about to be dropped on my world… 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    KIMBERLY & JIMMY 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I NEED TO CALM DOWN,” Jimmy said, rubbing his short sweaty palms up and down his jeans. The fight with his girlfriend’s father was over but his adrenaline was not finished pumping. 
 
    Jimmy turned the knob on the radio. They heard a male voice: “It is official. The only hospital in Hastings is on lockdown. Police and reporters have surrounded the campus but why is unclear,” the man announced through the speakers. “Unfortunately, if you or someone you know needs to be admitted to the ER it won’t be in Hastings.” 
 
    “Maybe we should just go to the police,” the balding man in his twenties suggested. “I mean I don’t even think your dad knew us or himself. And you just don’t turn into a cannibal overnight unless you’ve been…turned into—” 
 
    “Sweetie you’re babbling,” Kimberly said, touching the top of his hand with hers. 
 
    “I know. I just—” 
 
    Kimberly was in the middle of the intersection before it occurred to her that her college sweetheart was not wearing the thin piece of material across his chest; his seatbelt. The side of her suburban crunched against the side of a dump truck. Her freckled hand no longer clenched the smooth steering-wheel… 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    COLE & LANA 
 
   IN ALL THE TIME I have come to know her… I cannot help but notice the changes. The more Lana looked at Cole the more he noticed the sparkle that he adored so much… It is almost gone. But does Lana know? Know how much she is starting to obsess over Kronos? Or the fact that I even care? Do I care…? Yes. Yes, I care. 
 
    Would he not speak up and tell her she was a danger to herself? She would never physically harm herself, but her pulling away from all her friends and being alone… That can’t be healthy. 
 
    But what am I supposed to say? Hey, yes, Kronos is evil stop trying to end his existence? That would go over like a turd in a punch bowl. Wow, I can’t believe I just thought about a turd in a bowl. 
 
    Cole laughed at himself while trudging through the woods. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Excitement rang in Lana Queen’s mind and she gasped. “That’s it!” Her adrenaline was moving at speeds she had long since forgotten. 
 
    Surrounded by oversized tree trunks and huge branches was the entrance to a well-hidden cave. A squirrel had ran a straight path through at the bottom of the trees. Lana looked closely, saw something back there, and pushed her way through the tree limbs and discovered it. There before her eyes, hidden within the dull brown, radiant green, and popping white foliage, was her nemesis’ hiding place. 
 
    I’ve been through here five, six, eight times in my life and I’ve never noticed this? Then again, why would I? Those times me, Cole, and Loki were hanging out around here we were doing just that, hanging out. 
 
    In one of the rare acres of trees, each one of them had come to the welcoming and calm atmosphere on weekends to forget life. For Lana it was obviously Kronos and the teasing at school. She openly knew her friend and neighbor, Loki, came to escape the consequences of her parents’ divorce. 
 
    But now days, Loki liked going anywhere that was not her own house for good reasons, reasons Lana still tried to ignore. Cole came because that was where she and Loki went—being around them helped him cope with being adopted. 
 
    Cole’s entire family had died in a house fire on the night of Christmas when he was eleven. He woke up choking from smoke that had drifted down from the top of the stairs. He ran out of the basement door that was practically next to his bed and sat in the snow. He cried while he watched the flames spread from the first floor to the second. 
 
    Cole had told Lana and Loki he had heard his sister and mother screaming. And Lana could see why he would want to forget that nightmare. Who wouldn’t? 
 
    Must find— It is as though he read her thoughts. On top what she had thought was a hill, but in actuality was an enormous cave, appeared the dark-haired boy. 
 
    Her presence clearly surprised Cole. “Why did we both end up here?” 
 
    She beckoned him with her hand. He jumped down. 
 
    “I don’t see…” Cole trailed off, looking past the trees. “Is that a cave? I’ve have never seen that before!” His enthusiasm poured out and they raced through the thick entanglement, her lustrous black tresses bobbing. He made it inside first. 
 
    “Hey, do you think this is the exit to that cavern we played in a few years back?” she whispered hoping not to alert Kronos. 
 
    “I don’t know. I mean the only thing I remember other than the fact it’s behind August is that we got lost because we couldn’t…see.” 
 
    It dawned on them that they were pretty much in the same situation. 
 
    Granted, being a Shadow has its advantages; running faster than an Olympic athlete, being physically stronger. Having above average hearing and a better sense of smell than other humans. But it usually took a minimum of two Shadows to dismember a Vampire. They did not possess the strength of their predators, and no matter how quick one moved their feet the Vampire usually won. Lana had become stronger over the years but unfortunately, the Shadow’s eyesight was that of an ordinary human when exposed to total cave darkness. If they continued without light they wouldn’t even be able to see their own hand right in front of their face. 
 
    “So how many people does it take to get flashlights?” Cole joked. 
 
    Lana rolled her apple green eyes. “I’ll go,” she volunteered since her house was closer. 
 
    But suddenly a familiar scent invaded her nostrils. 
 
    Blood. Human blood. 
 
    “I smell…” Cole inhaled deeper. And then they knew they were in trouble—their instincts intensifying to the extreme. The sudden change can only mean one thing. 
 
    “Run!” Lana shouted. 
 
    The Shadows knew they had seconds. Seconds to escape into the sun…or seconds to be claimed by one or several unhappy Vampires. Well maybe happy depending on which way they choose to look at the situation. Angry their habitat was being disturbed, or happy two blind-in-the-dark humans imprudently strolled in. 
 
    The frantic Shadows knew that no matter how hard they listened in the dark, even as advanced as their skills are compared to others like them, it would not save them. While Shadows cannot be Pushed—the Vampires feeding ability by standing at a distance and expelling a human’s blood from them and into the mouth of the predator—more than three blood feigns would surely rip them to pieces. 
 
    A pair of feet smashed into Lana’s face from above, knocking the breath out of her as she landed on what felt like unleveled rock. Her own nose blood flowed freely into her dry mouth. 
 
    Something wet dripped down from the cave and slid down the side of Lana’s neck… 
 
    A fist connected against Cole’s cheek and then a foot hit him not once, not twice, but three times. Lana heard the dirt sling about from its rapid spin kicks. Taunting laughter ensued in front of them, echoing through the cave unveiling the voice of a woman. 
 
    Even though there wasn’t much light there was enough shining through at the top of the egress to create a silhouette of the villain. Knowing she must act quickly, Lana wrapped her fingers around the chunk of rock that had come loose when she landed spine first. The Vampire’s body bent over backwards, avoiding the flying object. Cole, seizing the opportunity, dropped down sideswiping the Vampire’s feet out from underneath her. But the bloodsucker quickly sprang up into a back flip, filling the dark cave with more disturbing cackles. 
 
    The Shadows charged. 
 
    The night creature landed, bare feet packing down the earth. And four hands pushed her through the forestry and into the beaming rays of sunlight. 
 
    Her Vampire eyes fell upon them. They were the same colors as any vamp in its form; the sclera in both eyes was emerald green. And the pupils and irises orange outlined heavily with violet. 
 
    “Even the Goddess will not be able to save you,” she cryptically said. 
 
    Touching the sunbeams, red blood seeped out from her old, wrinkly skin like meat that was being cooked on one side. A green flame—the same color as the Vampire’s sclera—ignited from her taunting eyeballs. Juddering, her long white hair waved up and down in the wind before it burst into the same horrid blaze. The Old Lady Vampire exploded into huge flames of emerald green. Her entire body on fire. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    LUCAS 
 
   PUTTING ON THE BRAKES, we stared with open mouths. Several yards ahead verdant green fire rose over the fence in Rush Cemetery. Climbing towards the sky, the green fire changed into snow white smoke and then disappeared. 
 
    “Wow!” Leon boomed, slicking back long strands of hair. “A Vampire in daylight?” We had never seen anything like this; only heard stories. 
 
    “More importantly, who killed it?” The human-killing creatures of the night would never willing step foot in front of the star. The sun. And no normal human could force them to do so. We had heard rumors of supercharged humans possessing the instinctive ability to track Vampires. 
 
    “We have never seen a Tracker,” Leon said air quoting Tracker, dismissing my theory. 
 
    “Never seen a zombie,” I said air quoting. 
 
    “Point taken, Luke.” 
 
    While exiting the old graveyard to ponder the Vampire’s death and to continue with the stakeout at the cemetery’s entrance, we noticed two dark-headed figures running in the field along a graveled driveway towards the white house… If Leon had known one of them was our Potential we might have stayed longer in the end. But would it have helped? 
 
  
 
  
   
    
      
 
    
      
 
    
      
 
    
    6: Hope 
 
      
 
    KIMBERLY 
 
   THE SKY WAS AT THE WRONG ANGLE. Upside down. Kimberly unbuckled her seatbelt, and Devin appeared next to her outside of the wreckage. The tiny cuts on her hands stinging as she climbed out through the glassless window. Facing the way they had traveled, shocked eyes refuse their sight. A body lied in the intersection. 
 
    Jimmy’s body. 
 
    An elderly couple got out of the small car behind her and Devin. An obese woman with multiple chins walked toward them from the right. A man with a gun strode away from his white four-door truck that had been behind the person in the dump truck who caused the accident. 
 
    The door of the dump truck was open. 
 
    Something deadly looking resembling that of a human fell down from it… 
 
    The heavy woman yelled, “Thing! Thing! Kill it!” 
 
    Bang! 
 
    The halfway sitting up thing slumped down again. Dead. 
 
    “How did you get that on your neck?” the man from the white truck addressed Devin, pistol by his side. 
 
    “Why?” Kimberly asked defensively, pulling the boy closer. The boy’s shirt now soiled with a red coloring. 
 
    “The radio said to watch out for people that looked like death.” 
 
    “And for people that had excessive bleeding,” added Hefty. 
 
    “And excessive bleeding,” he repeated and pointed his weapon at the child. Devin screamed in terror. A cloud muted the sun… 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “IF ZOMBIES DO START TAKING OVER, we’ve got a bigger problem than trying to kill them.” 
 
    My eyes were bulging. “What’s harder than that?” I demanded. 
 
    “Luke, look around you. What do you see?” 
 
    Rush Cemetery stood to our right and the field of bluestem grass (more than likely used for hay) to the left. I took a few seconds to think, running my fingers over my square chin. “Nothing.” 
 
    “And the nearest city’s forever away,” Leon informed me. 
 
    “Are you telling me that any cities we find out there—” 
 
    “—Population does well to even get above seven hundred. They’re going to be less likely to be infected—” 
 
    “And when they hear about this they’re gonna keep it that way,” I concluded. 
 
    “Locking and boarding up. No one gets in.” The realist turned to the small rolling knolls of land. “Luke, there is nowhere to hide out there.” 
 
    “Damn it!” I contemplated our options. And arrived at only one. “Okay. After we save this girl we are going home.” 
 
    “Which girl?” 
 
    “The one that shows up. The girl from your last vision.” 
 
    “Okay. Since we’re waiting let’s go back. I forgot my book.” 
 
    “Seriously, dude? You spend more time reading the poems of T.S. Eliot than the amount of hours I use watching busting Asians on the internet. You have it memorized. Can’t you just write it?” 
 
    Leon huffed. His annoyance caused me to laugh in amusement. “Okay, okay,” I said. I turned the key over. The car’s engine rumbled to life. “Here’s to her not dying while we go on a book quest.” 
 
    “That street light was on and the gate was closed,” Leon said, recalling his vision. I put the car in drive, tires slowly rolling along the road. “Didn’t you say this happened before dark…?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    …Lana and Cole, flashlights in hand, neared the end of her gravel driveway. They saw a deep blue-colored car so waxed that it reflected the scenery as it drove away from the cemetery entrance. While the car passed by Rush Cemetery, the street lamp—not knowing the time of day—stirred from its slumber… 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    “This can’t be good,” I said when we drew near the four-way stop sign. A dump truck and a golden suburban blocked a great deal of the intersection. Four wheels of the beat-up suburban pointed towards the darkened blue sky, and broken glass and pieces of metal covered the pavement. 
 
    “Hey! What the hell is that guy doin’? Why would anyone aim something deadly like a gun at a kid?!” Leon said. His southern accent tended to come out more when he was angry. 
 
    I stopped the car at the white line painted on the pavement and reached into the glove compartment and pulled out my pistol. I tucked it against my back, the barrel pointing down inside my pants. The safety still on. The two of us quickly hopped out, hurrying over to the people idly watching while a man threatened a child’s life. 
 
    The young, light-haired boy wrapped himself around the leg of the adult female next to him, tears streaming down his innocent face. “Please, help!” the woman begged us. The man with the obviously dyed hair, way too dark for his age, lowered his firearm upon our presence. 
 
    “What’s your name?” I asked the woman. 
 
    “Kimberly. This is Devin.” 
 
    “And you?” Leon asked the older man with dyed black hair. The hair on his face was gray and white. 
 
    “Tyler.” 
 
    “Tyler, I’m Leon.” Simultaneously, we noticed the pale gray dead man by the dump truck. And then another man, short and bald and lying face down. “What happened here?” 
 
    “Something… Zombies—I think. This kid is one of them.” 
 
    “No, I’m not!” Devin cried, and called out to the short dead man, “Jimmy! Jimmy, help!” 
 
    Leon tucked back the brown hair that had fallen in front of his eyes and stepped toward the wrecked car. Tyler stiffened. “I’m just going to check on Jimmy,” Leon said, hoping to calm the man. He bent down beside the dead man lying face down on the pavement and placed two fingers on Jimmy’s carotid artery; located on the side of his neck. Leon looked at the extremely thin lady standing next to the child. “What is Jimmy to you?” He asked her. 
 
    “My boyfriend. And Devin’s brother.” 
 
    Leon hesitated. Not wanting to confirm what the rest of us knew. “He’s dead.” 
 
    Shocked, Kimberly hung onto Devin’s little hand. She looked as if she might faint. “My brother is missing. There’s something wrong with my dad. A stranger is pointing a gun at Devin. And now my boyfriend is dead?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Tyler said, giving false condolences. “But he has to be stopped.” The man pointed his gun at the little boy. Devin hid behind Kimberly, screaming frantically and pulling at her legs. 
 
    “Listen to yourself,” I spoke up, hoping to talk some sense into the man. “You’re talking about killing kids.” 
 
    “He’s infected,” Hefty chimed in. 
 
    “He’s not,” Kimberly said, her voice shaky. 
 
    I sneered at the uncaring overweight lady. “So what if he is? There might be a cure.” 
 
    Kimberly once again tried reassuring everyone. “Nothing touched him.” 
 
    “We don’t know that,” said Hefty. 
 
    “Exactly!” I snapped at the eager to kill woman. 
 
    “I can know,” Leon said calmly. 
 
    Tyler raised an eyebrow. He was curious. “How?” 
 
    “I’m a Veterinarian. I work with wounds. May I have a look?” 
 
    “Go,” he says waving his life stopper, the gun. 
 
    Briskly, my cousin and I walked over to the shaking, condemned boy and squatted down in front of him. “Devin, it’s okay.” Leon was a stranger but the certainty in his voice brought the little boy out of hiding. Leon untied the knot and slowly unwound the shirt. He had to have felt the tension radiating from the stringy-haired female with cuts on her hands. I sure did. 
 
    “I’m eight. Everyone tells me I’m smart for my age. Are you smart for your age?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Leon smiled. And then his heart momentarily stopped. It had to. Because mine did. Both of Leon’s jobs included saving people’s lives. This hurt me, but I knew it meant more to him. 
 
    Bright purple skin dangled from the top of a wound the size of Devin’s fist; the edges spotted with green pus and the tiny veins surrounding it were white underneath the flesh with a brown outline. 
 
    Looking the eight year old in his fear-filled eyes, a lump like the size of a life threatening tumor formed at the back of my throat. 
 
    “Please,” Devin pleaded, barely loud enough for us to hear. Innocent tears sparkling in the light of what felt like frozen time. 
 
    Kimberly’s body blocked the view from the two quiet observers behind her. The overweight woman couldn’t see over Leon, and Tyler was unable see this side of the poor child’s neck. Leon’s mouth parted in anguish. Does he open his mouth and take indirect responsibility for ending the imaginative spirit behind those youthful child eyes that peer into him? Or does he try to lie in hopes of saving him? 
 
    My cousin and I will never walk in this world the same way we did when we woke up this morning. We will never forget the silence. The silence of little Devin. Motionless before his little body swayed towards Kimberly. She swooped down, catching her dead boyfriend’s dead brother. 
 
    Leon, unable to move, stared at the air where Devin had once stood. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Tyler apologized for killing the child. But it didn’t mean a damn thing. He climbed back in his truck with his stupid hair that had been dyed black. 
 
    I felt chunks of food and stomach acid touch my tongue. I hunched over and regurgitation splashed on the scattered debris. 
 
    Tyler and the oversized woman crossed the intersection, moving around the collision. The old man ushered his sobbing wife to their car. 
 
    “Let’s go, Brighton,” I said, practically pulling Leon up by his arms. “We’re going back to Rush. Then we are gettin’ the hell out of here! As for your book, I’ll buy you a new one.” 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    To clear my mind, I rolled the window down and breathed in the calm but misleading air blowing in on our way back to the graveyard. I hope she lives. A welcoming image of intelligent eyes brightened behind my own. The smile in her trusting irises made nauseating gloom and darkness fall away like beautiful sparkling snow from a graceful cloud. 
 
    Odd. I didn’t even know her name. 
 
    Maybe if I hadn’t been up until three in the morning watching reruns of women’s MMA matches and listening to classic rock, then I wouldn’t have shown such hostility towards her and I would know her name. I could help her; the girl who wore the shirt displaying my favorite band. 
 
    But if I had not been up in the early AM maybe I wouldn’t have seen her. 
 
    “What… Are you okay, Lucas?” Leon interrupted my thoughts. 
 
    “I’m just thinking.” 
 
    “About…that kid? I can’t bring myself to say his name.” 
 
    “Not that. Anything that isn’t that. This day is about to take a turn that involves me feeling like I’ve been butt-raped isn’t it?” 
 
    Leon put a hand over his stomach. “I got a bad feeling.” 
 
    “Considering what just happened, well yeah.” 
 
    “Pull over.” Not waiting for a complete stop, Leon carried him to the front of the vehicle. Breathing fast, he placed his hands on the hood like he was trying to concentrate. 
 
    “Leon?” I gave him a sidelong glance, shutting my door. 
 
    “Luke, I’ve got a bad feeling,” he said and walked away from me. 
 
    “Yeah, you mentioned that. Now say something else, like are you having some traumatized attack?” 
 
    “Fatigue…” he said. “Pavement vibrating. Patches of grass shifting around, chasing each other as if they are trying to find the right spot to settle.” He described what he was seeing. “That’s not right.” 
 
    “Seriously, I’m already freaked the hell out!” I yelled, not far behind him. “Stop moving!” 
 
    He turned. 
 
    I saw his eyelids blink once. He trudged a single footstep forward on the open road. 
 
    The seer’s knees buckled… 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    RAVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    …WHY IS THE SKY SO FAR DOWN? He wonders. He has been falling for some time now. There has to be a bottom. Right? Water gently touches his smooth cheeks. That must be from the cascade. Where is it going? Wind violently pushes him upwards taking him into a lightless abyss… 
 
    …It’s black. 
 
    “Wake up,” he suddenly says. 
 
    “Who is that? Why are you whispering?” I ask calmly. 
 
    “Wake up,” the familiar voice urges. 
 
    The sound of an irregular heartbeat thumps loudly before being masked by incoherent babbling. 
 
    Orange rays—source unknown—burst onto my tan face, like sunrise on a scorching summer day, blinding me. Clasping my fingers over confused squinty eyes, incoherent babbling escalates into shouting. The orange rays respond angrily, dividing into three darker ones thwarting around my skull. Two of the rays dig with great effort through my ear canals, scratching at the eardrum like a cockroach. The third, without hesitation, unkindly delivers itself up into the airless passageway of my nose. 
 
    The voices stop. 
 
    All is mute except for the sound of a heart beating implausibly slow… 
 
    I smell an unforgettable scent. Fear. 
 
    My eyes snap wide open. The seats to my left and right are vacant. Every passenger on the plane is gathered behind me, screaming in my direction. Lifting my head off the back of the seat in front of me, my eyesight aligns with the dead, glazed pupils of a zombie. His lips seem to curl up with elation. Bent over the padded seat, it leans forward avidly moaning. 
 
    The irises and pupils of my eyes are not typical colors… The white parts are blue… My brown ringlets flatten and turn light yellow… 
 
    Putting my hands around the zombie’s neck, its eyes instantly change from red to the same brilliant, sapphire blue I had seen earlier today… Grabbing me by the shoulders, it suddenly morphs into Leon Carmany. “Raven, you have to wake up!” Leon warns again. 
 
    I calmly awakened from the nightmare—a first—to bundled layers of fluffy clouds drifting under a bird, the airplane, that remains to be the interloper in the sky. I had not meant to go to sleep, at first, but then the relaxed atmosphere took over my body. I certainly didn’t expect to have a bad dream with so many hearts beating in the enclosed area. 
 
    What I found more surprising than me not waking to the sound of the screaming voices in my head that haunt me when I sleep, is the sensation that someone on this flight is not well… 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    LUCAS 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “STOP!” LEON SPLUTTERED, CHOKING ON FALLING water. 
 
    A bottle of water dropped from my trembling hand to join the other four bottles on the side of the road. “Finally! Do you have any idea what I’ve just been through?!” 
 
    My cousin, the seer, rested his head back against the car. “No. Why?” 
 
    “I’ve been splashing crap on you for the last five minutes!” 
 
    He eyed the plastic containers. “Or drowning me.” He climbed to his feet. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m getting in,” Leon said, plopping down on the car seat. 
 
    I huffed and went to the other side of the car. “Well?” I said, shutting the driver side door, waiting for an explanation. 
 
    “I don’t know. I feel better. The word raven feels like it should mean something.” 
 
    “You nearly hit your big head and made my spine turn into Forest Gump pulling your dorky guts off the road because you wanted to dream about Edgar Allen Poe!” 
 
    “Why are you yell—” 
 
    “—Because your wrong and incorrect vision made us come here! I just saw a tiny boy get his tiny boy brains removed! And I don’t want to fight evil bastards that are just as evil as the evil Vampires we already remove from this psychotic planet you and I call home!” 
 
    Leon didn’t have a response. Or he just chose not to respond to my outburst. I used the moment of silence to compose myself. 
 
    “If this thing gets out of control we’re going to be seeing more than Devin,” my cousin finally spoke, water dripping from his shoulder length hair. 
 
    “That’s what scares me, Leon.” 
 
    I started the engine and the two of us persevered with our journey to save the unsuspecting black-haired girl with scars on her lips and damaged ear cartilage. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    LANA & COLE 
 
   BLACK SHADOWS danced around cave rocks caused by hand held lights. Something dripped onto Lana’s nose… Her light shined upward to the cave’s ceiling, followed by her friend’s ring of light. Cole’s usual cheery smile quickly twisted into the upside down version of the Joker’s memorable smile; his favorite villain. 
 
    As if she swallowed tacks, air sharply cut into Lana’s throat causing her to fumble over her words. “S-S-Someone’s been trying t-to Push for a while.” Some of the bodies with missing heads and teeth marks told her a new Vampire is or has been in this tunnel. Fresh Vampires are the easiest to kill for they have not acquired what the older ones have learned. And since they do not have the ability to Push they must feed by physically holding and biting their prey. 
 
    Cole pried his now oversized eyeballs from the horrible display of strung up bodies. “They are meals and practice.” 
 
    The revolted girl counted seventeen torso’s jagged together with railroad spikes. Lana shined the light on the dead but still bleeding gray-haired man nailed to the rest of the bodies. “If he’s bleeding how did she, or anyone get him?” It is unlikely the Old Lady Vampire kept him over night and late into the afternoon, not the style of their inimical opponents. 
 
    “Do you want to get backup?” 
 
    “No,” the Shadow sighed and moved farther into the darkness. “Kronos first. Then we will decide where the burials are going.” Lana hated that; the fact that those people would always be classified as “missing”. Their families would worry themselves to their own graves. 
 
    Cole didn’t know if or what he should say. Should he comfort her with words or be quiet in a place where Vampires reside? Instead of vocalizing, he placed his fingertips in between her short, skinny fingers. 
 
    Pretending to take interest in the holes created in the rocks over time by falling water drops, Lana lightly squeezed their palms together; grateful for the reassurance. 
 
    The once orphaned boy held his breath, afraid she would let go too soon. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    RAVEN 
 
   THERE are other ways for me to get to my house in Kansas, but I wanted to fly. It was nice to have the clouds underneath me. Even the sun was different up here; its perfect circle now replaced by a bright blur. 
 
    What I loved most about this experience wasn’t just the view. But the silence. 
 
    When would I have the time to shoot across the sky like this? While the walking dead are feasting on everyone? Including the two I eavesdropped on? My friends? Olsen? 
 
    Distracting my mind, the same undesirable smell I experienced only momentarily ago caused me to terminate respiration. The smell had a resemblance of fresh vomit mixed with warm cat urine. Unbuckling the safety belt and rising to my feet, I knew exactly where the stench fled from and was not surprised that the other passengers didn’t notice. I have always been tuned into what members of society either refuse or simply do not know. 
 
    Leaving the first row, the two horny teenagers—one with a mole on his face—gawk while I glided calmly down the aisle to the restroom. 
 
    I was inches away from the opening lavatory door. 
 
    With sweat on his face and purple bags underneath his eye sockets, a man with a great toupee, he had to have paid a fortune for it, jumped at the unexpected sight of me. I kept my voice low. “What happened to you?” 
 
    “N-N-Nothing,” he stuttered, trying to move forward but I blocked him. “Why?” 
 
    “I’m inquisitive. Now, who bit you?” 
 
    “Um…” he hesitated, pulling on the cufflinks of his pressed suit. “A cop that was on the side of the road. Someone pulled him from a green wagon.” 
 
    “Hastings, Nebraska?” 
 
    The distressed man nodded, and I quickly jabbed my fist against the side of his neck. His eyes closed. I gently shut the restroom door. The Captain’s voice boomed over the intercom. We were landing shortly. 
 
    The unconscious man… I snapped his fragile vertebrae… 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    LANA & COLE 
 
   THE COURSE OF THE TUNNEL CHANGED, no longer curving downward. It leveled out to a straight path. The temperature had drastically cooled as soon as they had gone a few yards, but now it was cold. “I didn’t think to bring a jacket,” Lana whispered, shivering underneath her clothes. If she were a normal girl she would be well beyond her first chattering of the teeth. Lana gripped the Shadow’s hand tightly and hoped that stealing his body heat would warm more than her skinny fingers. She didn’t want to be the reason their voyage ended prematurely. 
 
    Even with his battery operated light, Cole could barely see what lied ahead of them. He knew the further underground they proceeded that eventually their sources that pierce the darkness won’t be significant. Is that…water? He wondered having been distracted. Water is generally good and one needs it to survive. But at this moment it extinguished the fireworks in their joyous candid eyes. 
 
    Lana’s tears hurt him like hundreds of paper cuts sliced around his mouth. 
 
    Where the cave floor should be up ahead, Lana’s light casted out into a huge dropoff. Cole’s flashlight showed a rock wall on the other side. Their man-made objects searched the abyss. And Lana let go of the bitter air she has been concealing; the sound lost in the violent torrent. To determine how deep it is would be a futile effort; it does not matter how far down the bottom is for Kronos has surely slipped into the abysmal water. 
 
    “Kronos could be as far as the Gulf of Mexico by now. Or right below our feet for we all know,” Cold said. “Either way we lose.” The hand he had been holding onto so dearly pulled away from him. 
 
    “He’s gone,” Lana admitted in defeat. The heartless stalker had left, taking her hopes for a better future without him with him. Misery. “As always.” 
 
    A new hatred for Kronos penetrated Cole’s yearning soul. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    LUCAS 
 
   OUTSIDE OF Rush Cemetery, I opened the trunk of the car. Spread out over a spare tire and mechanical tools are numerous materials used for hunting; stakes, crossbows, a rope, and a big wooden cross that takes up most of the trunk. Leon carefully placed pointed light brown stakes of wood to the right while I uncaringly tossed the necessities. 
 
    “I had a gun and I didn’t use it.” Bearing the onus of the murder of little Devin, I flipped up a corner of the fuzzy interior. Leon picked up a loaded shotgun and a single box of shells from the hidden section. I took the bullets to my pistol. “Brighton,” I said, pushing down the trunk’s lid, “the longer this waiting thing takes the more creepier this place gets.” 
 
    “More creepier is not the right—” 
 
    “—I know, Leon. I know. And I realize you’re trying to distract me.” I leaned over the polished roof and looked my best friend in the eyes. “But Brighton…there will never be a distraction from this day.” 
 
    “The verity of your words… it’s settling like blood-sucking worms slowly being wrenched off of my future baby-maker.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    COLE & LANA 
 
   SPRINTING through tapered groups of trees, Lana stopped short beside the light gray wall of August Cemetery. Cole, having passed her, backtracked. 
 
    “Leave me,” she said coldly. 
 
    Her attentive friend sensed the bitterness in her words. What she feels does not please him. “I want you to go my house. Yours. Whatever,” he said. 
 
    The warm light from the now cloudless sky shined all around them. Gazing down at her oval face, Cole realized, It’s gone; the soul that once radiated optimism to the world through apple green eyes. Cole demurred, “I don’t think you should be alone—” 
 
    “Leave me,” she interrupted, staring intensely at the wall. 
 
    Blood instantly rushed to his face. Her words were an order. She pulled rank on the lesser experienced Shadow. He only had one option. To depart. 
 
    But never before in his life has he ever felt such…dismissal. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t care. I don’t care what he thinks of me giving him orders. I’m the leader,” Lana said aloud. 
 
    The leader in running around and staking nothing, the emotionally wounded girl thought. She jumped over the hindrance and landed with a mad thud on the butchered grass. A mild breeze circled through the clearing, ruffling the arms of the willow tree. Wishing she could do the same to her enemy’s heart, she slammed the red flashlight down and it cracked against the lifeless wall and the batteries bounced out. 
 
    Her shoes pounded onerously up the hill. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I can’t believe she did that!” 
 
    Lana’s words have infuriated Cole. The two of them usually coincide on choices of action. Giving one of her friends a directive is rare, and he resented her for doing so when she needs consolation instead of solitude. 
 
    But today she doesn’t want a friend. She wants HIM—Kronos. 
 
    Cole not only loathed the Vampire, but he despised everything right now. He despised the way the trees never move from their fixed roots, but yet, as he darts past their picturesque colors they are forced behind him. He despised the two-legged winged animals that are perched pompously on the dark thick branches singing merrily. 
 
    “Stupid birds!” 
 
    She wants him more than she wants me. 
 
    That fact, he truly despised. 
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    7: Dreams and Visions 
 
      
 
      
 
    Concordia, Kansas 
 
   ON FOOT, I steadily paced through the expiring rush hour traffic; the shadows casting off from poles and buildings onto the sidewalk helped me calculate the time of day. A metallic black super car with dark tinted windows stopped at the red light in front of me. The doors opened by rising up in the air; butterfly style. Energetically, I skipped over and hopped in on the left side of the three seat coupe; the driver in the center with two rear passenger seats to the left and right. The vehicle, only one waiting, accelerated underneath the changed light; now green. 
 
    “Jet—” 
 
    “I know. I don’t listen,” he admitted smiling, sitting in the driver’s in the middle of the McLaren F1. I had told him and my other friends, Sheba and Cricket (not here), that picking me up at the airport wasn’t necessary; Ganesha had dropped me off at the airport in Nebraska so she didn’t have the option of picking me up here. Jet was the only one of my friend’s not submitting to my wishes. 
 
    Out of all the vehicles Jet has owned, this was his favorite, and he rarely missed an opportunity to put it on exhibition. Even though it was built in 1994 it reached a top speed of two-hundred-and-forty miles per hour. Everything, except me in my blue shirt, was black: black velvet seats, black carpet, ceiling, and even Jet’s hair and the clothes on his massively thick muscled body. 
 
    I rested my head against the headrest, letting the dim atmosphere relax me. 
 
    “Do you know your plan yet?” he asked. 
 
    “Are Sheba and Cricket still sleeping?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “We will get firearms. When Cricket and Sheba wake up, and Ganesha when she arrives, can help us finish the downstairs.” 
 
    Jet raised his eyebrows. “We’re not saving anyone else?” 
 
    “I told Olsen. Our friends can deal with their families the way they see fit.” 
 
    “I get it. Who else can we tell that would believe in the walking dead?” He abandoned the view straight ahead to look at me. “They don’t believe in Vampires and—” 
 
    “—They have existed since The Blending.” 
 
    The side of his lip turned up at the corner. “How is it that you always finish my sentences?” 
 
    “Silly, we have been together—” Taking the words from my mouth, Jet exultantly said, “Practically forever.” 
 
    I smiled faintly. “Watch the road.” 
 
    “What’s going to happen if I don’t?” he teased. 
 
    “Shut up,” I playfully scoffed, and rested my hazel eyes. My thoughts on Leon Carmany and Lucas Kale. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Meanwhile… 
 
    Hastings, Nebraska 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   NOT SPEAKING A WORD, WE SAT WITH THE windows up just in case we got an unwelcoming surprise. Leon glanced around the back, looking for strange things; zombies, green and white flames, anything really. Not seeing anything out of the ordinary, he turned back around. That’s when we spotted a guy possibly our age or younger hurrying out of the small woodland next to the creepy graveyard. He had a death grip on his flashlight. 
 
    “Suspicious,” Leon said, planting his hands on the shotgun lying across his lap. As if the stranger heard him, the guy casted an uninviting look and stalked toward our sitting chunk of metal. 
 
    “What’s he doin’?” I asked, trying not to move my lips. “Coming over here.” Leon gave me the “duh attitude” through his pressed teeth. 
 
    The heated pale-skinned guy gave us another nasty look before darting off to into the meadow. 
 
    “What’s that freak’s problem?” 
 
    Leon shrugged. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    COLE 
 
   SHE’LL BE OKAY. And you’re being crazy. Why would someone be after Lana? 
 
    When Cole left the vegetation he had seen on older model car parked a few yards down from the cemetery entrance, facing him. He recalled the car driving in the opposite direction not long ago. Cole had planned on confronting them, but then decided that if they were up to no good the chances of them telling the truth are the same as Lana telling him she likes him. 
 
    Ugh! His mind yelled in frustration as he neared her home, gravel crunching underneath his worn out tennis shoes. Prairie grass growing on either side of him. He ran his fingers through his hair, scolding himself. You are crazy for thinking someone wouldn’t be after Lana; Kronos! Hello! Remember the beginning of senior year? 
 
    Months ago graphic images of Lana had flashed in his mind—images that told him his best friend was in danger at the so called “Haunted House”. Although given the event that happened last year, passing by it (the increased housing on New Hope Road forced them to do so) doesn’t radiant relief and cheer. But a haunting memory. 
 
    Receiving telepathic pictures is typical of his kind. But the lead Shadow told him she didn’t send him anything, and he believes her. Lana has spent years trying to send out an alert but so far she remains to be only a recipient. He has heard of inexplicable pictures mysteriously being sent, but Cole never put much thought to it until it happened to him that night for the first and last time—that he is aware of. 
 
    Where do they come from? 
 
    A heartbreaking memory surfaced—the girl he likes laid on the floor while acid ate her beautiful skin—immediately pushing the question to the back of his mind. He didn’t leave her side for the next two weeks except for the times she went to the bathroom, and his turns visiting the toilet and shower. But he would have busted out penis swinging if he had to. 
 
    The seventeen year old wanted nothing but for Lana to say she has feelings for him. But why would she? I have never admitted to likely her. UGH! Frustrated, the dark-haired boy stomped up Lana’s steps and walked the length of the deck. Cole entered the house. The front door banged against the frame behind him. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    LANA QUEEN 
 
   YEARS OF FIGHTING IN THE DARK HAVE GOTTEN ME what? A messed up face for people to gossip about. Relationships based on lies—the reason I only have two friends. 
 
    The world comes back to Lana, unaware of how long she has been staring at her father’s grave in August Cemetery. Her cheeks are soaked, and a salty wetness slides over her grazed lips creating another path down her thin neck. Kronos may be gone for now, but ultimately her father’s killer will return to stalk the dejected girl. 
 
    Is this what my life is going to be like forever? Always on guard? Stressed out? Few friends? Surrounded by judgmental gossipers? The same unintelligent humans I save from Vampires and the stalker that did this to me in the first place!? 
 
    Lana snatched the flowers from their holder on the marble headstone. Blue petals ripped in between troubled fingertips before making their escape to friendlier elements. The soft blue petals suddenly triggering the night dreams that started two days ago—the soothing dreams of a female with extremely long blonde hair and electric blue in her eyes… 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    LUCAS 
 
   LEON ROLLED the window down, letting the hot air out of the smothering heat trap of a car. “I think”—he paused, collecting his thoughts— “I think he was headed for that house after we witnessed that Vampire die.” 
 
    I looked at the white house off in the distance and then up at the scrambled white fluffy clouds where the fiery light had previously shone. “Maybe he is a tracker.” 
 
    “Yeah, still that doesn’t explain why he looked pissed. We didn’t do anything.” 
 
    “Teenagers. Being pissed is our whole identity. Well…some of us,” I looked at my calm and collected cousin. 
 
    “That’s her!” he suddenly shrieked. 
 
    I turned to the gate. A raven-haired girl squeezed her palms around the black bar and easily pulled it to the middle of Rush’s entryway. Doing the same to the matching right one, her troubles, whatever they were, seemed to drift slowly into the inanimate objects. She firmly grasped the bars and ran forward, forcing a loud CLANG from the old gate. Her anger turned into a new found happiness. 
 
    “Leave it to you to save the issued ones though,” I said witnessing the girl’s stint of madness. 
 
    “Whoa!” 
 
    “Overly defensive?” 
 
    “Look!” pointed Leon. 
 
    The girl diagonally advancing to the double lines stopped abruptly and looked up from the road. She whirled around to the worn beaten path in the small woods. The path the dark-haired boy had previously emerged from. 
 
    What we saw disturbed us all. 
 
    The thing-slash-man unflatteringly expressing pain had a jawbone punctured through one of its cheeks. 
 
    “Now I feel defensive.” I pulled the hammer back on my pistol. I unlocked my door and swung it open. Leon reached out to stop me. “Wait!” 
 
    “Uh, okay. I haven’t seen enough organs today,” I sarcastically remarked. 
 
    “Sh!” 
 
    “Did you just tell me to—” 
 
    “Get ready,” he cut in. The stumbling man closing in on the Potential we were sent to save. 
 
    I shook my handgun, making the point of having been ready. 
 
    “Um…um, stop.” I heard the girl choke out, trying to speak to the abnormal looking man. But he didn’t show any signs of deceleration. I think she wanted to help him, only she didn’t know how to handle this foreign situation. 
 
    The scary man staggered forward and I noticed he had a name sown into his charcoal gray shirt. “Lee!” The girl gasped like she suddenly recognized him. As if her breath galvanized him, his arms reached forward. His dirty hands coming within inches of her slim shoulders. 
 
    A popping sound echoed off the four cardinal points; north, south, east, and west. I had fired my pistol. 
 
    It was only when Lee’s skull finally hit the bright yellow lines on the pavement that the girl peeked over her shoulder. Leon and I lowered our guns, striding over to the short, thin girl. 
 
    She breathed in the fresh, warm air. Probably trying to soothe her jumping heart that thrashed wildly from the adrenaline spike. “Um…thanks, I think,” she thanked me. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I responded taken aback. My cousin and I never receive gratifications because the people we save do not know they are alive due to the two of us. “You are?” 
 
    “Lana Queen.” 
 
    “Did you know him, Lana? It sort of seemed like you might,” Leon said. 
 
    “Uh, sort of. The last time I saw this…man he was dead. Last night.” 
 
    “Him and others, lady,” I remarked. 
 
    “What my cousin, Lucas, means is you should listen to the radio…or watch the news.” 
 
    “Someone’s coming,” she told us. 
 
    We looked in the direction of our car. Recognizing the accelerating suburban feels like the top layer of my skin slowly being pulled off from foot to skull. 
 
    Standing in the middle of the street, the three of us crossed back over to the cemetery side in fear of being caught underneath the wobbling tires. They skid on the paved road coming to a rough halt. 
 
    The four-door vehicle is in a horrendous condition: the passenger side has obviously been pushed in almost to the center, deep scratches extend in every direction, and all the glass was busted and missing. 
 
    The dented door opened, and the hysteria in the woman’s face… If she had been wearing mascara it would be everywhere. Her eyelashes buried behind extremely swollen eyelids. “May I stay with you?” She asked and dolefully said, “They’re dead. My mother, father—” she saw the man on the pavement with the name Lee sown into his shirt— “brother, and…” She trailed off, too pained to accept his and the other two deaths. 
 
    Leon nodded in remembrance of the unfortunate encounter. 
 
    “We aren’t from this city or even this state. And we ain’t staying,” I gritted out, walking away from her. “Leon, let’s go.” 
 
    Lana gave her attention to the distressed lady. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Kimberly.” A small flow of wind ruffled her dull, stringy hair. 
 
    “Kimberly, why is your family dead?” she asked. 
 
    My jaw locked and I’m pretty sure my smooth face turned the color of Santa’s pants as I stood in front of the car door. “Leon. Get. In.” 
 
    “You should…check on your family,” Leon recommended to the girl with multiple abrasions on her face. I stomped heatedly to the front of the car. 
 
    Lana eyed the long barreled shotgun Leon held. “I don’t have weapons like that.” 
 
    “Is that your house over there?” Leon’s head bobbed. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Get in.” 
 
    She started to follow Leon but he halted, having nearly bumped into me. “Um, no!” I glowered down into Leon’s eyes, like a king being forced to surrender his territory. “Brighton, I met by your damn self!” 
 
    “After her,” he challenged. I just wanted to leave. Go home. 
 
    Swiftly, my cousin threw his palm to his forehead, blinking rapidly. “No. No,” he moan agitatedly and swung open the passenger door throwing himself onto the seat. He was getting a vision. 
 
    “Backseat,” I pointed for Lana to get in, and then referenced Kimberly, “Can she follow us to your place?” 
 
    The girl nodded and Kimberly scrabbled onto her shredded seat; neither of them knowing what was happening. 
 
    Lana climbed in the backseat of our old blue Chevy. I slammed the door. “Take that gun from him.” 
 
    Leon didn’t object when his Potential reached over the slick blue seat, taking his weapon. Who knows what he could do in this blacking out state? He didn’t have a suicide wish, or a homicidal one for that matter. 
 
    I reversed the car and maneuvered to the gravel and dirt driveway. 
 
    “What’s he doing?” Lana asked. Leon rocking violently. 
 
    I was uncertain about the countenance of the raven-haired girl in my rearview mirror. But there were no indications of fear, unlike the hazardous clunker trailing needlessly close as if any space will permanently separate the two of us. I did not want Kimberly to die. But I wished she would just disappear. 
 
    Leon covered his ears and I ignored Lana’s question. “Will you hand me a rag, please?” There were two wash clothes on the smooth leather seat. She handed me the first one her hand touched. I tried to give the yellowish green cloth to my slumped over cousin but he thrashed his head hard against the seat. 
 
    I kicked the brake. Tires slid and dig up the dirt and gravel. I heard Kimberly scream and she swerved the hazardous suburban left, nearly clipping the side of the Biscayne. Lana adverted her attention to the distraught driver. But my sight never left my family. 
 
    “Hold him back,” I said, requiring her assistance. Whipping her fingers through soft, thick hair, she pinned Leon against the headrest. I know how soft and thick it is from wrestling with him and from females. 
 
    I forced Leon’s round jaw open and placed the cloth in between his shaking teeth. “The first time this happened to him we didn’t think his tongue would stop bleedin’.” 
 
    Below her apprehensive hands, thin lines of blood escape Leon’s small ears. “What is happening?” 
 
    This is when things become quieter in the seer’s mind, and his body is always inert. But blackish-red spurts of blood ran down the pulsating veins nearly popping out of Leon’s neck and his entire body shook in its upright position… 
 
    I stared incredulously. 
 
    “This isn’t supposed to happen?” Lana judged by my befuddled expression. 
 
    Still seizing, Leon unintentionally flung forward; forehead aimed for the dashboard… 
 
      
 
    …Wrong. The silence. It is just…wrong. And the colors are definitely not right: black and white. 
 
    Light curly hair waves up and down. The girl’s face anxiously fixed like it knows something horrible is going to happen but awaits anyway. The columns on either side of her contrast to a bright white as if it were underneath a huge black light. 
 
    The angle changes like a camera rotating behind the young female. She disappears. The sky is now light green and the grass a deep blue. As if peering down from above, Leon sees the girl lying on her back on a set of steps separating the snow colored columns. Her head rests against a porch while a silhouette feasts on her stomach. 
 
    She screams. But silence mutes the audio. 
 
    Slightly to the right of the two, an unseen sun—until now—quickly becomes eaten from the outside in by darkness, expelling rays of crimson. 
 
    The screaming girl dies. 
 
    Falling from the green sky—clouded by a mass of yellow hair—an assumed feminine body smashes without a sound into the unmoving blueness. Without hesitation, the earth surrounding her rots and webs of black expand outward from her body. The foundation underneath the dead girl with blonde curls and the feasting silhouette crumbles. 
 
    Like someone changing the television channel, a familiar image of no-show-bar girl covered in blood awakens the seer… 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    “They’re sticky. And they sting.” Feeling the warm light on his face, Leon tried opening eyes. “And my arms are itchy.” Sitting up, confusion dominated him as Lana and Kimberly greeted him with worried expressions. I stood directly above his feet and perpetuated annoyance. 
 
    “Why am I not in the car?” Leon asked. His hands clinging to the grassy earth in the middle of the prairie field. 
 
    “You okay?” The voice that spoke to him isn’t the one he expected. Concerned, Lana placed a hand on his shoulder. “What did your vision contain?” 
 
    He looked up questionably, the sun shining in his eyes, to me. Obviously the composed girl had been informed while his eyes were closed to the world. But how much? My cousin was wondering. Leon accepted my held out hand, helping him to his feet. “My wrists and ankles are peculiarly sore…” 
 
    I wasn’t sure what he was talking about. Lana had helped restrain him. She couldn’t have hurt him could she? 
 
    “Yours,” I said putting the bloody rag in Leon’s palm. I stomped away, fuming through the field. Everything was upsetting me. 
 
    “Now what?” I heard Kimberly meagerly ask while the three of them followed suit to the vehicles. 
 
    I pretended not to hear. Leon also ignored her. “What happened?” he asked Lana. That was the last thing I heard. None of this was part of my plan. And my anger caused me to zone out. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    LANA 
 
   MAYBE IT IS THE WAY THEY LOOK AT HER, OR rather don’t, that gives Lana a sense of ease. Neither of the two cousins regard her in the way most strangers often do; avoid eye contact, shift uncomfortably, point, or make rude and undue comments—these are the most popular reactions on a long list. The shaking woman, Kimberly, and the unusually short man had been too far away in the graveyard to really see the scars. And the kid, well, he must have been raised properly. 
 
    “You, um…” Lana bit her lip and gave him a sideways glance, unsure of how much she should tell him. “Had a seizure. The pain you’re experiencing is from where we moved you by the feet and hands.” That is the truth. She just left out the part about her super strength. 
 
    Inside the older vehicle, Lana stared at the acre of scattered trees by the prairie. 
 
    “So which is it? Brighton? Or Leon?” Earlier his cousin had called him by two different identities. 
 
    “Both. Brighton’s my first name. I go by my middle name; Leon.” 
 
    She feels bad for the light red marks on his wrists and the unseen ones. He had not looked, but she knew they had to be there on his ankles. The Shadow hoped the strangers didn’t suspect that she is not normal; Kimberly is too frenetic to even wonder why Leon has visions in the first place, so the chances of her discovering the Shadow’s true identity are slim to none. 
 
    Lana does not want her secret exposed to the two males for fear that they will be killed. If a Vampire suspects that a human has knowledge of the night creatures then they are eradicated from the human population; save for those like her mother who do not pose a threat. 
 
    She has an inkling that someone who sees—other than with his eyes—has to be important. 
 
    And how many Vampires will knowingly let someone as significant as Leon live? They will either kill him or exploit him for his gift just as regular humans—Normals—would for her skills. 
 
    The seer causes her to think about someone… The Goddess in her dreams—the one the white-haired Vampire mentioned before she fried in the sunlight and burst into emerald and white flames—someone only starring in Lana’s dreams… 
 
  
 
  
   
    
      
 
    
      
 
    
      
 
    
    8: Friends and Enemies 
 
      
 
    Concordia, Kansas 
 
   POP MUSIC PLAYED inside Ganesha’s yellow Gemballa Mirage GT. “Ganesha, where are you?” The music ended. My voice undoubtedly sounded through her car speakers. 
 
    “I’m 5 minutes away from you, Ray.” After she had dropped me off at the airport the dark-skinned eighteen year old had promptly left the Cornhusker State. 
 
    “Someone is not obeying the speed limit signs,” my voice sang. The speed racer should not be this close. 
 
    Ganesha laughed guiltily, and I heard her pop a potato chip in her mouth. Crunch Crunch! 
 
    “How’s the new system?” I asked. 
 
    “Great!” The enthusiastic girl had been given an extremely sophisticated radar detector that locates police officers on speed control as an early birthday present. I made it myself. “It is my third fav gift from you, my third fav ever! No tickets girl!” 
 
    “What are the first two?” 
 
    “Second, this ride!” The sleek yellow 09’ carbon edition was her Christmas present this past season. “There are only five of them in the world. What were the chances that I would ever get a limited anything?” She shoved several crispy chips in her mouth. “And you know the first, Ray,” she said, chomping on the snack food, repelling memories from her old life of neglect and poverty. 
 
    Ganesha finally pulled up, parking her car on the slightly elevated driveway. She hopped out carrying the empty potato chip bag, a half full bottle of water, and a purse on her shoulder. 
 
    I walked down the cedar steps directly in front of the house entry. My curly brown wig off, my real hair, long and blonde flowing freely behind me. 
 
    Ganesha smiled at me. “The neighbors are usually out tending their lawns on Saturdays,” she said. “But not today.” 
 
    “You miss the sounds of the mowers and the smell of the neighbors’ barbeques?” 
 
    Ganesha nodded. It wasn’t often that she got the chance to join them for her new life demanded more from her. She did not mind though. 
 
    It was not until a little over a year ago on her seventeenth birthday, in this very spot, that she even saw and experienced a real life barbeque. That day was the turning point for Ganesha. Two hours before the sizzling hotdogs, cheeseburgers, and chicken with grill markings, she had been thrown down by three boys to an alley floor for refusing to show them her breasts. Her punishment was two broken ribs and a black eye. 
 
    But her reward has been far greater. 
 
    Not only did she get to watch their bladders empty themselves while I snatched the delinquents off her and made them cry as they waited for the police—but she received a best friend, a real family, and a real home. 
 
    Looking at the deserted lawns, the look in Ganesha’s eyes told me unpleasant memories from her previous life in her old house had forced themselves upon her. Ganesha refused to call the place home because HOME should be a place where one feels safe and truly wanted. And Ganesha had never felt that there. 
 
    She once told me that at: 
 
    Age fifteen she received a shovel to the head for flushing cocaine down the toilet and burning needles used for heroine. 
 
    Age thirteen: Asked for a Christmas tree. Ganesha said her mother responded, “Why? We don’t celebrate that stupid shit. Jesus was invented by white people.” 
 
    Age eight: Told to stop eating like a pig (even though it had been nearly forty-eight hours since she had a meal) because the money was needed to pay the rent; the male landlord had been replaced by a female who did not sleep with women. 
 
    Age six: Her mother performed oral sex on a man while she sat in the same room. 
 
    All the abusive and neglectful acts in Ganesha’s life were committed by the woman who gave birth to her. Ganesha knows nothing of her father; not even who he is or where he lives. Or if he’s even alive. She doubts her mother knows, given the woman is a drug addict and a prostitute. 
 
    Ganesha blinked hard, shaking her head, quickly pulling herself from the recollection of the unfitted woman’s parenting skills. 
 
    “See anything?” I embraced her with a hug. 
 
    “Actually, no. It’s not spreading that fast. Yet.” 
 
    Since the entire neighborhood had been warned by Jet and me about certain things, there are only two people outside today. My neighbors always listen to me. 
 
    Facing the log house, to the left a man transported lumber into his yellow home. Across the street a woman carrying groceries waved and smiled at us standing on the paved driveway. The man and woman preparing for the zombies. They are the only ones staying in their houses. The other two families at the other end of Jet Road have abandoned their beloved homes. Granted the evidence of automobiles, swings, and kiddy pools suggests otherwise. 
 
    Ganesha waved back. “Can anyone truly be happy when their scariest nightmares are forming into real life? Everyone believes in you, Raven. You’re the only thing, other than God, worthy of putting trust in. And by putting my faith in you it might as well be with God itself.” 
 
    “No pressure,” I laughed. 
 
    “Sorry,” she smiled. Then her eyes flicked away like something was on her mind. “Ray?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I know you don’t have orders to stay with the boy with that vision gift… But you didn’t receive any to leave…” 
 
    This is my youngest friend’s way of saying that if I wanted to stay and help Leon Carmany I should. “My friendship is with you, Ganesha.” 
 
    “I am warm and fuzzy inside,” she joked. “Thanks, Ray sista’.” 
 
    I headed for the steps, rolling my hazel eyes playfully. I wasn’t really annoyed. 
 
    “I love you,” Ganesha smiled and walked off the oil black pavement through the green grass. 
 
    “You also love unicorns,” I pointed out. 
 
    Ganesha stopped at the bottom of the red steps, mouth open. “You said you wouldn’t tell!” 
 
    I chuckled as she pulled the chain out from under her white designer collar and pressed her thumb and index finger on the purple unicorn. 
 
    “No one heard,” I said. And then I paused on the top step in between two hanging pots of flowers. “Well, someone did hear. Oops.” 
 
    Her eyes went wide. “Who…?” she demanded. 
 
    I giggled. “I think Jet’s eavesdropping.” 
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    BLAYNE 
 
    “WE’RE ON OUR WAY,” he kissed the phone enthusiastically. The eighteen year old boy is joyous that he receives a signal so far down in a cavern. Even though he had been told it would work, he remained skeptical. 
 
    Four torches burned in the cavern; his light brown hair didn’t reflect in the water. He also couldn’t see himself in the mirror anymore. He had been born Blayne Vandor—a human—but now he was something else. He didn’t need the light to see—being a true creature of the night. The way the flames pierce the blackness captivates them, similar to the way an owl will perch on a limb and intelligently watch the orange flames of a campfire rising in the middle of the night. 
 
    “Hello, Blayne,” a deep voice greeted him from the side, feet gliding softly through the freshwater. 
 
    Blayne smiled the smile of a little boy about to tattle on his sister for an act that was committed by himself. “It worked. Whose plan?” 
 
    Kronos cocked his head. “Why do you ask questions that you already have an answer to?” The Vampire stepped onto the dirt ground with such pride and sagacity that made Blayne feel ashamed for a split second. Ashamed that he could actually forget something of this importance. He dismissed the elder Vampire’s question as being rhetorical and answered his own, “Father. It was Father’s plan.” 
 
    Kronos, dressed in wet, black pants and shirt, nodded towards the uphill path and they took off through the ridged and narrow land tunnels. “I really hate holding back my true speed to avoid losing newborns,” the elder Vampire said. 
 
    An ice truck with its rear doors open backed up to the cave’s entrance. Blayne and Kronos hurried inside the truck, avoiding the bright light of death—the sun. The doors shut, and the two sat quietly while it pulled into the garage attached at the back of a house. 
 
    “What happened to—” 
 
    “God’s star,” Kronos said bitterly. “They threw her out into that bastard’s hindrance. But she delivered the message.” Blayne shook his head. The Old Lady Vampire had died. Death by the sun. He couldn’t imagine a worse way for his kind to die. But as for the Shadows, there are plenty of ways to make them suffer. He had met the infamous Lana once. But he couldn’t really recall the circumstances. That was before he became a Vampire. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’VE NEVER BEEN LIKE THIS. Not even when I had my first fight. I love my mother,” Lana said shaking. 
 
    What fight was she talking about? And with whom? 
 
    “Someone killed my dad several years ago. He left my mom alone, but now I realize I may have taken him not killing her for granted. He may not want my only parent dead, but other things might. Things like that man Lee now lying dead on the road. It doesn’t even have to be that. Crazy people could take her life away. If not that, then there is sickness.” 
 
    Who killed her dad? And why? 
 
    “I’m rambling. Sorry,” she unnecessarily apologized, standing tautly on the deck that extends to the back of her house. 
 
    Sick. What she probably feels in the pit of her stomach looking at my hand on the doorknob. Stomach acid touched the back of my throat. I forced the burning liquid matter back down. Why was I uneasy? 
 
    Pushing the door open, the cool air from inside gently stroked my apprehensive face. I do well at predicting outcomes. But not now. Today’s encounters have shown new intimidations and unpredictable events. Before, when I was only hunting Vampires, I had known what would happen as soon as Leon and I showed up for the elimination. Not only would we win, but we would live. 
 
    I stood before the threshold. It offered no promises. I sensed nothing. Making me hate this day even more. 
 
    “Mom?” Lana’s shaking voice passed by interrupting the silence in the sunlit room. The tiny girl brushed past me. 
 
    Leon scanned the wide area while I hurriedly followed after the impetuous girl. A gentle humming from an aquarium against the right wall was first to grab Leon’s attention. The window above it casted a rectangle light onto a light blue oval rug that matched a blue leather couch against the back wall that would normally be the first object to be noticed if Leon were not on edge. 
 
    And normally Leon would be interested in the handmade bookshelf next to the long seat. He believes that what a person reads says a lot about them; the fact there are even books in this household tells him that someone here has to be somewhat intelligent. 
 
    But it only makes him remember T.S. Eliot and the reason his book is sitting on a night stand back at the motel. Devin. 
 
    I know this because I know my cousin. I can tell when he’s going to fart and that ice cream is bad for him even if he says otherwise. 
 
    Aware of an upcoming opening on the left, Leon swiftly turned into an empty kitchen. The fresh scent of the recently mopped floor, it probably wasn’t even dry yet, struck us in the brief moment. The lemon smell pulled us back to childhood; Leon voluntarily sweeping and mopping the numerous footprints and dirt tracked in by him and the other kids running in and out of Uncle Joe’s house. My intelligent cousin had sympathized with the widower. The kindhearted man was raising more kids than he had originally planned and he did it with a song in his heart and a dance in his eyes. 
 
    I passed into a room that displayed a small dining table placed on black and white linoleum. I placed my finger on the trigger of the pistol. A pair of arms emerged from an opening on the right—in front of Lana… 
 
    “Mom, I have to talk to you.” 
 
    The woman with her arms around Lana expressed great emotion. But it was not threatening. 
 
    I nodded, signaling Leon to the dining area. “It’s okay,” Leon assured Kimberly lingering in the middle of the entrance, holding the front door open. 
 
    “Who are you?” Mrs. Queen addressed the strangers in her house while she hugged her daughter. For a moment I was jealous. But the moment quickly passed. 
 
    There is an uncanny resemblance between the two women. Both petite frames are equal in height and have the same dark and lustrous tresses. Lana’s apple green irises—a trait apparently passed down from her father—is the only distinguishable feature separating the two women. “They saved me,” Lana explained, pulling away from her mother’s embrace. 
 
    Mrs. Queen cupped her hands around her youngster’s oval face. “From?” 
 
    Leon and I heard the sound of feet shuffling around in the next room. We immediately tensed up. The boy we had seen not long before Lana’s arrival leaned against the wooden frame behind the worried mother. He had a giant birthmark on his neck. Lana looked from her mom to Birthmark Guy, uncertain how to tell them about a new found existence. I guess she decided to start with the truth. “I was attacked.” 
 
    Birthmark Guy straightened. “By one of those sick persons?” 
 
    “You know?” Leon asked, eyebrows raised in surprise. 
 
    “Yeah. We are supposed to stay inside,” said the woman of the house. 
 
    “Until quarantine is over,” added Birthmark Guy. “Anyone wishing to leave the city has about thirty minutes.” 
 
    “WHAT!” Leon and I roared, eyes wide. 
 
    “Those S.O.B’s are caging us in with the really screwed up version of I-wanna-be-a-real-boy,” I said cynically. “Take care.” I waved. “I’m going home to zombie free Tennessee.” 
 
    Leon tagged behind me through the living room. But his intentions were different than mine; he was going to try to change my mind. What about the bar-girl? The reason we are here in the first place. And that last vision of his? A teenage blonde girl dies, triggering some catastrophic event. If Leon left the state now he will be dooming all of us. We would be dooming them all. But I didn’t care or understand any of it really. 
 
    Kimberly, unsure of what her role should be in this situation, followed after us. “What should I do?” she whispered. 
 
    “Don’t know. Not a babysitter,” I wisecracked. I stopped suddenly. There were footsteps on the deck… I raised my pistol…the door opened… 
 
    “That’s her!” the seer exclaimed. “From last time!” 
 
    Last time what? His vision? 
 
    “Lana, why are there mental patients in your home?” the girl in the doorway disgustingly eyed me. Hand on her hip, nose crinkled, eyes narrowed. I lowered my pistol. 
 
    “This is Leon and his cousin Lucas. He saved me, and he has visions,” Lana pointed to Leon, speaking hastily, aware of the pressing time. “And this is Cole,” she said to us. 
 
    Birthmark Guy, Cole, laughed with disbelief. And Mrs. Queen tried to pull her daughter behind her in a shielding manner. “Mom, stop,” Lana resisted. “You saw Loki?” she asked Leon. 
 
    “If that is Loki, then yes.” 
 
    “He’s lying,” said the girl with blonde ringlets shaped around her heart-shaped face. “He’s probably one of the sick.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes in annoyance. There wasn’t time for this crap. 
 
    “I witnessed it. And that blood is the result.” Lana nodded at the blood spots in the dark matted hair around Leon’s ears and the light red smears on his neck. 
 
    “They’re both alive,” I said, defiantly not seeing the point in staying. “I’m leavin’.” With a quickness I was out the ingress and out on the deck. 
 
    “Wait!” Leon chased after me, catching the screen door before it slammed in his face. I turned right, hurrying across the long black deck. “We have to stay,” he said. 
 
    “No, we don’t.” I took the steps two by two. 
 
    At the bottom, Leon grabbed me by the shoulders. “That girl is in trouble.” 
 
    “Thirty minutes, Leon!” I turned away from him and stared out across the field to nothing in particular. “I’m twenty-four. Our lives are not normal. And they’re crappy. But I’m not ready to give up my life.” 
 
    My cousin, the seer, breathed in a sharp breath. “You and I…are going to die anyway.” 
 
    “We’re going to die? Care to elaborate?” I most certainly pressed the issue. 
 
    “I cannot take it anymore. How is it possible to be surrounded by an uncluttered atmosphere that expands in every direction and still find it difficult to breathe?” Leon walked off. 
 
    “I’m not big on words, but I’m sure elaborate doesn’t mean to walk cryptically away!” I followed after him. 
 
    Leon sat his shotgun on the car and then put his forehead in his hands massaging it. I leaned back against the warm Chevrolet Biscayne. “Does it hurt?” 
 
    Leon shook his head. The visions were taking a toll on him. The most he receives, prior to a few hours ago, is one a week. 
 
    “It was different this time.” I recalled the last time he received a vision. “You looked—well, it’s the only reason I’m letting you get away with this.” I rolled up my white sleeve and showed him a jaundice looking bruise the size of a tennis ball. 
 
    Leon was about to apologize for something he really had no control over. 
 
    But they came out. 
 
    Where Rush Cemetery begins on the opposite side of the road, an acre of scattered trees in front of it ends meeting Lana’s expansive land. Two slow functioning zombies entered the massive area. 
 
    “There is no way we can get the shot from here,” I stated. 
 
    Leon became fearful. “How many other times will I have to get closer than I desire?” He gulped. “I believe the no-show-blonde-bar-girl was in my last vision. And Lana’s friend, Loki, is going to die. And if she dies then somehow the other blonde, bar-girl, also dies.” He was talking so fast I could barely keep up. 
 
    He sucked in another gulp of air. “And that’s bad because then everything dies. I suggest that we get Loki and Lana and leave. We don’t necessarily need Lana, but I don’t think she will let her friend leave with a couple of strangers. Even if we did save her.” 
 
    “I think Lana is a tracker,” I suddenly admitted. 
 
    “Shadow,” Lana said, correcting me. We had been oblivious to the others gathered on the roofless deck. “That’s the term. I am a Shadow and Cole is, too.” Lana divulged. Without warning her eyes became four—a set of two in each eyeball. Was I seeing things? Stress from the insanity of it all? The other boy’s eyes changed. They were fixed on the two sickly trespassers at the end of the property heading this way. I blinked. Their eyes were normal. 
 
    “I’m going with you,” Lana volunteered. 
 
    A wheezing sound, like mice being choked, erupted from Mrs. Queen—not wanting to part from her daughter. “Mom,” Lana said sternly. The woman pressed her lips back together. 
 
    “I will leave as well,” Cole announced, his arms crossed. Eyes fixed on us. Clearly not taking no for answer. “There are guns at Loki’s,” he offered. 
 
    No one had asked the gray-eyed girl her plans, and Lana waited for her decision. “Loki?” 
 
    “Who can resist being a damsel in distress when there is not one but two gorgeous rescuers?” the girl beamed, running her hand down the black railing. 
 
    Knowing Loki and her…different approaches to situations, Lana’s attention was fixed on us, waiting for our reactions. She became stunned when my body language revealed I was flattered. Why? Wouldn’t someone who looks like that hear similar phrases? I’m guessing is what she was thinking. A tiny smile cut through her thought process. I clearly didn’t mind Loki’s words, however, Leon’s round face resembled that of someone having avoided the urination process for quite some time. 
 
    Loki hooked her arm around Leon’s. “Not gonna open the door?” 
 
    “Forgive him,” I said and opened the door to the backseat. “He doesn’t like females.” The eyes of Leon rolled irritatingly inside their sockets, and Kimberly, without being invited, got in on the other side. 
 
    “Lana needs a moment,” Cole said, looking up at the two above them; Lana and her mom stood with their foreheads pressed together. 
 
    “I understand,” Leon said. “If I had a mother I wouldn’t want to leave her behind either. But I respect her decision.” Then he whispered in my ear while Cole climbed in and I went around the front of the car, “Lana’s mentality is closer to my own. That fact alone is worthy of my respect, unlike her coquettish friend who sits grinning at me through the car window like a child fascinated with their first puppy. This isn’t a game.” 
 
    “Chill, Virgin Mary.” 
 
    “Fine. I’m taking this to her.” Leon handed the shotgun up to Lana and she blinked in confusion. “I know you can cause massive damage, but who wants to get that close?” Leon made a point. She took another glance at the zombies and decided to take the weapon. “Thanks.” 
 
    Leon gave her the ammo from his back pocket and jogged back to the idling car. “Be back quickly,” he called over his shoulder. 
 
    The sunlight burned down upon us, heating the grassy prairie. I glanced at my watch. I wasn’t sure when the thirty minutes had started. And the twenty something minutes remaining didn’t bring me assurance. Are we going to make it out? 
 
    We sped forward with Loki guiding the way. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
      
 
    
      
 
    
      
 
    
    9: All Connected 
 
   LEON HAD SAT IN THE SAME SPOT of the car he had practically been in for most of the day. He sat there and ignored everything Loki had to say. Almost everything. The first part of the conversation—the only part he heard—was about her dad living out of state and that she could leave with them because her mother was on a business trip. 
 
    I’m guessing that was when Leon’s side mirror reflected a look on Cole’s face that said Loki was lying because he gave me a sideways glance. 
 
    Leon had decided he had done enough deciphering for one day. I could tell he had zoned out. He stared blankly out the window as the car tires rotated speedily on the worn path through the field behind Lana’s. Before we went down the steep incline, from the top of the hill there were only three things to be seen. A big dull white house located near the bottom; Loki’s for she pointed at it. A tree every other acre, and miles of the same tall grass that seemed lifeless until the wind forced them to sway in the same commanded direction, then they returned to slumping over like they meant nothing to the world. 
 
    Leon blinked back to reality as I walked outside carrying a shotgun and small boxes of rifle and shotgun ammunition. “Forget you stayed outside while we gathered more weaponry?” 
 
    “I know I’m supposed to be watching for signs of trouble. But why? Are plants going to attack us with their oxygen? And what if I do see something? What am I going to do? Slingshot those ugly pink flowers that surround the entire front of the place? Nothing. That is what I feel like doing. Otherwise I would have objected to your ludicrous idea of playing watch dog.” 
 
    “Okay. What crawled up your butt?” 
 
    “Nothing… I’m smart, genius smart, yet in less than forty-eight hours I received not one, but three clips of the future, and I can only guess that putting duct tape over that talkative girl’s mouth would unfortunately be a bad idea. Nothing. That is what I know. Some help I am.” 
 
    His disheartened eyes burned a hole in the two white pillars. 
 
    “In my vision a zombie had consumed Loki in this very spot. I don’t know how or why her death ends the no-show bar-girl’s life. Or why the bar-girl covered in blood is highly important. But what makes me truly mad is the fact that I do not have all the puzzle pieces. I’m missing the critical one. Where is she?” 
 
    “Bar-girl?” 
 
    “Yeah. The girl I’ve seen twice now. This isn’t about Loki. Not really. We are chess pieces—” he hates chess. Since the death of his father he has yet to lose at the game that he no longer finds challenging or entertaining— “Protect your king. It’s that simple. And Loki is maybe a knight at best.” Leon smiled for the first time since little Devin’s death. I really hated that man Tyler for what he did. 
 
    “You should wash that off,” Cole said, exiting outside carrying a rifle. The old house is more expensive than the other houses in Nebraska, but the exterior has been neglected for some time. Its white paint faded and several spots have begun to chip. The two-by-fours on the porch’s floor could also use another coat or two of color. 
 
    “Huh? Wash what off?” Leon asked. 
 
    “Your blood,” Cole said. “I know it attracts Vampires and sharks. Neither of which I can see right now, but I don’t think I—” 
 
    “Want to know if it attracts them,” Leon interrupted, finishing his sentence. He reached out and caught a wet rag tossed by Loki. “Still wearing shorts and a tank top? I don’t know about her, but I feel more comfortable with less exposed skin,” he whispered. 
 
    Loki slung a rifle over her shoulder. Kimberly nearly on her heels. “The reason she had gone inside was to use the bathroom. But I suspect it was to secretly fall to pieces. She has nothing now.” 
 
    The five of us hopped in the car and I U-turned us, leaving pillars of death. 
 
    “What’s a vampire?” Kimberly asked from the backseat. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    LANA 
 
   WHEN one of the cousins called her a tracker earlier she put two and two together; they must know about Vampires and Leon’s visions must have something to with vamps. She had never met Vampire Hunters before…before all this. 
 
    Lana had killed the zombies with Leon’s shotgun and said goodbye to her mother. She feels sad for leaving her mother at such a vital time, but the vision Leon had of herself awakens something within Lana that she had forgotten for years. 
 
    She was thinking about someone—and for once the name Kronos wasn’t in her thoughts. 
 
    Lana exhaled, putting the tall, thin hardback she retrieved from under her bed into her backpack. This was the first item she thought of, but it’s the last to be placed in the black bag in a separate pocket; the bigger section storing stakes and a crossbow. 
 
    From the second floor, she spotted out her window the ultramarine blue car racing through the tall prairie grass that will be used for hay. Lana looked around the room, taking the past and present into her soul. Save for the bathroom near the top of the stairs, the whole second story is one bedroom. It used to be her parents’ sleeping quarters, but her father gave it to her because she was having various friends over and thought his sociable daughter should have the commodious area. 
 
    He died that unforgettable night. 
 
    And now Cole and Loki were the only ones staying the night. The only ones staying around her. Lana let out a sigh of…relief. She twirled to the cheval glass to her right. The tall, round mirror fixed into the dark frame, its legs mashing in the slate blue carpet. Even though she changed from shorts and a short sleeve shirt into their opposites, she still could not place what was different about herself. Was it hope? The real kind that wasn’t false? Regardless, glossy lips pushed soft cheeks upwards to twinkling eyes as they smiled. 
 
    She snatched the backpack off the queen-size bed and headed downstairs. 
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    “TRUST? DO I TRUST THEM?” Cole repeated Kimberly’s question, whispering even though the music was on. Leon had turned it on to drown out Loki. Cole didn’t like how she threw herself at guys. But they were friends. The way the short-haired guy, Lucas, encouraged Loki’s behavior worked against Cole’s favor. “Sure one of them saved my friend’s life, but as of right now the only reason I’m not questioning the recently bloody man’s sanity is because of Lana’s credence. 
 
    “And just because one of them knows of ‘future might happenings’ doesn’t make them BOTH saints.” Cole didn’t know Lucas and Leon. And they did not know him. “Lana can handle herself. But there is no way in hell I’m handing her over. If Lana had not decided to go then I wouldn’t be leaving either.” Leon turned off the music. 
 
    She didn’t say it, but Cole knew the fragile woman who was probably older than he was was thinking about his parents. 
 
    “Orphaned at age eleven and eventually adopted does not mean I love my new parents any less than my biological parents. I called them from Loki’s house and told them I had to leave, to be safe, and I loved them very much. And there are only two justifications for why I would ever forsake them. Vampires and… Lana…?” They pulled up in front of the buoyant girl. Cole didn’t know what it was about her this time, but he thought she never looked more attractive. He was about to be chivalrous and open the door for her when unexpectedly his army men below the belt, due to delectation, wanted to know if swimming… Aroused, Cole decided to stay right where he was, right next to Kimberly. 
 
    Lana got in, and the car took off faster than a chained dog chasing a female scent after the line has snapped. 
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    LUCAS 
 
   ONE MINUTE and thirty seconds. 
 
    The yellow numbers counting down on the big rectangle timers placed along the route leaving the terrorized city feel as surreal as a dream. The ride through Hastings, Nebraska has been a quiet one—especially now. No one had made a sound out of fear that even talking will somehow preclude them from skipping town. 
 
    “One twenty-nine… one twenty-five… one fifteen,” Leon whispered, counting down the seconds. It seemed time was going faster and we were moving slower. “One hundred and five… ninety-three…” 
 
    I wanted to take my death grip off the steering wheel and punch Leon in the groin. I could feel his eyes constantly shifting to the speedometer, expecting the car to magically sprout higher numbers. The needle pointed to the far right. Maxed out. Like my heart. I thought it was going to beat right out of my chest. My palms sweated on the wheel. 
 
    “84… 
 
    “73… 
 
    Behind us a car pulled out from the short line of vehicles and went around us. I guess they weren’t maxed out. 
 
    “60…” Leon continued counting down. 
 
    Finally, I saw it. Stretched out—for what seemed to be the distance from California to North Carolina—were hundreds of military soldiers with hundreds of guns and several tanks expanding horizontally from both sides of the road. There was no “going around” or “breaking through”. 
 
    “50…” 
 
    We zoomed by a house. 
 
    “40… 37…” 
 
    We zoomed by another house. “Lucky bastards,” I said, and Kimberly jumped at the sound of my voice. “Must have been real easy for em’ to leave.” 
 
    The timer at the roadblock was getting bigger and bigger, letting us know if we didn’t beat the countdown to God only knows what happens, we were going to be the first ones to find out. 
 
    “30…” 
 
    “Almost! Almost there!” I took my foot off the gas and slowly pressed the brake pedal, the needle began pointing to the left. 
 
    “Twenty-three seconds.” 
 
    The car came to a stop in front of the barricade; the yellow number twenty-three on the screen. 
 
    Several men—the kind of hulked out men nobody in their right mind messes with—surrounded the car and pointed long barreled guns and what looked similar to grocery store barcode scanners at us. 
 
    Unable to take his eyes off, Leon watched the timer flick down from twenty-three. “It seems to be moving in slow motion.” 
 
    “Trunk,” the soldier closest to me ordered. Great. It’s not a zombie I’m stowing away in there, I thought. 
 
    I opened the door and popped open the trunk. Two soldiers stared down at the giant cross and stakes. And then they glared questionably at me. I smiled pleasantly, not offering an explanation. The guy to my left closed the trunk. “Go.” 
 
    I didn’t need to be told twice. The guards parted, and Hastings was nothing but a reflection of cornfields in my rearview mirror. 
 
    Leon said something about the color of the numbers changing from yellow to red when the number twenty flicked to nineteen while we were back there. “Why nineteen? Why not ten? Or twenty even?” 
 
    With all this wackiness going on this is what he thinks about? “You’re so O.C.D.” 
 
    “You’re so U.G.L.Y.” 
 
    I gasped with false offensiveness and placed my hand to my chest dramatically. But there was nothing overdramatic about this day. We had made it out of the city. But now what? 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    BLAYNE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “SHE’S left her house, but she isn’t alone,” Blayne needlessly said to the eight hundred and sixteen year old Vampire with the young but scarred face of a thirty-five year old. 
 
    “That credulous boy will always trail behind my Lana. Poor little orphan will never stop chasing after her. His readiness to believe he has a chance with her is going to prematurely end his pathetic life.” Kronos let out a contemptuous cackle. His long black hair flowing down his shoulders. 
 
    The floorboards creaked while the Novice paced, listening to the voice on the other side of the phone conversation. “And there are new humans.” 
 
    “New pleasure,” the elder leered, sitting up straight with his forearms resting on the arms of a chair. 
 
    “Not a problem,” Blayne grinned. “If they slip up you know Lana is the one Kronos wants burned alive.” He shoved the phone into his pocket. 
 
    Kronos, having heard the entire conversation, smiled with delight. “Hastings is closed.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    They become noiseless. Hearkening a human scream outside the perimeter, their jubilant laughs echoed in the small room. Blayne composed himself. His face serious. “What if Lana can’t make it? And I thought you personally wanted to kill her.” 
 
    The young Vampire has only seen the Shadow one time—in another life. The memory is hazy, but he recalls being scared and angry when the girl found him. Then he was running through the freshly dewed grass; he just wanted to go home. Blayne was halfway to his destination when suddenly he couldn’t move. He woke up in the underground of August and Rush Cemetery’s cavern. The Novice woke up and he was hungry. And his older human brother was present… 
 
    A couple of weeks later his creator told him it was time to go home. And so he did. Blayne fed off of the rest of his blood relatives, some of them, the others he had over the course of a few months in another sitting. His grandfather, however, devastated by the loss of his family, blew his own brains out one cloudy morning. Every blood relative in Blayne’s family is dead. He killed his brother and younger cousins first. 
 
    “When I have her where I want her,” the elder Vampire hissed up at him. “I must say, you will not live to be as old as I.” 
 
    Blayne frowned. 
 
    “Cheer up. Care for a little” —Kronos looked up at the cream colored ceiling—“Push?” 
 
    They trembled. The girl who only kept one side of her head shaved, and a man with his hair dyed black to cover his graying roots. His facial hair gray and white. The man had told them his name was TYLER as if it meant something… 
 
    The two had chains around their wrists and ankles that connect with two fixed points in the ceiling; one in front and the other behind them. 
 
    “You know I can’t do that,” Blayne said. 
 
    “Duh! One would think you knew the theory of repetition.” 
 
    There are times when his sire can make him feel just like a worthless human—now being one of those times. Blayne sucked it up and began his lesson with the girl. Females are the easiest to Push. So he has heard. He stretched his hand upwards and concentrated. Other than the girl desperately tugging at the chains and making them rattle very noisily nothing happened. 
 
    Doubting he will ever learn, the kid—compared to the black haired Vampire—picked up an out of placed dresser and swung it down to the floor. The broken drawers now lied in disorderly piles about the room. 
 
    “Toddler, let’s not have a temper tantrum. Take out your frustration in a truly satisfying way.” 
 
    Blayne jumped up and wrapped his legs around his victim, positioning himself underneath the frightened girl with mascara running down her face. He reached over and removed the duct tape over Tyler’s mouth. Then the Novice swung his arm back, making a fist. BAM! BAM! The chained girl’s nose and eye sockets caved in. 
 
    Blayne’s long fangs punctured the human girl’s artery. 
 
    The only sound to be heard, other than the two rapid heartbeats, was the sound of the blood stream disturbing the air while it flowed out from Tyler’s mouth to satisfy the voracious appetite of his sire. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    LANA 
 
   AFTER the escape from zombie land, Lucas figured since they had two professional Vampire assassins in the car—it had once belonged to Luke’s mother and Uncle Jay, Leon’s dad—he could tell everyone about Leon and him being Vampire Hunters. 
 
    “What makes this awkward is that six strangers have been forced together under this roof to save another stranger which in turns saves us,” Leon said, breaking the uncomfortable silence. “And now we are wandering south to Tennessee; which we know is a false destination.” 
 
    Leaving the county, he asked, “Lana… uh… your mother, what—” 
 
    “Basement. Food. Big gun,” Lana said before he could complete his sentence. “Thanks, by the way.” 
 
    “I haven’t really done anything to—” 
 
    “Why are you being modest?” Loki cut in. “You saved a stranger. A girl stranger that’s hot!” She lasciviously traced his biceps with her fingers, making us wonder if she was talking about herself. Startled by the girl’s provocative nature, Leon let out a nervous laugh. Not knowing what to do, he looked back at Lana for support. 
 
    “Kool-aid was invented here by Edwin E. Perkins. Well, not here, but in Hastings.” That did nothing to distract the girl, still running the tips of her fingers on his arm. “Sorry,” Lana mouthed. 
 
    “I stole some tampons from a girl,” Cole blurted out. 
 
    “What?” Leon asked merely a split second before Lucas pointed out, “As opposed to taking them from a dude?” 
 
    “I stole a tampon.” 
 
    “Yeah. We heard that,” Lucas said, his voice almost harsh. 
 
    “This one time—” 
 
    “—At band camp,” Lucas laughed. 
 
    “Seriously, Luke? The American Pie joke—” 
 
    American Pie? Was that a movie or something? 
 
    “—Okay, granny panties.” Lucas moved his arm back and forth and overenthusiastically said, “Let’s hear about some tampons!” The excessive enthusiasm tickled Lana and Loki; their girly laughter filled the confined space and Cole couldn’t help but laugh at them. Lucas looked over at Leon and smiled with satisfaction. “Cute,” Leon said, unamused. 
 
    “Okay,” Cole started again after the laughter subsided. “One time Lana was telling me about how disgusting the girls’ bathroom was. Sometimes she would go in there and used toilet paper and tampons would be the floor. 
 
    “Well, one day in the lunch line, I heard a girl talking about how she purposely left out used female stuff. She got a kick out of seeing people’s faces and was gonna do it again after lunch. So I thought, what a disgusting biotch, and I easily looked in her purse and stole the two unused ones. Then I had Lana take a used one from the bathroom—” 
 
    “I wrapped it in toilet paper,” Lana clarified. “And near the end of lunch period Loki put the nasty thing in the girl’s purse.” 
 
    “We followed her into the bathroom,” Loki said. “She always smoked and texted in there during that time. She reached in for her phone and instead grabbed the tissue. And when she unrolled it the bloody thing fell in her hand.” They laughed triumphantly. 
 
    “After she washed her hands,” Lana recounted, “she went into the stall, and when she couldn’t find her tampons she said, ‘Someone stole my tampons!’ and someone said, ‘Yeah, they’re pretty sneaky with pulling it out of your vagina and all!’” 
 
    Leon laughed so hard his shoulders shook. Lana thought it felt good to laugh. 
 
    Lucas nudged Loki with his shoulder. “You put the lady thing in her purse?” She nodded. “That’s not a lady thing to do. In fact, it’s sick and vindictive. But I like it,” he smiled. Everyone seemed to find the joke humorous except Kimberly, Lana noticed. The fragile woman stared blankly out the window. The reflection of her stringy brown hair and pale face stared back. No signs of life in her eyes. Lana recollected the way she looked at the man on the pavement after she rushed out of her wrecked suburban. “Was Lee your brother?” 
 
    Kimberly nodded, rocking back and forth. 
 
    “It’s going to be okay.” 
 
    The inconsolable woman returned to her blank state as if the optimistic teenager had never spoken. 
 
    The verdant-eyed girl turned to the dull scenery out of her open window; Lana couldn’t bear to watch Kimberly’s freckled hands intensely squeeze her own arms to the point where it had to be causing pain. The air flowing through the car tossed her tresses and several strands of Cole’s hair. Lana stared at the pavement. Lines… Lines… Car… Lines… Lines… Car… And more painted strips dividing the two lanes of traffic. 
 
    Everyone that was attentive decided that it was a good idea to avoid the interstate. It seemed like a great place for unwanted things to happen. 
 
    Lana drifted yet again to her dreams from the previous nights. They brought her comfort in this uncomfortable time. 
 
    “I feel guilty,” confessed Loki. 
 
    “Why? It was funny,” Lucas said about the disgraceful bathroom girl. 
 
    “Not that. For lying to you and Leon.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Her parents,” Leon presumed. He had caught the reaction on Cole’s when Loki told them her mother was on a business trip. 
 
    “Yeah…my mom is not on a business trip. The truth is I don’t know where she is. She comes and goes at all hours. The last I heard from her was like two days ago. She was at a friend’s house with Jack Daniels and Captain Morgan. I wasn’t lying about Dad though. He lives in Georgia.” 
 
    “Mom lives in her own world, and dad might as well live on the moon,” Leon translated. Lana knew everyone sympathized with her friend except Leon Carmany, who refused to have any sympathy for the girl sitting next to him, and Kimberly, not seeming to hear a word spoken in the car. 
 
    It will not stop Luke from sleeping with her though, in fact, to Lucas, Loki is a sure thing. And much to Leon’s distaste, statistics would agree. He doesn’t like statistics, and Loki is the object of his aversion, Lana thought. 
 
    “So, weapons,” Cole interjected. “How should they be divided?” 
 
    “I don’t want one.” Lana pulled out the small crossbow from her backpack. “Got my own.” 
 
    Cole took one look at Kimberly and decided the inoperative woman shouldn’t be handling firearms. “Loki, you have terrible aim. Take the shotgun and let Leon have the rifle. If that is okay with you, man?” Leon nodded and accepted the rifle from him. “Thanks.” Loki received the shotgun from Lana over the blue seat, making Kimberly the only one without protection. 
 
    The distributed guns made Lana realize that she had been waiting for the right moment. And it had arrived. She took today’s unfortunate events seriously, but seeing the chambers that will fire at her altering and dying species makes her think about the momentous book she packed. “I-I didn’t realize how much things… I’m saying we need help.” 
 
    Lucas shot her down. “Don’t know anyone.” 
 
    “I do,” she suggested. “Sort of.” 
 
    Leon raised an eyebrow. “Who can help us?” 
 
    She unzipped her satchel and placed the old book on her lap. “I don’t know, Lana,” Cole said dubiously, understanding where she was going with this. 
 
    “She is the only one of her, uh, kind,” Lana said, dismissing his doubts. “Half-human. Half-Vampire.” 
 
    Lucas made an unconvinced face. “Like Blade?” 
 
    “No.” Cole destroyed the look of enthusiasm on Leon’s face. “You know how they have the ability to live forever but we force them not to due to their two weaknesses?” 
 
    “Vitamin D and trees?” Lucas joked, seeing nothing but oxygen producing plants and sunshine as his hand guided the wheel. 
 
    “Well,” Cole proceeded to explain. “She doesn’t just have the ability. She is actually Immortal.” 
 
    “The legend says that vamps have tried for centuries to do away with her,” Loki added. 
 
    Lana directed her attention at the older cousin’s reflection in the rearview mirror. “The only one who lived long enough to tell anything about her powers said he cut her arm off while his friend staked her heart—” 
 
    “Not only did it not make her go up in black smoke,” Cole interrupted, “but both wounds healed instantly.” 
 
    “That doesn’t happen with Vampires,” Lana said, mostly to herself. 
 
    Ill-informed, and listening to a conversation for the first time since Hastings, Kimberly asked, her voice small, “Why not?” 
 
    Not hearing the meager lady Cole picked up where he left off. “He ran and hid while the other stayed out of fear.” 
 
    “The Vampire quickly followed her scent to her home,” Lana told them as the sweet smell of honeysuckles drifted in the car; their twining stems dancing gracefully beside the six engrossed people. “When he and eighteen others, some were Shadows, planned their attack to dismember and burn the girl” —she paused— “well, it was as if she already knew.” 
 
    “She tranquilized the Shadows just before dawn. Vamps figured they chickened out I guess and continued with their execution plan.” 
 
    “She was sitting outside, and when they followed her into the house it exploded,” Lana gesticulated, her hands waving in the air. “After our Similars awakened—what we Shadows call others like us—they went to the house to find her waiting for them.” 
 
    “She hurt them badly,” Loki commented, her voice disparaging. 
 
    “What was she going to do? Let them beat her?” Cole said almost defensively. “They then retreated. She let them be.” 
 
    “No Shadow has seen her since then,” Lana said, finishing the story. 
 
    “If she helps humans… What does she eat?” the cousin with medium brown hair asked. 
 
    “Rumor has it that she doesn’t eat humans.” 
 
    “Then what?” Lucas demanded. “Don’t tell me she’s pulling an Edward Cullen.” 
 
    Cole answered in a deep steady voice, “Vampires.” 
 
    “They hate her and our kind doesn’t trust her,” Loki said. 
 
    “May we pull over, please?” Lana asked and Lucas steered over to the side of the road. “Her name is Raven. But the night predators have a different name for her. They call her Goddess.” Lana flipped open to the bookmarked page of the Goddess, the one starring in her dreams. She handed the red and black hardback over to Lucas. “Somehow her picture ended up in this book.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    LUCAS 
 
   Someone once asked me if I were to look back in time could I identify the moment that sent a ripple through my life? Back then I cared little. It had seemed stupid and pointless. 
 
    But gripping the withered book… 
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    10: Road Trip 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “OH MY GOD,” I WHISPERED. Staring back at me from the page is the most beautiful smile I have ever seen. The black and white picture dates back two centuries ago, yet I recognized the young-looking girl. The hair is different. Blonde. But those eyes, colorless in the photo—no amount of trauma could make me forget those. 
 
    Her…coffee…books…AC/DC. Beauty. “She touched me,” I said quietly. Leon gave me a dirty look. “With a hot liquid substance,” I reminded him, reaching over Loki’s lap giving him the bounded pages. 
 
    “The girl you bumped into earlier today?” Leon asked and gazed down at the crinkled page. “OH!” He jerked back in his seat. 
 
    “Leon, I know she looks good for a rude dead chick—” 
 
    “That’s the girl from my vision!” he practically shouted. 
 
    I had misconstrued my cousin’s enthusiasm. He had jerked back because he saw someone he didn’t expect to see. “A buh?” I asked baffled. When I got confused as a child I would try to say “huh”, but it would come out “a buh”. 
 
    “She’s the one you’ve been seeing?!” Lana half-asked half-exclaimed. “I’ve seen her too—in my dreams.” 
 
    “What?” Cole asked surprised. “You never said anything…” 
 
    “There it is in black and white, a clue to finding the final piece—the important piece—to the warped version of chess, the king,” he mumbled to himself. 
 
    “I don’t get your analogy or whatever. That’s a chick.” 
 
    The seer gasped suddenly. He threw the book into Loki’s lap. There wasn’t any ringing this time. The seer clenched his fist against his chest. “It burns. My lungs!” 
 
    Lana and I flung open our doors and rushed out of the parked car. “Where are you going?!” Loki shrieked. 
 
    Moving around the front of the Chevrolet, I wondered how much of this I could take. How much more can Leon take? I opened the door to my cousin screaming and Loki moving worriedly away from Leon. 
 
    “His eyes!” cried the Shadow. The two of us peered down at a pair of open eyeballs. 
 
    The agony stopped abruptly. Leon turned to me and Lana, his sapphire blue eyes glossed with blood. 
 
    He had seen everything while conscious. 
 
    “Kansas.” Leon leaned out of the car and coughed up a brown substance like that of coffee grounds. Blood had seeped out from underneath his nail beds and scalp. 
 
    “Raven’s in Kansas. I saw her house, street, and state sign. Don’t ask me questions.” He opened the glove compartment and yanked out a medicine bottle. “I feel like I just got done climbing the Eiffel Tower, only I used my nails and banged my head a couple hundred times.” The white label on the bottle said one pill every four hours. He took six coated capsules; without water. Next he pulled out the bloody but dry washcloth and dabbed his forehead. 
 
    I yanked the keys from the ignition. Driving directions are an essential for arriving at the location of the Potential. “Why did—” Loki started. I answered the question she was about to ask. “My cousin and I have disposable cell phones. They don’t have internet or Global Positioning System. That means GPS. That’s one of Leon’s did-you-knows that no one cares about. Our phones are pretty basic. Just in case a vamp got the idea to track us by locating our phones. Leon made them.” 
 
    “My mom won’t let me have one,” she said and looked done at the floor embarrassed. 
 
    “I don’t have one,” Lana said. “The only person I would talk to would be Cole. And Loki if she had one. I don’t have many friends. I just use the landline.” 
 
    “I have a phone. But guess what I don’t have,” Cole said, looking at the screen on his cell phone. 
 
    “A signal?” I sighed, running a hand through my blonde hair. 
 
    “No. Battery life.” 
 
    A dog barked ferociously somewhere close by. 
 
    The five of us jerked upright, wildly scanning the open road for the cause of the vicious barking; Kimberly eyes remained glued to the floor as if nothing was happening. The view ahead and behind us seemed to be free of anything walking-that-shouldn’t-be in the flat and vast fields. Honeysuckle bushes blocked the view to the sides. 
 
    Getting out of the car to retrieve Leon’s laptop was a must. We desperately needed directions. I flung open my door and ran to the trunk faster than that time I ran circles in the yard after cousin Rachel found out I had coitus with her best friend and she started shooting BBs at me. 
 
    Another dog followed suit. The loud echoes nearly caused me to wet myself. 
 
    I definitely didn’t like being out here alone. In fact, this Hunter didn’t like being out here at all. I felt as if I were the most popular Christmas toy remaining on display and at any moment the greedy vultures were going to shred me in their savage fight. 
 
    I snatched Leon’s laptop bag from inside the trunk and slammed it shut. When I reached my door, still open, a firecracker popped. I made a startled noise incapable of spelling. I couldn’t believe no one laughed at me. I quickly realized why. The popping sound wasn’t from a firecracker. 
 
    Someone fired a pistol for the second time. 
 
    The longhaired seer took the bag. And gravel from the side of the road clunk against the Biscayne’s undercarriage when I floored it. The wheels taking us closer to the state line. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Loki asked Leon even though he had specifically said not to ask him questions. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “On a scale of one—” 
 
    “Loki!” Lana said in a hushed tone. 
 
    “The hotspot still works,” Leon said with his computer open. 
 
    I didn’t know until later why Leon didn’t wish to think about the levels of agony he was in or even contemplate describing it. Because if he did so, then he would have to justify the other feelings he was having right now that made the pain bearable… The way he felt about Raven. How could he be crushing on someone he hadn’t even met? 
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    RAVEN 
 
   AFTER MY Orders and the brief run-in with the Kale boy, I decided that to acquire any knowledge of the cousins would be wise. I sat in front of a computer screen in Concordia, Kansas, Jet by my side, looking up certain information on Lucas Kale and Brighton Leon Carmany. Bored, Jet’s dark round eyes wandered around the room. It had been nicknamed the Comfy Room due to its remarkably different interior and soothing atmosphere that the rest of the house neglected for security purposes. His favorite thing wasn’t the air hockey table in the middle of the room or the soft cushion in his red and white swirl patterned chair, but the tasteful red carpet. Not necessarily the hue of red, rather it is the only soft floor in the entire place. 
 
    What Jet finds interesting, besides the fact that Leon Carmany has a scary IQ and owns multiple Veterinarian clinics, or that Lucas Kale owns his very own mechanic shop, but the lack of communication from his longtime friend. “Are you going to speak today?” 
 
    “You know I have.” 
 
    “Other than when spoken to?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Jet ran his fingers over the hair stubble on his square face. “I know you hear it, Raven.” He let out a deep sigh. “I hear it.” I groaned in annoyance while he continued. “The fear in our neighbors. The fear from our friends.” 
 
    “I don’t hear that from Cricket.” 
 
    “That’s different and you know it. Now stop playing with me, Raven.” 
 
    “Fine!” I huffed and gave him my undivided attention. “We both have had our share of friends over the years, but these are my favorites.” 
 
    “They are going to die eventually. You know that, too.” 
 
    Whispering, I gritted out, “You started dancing around the imaginary bush first instead of asking about my problem!” 
 
    “Why am I the only one you go kinderyard on?” he asked, his voice low as he gently stroked the side of my oblong face with his soft, long fingers. 
 
    “We have liked each other the longest. And kinderyard is not a word!” 
 
    “Why are we whispering?” 
 
    “Do you want a group pep talk?” I asked as he played with the ends of my long, blonde strands. If the others suspect that I was worried about their deaths the both of us would be hounded by words of encouragement and affection that will only make Jet and me feel worse. And who really believes that more bonding will save us from the walking dead? 
 
    Hearing footsteps approaching the door, he whispered with demanding eyes, “We will talk later.” 
 
    “There might not be a later,” I retorted. His jaw dropped. I smiled triumphantly and returned to the computer screen. 
 
    “Is he the real deal?” Ganesha asked, entering vibrantly. 
 
    “Leon is the one I need.” 
 
    “Everything is in place,” Ganesha stated with her hips snapped to the left and her right foot cocked out. One hand on her waist and the other extended by her side. 
 
    Jet released my thick, yellow hair that was spiraled around his fingers and he rose to his feet. His head inches from the ceiling. “There is only one thing left…” 
 
    I pushed the black screen down. “We leave.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    LUCAS 
 
   THE CAR IS LACKING GAS, and everyone had to use the restroom but no one wanted to leave the guns. Entering the Nebraskan gas station with automatic weapons (or a loaded crossbow) was not a good idea. But what if we need them? I unbuckled my seatbelt, the old Chevrolet parked next to a gas pump, and turned around to the two Shadows. “Is that stuff about Shadow’s Clark-Kent-hearing ability true?” 
 
    “Yeah, kind of. Our range is limited and the reception, if you will, involuntarily cuts off during the day. But it can be turned back on. It works better at night. Why? Oh, duh, you want me to listen for…uh…” Lana cleared her throat. “People.” She and the other dark-haired Shadow closed their eyes. A few seconds passed, customers exiting and entering the small store. The petite girl opened her eyes. “Nothing.” 
 
    “Nada,” Cole blinked. 
 
    “But we don’t hear heartbeats and stuff like Vampires. Everyone talking sounds fine.” 
 
    “But there are lots of voices and there is music playing in every ride.” 
 
    “We can’t be one hundred percent,” Lana stated. 
 
    “But it sounds like regular noise if that helps.” 
 
    “Not really,” I shook my head. “Let’s think about this. Hastings is quarantined, whatever that means, and we are the width of double-D boobies away from that place. I apologize for talking about breasts in mixed company, but a girl with nice ones just walked by and that’s the only analogy I could I think of. We haven’t actually seen anything else—not talking about the nice lady bits—so the virus couldn’t have spread ubber fast like in the movies. Realistically we should be okay.” 
 
    “Realistically, you don’t have a science degree in Zombie Virus,” Leon said indignantly. He shoved the bag containing the laptop off his lap and next to his feet on the blue mat; having memorized the directions in case something separated us from the computer. Given Leon’s foul mood, the other’s seemed surprised the door gently closed behind him. I wasn’t the least bit stunned; Leon Carmany wasn’t the relative know for slamming and breaking objects. 
 
    “Looks like I’m pumping.” I climbed out. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    LANA 
 
   THE BELL over the convenience store jingled, Lana and the two other girls trailing in after Leon. The longhaired brunette in the crimson red shirt and dark denims frowned, scanning the walls for the RESTROOM sign. “I don’t care if there happens to be one of those things like Lee in here. I have to urinate and anything that tries to stop me is going to get a fist full of my headache.” 
 
    They strolled pass the short line of paying customers and rows of shelved chips and candy. Turning left in front of the coolers lining the wall, the bell dinged again. “That’s annoying. How do the clerks put up with this all day?” Leon asked. He pushed the smooth MENS door. And Lana entered the WOMENS room, the two girls ambling behind her. 
 
    Lana and the other girls stopped dead in their tracks. 
 
    A thick line of blood extended from the middle of the small, tiled floor to the handicapped stall. The beige handicapped door, bigger than the door next to it, was open. The handrail bloody and red handprints smeared on the wall. “What is this?” Lana asked, fearing the answer. The store clerk standing near a yellow pushcart of pale red water slapped her mop over red smears in the middle of the bathroom floor. “Some woman left bleedin’. Left a trail all the way outta’ store. Couldn’t stop her.” The older woman, hair graying at the roots, didn’t advert her attention from the task at hand. 
 
    “Maybe she was a zombie thing,” Loki suggested casually as if it was no big deal. 
 
    The female clerk, currently taking on the role of janitor, laughed and slapped the wet mop out of the bucket and scrubbed the bloody tiles. “Kids.” 
 
    “Is it only that one?” Lana nodded at the bloody stall; she would rather do her business in a risk free environment. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Lana went to the other toilet. Then stopped. She just couldn’t bring herself to touch anything—let alone drop her pants. “On second thought…” she waved her hand in front of the paper towel dispenser, “we’ll use the men’s room.” The woman didn’t object. Lana pulled on the door handle using the brown paper towel, because in order for the infected woman to have left she had to have touched the handle. I hope we can’t get infected this way and that I’m just being paranoid. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    LUCAS 
 
   MY BUTT PRESSED AGAINST THE SIDE OF THE VEHICLE. I watched the black numbers increase on the pump. 
 
    “Man, do you really think this Vampire can help us?” Cole asked sitting on my trunk. 
 
    “The idea thrills me about as much as a teenage boy sitting on my baby while he plays babysitter,” I halfway lied; everything was true except the part about me not looking forward to Kansas. 
 
    “I thought it would help if I—” 
 
    “Look, tampon boy,” I said rolling my sleeves up. “I understand your little body is filled with Buffy Summers juice, but I’ve been hunting Vampires a long time. I can handle myself out here. Unless there is a shit ton. Then by all means unload the juice.” I couldn’t believe I just admitted to watching Buffy the Vampire Slayer. A show about a girl fighting vampires and other nasty things. I was thankful to see two girls with ponytails wearing pink flip flops strutting my way. Cole hopped off the trunk and went inside the store. One of the chicks stopped and smiled at me. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    LANA 
 
   SHE BUMPED INTO Leon coming out of the Men’s Restroom. Lana told him about the blood and then the three girls went inside. When Lana was finished she found Leon in the food section. “I feel a little better. The visions have sapped my energy. If I had known about the chaos that would be bestowed upon me—and everyone else—I would have ate something besides half a salad at lunchtime.” Here was the opportunity right in front of his face (literally) to put some food in his stomach, but Leon walked away from the sandwiches displayed inside the gas station. “Why bother? I know it’s not going to stay down. Think I’ll get water. No, the Dr. Sugar is what I need. No. Water.” 
 
    The bell over the door jingled again. “I have no idea how they deal with that,” Lana agreed. The indecisive man finally picked up a beverage. The first one he laid his blue sapphire eyes on. “The Dr.,” he said and nearly broke into a jog up to the counter. Eager to get out of the gas station. 
 
    Cole came inside the store, triggering the bell again. She noticed children had left behind hand prints on the glass. Cole smiled and headed to the back, entering the same restroom as Loki and Kimberly. And the two girls came rushing out. Lana laughed a little inside. She turned her gaze in the same direction as Leon. There was a woman outside with Lucas. Her friend, Lana judged by their matching bright pink flip-flops and bathing suit strings peeking out of the top of their shirts, strutted to the glass door. Leon put two dollars on the counter for his drink. Lucas had to have prepaid with a credit card otherwise he would not be getting gas. “Keep the change,” Leon said, grabbing his drink and smoothing back his hair. 
 
    He made it to the door before the woman in the pink flip-flops. The chivalrous man held the door open for the woman. Instantly feminine eyes checked out the tall and handsome brunette with soul-touching eyes from head to toe. Leon wasn’t Lana’s type but she could definitely see why girls would be attracted to him. “Thank you,” the woman with a wet pony tail smiled up at him. “You have nice eyes.” The compliment was exactly what he needed. Leon smiled a gentleman’s smile. “Thank you.” 
 
    Lana walked out past her and she could feel the woman’s eyes on her, trying to figure out if she and Leon were an item. And what had happened for there to be scars on her lips? Before the door closed, they saw Cole conversing with Loki. She twirled the ends of her curly, blonde hair. “I’m sorry. But I peg her as a troublemaker,” the seer said. 
 
    Lana didn’t know how right he was… 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    LUCAS 
 
   ITRIED TO maintain eye contact but I couldn’t help my wandering eyes. And I don’t think she minded. The wet swim suit had soaked through the white t-shirt and I could see what color it was; black with pink swirls. 
 
    Aroused, I tightened the gas cap and shut the cover. “Yeah, it’s my car,” I answered her. I didn’t feel the least bit guilty for telling the partial truth. Both Leon and I have been omitting that it’s not entirely either one of ours. Unless of course the woman is the type to find sharing a turn on; in which case most of the women typically want a threesome with the two of us and neither me nor my cousin are into “sharing” in that scenario. Hell no! 
 
    I was suddenly pulled into a reverie of the one time I did have a threesome. But the two females were sharing me. Then, when I was a little younger, it had felt amazing. But now for some reason I felt ashamed as the AC/DC girl, Raven, popped up in my mind. This threesome was suddenly my dirty secret and I didn’t want anyone to know. Leon hasn’t had sex with more than one female at a time. And he never would have more than one partner. And now I was deeply ashamed of my behavior. 
 
    “I saw that your plates were Tennessee. You here on business or pleasure?” she asked, pulling from me from my past. The woman had taken her hair down and now she flicked her lose damp hair back and leaned her right side against the car. This chick magnet did the same. I leaned against the car with my left side, positioning my muscular arm on the hardtop, tilting my head into my palm so that we faced each other. The small square that covered the gas cap was the length between us. “Business. But dull I am not,” I smiled charmingly. 
 
    Neither one of us batted an eye when Leon got in the car. The heat beat down on my light blonde hair and I could feel the perspiration on my legs and chest. My jeans and long sleeve shirt did not mesh well with the warm air. I already had my sleeves pushed up, defeating the purpose of wearing them. I wonder how warm those smooth legs are? 
 
    “If you want, sometime when your car is dirty I can come over and wash it for ya’.” She rubbed the tips of her fingers down the side of the car leaving small streaks. 
 
    “Coat it too?” 
 
    “I will coat anything you want,” the woman flirted, running her fingers along the skin where her belly meets her shorts. 
 
    Intrigued, I raised an eyebrow. 
 
    A hand squeezed my upper arm muscles. But it didn’t belong to the woman who was a little older than me. “We found something. Ready?” Loki asked me. Lana walked around the car’s rear and I snapped back to the harsh reality of today. “Yeah. Yeah.” 
 
    I quickly put the wet t-shirt woman’s number into my phone. Her name was Brittany. Maybe if I was ever here again we could hook up. Raven’s face suddenly popped up in my mind again. Seriously, what the hell was up with this? Raven defiantly wasn’t my girlfriend. “Well, it was nice meeting you,” the chick said seeing her friend exiting the store. “You, too,” I said turning around to the driver door, waiting for Loki to climb inside the fully fueled vehicle. “What was that about?” the gray-eyed girl asked, taking her place in the middle of the flat seat. 
 
    “She offered to wash my car,” I beamed with satisfaction. 
 
    Loki watched the two older females pull out onto the road. “Slut,” she resorted to name-calling. Lana shook her head at the jealous girl’s epithet for the other girl. 
 
    “Hey, don’t you have to pee?” Loki reminded me. 
 
    “Oh yeah.” I got out and went inside. 
 
    Leon didn’t realize he dozed off until the knock at his window. 
 
    “We need a timeout,” I told him with frustration written all over my face. Leon met me at the taillights, still parked in front of the pump. I lost my cool. “Kill Vampires. What I do. Kill vamps! I despise them! Instead of going home we are now going to Concordia, Kansas! I’m driving to find—not kill—and ask it,” I contemplated on the correct pronoun, “her, for help?” 
 
    “I could tell you were giddy about Raven—” 
 
    “—Whoa! Timeout in the timeout. I have never been giddy. I don’t get giddy.” 
 
    “Luke, are you sure you’re not afraid she will hold a grudge for your discourteous behavior when you bumped into each other?” 
 
    I was. “Anyway, this is about you, too. You’ve been seeing it.” The Vampire Hunter in me reverted back to the original two letter word. “Which means for some reason we are supposed to save it. IT. A VAMPIRE!” 
 
    “I’m okay with that part of her,” Leon confessed. “She is a Potential. Which means she not only does good in the future, but there is an amelioration, improvement, in the world.” 
 
    I didn’t know what bothered me more. The fact that she is a Vampire, or the part of me that was okay with that. “Call Uncle Joe. Give him and Rachel the heads up. Zombies. Vampire-Goddess-thingy. All of it.” I couldn’t be there to help family, but I sure as hell wasn’t going to leave them in the dark. 
 
    As I strode to the car door, I saw a black Mustang reflecting in my side mirror. The vehicle stopped a little ways behind us on the side of the road before the entrance to the gas station. A cell phone stuck out, pointing at the four door Chevrolet… 
 
    Leon finally joined Loki and me on the front seat, and Kimberly said quietly to no one in particular, “He’s still in the tan wagon…” She rocked herself again. What the heck did that mean? Leon and I looked to the Shadow’s in the backseat for an explanation. They shrugged, unable to offer one. 
 
    My five passengers and I headed down a long steep hill, the open road stretched out before us. Black birds flocking overhead. “Do you think those birdies will peck us to death like in those movies?” Cole asked. “And since everything in them seems to be zombiefied, I wonder if lions or owls can be zombies? Or kangaroos?” 
 
    Except Kim, we all chuckled picturing zombie kangaroos hoping all over the place. 
 
    “Kangaroos are herbivores,” Lana pointed out. 
 
    “Yes, but what if they ate a plant that had infected blood on it?” 
 
    “Then anything could be…” 
 
    “Cows. Turtles,” Leon added. Zombie turtles got us laughing like hyenas, except Kimberly who remained introverted and withdrawn. 
 
    “Ants,” Loki said, and unintentionally killed the laughter. 
 
    “Ants? That’s not terrifying or funny,” Cole stated. 
 
    “But ants can lift ten times their bodyweight so—” 
 
    “I can still stomp them,” Leon concluded. 
 
    I checked my rearview mirror. 
 
    “What?” Leon queried, suspicious; it was the third time I had done this since the previous county. 
 
    “That Mustang behind that so-called-truck has been behind us since the gas station.” 
 
    Leon looked in his mirror to see for himself. The dark-colored vehicle tailed closely behind a small truck with a missing tailgate. “Maybe he’s leaving, too.” 
 
    “He pulled over at the gas station just to take our picture.” 
 
    “After we stopped?” Loki asked. 
 
    “Obviously,” Cole snapped. “In order for him or whomever to take the picture while we were at the gas station, it would have to have been after we stopped at the gas station, Loki.” Sometimes your lack of reasoning skills really irritate me.” 
 
    “Sorry.” Loki twirled one of her curls and flashed her gray adolescent eyes up at me. Her soft looking, unprotected leg brushed against my jeans. “I’m just trying to figure out why.” I grinned flirtatiously at the young seductress. 
 
    “He’s doing it again,” Lana said, facing the back windshield. Rounding a curve, everyone except me turned around in their seats. A hairy arm retreated back inside the Mustang, phone in hand. “That would creep me out if I had not seen Lee today. A man taking photographs means little to me now that I’ve seen a dead man walk—that isn’t a Vampire.” 
 
    “Who’s Lee?” 
 
    Cole’s perplexed tone offended her. “How could you have forgotten so soon? Do you always forget about the dead ones?” Cole stared. Not wanting to dig himself further into a hole. “The man our cold-blood Kronos took last night,” Lana recollected, and Cole winced at the name, Kronos. “Lee’s the one they saved me from.” 
 
    It took Leon a second but when he realized he had heard correctly, he nearly spit out the dark colored soda he just took a swig of. “Kronos? You had an altercation with the Leader of the Vampires?” 
 
    “Yeah,” the Shadows answered. 
 
    “We were starting to doubt his existence.” 
 
    “Oh, he’s around,” she confirmed. “Unfortunately.” 
 
    Suddenly confound, Cole asked, “How are you guys able to kill vamps? It usually takes like two Shadows to do that.” 
 
    “It helps to have the advantage—visions. They help us get the drop on em’ and save my Potential—victims with the ability in their future to do significant good to the world.” 
 
    “Maybe he just likes the ride,” I shrugged, still thinking about the Mustang Picture Man. 
 
    I accelerated through the path of flat lands, temporarily away from danger, and closer to the unknown—not a comforting thought. After all, the hours of May tenth were just starting. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
      
 
    
      
 
    
      
 
    
    Epilogue: Hello and Goodbye 
 
   THE SIX OF US WERE NEARING the border of Nebraska and Kansas. A radio DJ—one of the few left—announced that our journey out of the plagued Nebraskan state was still on a schedule. But I wasn’t too worried. We were approximately five minutes from the Nebraska/Kansas state line. 
 
    “Uh, Kimberly, do you want to tell us about yourself?” Cole tried distracting her mind from all that she had lost. I suppose he empathized with Kim. With him being adopted and losing his biological family. 
 
    “I’m…I’m…in college. I-I have a red and green color deficiency.” 
 
    “That’s highly unusual,” Leon stated. “Women tend to be carriers of that gene but do not express the trait. They inadvertently pass the color deficiency or color blindness to their sons. Your mom—” 
 
    “Once he goes he doesn’t stop,” I leaned closer to Loki. We shared a chuckle. 
 
    In my rearview I saw Lana pass Kim a stake. “It does not seem fair to deny you the right to defend herself.” “You were in the cemetery,” Kimberly said to the dark-haired Shadows. “Yeah!” Lana said, eager for conversation with the grieving woman. “You were with…” 
 
    “My boyfriend and his little brother.” 
 
    “Devin?” 
 
    Leon and I tensed up at the mentioning of the little boy’s name. Lana and Cole were the only ones who seemed to notice. Lana looked sorry to even be a part of the conversation now. 
 
    “He…” the wretched, falling apart, woman shook her head. 
 
    “Turned?” Cole asked, stunned. 
 
    “Before, when you said they were all dead… I didn’t think that included the little boy,” Lana swallowed. “Sorry.” 
 
    Loki spun around in the front seat. “I didn’t know you knew a Devin.” Resting her arm on the top of the seat, she gazed up at me. “Did you guys know him?” 
 
    Cole and Lana must have figured out Leon and I were somehow involved with little Devin’s death; the Shadows simultaneously said Loki’s name in a way that translated into shut up. Abashed, Loki pressed her back hard against the seat. “Okay! I just wanted to know about him. He’s not here because he was probably an idiot and got turned into one of those freaks,” Loki remarked impudently, rolling her eyes. 
 
    Everyone except me stared at her, appalled. However, Kim felt something other than shock. Piqued by the girl’s words she yelled, “Only a child!” Kim vehemently yanked a hand full of curls, pulling Loki’s skull back against the seat. Cole automatically grabbed Kimberly’s wrist in hopes of prying her fingers loose. But she used her right hand to club the girl on top of the head with the stake. 
 
    “Lana!” Loki pleaded for help. 
 
    The halting brakes gave us all whiplash. I halted the car to a stop blocking a semi-paved driveway. I looked in the side mirror, remembering we weren’t the only ones on the road. The tiny truck swerved to the left avoiding a collision with us. Brakes grinded on the Mustang. But that did not stop it from rear ending me and my passengers. Just when I was about to take off my seatbelt and die from the damage to my precious ride—and the delay to the state line—something bumped us forward again. 
 
    “Stay,” I ordered. 
 
    Outside of the parked car, a smoking radiator got my attention. A lime green station wagon had apparently rear-ended the Picture Man in the Mustang and the ugly station wagon was smoking to high heaven. I looked at my trunk, expecting the worst. Then it I gave it rapturous kisses for it only had a scratch. 
 
    “Look at my car!” The Picture Man shouted at me. The paint was severally chipped and the tail-end was damaged from the station wagon. “Don’t you know what’s goin’ on? What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    “Tailgating is a crime,” I smirked. 
 
    “I didn’t do anything to you!” 
 
    I rolled my eyes and strutted back to the others waiting in the car. “Pay for this!” The man shouted after me. And when I didn’t respond, he threatened, “I know people!” 
 
    The cool and unseen wind tugged at my sleeves and pulled at the tiny hairs below my hairline. The sun hid. Not again! Parked a couple of yards ahead, a driver, a great distance from the roadblock, demanded assistance as she tried getting out of her minivan. Her feet hit the road, only to be pulled down and back by her messy hair into the purple van. Gun! My mind screamed. I need a gun. I was about to help but Lana… 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
      
 
    …Outside, the concerned girl’s pupils Split—two pupils became four with silver rings around them—magnifying the image inside the van. The victim kicked and thrusted her body about because the brain told her that it might have a chance at survival. 
 
    It was wrong. 
 
    This is not right! Friends and family are turning into cannibals. Blocking out the warnings from the military soldiers, Lana ran—crossbow ready, eyes reverting back to their original shape—to the desperate voice in the minivan. 
 
    The lady in the long brown skirt from the minivan was not going to live. She has been bitten. If you get bitten then you become…a danger. Lana had gathered this much due to the tension surrounding the subject of little Devin…and horror films. I know zombies have entered my world. And I know how to stop them just like most people know how to get rid of a Vampire—even though they fail due to lack of training. 
 
    But the Shadow didn’t know how to kill a human. 
 
    Can she even do that? If not, why go to the middle-aged woman? The savior has been running to the rescue for years. Why would that change now? 
 
    She really is going to die. 
 
    Standing in front of the van’s door, Lana eyes fell upon what use to be a person. It grinded its teeth against the skin that separated the lady’s hopeless eyes. The fearless Shadow placed her crossbow on the roof to pry the woman from hungry grasps. Lana punched the creature, then with both hands she gripped the woman’s shoulders and slung her down to the pavement. The tuned out words from the soldiers sprung into her ears: 
 
    “Stop!” 
 
    “Stop!” 
 
    “You shouldn’t be doing that!” 
 
    Further ignoring the warnings, Lana reached down to the transformed passenger slumped over onto the driver’s seat. The valiant girl made a fist, and with one swift motion her bawled up fingers connect upwards against its chin with such hostile speed and strength that the head tore off, ripping at the neck. The bloody head spun backwards with such force that the passenger window paid for it, cracking. The detached head rolled off the edge of the seat landing on the floor. 
 
    Rearing back, Lana glanced at the road block. Several men in uniform abandoned their post and ran toward her. A bad situation. There was no way it was possible for a woman—especially a girl of her small size—to physically dismember another person. And what was she to do with the infected? Put an arrow in her? Though it is a theory of hers, Lana hasn’t seen for herself what happens when you get bit. So would it not be a good idea to leave the woman with the ones that hopefully do know? 
 
    I’ve never left… Blayne’s girlfriend, Lee, and the bodies she and Cole saw in the cave flooded her mind; people she could not save. I can’t leave, she thought. But the single crack on the passenger window provided a cogent argument. Did she really want to risk exposing herself? Troubled, the Shadow, crossbow in hand, took a few steps away from the minivan. 
 
    That’s when Lana realized the shouting hadn’t been for her alone, for the scenery wasn’t the same. 
 
    Two Asian men were about to jump from the bed of a red truck. Lucas hurried in their direction… The tailgating Picture Man slumped over against his tinted car… The two houses, each one on her left and right of the road have expelled their occupants; the ones that are not the sparing types, the dead, frightening type… Loki walked across the road to the house on her right to eliminate a rotting and limping old man… The uneasy stillness in the air unmasked the truth; Vampires have lived on this planet approximately forever and have truly spared the human race, the Shadow thought. 
 
    Now standing outside the car, Leon and Cole prepared to deal with three more zombies slowly but hungrily moving towards the line of vehicles. Leon aimed the rifle. And Lana noticed something disturbing. 
 
    Three of the four zombies looked normal save for the extremely pale skin covered with blood and the absent-mindedness. The fourth girl in green pants…was more frightening. Her white skin was the same color as the others but her veins were visible. 
 
    At least Lana thought they were blood veins until she used her Shadow power. Instead of tiny blue spider webs—the skin that was visible through the torn fabrics and not caked by blood—the veins and thick arteries seemed to be… Brown? The Shadow’s eyes magnified the snow white face penciled with brown lines but that wasn’t what made the Shadow shiver. 
 
    The red eyes. 
 
    The red eyes and the way the girl moved churned Lana’s stomach. The girl walked slowly but faster than the plain ones as if…resolute. 
 
    Leon shot the girl in the green pants. But that wasn’t what caused Lana to jump. She turned to the sound of multiple rounds being fired. The unfortunate girl Lana had left behind outside of the minivan now laid face up with holes in her head. The military shot her from a few yards away. The pickup that had swerved past them to avoid a collision when Lucas slammed on his breaks now maneuvered past the van to be the second in line out of the state. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    …Two Asian men had fled the big red truck. They pointed at me and the two Asians standing on the bed of the automobile; one male, one female. They were trying to tell me something, but of course I don’t speak Chinese. Although the two in the front seat look Americanized and probably could translate, they stayed safely inside their aseptic area, free of deadly bacteria. 
 
    What a lovely time for tourism! To Nebraska! 
 
    While the last China man tried to make his leap, the Asian lady wrapped her arms around him and bit into his spine. Wanting to put the tourist out of his misery, I fired my gun. The man’s tiny muscles relax. The creature released her hold and the man’s stomach hit the bedside, tumbled over landing skull first on the pavement. I felt guilty. Not because I killed a human, but how easy it now felt. 
 
    The girl hunched over and hissed wildly at me. 
 
    “I like Asian chicks. Stop ruining it!” I said back. 
 
    Then something I had never seen before happened. Her face was…changing, like there was an unseen force drawing thin brown lines expanding away from her mouth. Closing her eyes, she suddenly positioned herself up right as if snapping her spine in place. At least that’s what it sounded like to me. Lots of loud and strange popping sounds expelled from her body. What the hell? Her bones breaking? Is this an Asian thing? 
 
    By now the two Asian Americans were standing outside, gaping curiously at the Thing standing on the bed of their truck. The strange popping stopped. Every passageway of blood in her face, neck, arms, and hands were clearly defined. Her eyes opened and she gazed down upon me. I read the expression in its intelligent red eyes; you are going to kill me, but will you stop my kind? For the first time in my life, I thought about something I didn’t believe existed. The Devil. 
 
    The round from my gun connected above her newly developed red eyes, right in the brain. She hissed. My jaw dropped open and my blood ran cold. She swung her leg over the side of the truck—coming for me. 
 
    Another bullet forced its way into her forehead. Silence. I killed her this time. 
 
    “Ma’am!” Someone shouted. Soldiers in camouflage pursued Lana and she hurried away from the minivan. Judging by the dead woman on the pavement I guess she couldn’t save her. Cole diminished the last of the six zombies, two having joined the others. Loki, ringlets of blonde hair bouncing, and the driver of the station wagon, an abnormally thin-looking boy, walked to the Picture Man slumped over his Mustang. His voice drifted all the way down to where I was by the big red truck. 
 
    “Mister, this isn’t the best place—” the boy started. 
 
    Loki interrupted, “Is there a bite mark on you?” 
 
    “Huh?” the thin boy gave her a confused look. They were standing inches from the unresponsive man. 
 
    “When you let those losers touch you with”—she paused trying to think—“their…mouth…” The loud sound of a tank started up. 
 
    Lifting his head from his forearms, the middle-aged Picture Man looked at me. I wasn’t that close so I couldn’t really tell. But his eyes seemed to glaze over like they had been blind for years. He had turned. That much I was sure of. Suddenly, he swung his arms at Loki. She jumped back. Her feet and legs tangling with the boy. The only two trees on either side of the two way street threw themselves furiously in the same direction. The strong moving, no longer calm, winds moved toward the tree trunks like a suddenly frighten child taking in a deep breath stealing the air from the room. Landing on her side, Loki helplessly watched her shotgun spin to the edge of the pavement… 
 
    I heard two noises; the sound of a military tank and Leon’s own vociferous voice shouting, “Lucas!” He had also seen Loki fall. And I saw something else rise from the ground beyond him. I tried pointing to warn them, but Leon and Cole abandoned their positions for the blonde who just fell to a questionable death. 
 
    While curiosity tempted Leon to see what I pointing at, I knew the image of Raven replayed in his mind—over and over she fell from the sky, dying and taking the world with her. And anxiety rocked both our souls like that of a hundred convicts awaiting the verdict of a possible death sentence. Is Loki bitten? If not it won’t take long. 
 
    The wind wrapped itself around chunks of Leon’s long hair as he tried wiggling his way through the small space separating the two cars. His body rumbled forward and Loki stared at him with an infatuation similar to that of an eleven-year-old girl after being saved by an attractive lifeguard. He reached the end of our bumper as Lana pulled the curly, blonde haired girl up by her forearms. Cole, now on the hood of the Mustang, grabbed Leon and held him back in case the bullet fired from a soldier’s gun missed. Luckily, it did not. The grumpy, older Picture Man from the Mustang bowed backwards dead, ending his moment of terror. 
 
    This whole time I’ve been frantically racing back, repeatedly using my vocal chords—blocked out by a tank—to the gang hoping that it counts for something. I won’t make the shot that matters so I don’t even try. 
 
    Seven soldiers passed the group standing in the middle of the road. And even they did not notice the still, standing girl with ripped green pants and a hole in her forehead… 
 
    Leon and the others finally took notice of me. But was it too late? 
 
    My arm extended, pointing. Five faces turned to the Chevy Biscayne… 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    …Biting her nails, Kimberly sat in the empty car watching out the back window when Cole and the others turned to face her. The side glass broke. Nails dug into Kimberly’s neck and broken glass slashed the sides of her arms as she was pulled through the window. 
 
    Cole stared hatefully at the girl Leon had supposedly killed. I knew it! Green Pants knelt to the ground taking the raw meal—Kimberly—with her. The five of them rushed to the other side of the car. Cole has suspected and thought he had confirmed that Lucas and Leon couldn’t be trusted, but then he saw the rifle’s entry wound as the walking dead girl ate from Kimberly’s voice box. 
 
    Leon shot her…again. “Anyone in favor of dismemberment?” He asked, the five of them standing on the gravel of the semi-paved driveway. 
 
    “Sure,” Cole volunteered. “But I’m not touching it.” He kicked the mailbox post in half, and then stabbed at the bones in her neck with the jagged end, eventually dissevering the head. 
 
    Leon raised his gun and shot Kimberly. He closed his blue eyes, pausing for a moment before opening them again. “I saw him again. Devin’s small feet and small hands and wondrous eyes fall once more to the hard pavement. Will I ever be able to let Devin go?” Cole hadn’t been there when Devin died, but in that moment he felt really bad. Leon was being haunted by this little boy’s death. Cole cleared his throat to get rid of the knot forming back there. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
      
 
    …“Damn it!” I shouted irately after the huge dark green tank crushed Loki’s shotgun. On my way over, I had no choice but to watch with apprehension as everything unfolded; the zombie going after Kim, and the military running right over the shotgun. Cole and Leon strode over to me. “We have to go,” I said. Cole used his ability, his pupils multiplying from two to four, in the tanks direction. Numerous bodies were advancing towards the short line of vehicles. “More zombies.” 
 
    Wanting to forget about everything, I jingled the keys in front of Leon. “I’m riding in the back.” I smiled at Loki. 
 
    “She’s fifteen,” Cole whispered in my ear. 
 
    I snatched the keys out of Leon’s hand. “I have a pretty ass,” I said running a hand through my blonde hair. It was obvious to Cole I wasn’t interested in a serious relationship. I got the feeling Loki could be clingy and he knew I wouldn’t risk going to jail for having sex with someone that much younger than me. I was eighteen but my nineteenth birthday was fast approaching. 
 
    “May I ride with you?” the new kid with bad acne pointed to his smoking vehicle. 
 
    “You can take the Mustang,” Leon declined. 
 
    The boy jogged to the idling vehicle and pulled up on the handle. Locked. He looked down at the key pad. “I have to break the glass in order to get inside. You gonna have me drive around with a busted window by myself?” 
 
    I gave in. “You and Lana sit next to and in front of that kid in case he is changing,” I told Cole. Leon signaled for Alec. Lana took Leon’s original spot upfront and he shifted over to Loki’s seat forcing her in the back behind me. 
 
    “What is your name?” Leon asked the pimple-faced boy while everyone buckled up. 
 
    “Alec.” 
 
    “I’m Leon Carmany.” 
 
    We were next in line. A soldier scanned us with grocery store looking barcode scanners. “Maybe checking our body temperatures,” Leon surmised. The soldier flagged us to continue through, granting us passage. The gateway out of the state closed behind us. We were the last ones allowed out. 
 
    “I’m Lana Queen.” 
 
    “Whoa! What happened to your face?” Alex asked tactlessly. 
 
    “I’m Cole. Why do you so many zits?” He returned the attitude and the shamefaced boy next to him diverted his eyes to the window. 
 
    “Loki,” his friend with the heart shaped face and gray irises raised her hand, introducing herself. There was silence from the driver. Leon nudged me with his elbow to introduce myself. “I’m disturbed,” I responded. “How many times did you shoot—” 
 
    “—That different…” Lana was still unable to actually say the word zombie. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Leon looked away from the old, wide road to me. “She seemed to be officially dead after—” 
 
    “—The second shot? One mutated in front of me.” 
 
    “What?” Cole shuddered. “I can’t imagine seeing someone change, much less the already transformed transforming.” 
 
    “I’m just gonna use the word ‘species’,” Lana said, “cause I have no idea what to use, but that girl wasn’t just another species. She is, was—” 
 
    “Evolved,” Cole and Lana said simultaneously. 
 
    “Perfect! They just popped into existence today and evolve!” I remarked sarcastically. 
 
    “Luke, they are not immune to death,” Leon said. 
 
    “I don’t think you understand.” 
 
    “She was noticeably faster than the rest,” Lana explained. “And the concentration in her eyes wasn’t like them.” 
 
    “You saw her eyes? Without a scope?” Leon asked, tucking his brown hair behind his ears.  Leon had to look through the rifle to completely see her face. 
 
    “We see better than you,” Cole clarified. 
 
    “They have the ability to think, not like us, but they know certain things,” I said with absolute certainty, reverting back to the former subject. “When I saw yours she was near the car standing still. Too still. She only moved after those panicking scared soldiers passed. And when the Asian woman changed she saw everyone but came at me.” 
 
    “So?” Alec responded, his voice straddling the line of rudeness. 
 
    “No one else had a weapon.” 
 
    Leon ran his hand over his smooth chin, coming to a conclusion. “They know danger.” 
 
    “And we know not to get bit,” Loki chimed from the backseat. “How could Kimberly just sit there not knowing a crazy person was there? Also, her quietness and constantly rocking back and forth was freaking me out.” 
 
    To Leon’s surprise, my knuckles whitened. “For brief a second I wished Kimberly would disappear while she was following us through Lana’s field,” I admitted. “I feel bad now.” Leon turned and looked directly into Loki’s unsympathetic eyes. “There is this thing called the grieving process.” 
 
    “We obviously didn’t notice her either,” Lana reminded her friend. “And I saw how close you were to that man.” 
 
    “I’m not bit.” 
 
    “You lost the shotgun,” I threw out. I wasn’t happy. 
 
    “Sorry,” she apologized, turning her gray eyes to the floor of the car. 
 
    “Yeah, sorry the only attention she’s getting is the wrong kind,” I heard Leon say under his breath. 
 
    Cole turned to Alec, the wind nipping at their faces through the busted window. “I know there can only be one ugly Volkswagen in Nebraska and it speed by Lana and me earlier today when we were looking for someone. You almost hit us!” 
 
    “I knew I recognized you two!” He said, and Lana turned around in the front seat, as much as her seatbelt would allow. “Why were you—” 
 
    “Sorry ‘bout almost runnin’ over you,” Alec apologized. “Was taking my niece to the hospital. What did you mean you see better?” he asked Cole. 
 
    “Want to hear another horror story? It ties in to where we are going.” 
 
    “Which you haven’t asked about,” Lana pointed out. 
 
    “My families dead. I was going anywhere.” 
 
    A sign read: 
 
      
 
    Now leaving Nebraska. Come back soon!! 
 
      
 
    “Yeah right!” I said and pressed the gas petal to the floor, the numbers noticeably increasing on the speedometer. I couldn’t leave the place behind fast enough. 
 
    My cousin and I had traveled from Tennessee to Nebraska and rescued two girls from his vision. The seer and I are alive. For now. 
 
    But will Kansas be any better? 
 
    The dead are evolving… 
 
    There’s a girl with us named Loki… 
 
    And Raven… What do we do about the Vampire Goddess…? 
 
      
 
      
 
    TO BE CONTINUED… 
 
    ~~~ 
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