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Chapter 1: “Long goodbyes just hurt
more.”











Shade watched as the last leaf broke away
from the dying tree. As it fell, it danced and swayed on the gentle
breeze before coming to rest atop the corpses of those that fell
before it. The leaf died days ago, but was too stubborn to leave
the branch. When it did, Shade finally let go of the tinge of hope
it gave her—the hope that she would see an autumn tree or a vibrant
blade of grass ever again.

Tucking a loose strand of her short, black
hair behind her ear, she plucked the leaf from the ground and
crushed it in her hand. It was a stupid thing to do—to get back at
the leaf for destroying her hopes—but it gave her a slight bit of
satisfaction as it crunched and shattered beneath her fingers.

With a solemn gaze, she cast her dark brown
eyes over the sea of death that her mom once called their ‘Secret
Garden’. Their backyard was once robust with red roses, yellow
sunflowers, and pink rose thrifts. Honeysuckles, jasmines, and
allspice bushes dotted the perimeter, painting the air with a
myriad of scents that embodied springtime. When the northern wind
swept down through their horse ranch, Shade would always stop
whatever she was doing to savor the moment. It was a rare thing not
to smell the stench of horse manure that hung in the air like a
swarm of gnats.

But that seemed like forever ago. Over the
past month-and-a-half, every plant in the world suffered the same
fate as the tree before her. From the smallest sapling to the
tallest redwood, nothing was alive anymore. Even indoor greenery
shriveled and decayed in their pots.

Shade released the remnants of the leaf and
gazed once more at her old friend, the dead tree. She climbed it
every day when she was ten. Seven years later, she still knew the
best branches to hold on to, and which gave the best view of the
horses’ grazing pasture.

Not anymore though. The roots were starving
and the branches were weak. Much like the world, the tree wasn’t
safe anymore.

Shade turned her back on it and made her way
to the deck of her family’s two-story Georgian home. She sat on the
couch under the awning, closed her eyes, and let the sun’s warm
rays soothe her as she listened to the national news pouring from
the TV on the other side of the window.

“...geoepidemiologist Jackson Burts is
working on his third attempt to synthesize a probiotic nutrient
that will act as a temporary all-in-one replacement during this
catastrophic event. The President has issued a statement urging
farmers to harvest the meat of their livestock before they succumb
to starvation as the food-chain...” The news anchor fell silent for
a moment. That was never a good sign. “This just came in,” he
announced with renewed vigor in his voice. “The President, in
agreement with Congress, has suspended the writ of Habeas Corpus.
Martial law has been declared...”

“Ah shit.” Shade’s dad grumbled from the
living room as he flicked off the TV. He slammed the remote on the
coffee table as he sighed loudly. “Rikka, Lou, Shade,” he called to
his daughters. “Meet me in the stable in an hour.”

Shade searched the paint-chipped wood for her
father’s logic. What did martial law have to do with the stable?
Then it hit her. She leapt from the porch and darted towards the
horse barn fifty yards away from the house. She covered the
distance in record time. Throwing open the door, the horses pranced
and neighed uneasily as it creaked and slammed against the adjacent
wall. They had grown antsy since the earth started dying, and they
were getting worse every day—like they knew something Shade
didn’t.

She sprinted to her horse’s stall near the
back of the stable. Delilah poked her head out to greet her,
probing her hand for the apple she usually brought. Despite the
dire circumstances, Shade smiled and scratched her behind the ear
as she put her cheek against the horse’s.

“You’re going to be fine, old girl” she
whispered as she kissed Delilah’s nose. “I’ve got a plan.”

The door groaned again. Rikka, her older
sister, stood in the doorway looking around for her horse. He was a
flirtatious stallion, so she changed his stall daily. It was Lou’s
idea—to ‘keep the ladies from getting jealous’. Rikka always forgot
which mare she hooked him up with, but Shade remembered.

“He’s here,” she said, nodding to the horse
next to hers.

Rikka lifted her pant leg and kneeled to
remove the six inch blade from her ankle sheath. She gripped it so
the sharp steel extended from the bottom of her hand, then strode
purposefully towards her horse, Shadowless Night.

“Whoa, wait,” Shade yelled, stepping in front
of her sister’s horse. He fidgeted behind her, seeming to sense the
rising tension. “What are you going to do?” she asked, though she
already knew the answer.

Even though they were sisters—and born only
eleven months apart—Rikka and Shade were polar opposites in both
looks and disposition. Rikka was tall, long-haired, and had a
darker skin tone, while Shade had a caramel complexion, sported
shoulder length curly hair, and had a short stature. When it came
to temperament, Rikka was a black mamba. Short tempered and quick
to strike, she wasn’t afraid to break a knuckle on someone’s
face—even if that someone was her sister.

As the protective personality in her family,
Shade unwittingly spent most of her life at the focal point of
Rikka’s verbal and physical aggression. Their dad always joked that
Rikka was the sword and Shade was the shield, and if they ever set
aside their differences, they’d be an unstoppable pair. Fat chance
of that happening, but it didn’t stop Shade from trying to reason
with her.

“What Dad wants us to do.” Rikka attempted to
brush past Shade but she held her ground, grabbing her sister by
the wrist wielding the knife.

“You don’t know that.”

“Get out of my way, Shade. I’m really not in
the mood for this,” Rikka warned.

Shadowless Night put his head out over the
stable gate and nudged the younger sister, as if begging for her
protection. Shade gritted her teeth as she stared into her sister’s
eyes. For a moment, she could have sworn she saw a glimmer of
hesitance, but a blink later and they transformed into a cold, hard
brown. That’s when she knew Rikka couldn’t be reasoned with. If
Shade was going to save Shadowless Night, she would have to do it
by force.

Without a moment’s thought, she balled her
fist and swung at her sister. Rikka snatched her wrist out of
Shade’s hand, careful not to cut either of them with the knife, and
sidestepped, easily dodging the blow. With a quick left hook, Rikka
struck her sister just under the ribcage, delivering an
unrestrained liver punch. Shade tried to take a step back and jab
with her left hand, but her body wouldn’t cooperate. Pain
reverberated inside of her as her legs gave out and she crumpled to
the ground. In the back of her mind, she knew what was happening,
but her limb’s unresponsiveness scared the shit out of her. She
would have panicked if it didn’t feel like she had just been run
through with a sword.

“Long goodbyes just hurt more,” Rikka said,
stepping over her sister to get to the horse.

Shade closed her eyes as sounds of the dying
steed filled the barn. Shadowless Night thrashed about in his
stall, his hooves knocking against the wood door and walls as he
struggled to remain upright despite his weakening body. Then the
sounds started again. Shade didn’t have to look back to know what
Rikka had done Delilah. She tried to neigh, but only an awful
gurgling sound escaped the gash in her throat as a waterfall of
blood collided with the ground.

The warm liquid oozed under the stall doors
and pooled on Shade’s back as her sister stepped around her.

“Consider it a favor,” she said. Rikka waited
a beat. Shade thought she would say more, but her sister left
without another word.

She laid there for a long moment, soothed not
by the gentle sounds of the other horses, but by the warmth of the
blood she didn’t have to spill. Her grandfather was a survivalist.
He passed the trait along to her father, and he to their mother—at
least until the divorce. Strength and preparation were prided
traits. Her dad gave them that hour to say goodbye to their horses,
to make it harder for his daughters when he made them kill them. He
was preparing Shade, Rikka, and Lou for the new world, and the laws
that would govern it.

Shade wanted nothing to do with the new
world.

She picked herself up, ignoring the heavy
blood that clung to her clothes. She couldn’t bring herself to look
back at the horses. Instead, she limped out of the barn. Lou, her
younger sister, stood just outside the door when she opened it. Lou
took one look at the blood soaked through Shade’s clothing and
darted towards the house without saying a word.

“Lou...” she called after her. But there was
no point. She was autistic, and seeing anything out of the ordinary
led to isolation and regression. And considering who their father
was, there was a lot of that. Rikka was the only one who could coax
her out of that state. She seemed to understand Lou on a deeper
level than anyone else, which was odd considering she had the
shortest temper of anyone Shade knew.

Walking towards the house, she wondered how
she would make it to her room without getting horse blood
everywhere. Thankfully, Rikka met her at the door with a wet towel
and a change of clothes. As Shade neared, she silently offered the
towel.

“Thanks,” Shade muttered. She took off her
shirt and threw it to the ground. Before wiping the blood off, she
inspected the bruise forming on her side.

“Sorry I punched you,” Rikka said.

Shade ignored her and concentrated on wiping
the blood from her arms and back. She knew the only reason Rikka
was apologizing was to get Dad off her back when he noticed Shade’s
limp and the inevitable bruise that would form. Shade would take
the blame—as she always did—but it didn’t mean she had to be happy
about it.

When her arms were as clean as possible, she
pulled off her pants and toweled down her legs. When she was done,
Rikka handed her the change of clothes. “I’m sor—” she began.

“I heard you the first time,” Shade spat.

The older sister’s jaw tightened as she
averted her gaze. That was another tactic of Rikka’s when she was
backed into a corner: invoke sympathy. Shade snatched the clothes
from her sister’s hand and put them on. After dressing, she picked
up the blood-soaked clothes and tossed them in the trash bin off
the side of the porch.

“You think he’s going to make Lou kill her
horse?” Rikka asked gently, seeming to test the waters.

Shade sighed and sat on the steps. She stared
at the barn, listening to the soft sounds of the dozen remaining
horses. “No, he’s going to make me do it. When he sees that Delilah
and Shadowless Night are dead, he’s going to know you killed them.
I’m probably going to have to kill Delilah’s foal too.” Shade’s
voice lacked all emotion as she prepared herself for the slaughter
she would soon take part in.

Rikka sat next to her sister and pulled the
knife from her ankle sheath. “I can’t do this one for you,” she
said, holding out the blade. Shade glanced at it, and then turned
away. Rikka sighed. “Look, unless they find a way to reverse what’s
happening, the world’s going to go to shit real quick. If you can’t
kill, then you’re going to be killed. There’s no other option.”

“If it was for you, Mom, Dad, or Lou, I
wouldn’t hesitate. Not for a moment.” Shade looked up, locking eyes
with her sibling. “But this is a test. What does killing a horse
prove?”

Rikka slammed the knife on the step beside
her sister and stood. From her body language, Shade knew she said
something to piss her off. Typical. “It proves that you can do what
must be done, Shade. Your problem is you think too damn much. Just
kill the fucking horse and be done with it.” Without another word,
she marched up the steps and back in the house, closing the door
behind her.

Shade glanced down at the knife. Her father
taught her how to use fists, knives, guns, swords, and her wit to
survive. He taught her everything he could to make her stronger and
smarter—to make her a survivor. But he couldn’t teach her how to
kill—how not to care about the life of another. That was a journey
she would have to take on her own. A journey he forced her to
take.

But Shade fought it every step of the way.
Rikka was mean and vengeful normally, but when she had to kill, her
heart grew black. Whether it was a chicken for dinner, or the horse
she loved, a darkness overcame her, and while engulfed in that
darkness, she was capable of anything. Shade didn’t want to become
like that. It scared her more than anything—to have no boundaries
or restraints. To be completely heartless.

The hour came and went in what felt like an
instant. Shade found herself standing next to her sisters in the
stable. Blood from Shadowless Night and Delilah soaked the floor.
Her father threw down a layer of hay for Lou’s sake, but it didn’t
help much. She clung to Rikka with her face half buried in her
side, shaking uncontrollably.

A table separated the sisters from their
father, and the horses behind him. Rikka’s knife and a loaded 9mm
pistol rested on it, waiting for Shade to choose one.

Their father was an ex-Navy SEAL with a
penchant for mind games. Though he stood at a meager 5’7”, his
strength, prowess, and know-how was matched by none. He taught his
daughters everything the Navy and life had taught him.

His muscular, clean-shaven face was locked in
a stern expression as he stared at his middle child. Shade imagined
her expression matched his as she prepared herself for what she was
about to do. With a heavy sigh, she walked over the table, picked
up the gun, and ejected the clip onto the floor. She popped the
bullet out of the chamber and let it fall to the ground as well. A
quick glance at her father’s expression revealed nothing, like he
expected that of her.

She hated that.

Shade picked up the knife and walked past the
table to the stall housing Lou’s horse, Your Not-So-Ordinary
Enigmatic Puppy. She smiled when she thought of his name. She
helped Lou come up with it five years ago when Mom gave the colt to
her. She told Lou that great horses had great names. Lou wanted her
horse to be the greatest, and gave him a name to fit.

Shade tucked the knife in her belt loop and
slowly opened the stable door. Puppy greeted her eagerly, nudging
and licking at her hands for an apple that would never come.

“Long goodbyes, Shade,” Rikka reminded
sternly.

Shade ignored her. She walked around the
horse, brushing the soft brown coat with her bare hand. When she
neared the horse’s rump, she removed the blade and circled around
the other side. Shade looked to her sisters, and then to her
father. Taking a breath, she pulled the dagger back and stabbed the
horse in the rear, barely piercing the flesh of his croup. Puppy
neighed and bucked. He darted towards the open barn door, nearly
colliding with Lou and Rikka, who narrowly managed to dive out of
the way.

A liberating smile spread across Shade’s face
as she watched him go. Before meeting her father in the barn, she
broke out sections of the gate, leading him to true freedom. It was
her plan for Delilah. She’d give him the night to saunter about,
and then wake up early to track him. She knew a great place in the
woods near a shed she and her mom built ages ago. It wouldn’t take
much work to fence off a makeshift pasture. They had plenty of wire
lying around, and no one would miss they hay and vitamins needed to
keep him healthy.

Puppy was a third of the way across the
grazing pasture when her dad slid the gun off the table and picked
up the magazine.

“You could have made it quick,” he said,
loading the weapon. “Now, Pup’s going to die slowly.” He pulled
back the slide and released it. Taking his stance, he aimed…

“Dad, please,” Shade screamed. “Please. We
have—”

…and fired.

All three sisters covered their ears as three
jarring cracks filled the barn.






 


Chapter 2: “The world’s dead. I don’t think
it’s coming back.”











Shade lay in bed staring up at the ceiling.
Dried blood caked her hands from her battle with death. After her
father shot Puppy, she ran across the baron grazing pastures and
tried to stop the bleeding. She couldn’t. And her dad was
right—Puppy did die slowly. She watched the life fade from his eyes
and knew she would never be able to forget it.

Her dad entered the room and sat on the foot
of her bed. He didn’t say anything for a long moment, so Shade knew
he was in ‘Dad mode’. Gently lifting one of her hands, he ran a
warm, damp rag along her palm and fingers to clean off the blood.
Shade snatched it away and turned her back to him.

“Sooner or later, they would have died—”

“We have enough hay to last a while, Dad.”
She spat his name with all the scorn she could muster. “That was
just a lesson to you. Shouldn’t you be congratulating Rikka? She
passed.”

“If we didn’t kill them, someone else would
have. Food is growing more and more scarce, Bug. A month and a half
in and martial law is declared… Meat is a commodity that people
will start killing for...”

“Everything you taught us, was it just to
survive?” Shade turned to her father. “Or was it to survive and
protect the ones we love?” By the look in his eyes, she knew the
answer. “Let me tell you something, once the world runs out of its
meat and plants reserves, what do you think they’re going to turn
to? I guess I should just kill you, Mom, Lou, and Rikka now before
someone else comes to do it.”

Her father opened his mouth to speak but she
shouted for him to leave. He paused for another moment, and then
stood and walked towards the door. Before he exited, Shade called
out to him.

“Did you kill her foal?” She didn’t want to
know the answer, but she needed to.

He responded by closing the door behind
him.

Tears of anger and sadness streamed down
Shade’s cheek as she hammered her pillow. It was moments like these
that she hated her father. Everything was a test or a mind game to
him. She understood why Rikka killed Delilah and Shadowless Night.
It was out of duty, and Shade could forgive that. But her father...
He could have shot Puppy in the head. She would have understood
that. A clean, quick death. But he didn’t. He wanted him to suffer.
He wanted to teach his daughters a lesson. And she was tired of
learning lessons.

The door opened again. This time Lou emerged.
Shade hid her hands under her pillow and smiled through her tears.
“Hey, Lugia,” she greeted with a shaky voice. Lou smiled
broadly.

Lou was obsessed with Pokémon and loved being
called one. Shade was the only one patient enough to learn
everything she could about the game and series. When she found out
about the Pokémon Lugia, she gave the nickname to her sister.

As a sixteen year old, Lou stood at an
unassuming five-eight. A perfect blend of both Shade and Rikka, she
sported long hair and a lighter skin tone. She had the slight
angular face and curvaceous build of her oldest sister, but Shade’s
freckles and temperament…mostly.

“Thank you for trying to save Your
Not-So-Ordinary Enigmatic Puppy.” She never used his nickname. “Dad
says we need them for meat.” The dejection in her voice was
evident.

Shade wanted to tell her sister how much of
an idiotic jerk their dad was, but she held her tongue. Rikka had
just finished easing Lou out of her isolation. The last thing Shade
wanted to do was to say something that got her riled up. “He’s
doing what he thinks is right,” she said instead.

Lou meekly glanced around the room. Nothing
had changed since the last time she was in there. The walls were
still barren and white. A long, Spartan dresser dominated the
longest wall of her bedroom while a futon occupied the smallest.
The only thing that added any life to the room was the loaded 9mm
that sat on the window sill. And if it wasn’t for the abundance of
natural light and fresh air pouring in from the open window, the
room would have looked no different from an asylum’s dorm room.
Living frugally was just another part of her father’s lesson.

“I saw the last leaf fall,” Shade said.

“Do you think it will grow back?”

Shade turned and looked out the window. There
was no green anywhere. She never realized how colorless and bland
the world looked without the green of grass or trees. Even the
birds and the crickets stopped singing their harmony. She found
herself searching the grazing pastures to see if her father put out
a bale of hay for the horses. Then she remembered the blood on her
hands.

“No. The world’s dead. I don’t think it’s
coming back.” She looked back at Lou. “But don’t worry. We have
enough food and medicine in the bunker to last us a while.”

“Fifty-five years,” Lou clarified. “I’m going
to ask dad how long the horse meat will last.” Without another
word, she skipped out of the room.

Shade pulled her hands from under her pillow
and rolled out of bed. She followed Lou out, but turned left into
the bathroom instead of heading downstairs.

An endless stream of news poured out of the
TV. Shade tried her best to ignore it as she washed the blood from
her hands, but when the anchorman announced a personal plea from
the President, she paid rapt attention.

“President Arsenaught is calling for all
reserve and able-bodied ex-military personnel to report to the
nearest recruitment office to assist our overwhelmed forces in
keeping the peace...”

The television went silent. Except for the
running faucet, the entire house was silent. Shade cut off the flow
of water and reached for a hand towel as she listened, waiting for
the slightest sound. She stepped out of the bathroom and looked
over the balcony and into the foyer. Rikka stood in front of the
door with the remote in her hand staring up at Shade.

After a full minute of silence, the storm
came. Their father tore through the back door and beelined to the
stairs without so much as a glance at his daughters. Lou followed
him in but stopped just short of the staircase. He brushed past
Shade and walked into his room, closing the door behind him.

Pissed, Shade cursed her father under her
breath then walked to her room and slammed the door. She paced for
a moment, searching the cell she called a room for something to
throw. There was nothing, so she kicked a hole in the wall instead.
Her father always found new and exciting ways to get under her
skin.

Shouts sounded from the other side of the
door as Rikka confronted her father.

“So you’re leaving, just like that.”

“I have a duty to my country, Rikka—”

“Yeah? And what about your family? You’re
just going to leave us here? The world turns to shit and you just
up and leave?”

“Watch your mouth. And I’m leaving to protect
you. If the government fails, everyone’s screwed. The President
herself asked for —”

“Fuck the President,” Rikka screamed. Dad
fell silent. Shade listened as his thick boots pounded the ground
as he walked past her door.

“There’s plenty of food, water, and weapons
in the bunker. Just stay on the farm until I get back—”

“And if you don’t come back?”

“I’ll be back in two months, tops.”

“But if you don’t come back,” Rikka pressed.
“What are we supposed to do?”

There was a pause. Shade walked over to her
door and stared at it, waiting for her father’s response. Her
breaths were deep, but soft as she strained her ears to hear his
response.

“If I don’t come back, I taught you
everything you need to know to survive. Use it. You’re in charge…
until I get back. And I will be back.” He started down the
stairs.

“So that’s it. Just like that, you’re
leaving.”

“Long goodbyes just hurt more. I love you.
Lou. Shade, I love you too. Stay safe, and I’ll see you soon.”

Shade listened as her father walked
downstairs, through the living room, and out of the front door. The
house was silent again as the weight of what just happen fell over
each of them. Shade opened the door. Rikka stood right outside of
it staring down the stairs in utter disbelief.

“Did...did he just leave?” It was a stupid
question, but Shade had to ask.

Rikka looked at her, awe dominating her
expression. “Yeah,” she muttered.

“Just like that? With a two minutes warning
and a half-ass goodbye, he just left?”

Rikka sighed, shedding the perplexed
expression. “Fuck. Now I have to kill and gut the rest of the
horses.”







Chapter 3: “Be safe, Rikka.”











Shade remained shut up in her room while
Rikka tended to the horses. She didn’t want to hear, see, or smell
what the horse gutting process entailed. Of course, her father made
her do it from time to time, though on smaller animals. She could
never wipe the look of utter disgust from her face when she cut
open their stomachs and watched everything spill out. And the sound
it made…

The first time she left her room was for
dinner. Rikka was anal about the family eating at least one meal
together, especially after their parents’ divorce. Dinner was the
designated ‘family meal’. Though Shade preferred eating alone, she
wasn’t big on conflict. She ate with her family simply to humor her
sister and keep the words—and occasionally fists—from flying. She
never sat at the table though. Their mother always ate standing up,
and Shade took up that trait, much to Rikka’s dismay

“Are the horses...?” Shade cast her eyes
downward to her plate of leftover lasagna.

“Yeah. They’re...” She glanced at Lou. “Just
stay out of the barn.”

Shade nodded and went back to eating.

Lou set her fork on her plate and crossed her
arms in front of her. It was a ritual of sorts for her. Anytime she
crossed her arms at the dinner table, a question would follow. And
they were never easy questions. The last time she crossed her arms
at the table, she all but forced her father to explain what an
orgasm was. That was a very awkward meal.

“What could have made all the plants die at
the same time?” she asked, looking from Rikka to Shade expectantly.
She would not continue eating until she had a satisfying
answer.

Rikka set her fork down and leaned her chair
back on two legs. She thought for a moment before offering a
rebuttal. “I think it’d be easier to narrow down what it couldn’t
have been, don’t you think?” It never ceased to amaze Shade how
kind and gentle Rikka was to Lou, and how much of a bitch she was
to her.

Lou smiled. “Okay. Well, it wasn’t any of us,
right?”

“Right,” Shade said as she walked over to the
table and sat down. She had been wracking her brain for an answer
for weeks with no success. She knew the rest of her family had
thoughts on the matter too, but no one openly discussed them. It
seemed like everyone was silently waiting for a
geo-something-ologist to offer up not only an explanation, but a
solution as well.

“Are we ruling out pollution, too? You know,
like the holes in the ozone, gamma radiation, and stuff like that,”
Rikka asked with a raised brow.

“I think so,” Shade said. “If it was
pollution, I don’t think it would happen so quickly. I mean,
wouldn’t there be signs? I don’t see Mother Nature tossing in the
towel before even stepping in the ring.”

Rikka nodded thoughtfully. “So, it’s a
unanimous ‘no’ for pollution?” Shade and Lou nodded as well. “What
about…” she shrugged, “some kind of weapon someone lost control
of?”

“Like a sci-fi movie,” Shade said with a
laugh. Rikka cut her eye at her middle sister until the giggling
subsided. Shade locked her eyes on the table and huffed as she
shook her head gently. She suddenly lost the desire to want any
part of the conversation.

“Hmm,” Lou grunted, pursing her lips
together. She was clearly taking the idea seriously. “Maybe they
didn’t lose control of it.”

Shade and Rikka looked at their youngest
sister quizzically.

“You think someone did this on purpose?”
Rikka asked. “What would the endgame be?”

“It’s like Dad says, scare someone enough and
you can get them to do anything you want.” Lou uncrossed her arms
and went back to nibbling at her lasagna. It was a clear sign that
the conversation was over. She had arrived at her conclusion,
however bizarre.

The older sisters locked eyes, silently
questioning each other about the possibility of using fear to
achieve world domination. After a full minute, Rikka was the first
to break eye contact. She shook her head, seeming to banish the
thoughts from her mind, and eased her chair back on four legs.
Following her lead, Shade stood and returned to the refrigerator to
lean on as she ate.

An hour later, Shade sat on her futon with
her feet propped up on the windowsill, listening to the thick
nothingness that crawled in from her open window. Once upon a time,
the yard was alive with chirps, hoots, and buzzes of every pitch
and variety. Her mother used to tell Shade about how she felt left
out. Every night, the bugs and birds were partying and never once
did they invite her along. She smiled at the memory, but it quickly
faded. There wasn’t a party anymore. Everything was dead or dying.
Her mom didn’t answer her calls or return her messages. Her dad
left, leaving her to deal with Rikka’s rage on her own. And on top
of that, all Shade could think about were the last words she said
to her parents, especially her mom.

Initially, after the divorce, her mom left
the ranch and found a nice little apartment ten minutes outside of
town. Then, even though their family was broken, it was easy to
imagine that nothing had changed. Shade and her sisters still saw
both parents around the dinner table every evening. And even though
they had a lot to work out, her mom and dad still managed to laugh
and joke together—if only for their daughters’ sake.

But then her mom was offered a
‘life-changing’ job halfway across the country. Rikka urged her to
accept it, but Shade and Lou begged for her not to. Their family
was already broken, she didn’t want the pieces scattered in the
wind—especially since Rikka received and accepted a scholarship to
a college two-hundred and twenty-nine miles away. Shade didn’t want
her family to completely fall apart, but that’s exactly what
happened when their mom accepted the job.

“Fine. Go,” Shade said the day her mom was
set to board the plane. “But don’t expect your family to welcome
you back with open arms when it doesn’t work out.”

That was the last time she’d spoken with her
mom. Nine days later, the world started to die. When Shade finally
mustered the courage to reach out, it was too late. Her mom’s phone
was disconnected and she stopped logging on to her Facebook
account. Though Shade still logged in to check from time to time,
her last status update always read, I truly miss the loves of my
life. Shade. Rikka. Louise. I’m thinking of you always.

Sighing, Shade turned her attention to the
cool northern breeze floating in. She inhaled deeply but stopped
mid-breath when she heard the distinct whine of the rusted stable
door. She eased her feet off the sill and leaned forward. Rikka?
she thought as she searched the darkness. But she hadn’t heard her
sister leave the house. Shade stood, scanning the illuminated porch
just below her window. The back door was closed, and it didn’t open
from the outside. Unless Rikka went out the front door and circled
the house, she was still inside.

Shade tore her attention away from the window
when she heard the faint click of her bedroom doorknob turning.
Without a moment’s hesitation, she grabbed her 9mm and aimed it at
the door as she ducked behind the futon. With eyes already adjusted
to the dark of her room, she stared intently at the door as it
swung open.

“Shade. You in here?” Rikka whispered.

Shade stood. “You heard it too?”

Rikka nodded. “And Lou’s in her room.”

The stable door creaked again, and then eased
shut with a gentle bang. Someone was trying to be quiet.

The sisters remained perfectly still,
straining their ears for the slightest sound. Two long minutes
passed before the silence was broken—this time by the jiggling of
the back door just below Shade’s room.

“Five eight six nine six two zero,” Rikka
whispered urgently. “Get to the bunker. I’ll grab Lou and meet you
down there. Don’t open the door for anything.”

Rikka’s gaze hardened as she gave the
instruction. The twinkle in her eyes faded much like the glint in
Puppy’s eyes when he died. The transformation was near immediate.
The Rikka she knew and loved was ripped away, replaced by a warrior
that took lives without a second thought.

The room grew cold as a chill dragged itself
up Shade’s spine, as fear and utter admiration mingled in her
chest. She tore her eyes away from her sister as she made her way
towards the staircase. She wondered if she would ever be able to
let go like that—to allow herself to be fueled only by duty and
survival.

She didn’t know. But as long as Rikka was
around, she was sure she’d never have to find out.

Shade darted towards the stairs, conquering
them two at a time. She nearly fell as she swung around the
banister towards the fake thermostat attached to the wall on the
side of the staircase. She flipped up the cover to reveal the
keypad, and punched in the code—five eight six nine six two zero.
She stepped back as the hydraulic system silently lifted the bottom
half of the staircase to reveal another set of stairs that
descended into the bunker. Shade hurried inside, tripping the
motion sensor that closed the door behind her.

The lights flickered to life once the door
sealed. The bunker was about the size of two average bedrooms. Two
army-style bunk beds took over the far right corner while food,
water, medicine, munitions, bleach, fuel, electric heaters, and
clothing took over the remaining space on the walls. Two SUPRQUIET
generators sat on either side of the couch in the ‘living room’,
dividing the entire space into three sections. The back end of both
generators were encased in metal that channeled the exhaust through
the floor and outside.

Their father recently moved a TV into the
shelter and purchased over four hundred DVDs to keep them occupied.
Board games, cards, and a PlayStation 4 were stored on the shelves
under the television.

Shade’s heart pounded in her ears as she
headed for the weapons cache. She grabbed a M1911A1 pistol equipped
with a suppressor and flicked off the lights. Taking a few breaths
to get her heart rate under control, she aimed her weapon at the
entrance.

“You better not come in here hot,” she
whispered to herself. Images of both her sisters flashed before her
mind. Shade instinctively tightened her grip on the pistol, but
forced herself to relax moments later. “Be safe, Rikka.”

Seconds passed like minutes. Even though she
was in a soundproof room, Shade strained her ears in attempts to
hear even the slightest of sounds. She was met with silence. A
thick, foreboding silence. For a moment, she imagined that was what
Death sounded like, but she quickly banished the thought from her
mind.

Light pierced the darkness as the entrance
opened. Shade lifted the pistol as she squinted through the white
haze. She saw Lou first. Rikka stood directly behind her with a
hand firmly placed over her mouth. Lou tried to pull away, but her
attempts were futile. Fear instilled itself in her gaze as her eyes
locked on the weapon aimed in her direction. It took the middle
sister a long moment to realize Rikka threatened her with a pistol
of her own.

The staircase closed behind them. Only when
it sealed did Rikka release her little sister. Lou began to
cry.

“You alone down here?” Rikka asked, not
lowering her weapon.

“Just me and the voices in my head.” Shade
replied. That was code for all clear. Anything else would have
resulted in gunfire.

The sisters lowered their weapons
simultaneously. Rikka closed her eyes and sighed heavily. When she
opened them, Shade could see the glint of life in her eyes again.
Her sister was back. For now.

Rikka placed her gun on the generator and
kneeled down next to Lou. “There are at least six of them. I
couldn’t tell if they had any weapons. If not, they do now.” Rikka
wrapped her arms around her sister and whispered apologies in her
ear as she kissed her cheek.

“Three pistols, a rifle, and a box of ammo
for each. And that’s if they find all of them. We’ve got more than
that under one of the bunk beds.”

“Even still, we wait until Dad comes back. If
he wants us to come out shooting, he’ll give us the word. Until
then, we stay put, okay?” Rikka asked.

“Sounds like a plan to me,” Shade
replied.






 


Chapter 4: ‘Use it to your advantage, but
never become a victim of it.’






A month and a half in the bunker was enough
to drive Shade batshit. She took to pacing around the generators
while Rikka and Lou played Mario Party on the PS4. She wasn’t a
gamer, and Rikka and Lou were too far gone in a Mario competition
for something like Monopoly. So that left her to her own devices.
Or rather, walking around devices. And cleaning them.

Shade took apart, cleaned, and reassembled
every gun and rifle they had in the bunker. Every blade was made
razor sharp as was every arrow and caltrop. Smoke grenades and
flashbangs were all polished and meticulously placed back on the
shelf. Everything Shade thought to do, she did. And after three
weeks, nothing was left.

“Dad’ll be back in a week, give or take. Just
relax, Shade. This might be the last time we have to do so.”

“Have you ever thought about what’ll happen
if he doesn’t come back? What do we do then?”

Lou slammed the PlayStation remote on the
ground and darted over to her older sister. Before Rikka had a
chance to reply, Lou began pounding on Shade’s chest and face while
screaming incoherently. Shade tripped taking a step back and fell.
Lou landed on top of her, still hammering her with unrestrained
fists.

Rikka was on them in a moment, pulling her
flailing sister off as Shade slid back towards the bunk bed. Her
eye throbbed and her nose was bleeding, but otherwise she was fine.
She felt lucky considering the broken bones and concussions her
sister usually gave when she had a violent episode.

Rikka managed to pin Lou’s hands to her side.
With a practiced technique, she tucked her face into Lou’s neck to
thwart the head butts and fell back on the couch so she could wrap
her legs around her thighs to stop the kicking. Lou still screamed
at the top of her lungs.

“We have a tranquilizer gun,” Shade
suggested, pinching the bridge of her nose to stop the
bleeding.

“No. No, I got her.” Rikka said. She took a
breath. “Stop cry-ing. Thing with be-eee okay,” she sang softly.
Her voice was like flower petals, delicate and smooth. “No need to
fight. I’ve got you.”

That was one thing Shade admired about her
sister. She could make up a song on the spot and sing it
angelically. Her melodies always calmed Lou down when she had an
episode.

Shade sighed and picked herself off the
floor. She made her way to the medicine cabinet as the fringes of a
headache settled behind her left eye. The cabinet was organized
from left to right; weakest to strongest. She grabbed the Tylenol
and swallowed two dry. She chewed a third for faster results. It
tasted like vomit, but she was used to it. After she sealed it, she
put it back on the far left, label out.

Just to have something to do, she turned the
rest of the meds so the labels were facing outwards. Vicodin and
OxyContin stood at the far right. She paused with her hand on the
OxyContin, wondering how she’d feel if she took one. Part of her
wanted to try it, but a bigger part of her didn’t want to give up
the clarity of a sober mind. She put the vial back on the shelf and
closed the cabinet. She’d missed her chance for recreational drug
use.

“I’m going to take a nap before this headache
gets any worse. Call me if you need me,” Shade said.

Rikka didn’t respond, just kept singing.

***

Anxiety hung in the air like smog as the time
for their father’s arrival grew near and finally passed. Rikka
cursed more, Shade cleaned and paced more, and Lou withdrew inside
herself. Apart from the gentle hum of the generators, silence ruled
every inch of the bunker with an iron fist. Entire days passed like
that.

When nothing was left to re-clean or
reorganize, Shade pulled up a chair and sat in front of the stairs
leading out of the bunker. Her companion, the suppressed M1911A1,
sat across her lap. She wasn’t expecting any baddies to come
bursting through the entrance. Rather, she prepared to charge up
the stairs and take her home back. She couldn’t bear to be holed up
in the bunker any longer. She had taken to staring at the medicine
cabinet to pass the hours. She wanted to take
something—anything—strong enough to make her forget she hadn’t seen
the sun or taken a breath of fresh air in two full months. But she
couldn’t. If something did happen, she didn’t want to be a
liability.

But Jesus Christ she was bored out of her
mind. And those fucking generators…

Shade disengaged the safety, stood, and
ascended the stairs in one swift motion. She wasn’t thinking. It
was like her body was on autopilot, and she had no desire to stop
herself. She flipped over the cover to the keypad and punched in
half of the exit code before Rikka took note and called out to
her.

“What the hell are you doing?” she said
sharply. She stood and crossed the room towards the stairs.

Shade didn’t answer. She knew if she did,
Rikka would find a way to talk her out of it, or get close enough
to stop her by force. One button, ENTER, was all it took for the
main staircase to rise, releasing her into the foyer.

A gust of air tickled her face. Shade closed
her eyes for a brief moment and inhaled. She nearly gagged. It
smelled like ball sweat and urine—the last thing she wanted to
smell after two months.

The house was silent. The sun set six hours
ago and Shade figure if anyone was still in the house, they’d be
asleep. She climbed the last few stairs with her weapon drawn. The
staircase closed as she stepped into the foyer. The suppressor of
her weapon glided to the right and to the left as she aimed the gun
at each of the entrances. She took a gentle step forward. The floor
groaned. She paused.

Nothing moved. The house was as quiet as it
was moments before. If anyone heard the noise, they showed no sign
of it. Shade eased off the spot soundlessly. She placed her back
against the wall and eased down into a crouch. With the pistol
pointed at the ceiling, she took a breath and waited.

This was the waiting game her father told her
about. ‘When you hear a noise in the night,’ he said, ‘don’t
investigate. Don’t move. Don’t make a sound. Wait. Wait for the
intruder to make another move. No matter how long it takes, you
wait. If you move first, they’ll know your position and attack
while you’re trying to prepare yourself. On the other hand, if you
make a sound while you’re sneaking up on someone, you wait as well.
You wait for their nerves to settle, for them to convince
themselves that the noise was nothing or that they didn’t really
hear anything at all. Silence plays tricks on the mind. Use it to
your advantage, but never become a victim of it.’

The stairs opened again, spilling a little
light out into the foyer. Rikka stepped out with two guns drawn and
aimed at the doorway to the office and family room. Even in the dim
light, Shade could see the lifeless glint in her eyes as she glared
at her. With the grace of a feline, Rikka closed the few yards
between them, easily avoiding the creak in the floor. Shade stood
and lowered her weapon. When Rikka was near enough, she lifted one
of the pistols and thrust it harshly against the soft under Shade’s
chin.

“Get your ass back in the bunker. Now,” she
hissed.

There was no doubt in Shade’s mind. Rikka
would kill her if she didn’t cooperate. But she wasn’t afraid. Her
sister showed that side of her too often for her to still fear it.
Without so much as lowering her gaze, Shade pushed the barrel of
her weapon against Rikka’s stomach.

“Who’s going to take care of Lou if we’re
both dead?” she whispered.

The lifelessness in Rikka’s eyes faded for a
single second. That was all it took for her to lower her weapon and
step away from her sister. Shade lowered hers as well, but
questioned the gesture once her sister’s soul evaporated in a
blink.

Rikka stared at her for a full minute before
finally signaling her to hold at the entrance on the other side of
the stairs. Shade complied, making sure to avoid the creak in the
floor. With her weapon at the ready, she stepped past the stairs
and peeked into the small office that connected the foyer to the
living room. A hefty, middle aged man sat at the desk. His
shoulders rose and fell evenly as his head rested on his double
chin. The computer screen illuminated his unshaven face and the
thin line of drool that dribbled onto his tank top.

Shade held up a finger, signaling that the
room had one occupant. Rikka dragged her finger across her neck
then put it to her lips. The order was clear: kill him. Silently.
Shade swallowed. She turned and peered back in the office. With a
sigh, she slowly eased inside, praying to every god she knew that
the floor wouldn’t groan underfoot. It didn’t, but that didn’t
lessen the tension gathering in her chest.

Though she kept her footfalls light, Shade
was sure the man would awaken from the thunderous hammering of her
heartbeat. She raised her pistol. She knew she couldn’t shoot
him—even with the suppressor, the noise would be too loud—but
having her weapon trained on him was the only way she could keep
her courage from abandoning her. When she was within striking
distance, she lowered the pistol and pulled a small knife out of
her side sheath. Putting it through his cerebellum was the only
completely silent way to kill him.

Altering her grip on the knife, she crept
behind him. The angle of his head resting on his stomach gave her a
perfect shot at the area just above the nape of his neck. She
stared at it, willing herself to be cold and emotionless as she
plunged the knife in. But then the blood came to mind. It wouldn’t
be much if she didn’t pull the blade out, but what if she needed to
make another silent kill? Sure, she could probably do so with her
bare hands, but they weren’t squirrels or chickens. They were real
people. She didn’t know if she had what it took to kill a person
with her hands. Hell, she didn’t even know if she had what it took
to kill a person with a knife. She wasn’t Rikka. She wasn’t that
strong or sure of herself. The only reason she mustered up the
courage to leave the bunker was because the hum of the generators
and the eternal exhale of the exhaust fan were driving her mad. And
she didn’t even want to get started on the tasteless MREs

Now, here she was, standing behind a sleeping
man, seconds away from ending his life. That wasn’t what she had in
mind. She just wanted some fresh air—a change of scenery.

Shade closed her eyes and shook her head. She
lowered her knife, and in one quick motion struck the man across
the back of the head with the butt of her pistol. It was a better
fate than death, and one Shade could live with.

She made her way back to the entrance and
poked her head out. Rikka was still holding her ground a few yards
from the staircase. Shade rejoined her sister, nodding that the
deed was done. Rikka returned the gesture, then turned to face the
entrance to the living room. Shade took her position directly
behind her. She placed a firm hand on Rikka’s left shoulder and,
before she had a chance to think, squeezed. Immediately, Rikka
stepped into the room and pivoted left once she was through the
doorway. Shade was on her heels, covering the right side of the
living room. Two shots rang out from Rikka’s unsuppressed pistol
followed by two pffft from Shade’s.

“Clear left,” Rikka called.

“Clear…” Shade’s voice faltered. She caught
sight of the man she had shot. The bullet holes in his chest were
illuminated by the flickering light from the TV. His eyes were
opened, staring in shock as blood dribbled down his chin. She made
the mistake of locking eyes with him. She watched the struggle in
his gaze as he clung to life with every fiber of his being. His
short and labored breaths filled her ears, reminding her of the
senseless murder committed by her father two months ago.

Shade’s vision blurred as she let her pistol
fall to her side. She was no longer in the house. Instead, she was
back in the barn, watching with fervent hope as Puppy galloped
across the grazing field.

Then the gunshots sounded.

Puppy screamed. His legs gave out and he
collided with the ground with an audible thud. His legs kicked and
his body bucked as he tried valiantly to climb to his feet. But the
pain was too great. He fell back to his side and lay there, panting
heavily.

“No,” Shade murmured as she took a hesitant
step towards the fallen horse. “Puppy!”

She sprinted across the barren field, falling
to her knees when she got to Pup. With wide eyes, she looked him
over. All three bullets struck his stomach. Blood oozed from the
wound and pooled on the ground, soaking the knees of Shade’s pants.
He’s going to die, she thought. What do I do? I can’t save him. I
can’t…

Shade shook her head, banishing the fear that
entranced her. She eased closer to Puppy and cupped her hands over
the wound. Warm blood oozed from between her fingers and down her
wrist as she applied pressure. Puppy whined, but didn’t move. Shade
looked at him. His deep brown eyes were focused on her, silently
pleading for her to make the pain go away.

Staring into his eyes, Shade lost it
again.

She turned back to her dad and sisters. “Call
the doctor,” she screamed, her voice shrill and coarse. “Please.
Please. We can still save him. Call the…”






She snapped out of her daze and searched the
room. Rikka was saying something to her, but all she could hear was
Puppy’s scream. Dropping her weapon, she ran over to the man still
fighting for his life.

“Just hold on. Everything’s going to be…”

Bang.

Blood and brain matter splatted up on Shade’s
face and in her mouth as the man and the chair he was sitting in
flew backwards. Startled, she jerked back, tripping over the corner
of the ornate rug. She hit the floor hard and scurried away from
the man and the gaping hole where his left eye should have
been.

Shade backed into a pair of legs and stopped.
She looked up to find the barrel of a .44 Magnum revolver aimed at
her.

“I’m afraid you’re not clear on the right,
doll.”

 


Chapter 5: “Every three days, someone
disappears.”











Mr. .44 Magnum’s cowboy boots hammered the
hardwood floor with every step he took. He paced back and forth,
occasionally rubbing his hand across his greying, stubbly chin as
he considered the situation. He was old—late fifties, at least, but
wore it well. Despite the times they found themselves in, his eyes
were bright and blue, though could turn cold in an instant, much
like Rikka’s. His face was caked in sweat and dirt, extenuating the
deep wrinkles of a rough life. His most notable feature, however,
was his left hand. It was arthritic and gnarled so completely that
it would have been less of a hindrance if it was amputated. Shy of
the wedding band looped around his finger, there was no reason to
keep the hand.

Shade couldn’t help but stare at it as she
kneeled in front of him, completely stripped of weapons. Rikka was
beside her. Two men and two women wielding guns surrounded them.
They had been circling the perimeter of the house when the shooting
started.

“The million dollar question is why you tried
to save a man you just shot?” Mr. .44 Magnum asked in a deep,
country drawl that didn’t seem to match up with his persona. He
stopped pacing and kneeled down in front of Shade, his thick
eyebrows raised in curiosity.

Shade opened her mouth to speak, but the
words caught in her throat. She glanced at her sister for any
amount of reassurance, but she found none. Rikka didn’t even cut
her eye in her direction.

“The answer’s not over there, darlin’.”

Shade snapped her head forward, meeting the
man’s eye. “I… I didn’t have a reason to shoot him. If he died
because of me, it would have been murder. I don’t want to be a
murderer.”

“That… is a good answer.” He nodded slowly as
he stood and started pacing again. “I have a rule. I can kill for
one of three reasons, and only three reasons. One—” he held up a
finger—“family. Like the lovely people you see around you. Two,
mercy. Like you saw a little while ago. Or three, revenge.”

He looked pointedly at Shade, his eyes
turning icy. Her breath caught in her lungs as she imagined her
head exploding under the power of the magnum he wore on his
hip.

“Now, you broke in and start shooting up my
house. You knock out one of my guys and killed two others. And
though it was admirable that you tried to save one—a gunshot wound
to the chest is not something we’re equipped to handle. That being
said, you should consider yourselves lucky you didn’t kill anyone
else. Derek and Jeremy—the corpses in the living room—were lazy
cunts who ate twice as much as they were worth. I was thinking
about shooting them myself, but…” he shrugged, “they’re family.
Well, they were, anyway.” He took a deep breath and poked his lips
out as he looked around at his comrades. “I know most of you barely
knew them, but any hard feelings?”

Before they had a chance to answer, Rikka
interjected. “You’re wrong about one thing,” she said in a calm but
chilled voice. “This isn’t your house.” She glanced over at the
bookshelf to her right and nodded towards one of their only family
photos in existence. “Take a look.”

Mr. .44 Magnum followed her gaze over to the
bookshelf and plucked the picture off, knocking down some of the
trinkets beside it. “Huh. Well, I’ll be…” he said, holding the
picture so he could glance from it to the sisters with ease. “Where
are the other three? Your mom, dad, and little sister?”

“You tell us,” Rikka seethed. “You’re the
ones living in our house.”

“Hey, this house was empty when we found it,”
one of the guys said. “There was food in the fridge, meat in the
barn, and not a soul to claim it. The world may be going to shit,
but we still have our morals, unlike some.”

“Morals?” Shade questioned, following her
sister’s lead. She craned her neck to look at the man who spoke. He
was younger than she expected—twenty or twenty-one—tall, and had a
runner’s body. His eyes were a soft brown, and his chin and cheeks
were littered with wisps of hair that only just started coming in.
The tattoo on his forearm was a hideous prison tattoo that read
MING, as if to pay homage to the Chinese basketball player he only
resembled in ethnicity. “I just saw him put a bullet through a
man’s eye. You call that moral?”

“I told you, doll,” the man with the magnum
said, “we don’t have the resources to deal with a gunshot wound.
Better his death be quick and painless than slow and painful. Just
remember, two of my guys would still be alive right now if all you
did was knock on the front door.”

“Are you going to kill us?” Rikka asked
bluntly.

Mr. .44 Magnum took the picture out of the
frame and handed it to her. She accepted it without taking her eyes
off him.

“No,” he said. “But I ain’t saving you
either. Jen and Daniel are going to escort you off the property.
We’ll give you your guns back, a bit of food and water, and send
you on your merry way. We’ll do the same if your mom, dad and
sister come looking for you, so I suggest you stay close. That
being said, if we ever see you on this property again, we will not
hesitate to kill you. For our safety. Understood?”

Rikka and Shade nodded.

“Jen,” Mr. .44 Magnum said, glancing at the
woman standing next to Daniel. From their similar features, it was
clear to Shade that they were mother and son. “Make these ladies a
pack so they can be on their way.”

She nodded and left.

Shade watched her go, then glanced at Rikka.
She searched the side of her face, wondering if she had a plan for
how they were going to get Lou out without revealing the stash of
food, medicine, and weapons just under their feet. They may have
secured their lives, but they weren’t out of trouble yet. They were
outgunned and outmanned. If they left the property without their
sister, it would take a hell of a whole lot of luck—and quite a few
dead bodies—to make it back. They had to act, and it was better to
do so while they had one less weapon trained on them.

Shifting her weight, Shade eased back so that
her hand was closer to the knife tucked inside her boot. If Rikka
made a move, she wanted to be ready.

But Rikka never moved, not even an inch. Mr.
.44 Magnum paced back and forth in front of her, his boots knocking
a steady tempo on the hardwood floor. Shade knew Rikka had a blade
tucked away somewhere. If she wanted to kill him, it would have
taken no more than a split second to do so.

Minutes passed. Shade found herself glancing
at her sister more and more as their window of opportunity shrank.
Did Rikka not know how difficult it would be to get Lou out once
they were out of the house? They had two guns and three magazines
between the both of them—and that was only if their captors didn’t
keep anything for themselves. The time to act was three minutes
ago.

Shade’s hand twitched as she readied herself
to draw her knife. If Rikka wasn’t going to make a move, she had
to, for Lou’s sake. She had the plan mapped out. She would go for
Daniel—the guy directly behind her—first. If she could take his
pistol and get behind him, it would be easy to eliminate the others
in four quick shots… assuming he had enough ammo. If he didn’t,
Rikka and Shade were as good as dead.

Shade was also assuming the five people who
revealed themselves were the entirety of the group. She cast a
cautious gaze at the man in charge. He was kind, dutiful, and not
afraid to get his hands dirty. But was he smart? Did he know not to
reveal all his cards even when he thought he had the upper
hand?

Jen strode out of the kitchen with her rifle
slung over her shoulder, successfully killing Shade’s plan. She
carried two book bags half filled with whatever the group could
spare. She tossed one to each of the sisters before unshouldering
her rifle.

“Your weapons are in the packs,” she said.
“Guns are dismantled, bullets are free, and your mags are in a
separate pocket. You even think about going for your weapons,
Daniel and I will have time to kill you twenty times over before
you can reassemble them. Don’t take our kindness for weakness. You
just go on about your business, and leave us to ours.”

They were smart, Shade thought.

“Yes ma’am,” Rikka said as she slowly climbed
to her feet. Shade followed her lead, making sure to keep her hands
visible so no movement was misinterpreted. It was too late for them
to fight back, and the last thing she wanted was to be killed when
she had every intention of leaving peacefully.

With two guns pointed at their backs, both
girls were escorted out into the front yard. It was dark. The air
was thick with moisture and the scent of ozone, making it difficult
to breathe. The sky was overcast with rumbling black clouds that
occasionally came to life with the flicker and crack of lightening.
Shade looked up at the coming storm, and then down when the dry,
coarse grass crunched underfoot. As she feared, the earth was still
dead, and the rain would bring no life to it.

“You know where to go,” Jen said. “So let’s
make this quick. Hands on your head and march.”

Shade and Rikka slung their back packs over
their shoulders and interlocked their fingers on top of their
heads. They started down the mile and a half long driveway that
emptied out onto a wooded side road that led into town. As they
made the trek in silence, Shade stared into the lifeless forest
that stretched the entire length of the driveway. Once upon a time,
it was alive with deer, rabbits, and chipmunks eating and
skittering about just on the other side of the tree line. The too
wit too woo of owls, the scurrying of squirrels, and the chirp of a
million different insects was once the pulse that the trees swayed
to.

Now it was utterly silent. Flatlined.

Gnarled and naked branches poked out from the
black and grey forest. Every now and again, when lightning
illuminated the world, Shade was able to see the extent of the vast
dead earth before her. It was like something out of a nightmare.
Something too terrifying to be true. But it was true. That fact was
accentuated with the crack and rustle of dead grass and leaves
every time she took a step.

“I don’t know where you two came from, but
when we get off the property, I suggest you travel east and stay
off the roads,” Jen offered. “West will take you into town, and
trust me when I say that’s the last place you want to end up.”

“Why,” Rikka asked. “What’s going on in
town?”

Jen took a deep breath before she pressed on.
“It’s chaos. Every supermarket is barren. People are starving and
turning to the only food source left—each other. There’s a pack of
wolves roaming around,” she shook her head, “and… there’s something
else out there.” She started to say more but swallowed her words
instead.

When it was clear she was going to let the
obvious question linger in the air unanswered, Rikka stopped
walking and turned to face her. Visibly startled by the sudden
maneuver, Jen and Daniel raised their weapons at both sisters. When
Shade turned around, she found herself staring down the barrel of a
gun for the second time in as many hours.

“We’re not going to try anything,” Rikka
said, her fingers still interlocked on top of her head. “But we
need to know what’s going on.”

Their captors glanced at each other before
cautiously lowering their weapons. “Fine. It’s only right,” Daniel
said. He slipped his gun into the waistband of his pants, and then
silently gestured for Jen to do the same. She was a bit more
hesitant—less trusting—but she followed her son’s lead
nonetheless.

As a show of good faith, Rikka carefully
removed her book bag and tossed it over to Daniel. Taking her cue,
Shade did the same.

“About two weeks before we found this place,”
Daniel began, “we were camping out in the woods, living off peanuts
and Slim Jims. It was rough, but we made do. We slept in rotation.
There were always at least three people awake, keeping an eye out.
But every so often, someone in our camp would just…” he shrugged,
“disappear.

“At first we thought they just snuck off,
thinking they’d fare better alone. But then another person
vanished. They didn’t take their belongings, there were no
footprints. No one even heard them leave. We lost three people
before we realized the pattern. Someone or something was taking a
member of our group every three days. It didn’t matter if we were
sleeping or keeping watch. Age, race, gender—” He shook his head.
“We were taken at random.

“We packed up camp and traveled deeper into
the woods. We had a guy—a professional tracker—circle back to make
sure we weren’t being followed. But like clockwork, the third day
came around and someone disappeared.

“With four people gone and the rest of us in
a panic, we moved camp again, set traps, and—when the third night
came—we sat in a circle and watched each other’s back.” Daniel
glanced at his mom who was staring at the forest floor in a
daze.

“Did you find out who was taking your
people?” Shade asked.

Daniel waited a long moment before shaking
his head. “My sister, Hannah…” He looked up at Shade and Rikka. “I
know this is going to sound crazy, but I swear to you, one second
she was there with over a dozen pair of eyes watching her, and the
next, she was gone.”

Rikka’s eyes narrowed. “What do you mean
gone? Like she disappeared into thin air?”

“We were holding hands,” Jen said, her voice
barely a whisper. “And then we weren’t. I wouldn’t have believed it
if I hadn’t seen it. Felt it…”

“We started out with twenty-two people in our
group. Now we’re down to six. Every three days, someone disappears.
It doesn’t matter what we do. It doesn’t matter what we don’t do.
In eighteen days, the rest of us are going to be gone, and there’s
nothing anyone can do about it.”

 


Chapter 6: “To the deepest part of me, I
truly hate you.”






Jen and Daniel didn’t return the book bags
until they reached the end of the driveway. Still maintaining a
five foot buffer between the sisters, they tossed the bags to Shade
and Rikka and sent them on their way.

“If your mom, dad, and sister show up, I’ll
let them know you went east,” Jen offered. “Stay off main roads and
join up with a group if you can. Despite our situation, there is
safety in numbers.”

Daniel nodded in agreement. “Good luck.”

At those words, a sharp crack of thunder
filled the air, followed by a heavy downpour. Shade, Rikka, Jen,
and Daniel were soaked in an instant.

“Same to you,” Rikka yelled over the rain as
she slung the book bag’s strap over her shoulder and turned down
the road adjacent to the driveway.

Shade nodded her goodbyes as she wiped soggy
curls out of her eyes. In attempts to keep the grunt of the rain
from pelting her hair (which never cooperated when it was wet), she
lifted the book bag over her head to make a makeshift umbrella. It
didn’t work quite as well as she hoped. Her hair fell back into her
face, leaving her blind until she brushed it to the side again.

The rain seemed to grow heavier with each
step they took. Between the torrent and the thick darkness, it was
nearly impossible to see, even with the flashlight Rikka found in
her pack. It was also impossible to tell if Daniel and Jen were
following them to make sure they weren’t going to double back. So
they kept trudging forward, waiting for a sufficient amount of time
to pass before they could return for Lou.

Frustrated with the back and forth game she
played with her wet locks (that long ago earned the name The
Windshield Wiper Game) it took the better part of a half hour for
her to realize Rikka hadn’t so much as glanced in her general
direction.

To break the silence, Shade growled. “I’d
kill for a hair tie right now.”

Rikka looked at her and scowled. “If you had
any idea of what I wanted to do to you right now, a hair tie would
be the least of your worries.”

Shade huffed as she came to a halt. “Fine
then, Rikka,” she said. “Let’s hear it.”

Rikka responded with a venomous glare. “Fuck
off.”

“Fine, I’ll do it for you. ‘What the fuck
were you thinking, Shade? Are you trying to be stupid, or does it
come natural? We had a good thing going until you went and fucked
it up.’” Shade had heard those words from her sister all her life.
If it wasn’t Rikka’s idea, or if she didn’t do it Rikka’s way, it
was wrong, she was stupid, or she fucked up a good thing. It never
failed.

“We did have a good thing, Shade. Food.
Water. Protection. What more could you fucking want? We were safe,
and like all good things, you fucked that up. Bravo.” She clapped
mockingly.

“I wanted fresh air, Rikka. I wanted freedom.
I wanted to do something other than nothing. Your problem is you’ve
got your head shoved so far up your ass that you can’t see that
survival isn’t the endgame. Whether we die now or fifty years from
now, dead is still dead.”

“And being alive is still being alive. What
do you want me to do, Shade? Put on my cape and save the world?
Sorry, but this isn’t a Disney movie. Open your fucking eyes.”

Shade threw her hands up and turned away from
her sister. It was just like always—a fundamental difference
between them. And from now until she was dead and buried, that was
how it would always be. But she couldn’t live like that—holed up in
a bunker, counting down the days until they ran out of food.
Counting down the days until they turned on each other so that one
of them could live another day, another hour, another minute
longer.

“You want me to open my eyes,” Shade spat,
turning back to her sister. “Fine. Dad’s not coming back. He’s
dead, and we both know it. His plan was stupid and so is yours. I’m
not going to tuck tail and hide for the rest of my life. I’m not
going to stay holed up in a box just because you’re—”

“You’re going to do exactly what I tell you
to do,” Rikka yelled as she stepped in Shade’s face. From her
demeanor, it was clear she was through arguing. But Shade was just
getting started. “Dad put me in charge—”

“Maybe you didn’t hear me the first time,”
Shade said, raising her chin in defiance. “Dad’s dead.” She said
those two words slowly, enunciating each syllable to make herself
completely clear. “And I’m not going to live and die in that bunker
just because you don’t know what else to do.”

Rikka stepped closer to her sister, her
demeanor darkening further. Despite the four-inch height
difference, she seemed to tower over Shade like a mountain next to
a pebble. Shade was tempted to step back, to put some distance
between them, but she knew that if she did, she would be backing
down from Rikka for the rest of her life. She refused to go back to
living the last two months on repeat until she died, and if she had
to fight her sister to keep that from happening, so be it.

“I will knock you unconscious and drag your
sorry ass into that bunker,” Rikka said, her voice as dead as
everything around them. “Then I’ll handcuff you to the wall and
beat you senseless if I even think you’re thinking about leaving.
Don’t fuck with me, Shade, because you always lose.”

Shade huffed and smiled. Not because she
found anything funny, but because she knew that was the one thing
she could do to piss Rikka off even more. “When Lou’s safe and the
house is secure…” She shook her head, dropping the smile along with
her childish antics. In that moment, she realized that the laws
that governed her life only a few moments ago no longer existed.
For the last two months, they were figments of her imagination. In
the world left for them, she was an adult, capable of making and
living with her own choices. It was stupid to argue with her sister
about what she was and wasn’t going to do. Rikka didn’t have power
over her anymore. No one did. “When the house is secure, I’m
leaving.” Shade looked away and shrugged, trying her best to stay
the tears pushing at the back of her eyes. When she felt in
control, she looked back up at her sister. “I hate you, Rikka. To
the deepest part of me, I truly hate you.”

Shade held her glare for another moment
before turning on her heel and trotting west towards Lou. She could
feel Rikka glaring holes in her back as she pulled off her book bag
and fished out the pieces of her gun, but she didn’t care. She said
the words she spent her whole life swallowing, and in another hour,
she would be dead or free. Yes, she was walking away from Lou too,
and that would eat at her for a long time to come, but it was the
only option left. She had no other choice.

After gathering all the bullets strewn around
the bottom of the bag, she loaded them in the magazine.

“This isn’t over,” Rikka said as she walked
passed her sister. She was putting her gun together as well.

“Yeah,” Shade sighed. “It is.” She pulled
back the slide on her M1911A1 to drive the point home. Rikka didn’t
say a word in protest, so Shade knew she had won…for now. Rikka was
a sore loser. She would retaliate sooner or later, but not until
after Lou was safe.

Shade would be ready.

Staying under the cover of trees, the girls
made their way back to their house. They moved slowly, weighed down
by both the rain and the desire to move on in silence. Their father
taught them to navigate the woods like ghosts, but with dead sticks
and branches strewn about, it was difficult, even with the patter
of rain masking their footfalls.

The girls didn’t speak throughout the entire
trek. The tension between them was palpable, and Shade made sure to
keep her weapon in hand just in case Rikka decided now was a good
time to put her in her place. That was a constant fear growing up,
but with the end of her torment in sight, fear was replaced with
caution. Before, she dealt with Rikka by playing the passive middle
child. Not anymore.

The tree-line snuck up on them. Though the
house wasn’t visible through the rain, Shade stopped at the edge of
the trees and gazed in the general direction of their backyard.
Rikka stopped next to her, staring intently ahead.

“Don’t choke,” she jeered as she stepped out
into the clearing.

Shade stared after her, wondering what part
of Rikka’s soul evaporated to produce the creature before her. She
had always been mean, even cruel at times. But the viciousness she
took on now was unparalleled and unjustified. It was as if the
spark of anger that always flickered inside of her conflagrated,
burning away the ties that made them family, however turbulent they
had always been. Shade was tempted to lose herself in the woods,
allowing the dead, twisted branches and darkness to swallow her. It
would have been a better fate than spending another second with
Rikka. But she had a duty to Lou. Despite how much she blamed her
older sister for keeping them holed up in the bunker, there was a
better way to handle Mr. .44 Magnum and his people. Shade shouldn’t
have barged out like she did. It was reckless, and if harm came to
Lou because of it, she didn’t know if she would be able to live
with herself.

Shade checked the safety on her gun before
following Rikka into the lion’s den.

The grounds around the house were clear. The
sisters checked twice before silently stepping onto the portico,
one sister braced on either side of the front door. Shade’s heart
was pounding, not out of nervousness, but out of fear. Mr. .44
Magnum didn’t have a single person sweeping the grounds for
intruders. That meant one of two things: he was stupider than Shade
thought, or (more likely) they had already spotted her and Rikka
and were gathered in a centralized location to initiate a brute
force attack. One on one, the sisters could have cut through their
numbers with ease. But if they didn’t have the element of surprise,
they were on a suicide mission.

Shade tightened her grip on her gun as sweat
mingled with rain, making her palms feel thick with oil. She did
not feel comfortable storming the fort through the front door, but
Rikka insisted—demanded—that she just shut up and do as she was
told. Shade complied for Lou’s sake.

Both sisters jumped when a crash shook the
door. Mr. .44 Magnum screamed a curse as something else was knocked
over or thrown. Shade put her ear to the door hoping to make out
what he was saying, but his words were swallowed by a groan of
thunder and the crack of lightening. The only thing Shade noted was
that his voice seemed frantic. Emotional. Completely unlike the man
they met only a few hours ago.

Rikka made eye contact with her sister as she
laid a hand on the silver door knob. Shade nodded and held her gun
at the ready. On the silent count of three, Rikka threw the door
open and stepped back as Shade darted through.

 


Chapter 7: “I’ll see you soon.”











Daniel stood in the middle of the foyer
staring at Rikka and Shade, unarmed and with tears in his eyes. His
shoulders were slumped as if he suddenly had the weight of the
world dropped on him and wasn’t prepared for it. Mr. .44 Magnum sat
slumped on the stairs, his large frame resting between a broken
guardrail. His eyes were bloodshot, and slid from Shade to Rikka as
if he knew he was about to die but didn’t care enough to put up a
fight.

Pieces of a demolished bookshelf lay at his
feet while the rest was in a heap a foot from the front door.
Scattered around the foyer were shattered angel trinkets that once
found home on the shelves. Shade lifted her foot and kicked away
the angel wing she was stepping on. It clattered across the floor,
coming to rest at Daniel’s feet. He looked down at it, his eyes
hooded and his gaze far away.

“They’re all gone,” he whispered. “We’re the
only ones left.” He dropped to his knees and broke down as he
lowered his head to the floor. Massive sobs shook his chest as he
struggled to breathe through the weight of loneliness and sorrow
pressing against his lungs.

Shade looked to her sister who still had her
gun trained on Mr. .44 Magnum. Her eyes were dead and devoid of all
emotion. It was a wonder she hadn’t pulled the trigger yet.

“What are you waiting for?” Mr. .44 Magnum
bellowed, his eyes glistening with tears that had yet to fall. “Do
it.”

Shade tucked her weapon in her belt loop and
stepped in front of her sister’s line of fire. She knew that
wouldn’t do much to sway Rikka from pulling the trigger, but it was
the only thing she could think to do to keep the situation from
escalating to a point it didn’t need to go. Things had changed.
Rikka and Shade were now a bigger threat than the two before
them.

“What happened?” Shade asked, trying to make
her voice as soothing and non-threatening as possible.

“What does it matter? You’re here to kill us
right. Just get it over with.”

“We’re not here to kill you.” Shade turned to
her sister. “Rikka, lower your gun.”

“Not a chance,” she hissed.

Shade noted Rikka’s weapon was still aimed at
her. If Mr. .44 Magnum made a move, there was no doubt that she
would shoot through Shade if it meant putting him down.

“Then how about you go make sure Lou’s all
right. Or is shooting him more important than your little
sister?”

Rikka’s jaw tightened as she considered her
options. Shade expected the light to rekindle in her sister’s eyes
as it always had when she mentioned Lou, but she had no such luck
this time. They were still…

Shade furrowed her brows as she took a step
closer. Rikka instantly raised her gun in defense. As a show of
good faith, the younger sister lifted her hands out to her side,
fingers spread. “Rikka, there’s… There’s something wrong with your
eyes.” Shade took another step forward, more slowly this time.
After one more step, she could see it clearly. Rikka’s light brown
eyes were slowly turning black. The darkness floated through her
iris like ink through water, metastasizing and stretching like the
twisted arms of the dead trees surrounding the house.

Shade stepped back just as the blackness
blotted out every hint of the old hue. She was tempted to reach for
her gun but had to stop herself. Rikka’s gun was still aimed at her
chest.

“I’m going to clear the house, then I’ll
check on Lou,” Rikka said, lowering her weapon. She walked over to
Mr. .44 Magnum, pulled his weapon from his side holster, and tossed
it to her sister. “You hear any shooting, you kill both of them and
get to safety. You come after me and I swear I’ll shoot you
myself.”

Shade nodded and turned away from her
sister’s gaze. The blackness of her eyes made her feel uneasy.

“You have any idea what’s going on, or who
took your people?” Shade asked Mr. .44 Magnum after Rikka made her
way upstairs.

He huffed, seeming to conquer his depression.
“No, we don’t. You think we’d be sitting around moping if we did?
Wherever they went, they’re not coming back. Whoever got them…” he
shook his head and wiped a tear from his eyes. “I was lying in bed
with her. One minute she was wrapped up in my arms, and the
next…”

“I’m sorry,” Shade whispered. She glanced at
Daniel before settling her gaze back on Mr. .44 Magnum. “I lost my
dad to whatever’s going on, and it may not look like it, but I lost
Rikka too. She’s…different.”

Mr. .44 Magnum looked up suddenly. “How
so?”

“The house is clear,” Rikka said as she made
her way downstairs. “Looks like they were telling the truth.”

With a groan, Mr. .44 Magnum slowly pulled
himself to his feet—making sure to keep his hands visible—and
walked over to the sobbing Daniel. He knelt down next to the boy
and placed a gentle hand on his shoulder. “We have no reason to
lie. We’re the only ones left.”

Rikka turned right when she got to the bottom
of the stairs and flipped up the thermostat on the adjacent wall. A
few moments later, the bottom section of the stairs rose revealing
the entrance to the underground bunker.

Mr. .44 Magnum’s lips tightened. He looked
from Rikka to Shade and back again. It was clear he understood the
situation fully. In showing Daniel and Mr. .44 Magnum the bunker,
Rikka was announcing that she had no intentions of letting either
one of them live. Despite urging Rikka to pull the trigger only
moments before, the look in his eye revealed his desire to live—his
primal hunger to find his wife no matter how small of a chance he
had.

“Lou,” Rikka called as she made her way down
the steps. “Louise.”

Shade took the opportunity to maneuver
herself so she was between the bunker’s entrance and the captives.
She drew both weapons tucked in her waistband and handed the magnum
back to its owner. Mr. .44 Magnum didn’t take it immediately. He
stared up in Shade’s eyes, waiting for an explanation.

“I want to help you find the rest of your
group. I know you have no reason to trust me, but you don’t have a
choice at the moment. Neither of us do. Promise you won’t shoot me
in the back, and I’ll do my best to keep both of you alive.”

Mr. .44 Magnum nodded as he took his weapon.
“You have yourself a deal.”

“Good. Now you need to get him”—she nodded
towards Daniel—“to pull himself together.”

Rikka screamed Lou’s name a few more times,
her voice getting more and more frantic. The bunker wasn’t big. If
Lou wasn’t visible from the stairs, she wasn’t there. After calling
her name once more, Rikka fell silent. A minute passed. Then
another. Shade was tempted to see what was going on down there, but
she didn’t want to give up her position between the door and her
charges. Both Daniel and Mr. .44 Magnum would make it out of that
house if that was the last thing she did.

“This is all your fault.” Rikka growled as
she charged up the stairs two at a time. When she emerged she had
an unfurled map in one hand and her weapon in the other. Before she
had a chance to aim at anyone, Shade had her weapon drawn.

Rikka paused, her gun at her side.

“Drop it,” Shade ordered.

Rikka sneered. “You’re going to shoot me? For
what? Them.” Her hand twitched, as if she was testing how fast she
could raise and fire her weapon.

“I won’t ask again,” Shade replied
evenly.

“You pathetic little bitch. This is your
fucking fault. If you just stayed in the fucking bunker…”

Her hand twitched again.

Shade pulled the trigger.

The bullet struck Rikka in her shoulder,
forcing her to drop her pistol. She fell back against the wall,
letting go of the map as she cupped her wound in her left hand. The
rage faded from her eyes instantly as she looked from her bullet
wound to the smoking gun in her sister’s hand.

“Shade,” Rikka said, her voice suddenly
pleading.

“I don’t know what your name is, but there is
a pair of handcuffs in the bunker, to the left of the stairs. Can
you grab them? The one I want has three cuffs instead of two.”

“Sure thing,” Mr. .44 Magnum said as he
stood, gun in hand. “And my name’s Fievel for future
reference.”

Without an ounce of fear, Fievel squeezed
past Rikka and headed downstairs. It took a few minutes of
shuffling around before he reemerged with cuffs in hand. “Nice
little set-up you got down there.”

“Cuff her to the door knob.” Shade glanced
back at Daniel who had managed to get his emotions in check and
climb to his feet. “Grab three book bags and meet me in the
bunker.”

“You’re making a mistake, Shade. You’re
really going to choose them over me. Over your sister.”

“I don’t know who you are, but you’re not my
sister.”

Once Rikka was secure, Shade lowered the gun
and scooped up the map Rikka dropped. There was a red X in the dead
center of New York’s Central Park with a handwritten note from Lou
just beneath it. Meet me here on October 8th. Bring an army.
Lugia.

“What does she mean by ‘bring an army’?”
Fievel asked as he read over her shoulder.

Shade shook her head at an utter loss for
words. She didn’t believe Lou would run off like that, but no one
outside the family knew about her nickname. Moreover, Shade was the
only person who called her by it. The note was directed to her, but
she had no idea what it meant. Bring an army to Central Park. What
she for real? Shade flipped the map around to see if there was any
writing on the back. There was none.

“Watch her,” she said as she folded the map
and walked down into the bunker. Everything was as it was when they
left. All the supplies and weapons were there, it didn’t look like
any clothes or food had been taken, and all the water bottles were
accounted for. It was like Lou vanished, just like Fievel’s people.
“What the fuck is going on here?”

“These are the biggest packs we have,” Daniel
said from the top of the stairs. He was holding up three massive
bags fit for a college student with a full schedule.

With more pressing matters to deal with,
Shade put the mystery behind Lou out of her mind. She really didn’t
want to be anywhere near Rikka, especially after her eyes turned
black. The faster she got packed and got out of the house, the
better. She would have plenty of time to think when she was on the
road.

“Start packing,” Shade said as she grabbed a
bottle of water, a medi-pack, and a handcuff key. She made her way
upstairs, barking orders with every step. “Grab food, water,
medicine, guns, and ammo. And anything else you can think of.
Fievel, go down and help him please.”

“No problem, doll.” He redirected his
attention to Daniel who went straight for the gun rack. “9mm, kid.
Don’t bother with anything else. And grab of few of them swords.
They don’t run out of bullets.”

Shade smiled inwardly. She was glad she
didn’t have to spend time walking them through everything they
needed to pack. Fievel seemed to have a pretty good handle on
things—

“Nope,” he said. “I’ll pack those. You’re
liable to blow your dick off the way you’re handling ‘em.”

Shade took a deep breath, turning her full
attention to her sister. The rage was present in her eyes once
again, but Shade figured it would be. The betrayed sister role was
just an act, and when she realized it wouldn’t work, she reverted
back to her crueler self.

Shade pulled her weapon out and aimed it at
Rikka’s leg, just above the knee. “I’m going to give you the key
and patch up your wound. You try anything and I’ll shoot you again,
understood?”

Rikka nodded.

Without a moment’s hesitation, Shade hooked
the medi-pack over her shoulder and walked over to her sister. She
grabbed Rikka by the throat and ordered her to open her mouth.
Knowing what was to come, Rikka complied. Shade put the handcuff
key on her sister’s tongue the twisted open the bottle of
water.

“Lift your neck up and open your throat,”
Shade said.

Rikka lifted her head, allowing the key to
slide to the back of her mouth. Shade shoved the open water bottle
in her mouth and squeezed, forcing her sister to chug the water and
swallow the key. Only when the bottle was empty did she toss it to
the ground.

With a pair of scissors she retrieved from
the med kit, Shade cut the sleeve off Rikka’s shirt to inspect the
gunshot wound. It didn’t look too bad, but she hoped it didn’t do
too much damage inside. That was unlikely, but she hoped for a
miracle. Lightly pressing her fingers around the wound, she looked
up at her sister to gauge her reaction. Rikka didn’t so much as
blink.

Shade went back to her pack and rummaged
around for a long pair of tweezers and sterile gloves so she could
remove the bullet. Both were in sealed containers. She balanced
them on Rikka’s shoulder then dug around for a bottle of rubbing
alcohol to drench her hands.

Thud.

Dropping the pack, Shade stepped back and
pulled out her weapon. Rikka looked down at her, wearing a
malevolent sneer that made her blood freeze. Looking around, Shade
couldn’t find the source of the sound, but her sister soon drew her
attention to it with a simple nudge of her toe. A spent,
blood-covered bullet tinkered across the hardwood floor, coming to
a halt inches from Shade’s feet. She looked down at it, willing her
mind to accept what she was seeing. It couldn’t, so she looked up
at her sister for an explanation.

“Like I said, this isn’t over.”

Shade raised her weapon to her sister as she
backed towards the staircase. “Guys,” she said, her voice barely a
whisper as fear threatened to strangle the life from her. She
swallowed and tried again. “Guys,” her voice was louder, but still
tainted by fear. “Hurry up. We’re leaving.”

Daniel and Fievel came running upstairs.
“Everything all right?” Fievel asked, noting the gun.

“No,” she said, taking the book bag, gun, and
sword that was handed to her. “Go out through the back door. I’ll
be right behind you.”

Seeming to sense the urgency in her voice,
Fievel guided Daniel through the house and out the back. When Shade
heard the screen door slam, she eased towards the exit as well, not
taking an eye off her sister for a second.

“I’ll see you soon,” Rikka said, her dead,
black eyes locked on Shade’s.

Shade was tempted to kill her right then and
there. Something told her to just pull the trigger—to end it before
it began. But she couldn’t. Despite everything—despite the years of
abuse, despite the hate she felt for her—Rikka was still her
sister. She couldn’t kill her.

With one final glance at the bullet on the
floor, Shade shrugged her pack higher up on her back and dashed
through the house and out the back door. Her sister’s words echoed
over and over in her mind.

Like I said, this isn’t over. I’ll see you
soon.
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