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   “A father is always making his baby into a little woman. And when she is a woman he turns her back again”
 
   - Enid Bagnold
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   The Story So Far…
 
   1. And Then There Were Giants
 
   Years of martial arts training never prepared nineteen-year-old Alysia Knight for the battle she has to face. War is raging in the streets of New Jersey, and surviving the apocalypse means staying clear of monsters preying on the citizens. But all this will be the least of her worries when her parents become targets. 
 
   Death is inevitable, unless Alysia can muster up the courage and hone her abilities to defeat all that stands in her way. If not, she may end up losing more than her parents.
 
   2. And Then There Was Darkness
 
   As a teen, Alysia Knight never dreamed her first years as an adult would be spent fighting demons. However, after America is overrun by otherworldly beasts she must learn to survive by the edge of her sword. There is only one problem. One of the demons that has invaded humanity's refuge, it is plotting revenge on one particular human - Alysia Knight!
 
   3. And Then We Had Chaos
 
   When Alysia Knight used her sword to remove a demon from the world of men, she expected the result to be one of peace and a return to normalcy. Now the young woman is marked for death by the demon horde, which forces her to leave the safety of the bunker city, so that no one else will suffer from the curse placed upon her soul. Her exile on the outside will take her to places she could never imagine, but is it at the cost of giving up everything she loves?
 
   4. And Then All Was Lost
 
   Alysia Knight, Turevila with immense power, wakes up to a future where she must defeat a giant demon beast to save her family and friends from dying. As the new wielder of the Twilight Sword, will speed and sword skill be enough to take down a seasoned veteran of the dark realm of Yalem?
 
   5. And Then There Was Hope
 
   Alysia Knight, chosen warrior of the Turevila must defeat six demons in order to save the world. As she reflects on the task at hand, a frightening realization hits home. She has a new sword and new armor that will allow her to stand toe to toe with these creatures that have desecrated the earth. But - will these tools be enough to obliterate the darkness and save her friends and family from being washed away in the purge?
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Chapter One
 
   “He’s coming to our school; Tavi Michaels is coming to our school!”
 
   Alysia Knight and Lisa Cheung could not contain their excitement at the prospect. One of the most controversial figures of their generation was coming to the University to give a lecture. 
 
   It was strange that a school as mired in tradition as Ellen Lok University would allow Tavi Michaels to step foot on their campus, but Lisa was a  Journalism major, and she had gotten the scoop from a reliable source. 
 
   The two girls planned to be some of the first students Tavi would encounter. Alysia had her trusty camera, and Lisa had her recorder, ready to capture anything that Tavi would say to them. She wondered if the police would escort him or if he would be alone. It was so exciting! 
 
   At the front of the class, their professor had his back turned so he didn't notice that the girls had slipped out. Lisa’s lookout had sent a text to her, saying, “Tavi’s entourage just pulled up,” so the heavyset girl snatched Alysia by the arm and pulled her out of class. 
 
   She was intent on catching the icon before the other students swarmed him. They began to sprint. The University was large and the Journalism class was quite a distance from the entrance. 
 
   As they ran, Alysia thought about Tavi and wondered if he would be willing to take a photograph with her. 
 
   “I can’t believe you took a photograph with that loudmouth anarchist.” She could hear her parents saying. The photo would be worth a lot of money but since Tavi was particular about his image, she would never sell it. 
 
   She was still in mid-thought when a firm tremor threw her and Lisa to the ground. Lisa looked disoriented as her recorder lay broken next to her and she began to panic. A second tremor came, but this time with an explosion, and before they could react, a large man pulled them to their feet. He retrieved their items before pointing back the way they had come. 
 
   “RUN!” He shouted at them before taking off. People were rushing past them and Alysia feared injury if they didn’t join in the escape. 
 
   “Those were explosions. Did Tavi do something at the entrance of the school?” Alysia asked between breaths as they ran from corridor to corridor.
 
   “He would never do that!” Lisa said. “If anything, someone attacked him, or tried to set him up for failure.” She was not having an easy time running and Alysia felt sorry for her. 
 
   They broke into the center of the school where walkways lay crisscrossed amid a field of grass. The school’s mascot – a centaur rearing back while brandishing a sword and shield – stood defiantly above the herd of people. It stood proud like the last tree standing in a flood, too stubborn to succumb. It was a sight to see but Alysia was more concerned with avoiding the stampede than to take a shot of the glorious centaur. 
 
   Another explosion shook the school, and some of the bricks from the student hall broke off and fell into their midst. The refuse injured a few people, but in the chaos and the panic, no one stopped to help them. 
 
   Everyone seemed intent to get to the rear of the school, even though it dropped off into the sea. This realization gave Alysia pause and she veered away to investigate. Lisa joined a group of students running down the stairs towards the beach, not realizing that her classmate was gone. Alysia needed to see what was causing the explosions so she headed through the library and up to the roof.
 
   The roof of the University was in the style of an old medieval castle, and it was a running joke that the architect had loved ancient mythology. They had a centaur for a mascot and there were brass sculptures of nymphs all over. 
 
   When she got to the rooftop something whizzed past her, and then one of the taller towers exploded. Loose stones and debris began to fall and Alysia ran to where she could see other people hunkered down behind the battlements. It seemed as if the attack was coming from the sea. What sort of sense would that make? she thought as she ran with her head down.
 
   Another shot flew above her head and smashed into the stairs, causing the entire building to shake. She wondered if Lisa had made it to the beach and whispered a silent prayer, begging her to be okay. She poked her head up to look over the ocean, her curiosity getting the better of her. What she saw was a scene from out of an old science fiction movie, or one of the adventure books that Lisa was always reading. 
 
   The sky was on fire, its color a bright crimson, broken only by dark clouds that floated over the setting sun. It was near noon, according to her watch, but here was the sun, trying to retreat just like everyone else. Below the fiery sky were four ships, unlike any she had ever seen before.
 
   “Am I dreaming?” Alysia asked aloud as she saw what the ships were fighting. 
 
   Within the ocean were three giants. These large, ugly, humanoid behemoths were swatting at the ships and shielding themselves from the missiles. 
 
   “Oh my, and then there were giants,” she said, and sat back behind the battlements to think things over. It had to be a dream. Why would there be giants fighting strange ships in the year 2048? What sort of sense did that even make? Why were the ships firing their cannons towards a University where America’s future studied? 
 
   She looked again just to be certain, and a missile took a part of the wall off near where she knelt, causing her to fall back hard and twist her ankle. She crawled towards the hole where the earlier missile had broken up the stairs. She needed to get to the beach with everyone else; lower ground seemed to be the safest.
 
   Alysia got up, limped to the ruined staircase, and made her way to the bottom. She glanced up at the sky and saw it was overcast, where just an hour before it had been sunny. Dark clouds were forming a mass, as if they gathered to bear witness to the absurdity that the fight in the sea was. 
 
   Going down the stairs took a lot of mental effort, but when she found herself wanting to stop, she thought on the injured students that didn’t have her luck. How could there be giants? Was it all a big mistake, or a part of a bigger prank that got out of hand? Where was Tavi? He had always spoken out against the government, stating that we would destroy ourselves, but did he have the resources to make giants appear? She thought on how silly her questions were and dropped them.
 
   She reached the sand below the University steps and another missile hit the battlements on the roof. This time, the explosion was epic. Stone took to the air like hail, and the people on the beach were horrified as it fell within their ranks, killing some and injuring even more. 
 
   Alysia watched it happen in horror, thanking the heavens that a large chunk had only fallen next to her and not on top of her. She brought her hands up to her face to scream, then removed the beach from her mind and limped up the hill that led towards the front of the school.
 
   She didn’t know how much time had passed as she walked, but when she found her car she was alone. Did they all run to the beach? she asked herself. It wouldn't make any sense that out of the thousands of students at the school, none of them would venture to the front. She got inside of her car and started it up, half-expecting that it wouldn't start, but the engine turned over, and it lifted ever so slightly off the ground.
 
   “Ren, take me home. I want to go home,” she said to the vehicle and then reached down to see how bad her ankle was. It felt swollen and she knew that she had made it worse by walking on it. The car’s dash lit up with pretty neon blue lights and the GPS hovered over the steering wheel. She maneuvered the car through the parking lot and then started down Barrier Avenue. 
 
   Alysia saw bodies strewn about, the evidence of an attack on the city itself. She looked this way and that, trying to figure out the source of the attack. Did it have something to do with the giants in the sea? Nothing seemed to make any sense. 
 
   The houses of the subdivision she drove through belonged to the University and only students lived there. Stella Leibowitz, who used to be Alysia's classmate in high school, stayed in one of them. So when the car slid past her tiny house, Alysia looked for her and saw that the doors were open and the windows broken. 
 
   Since Stella’s car was missing, she hoped she had made it out alive. As she tried to figure out what had caused the mass exodus of the neighborhood, a large, lizard-like creature ran out from behind one of the houses. 
 
   The lizard smashed into her car, causing it to float up into the air and crash down on top of a roof. The impact and fall caused Alysia to black out and when she recovered, she could hear the chorus of sirens for the first time. Everything was dark as she rubbed her eyes and stood up next to her wrecked car. 
 
   She saw helicopters on the horizon, and squad cars and soldiers were off in the distance, trying in vain to fight back against the chaos. On the street below the house, the lizard was walking around. He seemed determined to get at her if she made the mistake of coming down from the rooftop. 
 
   Is that a dinosaur? she asked herself as she looked around, wondering if anyone else was alive to give her a hand. 
 
   There was no one around and the police and the military were not in the neighborhood. She seemed to be alone and with a swollen ankle and a new pain in her side, she didn’t know how she would deal with her lizard friend.
 
   “Are you hungry?” she asked the creature, and it turned its head as if to get a better look at her through its eye. She asked it again and this time it screamed at her, a blood-curdling roar that made her flinch and slide back closer to her car. 
 
   “I wish I had a gun,” she mumbled, then got to her feet to look in the trunk for a weapon of some sort to chase the creature away. She had thought that it was a dinosaur but the scream it made sounded mechanical. It looked like a tiny Tyrannosaurus Rex, but it had no arms, and its skin consisted of black scales. Can I even hurt it? She wondered, but resumed her efforts to find a weapon to get the creature to leave her alone.
 
   After some perusing through her now messy trunk, Alysia managed to find a lengthy pipe for refueling her hover-tank. She found a sharp knife that was in the toolbox that her father had given her on her 18th birthday. She used electric tape to attach the knife to the pole, and made it into a crude spear. She stood up and tested it against the car to see if it could withstand a firm thrust. It held true, giving her confidence that it would do the job. She lodged it by the twisted door of her car and then gathered her thoughts as the creature continued to pace. 
 
   Alysia went back into her car to see if she could find her phone. When she found it, she called her mother, praying that there would be an answer and she could let her know that she was okay. After the phone rang a few times, someone answered and the voice on the other end was a whisper.
 
   “CeeCee?” her mother asked, as if she were trying not to let anyone hear her.
 
   “Mom, are you okay?” she replied, too excited to contain herself. “Mom, where are you guys? Is everything okay?”
 
   She could hear some shuffling around in the background and then her father’s voice came on to the call. “Baby girl, you alright?”
 
   “Yeah Dad, I’m okay. Everything is crazy. Do you know what’s going on?” she asked, afraid to go into detail just in case her parents weren’t aware of the monsters.
 
   “You mean the demons?”
 
   “Dad, demons, really?”
 
   “Yes, demons, baby girl. Horns, wings, straight out of Dungeons and Dragons. Where are you? Did you get hurt? The whole country is under attack by all sorts of supernatural creatures, and me and your mom are in the basement.”
 
   “I’m surprised to hear that you’re hiding, Dad. This sounds like a dream come true for you. All of that warrior code stuff that you’ve been obsessed with. I pretty much expected you to be on the streets with sword and armor on, saving us all.”
 
   Her father laughed and she could tell from the slight pause after she spoke that he either had done something, or was thinking about it.
 
   “Everything within me makes me want to do what you expect me to do, CeeCee, but your mom can’t be left alone. One of those things came in here and, well, she got hurt.”
 
   “Oh no, Dad! Is she okay?”
 
   “Yeah, she’ll live,” he said and he laughed again as Alysia heard her mother mock his laughter, annoyed at him for being so light-hearted in the hour of panic.
 
   “The school got destroyed,” Alysia said, switching back to serious matters.
 
   “Where are you?” he asked.
 
   “I’m in the University condo area, Pleasant Palms, but I had a wreck and some sort of armless dinosaur has me trapped on a rooftop.”
 
   “Can you fight?”
 
   “James!” Alysia’s mother yelled at him, annoyed that he would ask her that question. 
 
   But Alysia understood the question. Her father was a fighter and had raised her to be a fighter like himself. She could wait for him to come for her, but he needed to know that if anything were to happen she could defend herself and stay safe, regardless.
 
   “I made a spear, Dad, a good one… but I twisted up my ankle and I have a pain in my side.”
 
   “CeeCee, do you need me to come for you?” he asked, and her mother exploded into even more objections.
 
   “The basement may not be safe, Dad. I think you guys should try to get out of the village. I’ll be okay; I’m your daughter, remember? Just keep me updated on where you are and I’ll find you.”
 
   “That’s my girl,” she heard him say and then he hung up.
 
   It was funny to Alysia that their discussion had centered on survival and not on the absurdity of the situation. There were demons, dinosaurs and giants popping up in the world. Those creatures had always been the substance of fantasy books, movies, and games, yet here they were in real life. 
 
   The hour was late and the grumbling in her stomach reminded Alysia that she had not eaten all day. The creature was waging a war of attrition with her, and she was losing due to the pain and hunger that wracked her body. She thought about going to the edge of the roof, hoisting her weapon, and letting it fly into the neck of the creature. 
 
   In her mind’s eye, she saw it strike home and the creature wretch and shudder before falling to the ground—dead. Would it be that simple? She got up and held the spear, balancing it on her palm as if that would tell her whether it would be effective. Next, she grabbed some of the loose rubble that was next to her and threw it at the creature, but that only seemed to annoy it.
 
   Defeated and frustrated, Alysia went back to the car and sat down. She wished that she had paid attention when her dad had tried to teach her how to service the hover-lift, but it was all so boring. Martial arts was a different thing, however, and she was confident in her ability to fight. 
 
   Should she go down and face the creature—sprained ankle and all—or should she wait until morning? The urge to get home to her parents was getting the better of her, and she again measured the spear to determine what she wanted to do with it. I could use it as a bo-staff, she thought. The pipe was the right height and weight for her to do that.
 
   Night came and as Alysia worked up the nerve to jump down from the roof and face her stalker, a police car flew slowly down the street. The creature perked up when he heard the sirens and smashed into it as it drove by. The impact caused the car to careen out of control before crashing into another house. 
 
   Before she could think better of it, Alysia ran to the side of the roof and jumped. When she landed, it felt as if a bolt of hot, painful electricity shot up her leg and she screamed. She clasped her hands over her mouth as soon as she realized her mistake but she had already given away her location.
 
   The creature, who had been tearing into the wounded police officer, turned when Alysia screamed, and remembered that she was its original prey. Why settle on one body to eat when you could have two, it probably thought, and rushed to the area of the sound. When it rounded the corner to the back of the house, it did not see the wounded girl like it expected. It put its nose to the ground to track her scent but that was where it made its first mistake.  
 
   Alysia jumped from behind the house and brought the pipe down on the creature’s neck with all of her strength. It screamed and recoiled, but she drew the spear back and thrust it towards its eye, striking home. She kept at it, striking and poking any area she saw vulnerable, and before long, it was still—though her heart was beating out of her chest.
 
   As the adrenaline settled, the pain came back and Alysia fell and held her leg, which was now too sore for her to move. She heard a rustling as she did this and before she could react, another creature, similar to the first, came charging at her. She reached for the spear to protect herself, but she was too slow. She closed her eyes tight but a gunshot brought them open as she saw the police officer standing over the other creature. Her attacker fell, dead from the bullet, and Alysia counted her blessings. 
 
   “Are you okay?” the officer asked, and Alysia turned quickly to look at her.
 
   It was the same officer that the creature had attacked, and though she stood in place with her gun drawn, Alysia could see that she was bleeding from her side.
 
   “I’m okay,” Alysia replied and then forced herself to stand and limp over to her spear.
 
   “Whoa, stay where you are, girl. Identify yourself.”
 
   “Alysia Knight,” she said, and then froze. How ironic would it be that after surviving the attack of two creatures, I end up shot by the police? she thought.
 
   “Do you live here, Alysia?” the officer asked.
 
   “No, but I go to Ellen Lok. Look, I sprained my ankle pretty badly and I need that pipe to help me walk. Can you please point the gun somewhere else?” 
 
   “Do you have some ID?” the cop asked, determined to stick to procedure despite the world going to hell.
 
   “Yes, here,” Alysia said as she took out her wallet and held it up for the police officer.
 
   When the woman came over to take it from her, Alysia noticed her injury. The creature had bitten her badly, and the blood stained her light blue shirt to the point where it looked as if she had been dipped into purple ink.
 
   “Okay, Alysia. Sorry about that. Let me help you up.”
 
   “Help yourself, you look like you’re about to bleed to death. Are you okay?”
 
   “Officer McLeay…Tracy, just call me Tracy.”
 
   “Tracy, thank you for saving my life, but we need to get you some help,” Alysia said as she retrieved her spear and limped over to the officer.
 
   “Car’s busted and no one’s picking up on the radio, Alysia.”
 
   “CeeCee. My friends call me CeeCee.”
 
   “CeeCee. I like that,” Tracy said, sounding tired and out of breath.
 
   “My friend, Stella, lives here, but she’s gone—just like everyone else. Is it breaking and entering if the world is gone to hell and you desperately need supplies?” Alysia asked, smiling at the notion of asking a cop’s permission to break into a friend’s house.
 
   “Desperate times breed desperate measures,” Tracy said, and Alysia was happy to hear it.
 
   The two women walked over to the back of the house and jimmied open the lock. When they got inside, the place was still in order, but it looked as if someone had left in a hurry. Alysia helped Tracy to the bed and removed her top, then went to the bathroom to look for medical supplies. When she came back and saw the officer laying their topless, she thought she looked like a John William Waterhouse painting. 
 
   “Found a box full of Band-Aids and medicine,” Alysia said, and Tracy nodded with a smile.
 
   “I feel so tired,” she said as Alysia began to clean out her wound. “Are you a premed major?” she asked.
 
   “Marketing actually, but my mom is a pediatrician. She’s shown me how to treat minor cuts and injuries.”
 
   “So how do I look, doc?” Tracy joked, and Alysia thought she looked good despite the situation.
 
   “It could have been worse, considering that thing was gnawing at you for so long. The bites aren’t deep and you have some bruising from the accident, but I think meds and a night’s rest will make you better by tomorrow morning.”
 
   “Thank you, CeeCee,” she said meekly, and Alysia nodded with a smile and handed her some pain pills.
 
   Once she was finished helping Tracy, she went into the kitchen and dumped ice into a grocery bag. She secured it with a twisty-tie and then went back into the room. She sat on the chair next to Tracy and removed her shoes, and then elevated her leg onto the TV stand and placed the ice on her throbbing ankle.
 
   “Wow, that looks bad,” Tracy said when she saw the swelling.
 
   “Yeah, I know, and it’s not like I’ve been trying to stay off of it, either,” Alysia replied. She turned on the television and there was an emergency broadcast telling people to stay inside their homes. “I don’t know if that’s good advice considering what I saw at the school.” 
 
   “What did you see?” Tracy asked, propping herself up on an elbow, trying in vain to get more comfortable.
 
   “I saw giants.”
 
   “Giants! What sort of giants?”
 
   “Oh, the kind that can step on this house and crush us both. Pick us up and bite our heads off; use a whole lake as a bathtub. You know … giants,” Alysia replied, as if the question was absurd.
 
   “I don’t know what the hell is going on; dinosaurs, flying dragons, and now giants? Is this a really messed up dream or what?”
 
   “I don’t think it’s a dream, but I have no explanation for any of it. I just know that today went from me having a chance to meet a celebrity, to me sitting here, nursing a leg after escaping death. All I know is that the sooner it ends, the better. I keep wondering if when I close my eyes and fall asleep, I’ll wake up with everything back to normal.” She thought then on her friend and a slight panic washed over her. “Everyone at the school ran to the beach. I wonder if they are doing okay. I left my friend Lisa … I can’t even—”
 
   “Don’t blame yourself for things that you have no control over, Alysia. It’s during these tough times that we really get to see what we’re made of, you know? A monster attacked you, and you made a spear and killed it. That says a lot about you; most people would have stayed down and died.”
 
   “Thank you,” Alysia said, and Tracy gave her a wink. It was odd seeing the older police officer, lying on her friend’s bed below posters of different bands and movie stars. As Alysia thought on the whereabouts of Lisa, the throbbing pain distracted her. She looked over at Tracy, who had fallen asleep, so she turned the volume on the television down and closed her eyes. Did I secure the doors? she thought to herself as she felt sleep coming on. 
 
   Quietly she got up and limped to the kitchen to see if there was a bolt on the back door. Of course not, she thought; it was the same broken door they had entered through. She found a chair, jammed it under the handle, and moved a table to reinforce it. That was really stupid, she thought. 
 
   They had almost fallen asleep in a house that was open to any threat. She turned out the lights and checked the front door, almost tripping over a pair of high-heeled pumps as she limped along. The front door was locked, but it wasn’t bolted, so she made it secure and jammed another chair under the handle. 
 
   Alysia’s mind went into overdrive. The dinosaur things had the strength to knock over hover-cars, so what would stop them from breaking down a door or smashing in a window? She was tired, weak, and hungry, but—hungry. In all of her fighting for survival, she had forgotten about the pain in her stomach from the hunger. She limped over to Stella’s refrigerator and pulled it open, hoping to find food.  A half-eaten submarine sandwich sat on a plate in the middle of the tray, and there was a small carton of eggs, and some batteries.
 
   “Dammit, Stella. Just this once I wish you wouldn’t be the living stereotype of a girl with her first house,” she whined.
 
   She got a knife, cut a quarter of the unbitten side of the sub, and scarfed it down. The cold meat tasted like heaven, and she washed it down quickly with some tap water. I wonder how long before electricity and water become scarce? she thought to herself, and then cut off the rest of the lights. 
 
   She pulled out her phone and called her parents to let them know the situation, but it kept on ringing and took her to voicemail. She did it again a few more times, trying not to panic with every call, before giving up and leaving them a message. Mom is okay, she has dad, she told herself, and sent her father a text message to let him know that she was safe and off the rooftop. 
 
   Once she was finished, Alysia fumbled around and found the bedroom. When she got inside, she grabbed a comforter and was asleep almost as soon as she pulled it over her shivering body.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Two
 
   Alysia felt crashing, crunching, shaking, and then light as she opened her eyes. The sun was up, she was sweating, and the plastic bag full of water – formerly ice – sat precariously on her swollen, brown ankle. She noticed that Tracy was up with her gun drawn, and she looked madder than a gorilla with a back itch.
 
   “What is that noise?” Alysia asked, and Tracy motioned for her to be quiet.
 
   She stood up and tested her weight on the sore ankle but it felt no better than it did the day before. The earthquake – or whatever it was – stopped, but the sound of gunshots resumed the symphony of fear that had woken her up. Tracy slipped to the side of the bedroom window and peered out before looking back at Alysia as if she had seen a ghost. 
 
   “Y-you said that you saw giants, right, CeeCee?”
 
   “Yes … a few of them fighting ships off the coast. Wait—that sound! Is it—?”
 
   Before she could finish her question, an area of the house exploded with rubble as the arm of a giant crashed into it. The sun poured down on them now as they sat on the ground, exposed, and unaware of how they had managed to fall so fast.
 
   “Alysia … RUN!” Tracy managed, and Alysia scrambled to her feet and pushed through the busted up wall to gain the streets. She felt as if she had a spike in her ankle, the pain being so immense and raw, but as she looked back to see if Tracy was behind her, she saw helicopters hovering above the fallen giant. 
 
   Tracy caught up to her and lifted her off the ground. The officer was a muscular woman, but with the injury, it was amazing that she could do this. She threw Alysia over her shoulder and raced down the road towards the woods. “There is a trail here,” she said between breaths, and Alysia tapped her rapidly on the back to put her down.
 
   “We won’t make it if you’re carrying me. Look, we’re out of harm’s way. I can walk with you to the trail.”
 
   “You mean limp,” Tracy joked.
 
   “Not funny, but what do you expect to find there?”
 
   “The giants are coming from the East, like you said. They came from the water, probably wading in from overseas. We can use the trail to get to Salter County. I’ve run it many times back when I was training for my 5K races. It opens up to a main road and if we’re lucky, we can hitch a ride.”
 
   “Okay girl, lead the way. I’ll try to keep up, but you don’t need to carry me.”
 
   “You’ll need to get off of that leg for a few days, Cee, or it’s going to get worse. We'll get to the main road, and then I’ll see if I can get someone from the station to come pick us up.”
 
   They pushed through the woods towards the trail and walked along it for an hour or so. Alysia tried to take her mind off the pain by concentrating on nature, but it was futile. The walk took them through a few hills that made the pain unbearable, and over a bridge that spanned a tiny brook.
 
   Alysia gave Tracy a long look of admiration as the officer helped her along. She was pretty, which was strange since she never thought that pretty girls would join the police force. She had long, curly red hair, large hands, and a demeanor that was all business. 
 
   Alysia found her easy to like; she was like the big sister that would cook you dinner and help you with your homework. In a way, it made sense that she would be a cop or some other position of authority. She could see Tracy being the eldest daughter of a whole clan, the responsible one that had to protect the others.
 
   “Are you from around here?” Alysia asked.
 
   “No, not exactly. I’m originally from Dallas.”
 
   “That’s funny, you don’t have an accent.”
 
   “Oh, you expected me to sound like a cowgirl?”
 
   “Heh, well, now that you mention it…”
 
   “Girl, please, I came here when I was much younger than you. I may sound like one of you Yankee girls, but I’m a Texan through and through. What about you? You grow up here?”
 
   Alysia moved to catch up and winced when she stepped down a little too hard on the sore ankle. “Yeah, I’m from here. We haven’t left the city much in the last few years but my dad used to take me on trips and stuff.”
 
   “You talk about your dad a lot, you know that? You must really love him.”
 
   “I do, but I love my mom, too. It’s just that, well, this is the sort of thing he prepared me for.”
 
   “What? He prepped you to fight dinosaurs and giants?” Tracy teased, making sure to look back at her and smile as she said it.
 
   “Sorta. He always said that the human race was due for a humbling. When it came, he wanted me ready.”
 
   “Our dads would get along,” Tracy said. “Mine taught me how to shoot when I was little. We had guns all around the house but he taught me to respect them. Never played around the way a lot of these kids do nowadays, but when I did need to use one ... I was pretty good.”
 
   “I can tell. The way you shot that thing that came after me was pretty badass.”
 
   “Well, thank you, ma’am. You were pretty badass yourself with that spear.”
 
   “You’re quite welcome, Cowgirl Tracy,” Alysia said, finding herself liking the cop even more.
 
   They continued their talk until the trail brought them out of the woods and onto a strip of road. Alysia was exhausted and the familiar rumbling of her stomach came out in the loudest fashion.
 
   “I’m hungry, too,” Tracy said when she heard Alysia’s stomach, and then she took out her radio to call her department. 
 
   “Nothing, absolutely nothing. It’s as if the whole department just turned off their radios and went home,” she said, frustrated.
 
   “I hope that’s what they did and not—”
 
   “Don’t say it,” Tracy said, snapping her head around, her cold blue eyes staring into Alysia’s large brown ones. “We were all trained to protect and serve. I think there is something going on with the signal and it's cutting us off from communicating for some reason. Let’s stop here so you can rest your ankle. This is the road I was talking about and if we’re lucky, someone will pick us up and give us a ride.”
 
   Alysia didn’t like the idea of getting into a hover-car with strangers, but she could barely walk and it wasn’t up to her. As they waited and talked more about their parents, Tracy broke off two pieces of wood from a rotted fence that ran along the road. She took off her jacket, pulled some straps from it, and fashioned a splint for the young girl’s leg. Once she finished, she motioned for Alysia to get up and walk to test it out.
 
   “Feels great, Tracy. Thank you,” she said after limping around for a bit to see if it made a difference.
 
   “Like I said, CeeCee, you’re a tough girl. Just … take better care of yourself out here. I’m sure that your dad has told you how it can go from bad to worse if you don’t plug a leak.”
 
   “Sorry, I don’t get it,” Alysia said.
 
   “Forget it; bad analogy. You need to take care of the minor things, like your sprain, or they turn into big problems. What if I get hurt and you have to carry me?”
 
   “Yeah, I need to be on my toes. I get it.”
 
   An hour passed and the girls thought they would end up having to walk back into town. They felt the familiar tremor of the giant from before and they both looked at each other as if they shared the same thought.
 
   “We need to go,” Tracy said, and she reached down for Alysia to bring her back to her feet.
 
   “Where IS everybody?” Alysia asked, frustrated. It was as if the people around the University had simply vanished. Tracy quickly picked up a large branch that had fallen and cut the limbs off to fashion a walking stick for Alysia. They began to walk north along the road, hoping that the further they went, the more the tremors would decline.
 
   When they got to the first intersection, the light was out and there were several vehicles piled up from a collision. There was a parked car to the side and as they looked around to see if its owner was nearby, several of the dinosaur creatures came running at them from the road. 
 
   Tracy pulled out her handgun and fired off several rounds. Two of the creatures went down screaming, prompting the others to stop and investigate the fallen. She dropped the spent clip and began fumbling for another, but Alysia didn't wait to see what would happen. She jumped into the driver’s seat of the car and popped the passenger door open.
 
   “Wait, we can’t steal this car!” Tracy said to her as soon as she was in.
 
   “Bad time for a joke, Tracy. This is life or death,” Alysia said, and she triggered the manual override and grabbed the steering wheel to control the car. The owner’s starter code was still in the console, so it obeyed her command and lifted into the air, ready to drive. 
 
   Tracy jumped in and slammed the door, and Alysia gunned it away from the creatures. She steered them towards the city, focusing only on the situation and not the “what if’s” that kept trying to invade her mind. Tracy relaxed in the passenger seat and reloaded her gun before putting it away.
 
   “Pity these things can only hover and not fly,” she said.
 
   “But then we’d have to deal with the flying monsters up there,” Alysia said, pointing her chin up at the numerous shadows that circled the skies above the city.
 
   “What do you think is behind all of this?” Tracy asked as they cruised down the narrow two-lane road.
 
   “I don’t know. I was trying to think of what the dino-things reminded me of, but the only thing that comes to mind is a video game.”
 
   “Which one?”
 
   Alysia looked over at Tracy, happy and surprised. She couldn’t believe that she, too, was a gamer.
 
   “Uhm, Blue Fantasy… part six, Soula’s Blessing. When you run around gaining your experience on the game, you have these annoying little lizard things that charge you.”
 
   “The kreples!” Tracy said as she thought on it, and it dawned on her that Alysia was correct. “Wait, those things look exactly like kreples!”
 
   “Yeah, so technically you should have leveled up by now.” Alysia giggled. “Being that you killed like four of them back there.”
 
   “That’s because I’m the high level archer of the group and you’re an injured monk class.”
 
   “Call me a lowbie and I swear I will crash this car,” Alysia mumbled under her breath.
 
   “No girl, you aren’t a lowbie. Just unlucky, but we’ll get you healed so you can level up, too.”
 
   The banter was silly but necessary for their morale as they began to see more of the flying creatures circling the city in the distance. Periodically, there would be a giant’s head poking above the buildings, but it seemed like the military was trying to hold them off.
 
   “The kreples are mutants,” Alysia finally said after there had been a block of silence between the two of them. “I think these are mutants too, considering their skin reminds me of a snake and they only have two legs. They’re so freaky looking.”
 
   “I can accept that those little monsters are the results of an experiment gone wrong, but if you look over there, we have giant men walking around.”
 
   “What’s to say that they aren’t an experiment, too?” Alysia said, and she looked over at Tracy and shrugged.
 
   “Where are we going, CeeCee?” Tracy asked.
 
   “What do you mean? We are going … well, I don’t know. I wanted to meet up with my parents.” Her voice trailed off and she thought on the question longer before looking over at Tracy. “You haven’t mentioned any family to me,  or any concern for a husband, boyfriend, anything. I’ve just been talking and driving to my house but where do you want to go? Where are your people?”
 
   “It’s just me, but I’d love to get some things from my apartment. I want to check in at the station, too – see what the situation is and why my guys are offline.”
 
   It made Alysia sad; the pretty police officer had no family or loved ones. Still, she found this hard to believe, and she wondered if Tracy was being truthful or if she was too embarrassed to tell her the truth.
 
   “So you mean to tell me, as cool as you are, and beautiful, that you don’t have anyone in your life?”
 
   “Did you just call me beautiful?” Tracy grinned and Alysia glanced at her and smiled. 
 
   “What? Is this the first time you’re hearing it?”
 
   “No, it’s just a little odd, considering—never mind. I mean, right back at you, girlfriend. I’m sure you have them lined up at the University, but look, can we not discuss my personal life right now? Like I said, I just need to go to my apartment and check in with my job, and then if your folks are cool with it, I can come with you to see them.”
 
   “Of course, of course, I didn’t mean anything by it. Just surprised is all,” Alysia said. 
 
   She felt embarrassed by the exchange and wished she could take it back. Tracy could see that Alysia was uncomfortable after their conversation so she thumped her on the shoulder and smiled at her to let her know they were good.
 
   “Are we ever going to wake up?” Alysia asked. “I keep telling myself that this is a dream, that at any moment now I’m going to wake up and find I was just dozing off in class. This nightmare or whatever it is it just can’t be real; I mean, look at that.” She pointed at the flying creatures having dogfights with what seemed to be fighter jets. The city was in turmoil and there was open war against the supernatural creatures.
 
   “Maybe driving into town isn’t a good idea. We’re bound to get caught up in the crossfire and it looks like everyone evacuated the city,” Tracy said.
 
   “Evacuated? They gave us no warning at school when it began. Normally, the intercom would go off and we would at least have some sort of warning to seek safety. It just happened and a lot of students lost their lives. I keep thinking about Lisa and—” Alysia caught herself as she felt a lump in her throat from the thought of her friend not making it out.
 
   “Hey, it’s okay, CeeCee. I’m sure your friend made it out okay. We just need to—wait, slow down!”
 
   They came to the last traffic light leading into the downtown area but a massive pileup of cars blocked the road. Injured people lay everywhere, and a crowd of panicked citizens ran towards them. As if anticipating the danger that was to come, Tracy stepped out of the car with her hand on her pistol. The mob didn’t seem to notice or care that the women were in the way, and they pushed past Tracy, almost knocking her down, in their mad dash to get out of the city.
 
   Tracy jumped back into the car to wait it out, as they couldn’t move now that people were in the way. Some banged on the hood and screamed at them to run, but none stayed to see if they would listen. The entire town wanted away from the danger and to a man, they ran as if their lives depended on it.
 
   “What’s in your apartment that you need to get?” Alysia asked.
 
   “I have a cat, and I have some extra guns and ammo. My apartment is a few blocks up there; I’ll go get my things and meet you back here.”
 
   Tracy didn’t hesitate in her departure and was running through the crowd by the time Alysia thought to say something to her. In a manner of minutes, she was gone, and it took everything within Alysia to keep her cool and to not panic. I have to call my parents, she thought, and pulled out her phone to make the call. Her charge was at 15% and she realized that she and Tracy hadn’t swapped numbers. 
 
   What if she gets in trouble and needs my help? Alysia thought to herself. How could I be so stupid and scatterbrained? Always get the contact information for people you’re responsible for, girl. Ugh, you know better!  She dialed the number but the phone went straight to voicemail. She hung it up and called her mother, praying with every ring that her voice would come on the other line, sweet and worried, the way she always sounded. The phone kept on ringing and she tried several more times before putting it away.
 
   The skies were starting to darken from what appeared to be an incoming storm and the crowd running by her began to thin. Tracy will expect me to stay here, she thought, but moved the car to a curb and parked it to get out of the road. 
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
   Two long hours passed and there was no sign of Tracy. Alysia knew something was wrong. It wasn’t just because of the amount of time Tracy was taking, but because of the sinking feeling in her gut. She got out of the car, using the stick to support her foot, and limped towards where she had seen Tracy run. The empty streets reminded her of those old, post-apocalyptic movies. It almost looked like an old Western where the town emptied out before the good guy and the bad guy squared off. But there were no tumbleweeds blowing down their empty road. Just injured people and … Tracy.
 
   At first, Alysia assumed that she had fallen and was catching her breath, based on the way she was laying. But as she got closer, she noticed there was blood.
 
   “TRACY!” she screamed and her friend turned her face to look at her.
 
   She could see tears streaming down Tracy's face as she hustled to her side to help her out. She saw that the wounds from the day before were open and there were visible boot marks all over her body. It was as if she had fallen and the escaping citizens had run her over.
 
   “What happened to you? Can you talk?” Alysia asked, feeling helpless and worried for her friend, who seemed to be in immense pain.
 
   “Those bastards. They saw me leaving the apartment with the weapons and they jumped me,” she managed to say. “CeeCee, we needed those weapons. We can’t survive without them. Those thugs don’t care about anything that is going on. They’ll just prey on the weak, and with my guns a lot of innocent people will be hurt.”
 
   “What about your cat?” Alysia asked as she knelt to help her up.
 
   “He’s right here,” Tracy said as she shifted her weight and brought up her hand that held the kitten. “His name is Luciano.”
 
   “That’s an odd name for cat, but it’s kind of cool. Come on, Luciano, we need to get you and your mama back to the car.”
 
   It was hard for Alysia to tell the amount of pain that Tracy was in but she knew that it was significant. This athletic woman had run with her on her shoulders but could now only walk a few steps before stopping for air. They were both damaged and needed time to heal from their wounds. But by the time they made it to where she had parked, Alysia realized her mistake. 
 
   With that many people running to escape the city, why did she think it was a good idea to leave a functional car in the open? She stopped on the sidewalk, looking this way and that, knowing that someone had taken her car but hoping that she was wrong.
 
   “As if anything more could happen to us,” Tracy said, then sighed and sat on the sidewalk as if in surrender. “We can go back up to my place. I have food and water, and we can rest up until we have the energy to go looking for another car.”
 
   “I can’t believe I was so stupid,” Alysia said under her breath.
 
   “Don’t beat yourself up, girl. You’re worried about me and I appreciate it, so don’t dwell on it. We'll adjust and get through this, then we’ll go find your parents. I can’t tell what everyone’s running away from, besides all the fighting that’s going on above us, but we need to stay put for a day or so.”
 
   “A day or so? What if another one of those giants comes through and smashes the apartment?”
 
   “Look, CeeCee, we’re out of options. It has taken everything within me to walk, so forgive me if I can’t pick out a nice safe spot away from the giants. We’re going to have to take our chances here, make you a proper splint, and get my wounds cleaned. Plus, I got a couple more guns that I’ll be damned if I let get stolen by a bunch of hoodlums.”
 
   Alysia agreed, and they limped to the tall building where Tracy lived and pushed open the glass sliding door to enter. The lobby looked ransacked, as if looters had found their way inside, but Tracey led them past it and towards a flight of stairs. She stayed on the fifth floor, but to Alysia and her aching ankle, it felt like the twenty-fifth. 
 
   When they got inside and locked the door, she fell to the ground, exhausted. Luciano was happy enough to be back in his familiar home, so he leapt from Alysia’s hands unto the couch, and made his way back into the bedroom.
 
   “Are your parents expecting you, CeeCee? You may want to call them,” Tracy said after pouring herself a shot of vodka and knocking it back as if it was a painkiller.
 
   “They aren’t answering their phones,” Alysia said, feeling even more worried when she heard the words come from her mouth. Why are they not answering their phones? 
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
   Tracy’s place was like a bunker that had everything stocked for the end of the world. She had a refrigerator full of food, a pantry stocked with hard rations, and her guest bedroom had the most comfortable bed Alysia had ever felt. As the days went by, they watched the television to keep up with the efforts to combat the invaders. They joked, argued, and told each other stories, but most important of all, they healed. It was on the sixth day, after many more failed attempts, that Alysia finally got a call back from her parents.
 
   “Hey, baby girl, you okay?” Alysia’s dad said when the call connected.
 
   “DAD, why haven’t you guys been answering my calls? I was so worried! You have no idea.”
 
   “Alysia, your mom … She … I’m sorry, baby. Mom didn’t make it. She …” His voice cracked as he spoke but he kept his composure, though she could barely hear him because his voice was so low. “Your mom is dead. She passed a few days ago. I—I just couldn’t talk—”
 
   “Oh no,” Alysia said as the words took time to register in her mind as reality. It felt as if time slowed down inside a bubble around her and the only thing moving was her brain. Quick flashes of memory tried to profile a vision of her mother. Her mind conjured up an image of her, watching television and laughing, or singing loudly to one of her old songs. When the memory was established and the sense of loss took over, Alysia found that she could talk again. “Mom died and you didn’t call to tell me?”
 
   Alysia dropped the phone, put her hands up to her face and cried. She didn’t want Tracy to see her so she faced the wall away from the entrance to the bedroom. She cried hot, painful tears that knew no end, the pain of her loss too much to overcome. She understood why her father couldn’t call her but she had to lash out at him, anyway. It was too surprising, too much of a shock to lose her one and only mother. 
 
   She felt numb; now everything that was going on meant nothing. The concern for her safety, the wondering at why their world had turned upside down … nothing mattered but the fact that she would never be able to see her mother again.
 
   She could hear her father’s voice through the fallen phone as she stared at the wall in disbelief. He was calling her name, begging her to pick it up and talk to him. She couldn’t move; she didn’t want to move. What was the point? Why bother? 
 
   She stood like that for a long time until a tremor shook the apartment and she heard Tracy curse in the background. She wanted to be okay, to move on and find her father so that they could mourn her mother together, but she could not move. Why me? she asked herself. Why is this happening to me?
 
   Throughout her entire life, Alysia had heard her mother refer to her as the best thing that had ever happened to her. She was a gift in the form of an early pregnancy that had slowed her mother’s rise in the corporate sector.  She went through abuse, poverty, and shame as a single mother before she started her own business. 
 
   When Alysia would hear the stories of her mother’s struggles, she would always feel a pinch of guilt. She used to wonder if her mother held any resentment towards her because of her birth, but Kendra loved her more than life itself. 
 
   There were rough patches in grade school and Alysia got into many fights. It felt as if her mother had a permanent seat in the principal’s office. Like many children in her position, she lashed out for attention. 
 
   When James Knight came into Kendra’s life, he claimed the entire package. Alysia was his daughter: no step, and no veiled titles. She was his, and he loved her to the point where she had to accept him, too. Her grades picked up and her behavior got better. He was there day and night, doting on her, loving her, and training her. The fractured Bell family became the Knights and when Alysia became a woman, love was the only thing that she remembered.
 
   These memories of the past took over the young woman’s mind as she sat, frozen. James was still calling for her on the phone, the tremor of a giant still shook the ground, and Tracy was still screaming out expletives in the background. James Knight loved her, he loved her as his own, he was trying to talk to her, and she was ignoring him. 
 
   She realized what she was doing and picked up the phone and spoke into it. “Sorry, Daddy.” 
 
   She could hear him sobbing in the background when she did this. He didn’t want to lose her, too, and to hear the noises in the background and her silent on the other end had been torture. 
 
   “CeeCee, you okay? I know it hurts, baby. Your mother loved you more than life itself, you hear? So what I’m about to say to you is important.”
 
   “What is it, Dad?”
 
   “You need to survive and keep on living, no matter what comes in the next few days. Don’t let grief and carelessness squander your life. It’s what Kendra would ask of you. Live, so that you can tell your children about her. Look out for yourself, and don’t be a stranger.” He was speaking as if it was his last words and Alysia noticed this and panicked.
 
   “Wait, where are you going, Dad?” she asked.
 
   “I love you, baby girl. I need to handle something here, but when it’s done, I’m coming to get you.”
 
   Alysia collapsed upon herself and bawled aloud when this happened, which prompted Tracy to run inside the room to see about her. She kept on asking her what was wrong, but Alysia was screaming and crying, so she ran over and held her close. 
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
   Two weeks passed before the power went out. The helicopters in the sky had disappeared and the streets were empty, save for looters and random creatures. The days held no sunlight, due to the thick black clouds that wouldn’t break, and the tremors had stopped completely. Alysia’s ankle was better but still a little sore, and Tracy was preparing for war. 
 
   When she wasn’t playing with Luciano, the policewoman was cleaning guns, stockpiling ammunition, and speaking violently about her plans for the creatures. Every other day they would leave the apartment to collect supplies. Tracy did not feel it was a good idea to travel until Alysia was “war ready,” as she put it, so they kept food stocked and she readied their weapons.
 
   “How you doing, kid?” she asked Alysia one day as the young woman stared out through the glass door at a number of atrocities happening in the streets.
 
   “That’s a good question,” Alysia replied. She was still numb and hurt from the loss of her parents, but she had gotten good at going through the motions. 
 
   “I bet you miss school,” Tracy joked, and Alysia looked at her to see if she was being serious.
 
   “Do you know what I miss? I miss … control. I miss the ability to wake up, decide what I want to wear and then run with it. Whether I would take the bus or hover-lift to campus, skip a day, cram for a test, and attend a party. I miss all of it. Right now, we’re two fireflies stuck in some kid’s jar. We make plans as if we can get out, but in reality, we’re doomed, aren’t we? Any day now, something can come through that door and eat us, or some other thing can knock the building down. We—” She was crying again and screaming at Tracy and the police officer let her vent her frustration.
 
   “We have control. Think about it, girl. No police.” She winked at her to let the irony sink in. “No rules, and all the guns and ammo we can use. I say we go down into the city and take it. We can become Amazonian queens and rule this hell until our last days!”
 
   “Tracy, maybe I should be asking YOU how you’re doing,” Alysia said as she looked at her intently. “You sound insane.” 
 
   But she smiled at the thought of Tracy on a throne, protected by the dinosaur creatures that had attacked them. She was about to say something more when they heard gunshots and she saw a group of masked men running across the intersection. Tracy walked up to stand beside her and to see if she could get a better look at what had happened downstairs. They expected to see a creature chasing the running men but what they saw was a young man. He was lying on the street, bleeding out from the bullet wound he had suffered.
 
   Tracy grabbed her handgun and ran outside, her police instinct too strong to resist the urge to get involved. Alysia made to go after her but Tracy stopped her, locking the door behind her as she descended the stairs to the street. This is foolish, Alysia thought, she is one woman and there were at least ten men running from the murder scene after it occurred. 
 
   She walked back to the glass door and stepped onto the porch; it was the first time she had been outside in days and the air smelled strong with sulfur. She could see Tracy hiding behind a post, trying to find the murderers, but they were gone and the streets had gone silent like they were before. 
 
   Tracy stood at the post for a time and Alysia began to worry for her being out there alone. I should be down there with her, she thought. But she felt weak and her leg was still hurting. As she made to go back inside to change and join her friend, she noticed some movement behind Tracy. 
 
   Without thinking better of it, she screamed at the top of her lungs. “TRACY, BEHIND YOU!” 
 
   The policewoman spun in time to catch the lizard-like kreple that had come to investigate the gunshot that it heard. She fired six shots into the creature as it ran towards her with its jaws agape. The bullets did the job and it crumpled lifeless in front of her as she spun this way and that to make sure there weren’t any more.
 
   After another minute had passed, she checked on the young man. Alysia could see that they were having a conversation but after some time he slumped over and stopped moving. Tracy stood up and brushed back her unruly red curls before running back to the apartment building. When she came back inside and locked the door, she didn’t say anything. Alysia walked back inside and sat in front of her. Tracy looked up at the young girl and shook her head.
 
   “We gotta get outta here, kid,” she said to Alysia after some time. “That poor guy told me that those murderers were once his friends but they’ve gone crazy.”
 
   “Why did they shoot him down in the streets like that?”
 
   “He said that he wouldn’t play along with their anarchy. We’re women and there is no one around to help us right now, Cee. We’re no longer safe in the city.”
 
   Alysia understood what Tracy was getting at and knew that it was only a matter of time before the men found them. “Isn’t it a little early in the game for people to go full on Viking raider?” Alysia muttered.
 
    Tracy shrugged and then ejected the clip from her handgun and replaced it. “You’re gonna have to learn how to shoot,” she said to Alysia while flipping the gun around to shove the butt into her hands. “Safety’s on. Let me show you where it is.”
 
   She then proceeded to give Alysia a quick lesson on guns and their different properties. The lesson went on for a time before she heard a knock at the door and her heart fell to the floor. She put a finger up to her lips to tell Alysia to be quiet, and she tiptoed to the kitchen to collect a shotgun. 
 
   Alysia stood frozen, not knowing what to do, until Tracy pointed to the bedroom and mouthed the words for her to go. Alysia did as she was told. She took the safety off the gun and held it pointing down, thinking it wouldn’t be so difficult to actually shoot it.
 
   The knocking on the door grew louder and more violent until it flew open and a large man with long brown hair stepped inside with a gun. Tracy deployed the shotgun and the man screamed and fell. A number of other men rushed at her and she jumped over the couch and rolled before firing off a few shots from her handgun. But one of the attackers shot back at her and she slid to the ground with her mouth open. 
 
   Alysia was upset with herself for her delayed reaction but it had all happened so fast that she was in shock. She raised her gun to fire it but couldn’t complete the motion. A few of the men pointed in her direction and then all of a sudden, everything went black. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Three
 
   “Wake her up and bring her over here,” were the first words Alysia heard. 
 
   She had been conscious for a time, but she was working out her options, and she worried that if she opened her eyes for too long, the big men inside of the house would get curious. 
 
   There wasn’t anything good about her captors. First, they were all men—four of them, from what she counted, and one of them was touching her thigh. The one barking the orders was a massive brute, and he called out to them from what appeared to be a bedroom. She gathered that she was in a cabin. 
 
   There were no sounds of helicopters or vehicles fleeing the city, and the walls were wooden, just like the bench she was sitting on. The one with the boundary issues slid his hand up further, and it was so rude and abrupt that she couldn’t help herself. She shot open her eyes and moved his hand away.
 
   James, her father, had strict rules about her being in a house with men. “Always make sure that there is another girl in there that you know,” he would say, and he had drilled it into her head that a group of men with a vulnerable woman in their vicinity was like a pack of wolves. If only he could see her now. 
 
   She was sitting in between two white men who looked like junkies, and there was a big black one guarding the only door. The leader was dark and disgusting, but she couldn’t tell if it was his complexion or the dirt from staying unwashed for days. The stench that permeated the house made her settle on the latter, and her imagination began to play at time-traveler, showing a future that she wanted no part of.
 
   Come on, CeeCee. Think, think, think, she thought, as the pervert laughed at her for rejecting his hand. It was in that instant that she remembered her lessons: take out the eyes, the ears, and the balls. It was a mantra that had been drilled into her head by her father. 
 
   The two junkies grabbed her arms and started to drag her into the bedroom but she reacted instantly and somersaulted backwards, forcing them to release their grip. She kicked the closest one in the groin and he collapsed into a heap, but she didn’t wait for the other to react. Knocking his hand away when he reached for her, she threw a finger into his eye – a bloody good strike – and then scrambled for the gun that the first one had dropped.
 
   “Whoa, whoa, whoa! Alright now, girl, calm on down,” the leader said as he walked to the doorway of the bedroom. He placed his hands above it and leaned forward. “Yo, Vinny we got us a live one here,” he said to the man by the doorway and smiled at her with a wicked glint in his eye. “I saw you in that apartment. You didn’t shoot at us like your girlfriend did. You ain’t got it in you.” And he walked forward and backhanded her across the face in what seemed like a millisecond.
 
   The big man’s hand echoed painful throbs into her skull and Alysia was dazed and blinded by her tears. She knew what was coming next and she steeled herself to fight back. But a scream that came from Vinny made her look towards the front door. 
 
   Something had broken the door down and pulled him out, and the leader turned away from her to see what it was. He dropped her and ran outside, shouting. A few gunshots went off and she could hear the thumping of someone beating something rapidly. She hopped up and checked the gun. Why was she so afraid to shoot a human being? I am not a murderer, she reminded herself, and then threw the gun down.
 
   She sprinted outside, making sure that she headed in the opposite direction of the leader. It was dark and the clouds were covering the moon, but she could make out some cloaked figures that moved to intercept her as she fled. They were relentless in their pursuit, and though she got deep into the woods that bordered the cabin, they eventually caught her and threw a bag over her head. 
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
   James Knight was a mystery to everyone he knew. He was a former Navy Seal and had received medals for bravery, but kept it hidden from just about everyone. He was a big, muscular, dark-skinned man, but he was soft-spoken and people compared him to the boxing legend, Mike Tyson. When he was finished serving his country – and turning down a number of opportunities offered to him – he had opened up a dojo, teaching his old discipline of Cuong Nhu to the privileged children of his town. 
 
   He had met Alysia’s mother in a grocery store. It was love at first sight. He was so infatuated with her, in fact, that he had pursued her, won her heart, and then married her quickly so that he could adopt her baby girl. James was a hero and a good person, but he was also good at killing wicked men. It was a skill that he had buried within himself for many years, but with the death of his wife, he knew that he would eventually have to use it again.
 
   When the kreple had busted into their house and fatally bit his wife, he had beaten it to death with his bare hands. He looked down at his hands as he remembered this and thought about what he would have to do to see his daughter home. Alysia’s sudden silence had kept him worried for a week, and though she was merely mourning and bad at checking in with him, he took it as a sign that she was in danger.
 
   The hills that rolled through his quiet neighborhood had kreples everywhere. They were like roaches, the way they multiplied, and he hated them more than anything else. He placed a pistol in the small of his back, and then grabbed a survival knife and strapped it to his leg. 
 
   He went out back to where he had buried his wife and knelt over it to beg her forgiveness. Not even she had known his history – not the details of it, at least – and he always regretted not being able to tell her. Once he had made his peace, he opened the garage and took his heavy ZR hover-bike out unto the road. The kreples tried to ram him as he sped by, but James could ride, and they could do nothing else but chase after him.
 
   He found the highway quickly and saw that there were many people like him, riding or driving to somewhere else in a hurry. It had been a while since he’d ridden the hover-bike and he wished that for a moment, he could enjoy it, but all he could think about was Alysia and the sinking feeling that she was not okay. He heard a loud scream, if you could call it that, and a large shadow appeared over him as the sound of flapping wings drowned everything else out. James slammed on the brakes while turning his bike and the creature missed him on its descent and grabbed another biker instead.
 
   “FLYING THINGS, TOO?” he said aloud, and then got back on the road and headed towards the Maryland border. He had only been at it for an hour when he saw the heads of a few giants to the east, and he pushed he hover-bike towards I-95, eager to get off the New Jersey coast.
 
   It had been early in the morning when James took off to find Alysia, but it was almost noon and he was dodging creatures on the roads of Philadelphia. He was hungry and tired but he knew that he couldn’t stop. Alysia’s face at thirteen years was what remained plastered in his mind, even though she was much older than that and a woman. Thirteen was her best age to him, when she was always with him then, his little warrior in training.
 
   By the time he rolled into town, it was late in the afternoon. He observed the lay of the land and found the silence disturbing. Where were the kreples, the flying creatures, and the giants? He parked his bike and stepped out into the street, looking up at the high-rises and trying to see if there was any sign of his daughter. He couldn’t find anything, so he rode around on the various streets for a time until he found the dead body of the man. 
 
   James was a master tracker, back when he served, so he checked the body and the nearby buildings. Tracy’s footsteps led him upstairs and he followed them until he found the charnel house that was her apartment.
 
   A kitten poked his head up from behind Tracy’s body, and James walked over and looked at her, recognizing that she was the friend Alysia had told him about. Tracy was still alive but she had lost a lot of blood. James helped her up and took her to the room, where he looked over her wounds and did what he could to help her.
 
   “Are you Alysia’s dad?” she asked in a weak voice as James bandaged her shoulder and held her still.
 
   “Yeah, I’m James Knight,” he said, smiling at her as he walked to the sink to wash his hands.
 
   “Thank you, James… CeeCee—”
 
   “They got her? Those punks got my girl?” he asked, and Tracy tried to read the emotions in his face but found that he was too composed to reveal them.
 
   “I—I think so,” she managed and shook her head in disappointment over what had transpired.
 
   “Who are these fools and what do they want with Alysia?” he asked, his focus solely on getting enough information to rescue his child.
 
   “They are thugs, taking advantage of the situation. CeeCee is alive, I’m damn sure of it, but they took her away, and I was too hurt to notice where they took her to.” It was after saying this that Tracy realized that she had left the guns out when they attacked and more than likely, they had taken everything. 
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
   Alysia woke up to a loud noise and the feeling of something burning against her face. She felt binds on her hands and feet and when she opened her eyes, she saw a strange ritual going on. There were a number of men dancing around a bonfire. Some of them she assumed were her kidnappers, but all she could make out were their silhouettes. She wanted to scream, but she didn’t know where she was or why they had taken her so she thought better of it. 
 
   She was no longer in the city and all around she could see trees. The men ran around the fire screaming like banshees and as her vision got better, she noticed they weren’t men, after all. Their ears had points, and their posture held a beastlike quality. Some of them had small horns, and their skin looked charred – black with a bit of red poking out. When she looked at them, they reminded her of barbecue. How funny would it be if gangs of barbecue ribs were my captors? she thought. They were probably upset with the human race for eating them.
 
   The dancing continued for a long time as Alysia pretended to be unconscious. While she lay near the logs that they had placed behind her, she looked for something that could free her bonds. She was eyeing the poker one of the demon-men had carelessly left near her. She watched them to see how often they looked her way to check on her. 
 
   The six demons that danced and prodded one another as they spun were too engrossed in the ritual to notice her. A few others were either screaming and shouting in their strange tongue, or sitting near the fire, eating. The only person watching her was a smaller demon, one she assumed was a child, but he had gotten bored with his duty and walked into a tent nearby.
 
   Alysia waited until the dancers had gotten faster and she inched her way through the dirt towards the poker. They had her bound and on her back, so she had to slide along the ground this way. She had only moved about six inches but it tired her out. Her ankle still pinched with pain and the dirt was getting into her hair. She doubled her efforts and knocked the poker down, freezing when she did to make sure no one saw her. 
 
   The ritual was still going on but the little demon had come back out to watch her. He stared in her direction for a long time and she froze, hoping that he wasn’t looking at her. He stood like that for a time and an unbearable itch came to Alysia’s head, making it even harder not to move. 
 
   The itch turned into a burn after a while, as if changing irritation would force Alysia to touch the area. She refused to move but the little demon stood where he was. When five minutes had passed, the demon boy grew tired and plopped down on the ground to watch the adults in their ritual. Alysia spared no time. She grabbed the poker with her bound hands, and then pushed it down between her knees where she wedged it and sawed away at the fabric that kept her bound. She expected that at any minute they would charge her and kick her in the stomach for being a bad prisoner. 
 
   The visual was extremely candid and it seemed so real after a time that she stopped and looked to see what the boy was doing. He was back on his feet and walking towards her. She saw something shiny in his hands and assumed that it was a knife meant to punish her. They had captured her but she was not going to give up. Sitting up to get a better hold on the poker, she quickened her rubbing and the fabric split, freeing her hands. The boy let out a squeal, loud and frightening, and she undid her legs and got to her feet.
 
   The demons were all looking at her now, but she was not going to let them catch her that night. She took off into the woods and was quite surprised at how good her leg felt. She had expected it to hurt and slow her escape but it felt healed and she took full advantage of it by breaking into a sprint. She was running for her life and afraid to look back at her pursuers but the amount of noise they were making gave her some idea of their proximity. 
 
   She dipped and ducked between trees in the moonlight, and though she feared that she would trip and break her legs, she pushed on. Alysia was outnumbered and her father had always taught her that in those situations, the smart warrior ran. 
 
   The demons were not letting up but she was determined to get away. As she ran, she realized that she was in a park, so when she saw the public restrooms; she dipped into the women’s room and spun around, ready. It was barren but foul, the smell of feces and old urine permeating the air. She held the poker, ready to take on anyone that would dare enter the bathroom. 
 
   A couple of demons burst in, almost running each other over, and she struck at the first one’s bare foot, spiking him and causing him to bounce away in pain. She spun and nailed the other one in the face, but she didn’t relent, striking him again and again as he stumbled over his fallen comrade.
 
   When a few more came through the door, Alysia was long gone. She had snuck out the back door after taking out the second demon and now, once again she was on her feet, sprinting. Her pursuers seemed endless as more of them picked up the chase and followed her as she moved towards the main road. When she was about to exit the park’s gates, a couple of kreples made to block her and she fell to her knees in shock.
 
   “Not now!” she screamed at them.
 
    They looked at one another briefly and then at her. The demon men were almost upon her and she closed her eyes to accept the pain but all she heard was the sound of bones crunching and more screaming. The kreples were fighting the demon men, and so she got back to her feet and ran out to the street.
 
   No lights were on in the city as the strange blackout continued. Alysia saw random kreples poking about, looking for food, and people running here and there, and trying to escape them. She looked down at her poker, covered with black blood, and she looked up at the heavens wondering how she had managed to escape. Did it really matter? she asked herself as she looked for high ground and a place to settle down for the night. 
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
   James Knight washed the blood from his hands as he looked over at the bullets that lay in a plate next to the sink. He lifted his eyes to the sleeping woman bandaged up and lying on the couch. He knew that he should leave her and find his daughter but he couldn’t do it. Tracy was hurt and she needed him; he would give her one more day and they would set out for Alysia together. 
 
   He hoped that he had gotten her bullets out without rupturing anything, and he hoped that he had found all of them. It was in this instance that he missed his wife the most. Kendra was an ace when it came to patching people up, and everything he knew he learned from her. He thought about her smooth, mahogany skin and her large brown eyes, and a painful loneliness took over him. 
 
   It was Luciano, the happy kitten that saved him from his dark thoughts. The cat managed to get his attention, as he stood frozen, letting the water wash over his hands and coalesce into the drain. He turned it off, dried his hands, and lifted the tiny cat up to look him in the eye. Luciano meowed and pawed playfully at his face, forcing him to smile and pet behind his ear gently. 
 
   “Well, aren’t you the little survivor,” James said to him as he took him to the loveseat next to Tracy and continued to pet him.
 
   “How long was I out?” Tracy asked as she looked over at the big man, petting away at her Luciano. “Aww, I see he got you too, huh?” she said and smiled at Luciano and waved. 
 
   The kitten lazily looked away from his new friend to see the familiar Tracy and meowed meekly before hopping onto her chest.
 
   “Back to mommy,” James said, and then stood up and looked around. “You were out for a few minutes. How do you feel?”
 
   “Alive, but I can barely move,” she said, looking down at her bandages and then throwing her head back in frustration. “You know, I’ve been a cop for three years now and I haven’t gotten so much as a scratch on my body this whole time. World goes to hell and I start getting hurt. Helluva lucky streak I got going.”
 
   “Who took Alysia?” he asked her bluntly.
 
   “A couple of thugs. They were wrapped up and masked real good, like they don’t want anyone to identify them.”
 
   “You got one of them,” he said, as he walked over to the window and looked out at the setting sun.
 
   “Yeah, just one, but the others got CeeCee.”
 
   “It’s not just men out there capturing people,” James said without looking at her.
 
   “What do you mean?” she asked, trying in vain to sit up.
 
   “I shot, killed and burned the body of someone that tried to pull me from my bike. What I burned was not a man; it was some kind of demon. Red skin, horns, black lips… just no horned tail or bat wings.”
 
   “Demons? Are you freaking kidding me? Demons are running around, too?” Tracy asked and she couldn’t believe what she was hearing. She had always joked about it being the end of the world but now the religion of her youth was flaring up. It must be the end of days, the apocalypse, and Satan was sending his creatures up to earth in order to harvest souls. “So, we have kreples—”
 
   “Cripples?” James asked in a concerned tone as he turned to look at her.
 
   “No, kreples. The lizard creatures that are everywhere,” Tracy said, hoping he wouldn’t ask anything more about the name.
 
   “How do you know their name?”
 
   She sighed. “It’s from a videogame that CeeCee and I both play. Those creatures look just like them, so we call them kreples.”
 
   James wanted to smile. “You mean, Blue Fantasy Six. I’m the one that got her into that game. So you’re a fellow Paladin, too, huh?” he asked, referring to the common title players of the game dubbed themselves.
 
   “All Paladin here, James. Just like your daughter.”
 
   “Call me Jimmy,” he said and sat back down on the loveseat to look at her. “Need anything? Painkillers, liquor? I know it hurts like hell.”
 
   “I’m good; the conversation helps take my mind off it. So demons, too, huh? kreples, giants, and freaking demons.” She made a popping noise with her mouth and then stared past him to the setting sun. “It will be dark soon. We have no lights here and it gets pretty creepy outside with all the screams and whatnot.”
 
   “Do you have candles?” James asked.
 
   “I have a couple bulb droids,” she said and pointed to a mechanical orb on the table. 
 
   James picked it up and twisted it once. The droid hummed and floated up towards the ceiling where it began to glow, illuminating the entire room.
 
   “Tomorrow we will need to get moving, find Alysia, and take her back from those damned things,” James said. 
 
   Tracy smiled at his small voice. It was a welcome surprise from the large, intimidating man, and she wanted to get to know him better. There was something gentle and pure about him, and she really, really liked him. Maybe it was Alysia’s story about how he had taken her and her mother in, or maybe it was the fact that he had saved her life. Whatever it was, she enjoyed him being there. And as they talked into the night, she fell asleep to the sound of his voice.
 
   It was early the next morning when they headed out. Tracy could barely move and the cold air that seemed to come from everywhere made her pain worse as she struggled to walk with him. The big man had bandaged her up, and she was on enough painkillers to make it tolerable, but still it wasn’t enough.
 
   “No way am I gonna be able to ride on that thing,” she said when she saw his hover-bike.
 
    He looked at her and sized her up. “It hovers. No bumps, no discomfort. Plus, this one’s been rigged to fly up beyond a foot,” he said proudly as he walked over to her and placed his hand on her shoulder.
 
   “I’m not worried about the pain; I’m worried about falling off. That seat is obviously meant for one person.”
 
   “This is why you will need to trust me,” he said. “You’ll have to sit facing the other way.” And he watched her eyes to see if she understood. 
 
   “You mean sit on your lap facing the other way,” she said, looking at him to see if she could read something in his intent.
 
    “Listen, my girl is out there hurting somewhere. I only hesitated because of your condition. Do you really think that—?”
 
   “Okay!” Tracy said, realizing he was right. “Let’s just head out. The longer we stay out here, well, you know.”
 
   He kick-started the bike and it roared like a mechanical lion. She tugged at her jeans to pull them up more as she threw her leg over his and sat facing him. She almost found it comical, as he adjusted her enough so that he could see past her face. She reached down and held the bars that ran alongside his seat and he handed her a large handgun.
 
   “If we get followed, you can keep ‘em off us,” he said and she tried to ignore her pain and think past the fact that she was on his lap.
 
   “So, quick question before we leave,” she said.
 
   “Yeah, sure, what is it?”
 
   “This tiny crotch rocket you have us on. It will get us around, no doubt about that, but what happens when we find CeeCee? Where is she gonna fit?”
 
   “I’ll figure it out,” he said, and they lifted into the air and took off. 
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
   Alysia rubbed her aching ankles as she woke up feeling uncomfortably cold. She didn’t have her watch but she could tell that it was about 4:00 a.m. She lay on the rooftop of a gas station inside of a makeshift tent. She had scavenged the store after her escape the night before and had taken some instant coffee. Her mind went to it now as she thought up ways she could get a fire going, boil some water, and get warm. The layers of tarp and bags that she had used to cover herself was not enough, and it made her wonder how homeless people did it.
 
   She looked around at the darkness of the city and saw a few lights that indicated life here and there. Where had everyone gone? Had they not bothered to warn the school about this evacuation? Her mind drifted to the barbecue men, the demons that had captured her for their ritual. She looked at the streets to see if they were still out there, and her mind began to play tricks on her. She felt the eyes of the boy staring at her through the woods; she imagines that he knew where she was, and he was waiting her out. 
 
   She closed her eyes, pulled the covers tighter around her body, and tried to sleep. It was a futile effort, but she no longer wanted to look out into the dark.
 
   When dawn broke, the sky was on fire. It was her first time seeing the sunrise in many years and she sat up to enjoy it, despite the cold. The demon that had been waiting for her smiled when she did this because his wait had not been in vain. The others had gone back into the city to find her, but he knew she was still near the park. She had been running but he knew she would not have gone far. He ran to the far side of the store and scaled the wall easily, slipping behind her as she stretched her aching limbs. By the time she realized he was back there, he had her hands in his binds. 
 
   Alysia almost fainted from the shock of having the demon capture her after a night of running. She looked at him with rage in her eyes, but his twisted features and black teeth repulsed her. If that wasn’t enough, he smelled of sulfur. It was so thick that she could hardly breathe and when he laughed, the smell got even worse. 
 
   “What do you want with me?” she asked him, trying her best to stay strong despite the situation.
 
   He stood up, smiling at her, and then cocked his head as if he was admiring her. She didn’t like what she saw reflected in his eyes and kicked at his knee hard, causing him to stumble back as she got to her feet. She spun low and swept his legs, hoping that his stumble weakened his footing. 
 
   The demon lost his balance and fell off the roof, his head cracking on the asphalt below. Alysia did not wait to see if he would get up and jumped off the roof to land on top of him, finishing him off. She used her teeth to loosen the binds and then ran back into the convenience store to look for a weapon.
 
   The others would scour the city and then retrace their steps to come back to where she was. Alysia was almost certain they would be looking for her, so she went back outside and pulled the corpse of the demon back inside to hide it. She grabbed some bread from a shelf and then scarfed it down. She washed her face, and wherever else she felt needed attention, and then slipped into the back to where the manager’s office would be.
 
   She didn’t find a gun like she was expecting but she found some ammunition. She needed weapons, but she was in a gas station, not a pawnshop. 
 
   Mmm, coffee, she thought then looked around. There was alcohol, potato chips, and a little bit of everything that people passing through would need. She picked up a lighter and thought about it. “Bingo,” she said. “They may look like demons but I bet they burn like everything else.”
 
   An hour or so later, she heard the screams and grunts of the frustrated horde, and as she peered out through the thick window, she saw that they were looking at the building. Her heart sank. She had no weapon, they had the building surrounded, and they were too many. Her mind was working overtime as she held her lighter ready. And when the first few came in through the door to look around, she lit the fabric of the Molotov Cocktail and threw it at them. 
 
   The bottle hit the ground near their feet and the flames took to their bodies quickly. Alysia was surprised at how fast they burned but it only slowed them as they charged at her.  She side kicked the first one that got to her, and ran around to the other side of the aisle. He collapsed as the flames consumed his flesh, and the other didn’t quite make it to her as he, too collapsed. 
 
   Alysia ran over to her stash of bottles and held her lighter ready for another, but this time the demons stayed outside, frightened by her new weapon but unwilling to leave her alone. One particularly large demon decided to brave her offensive and walked through the door, looking around for her. She depressed the button on the lighter, but it stood cold in her hand, refusing to light. She shook it desperately and pressed it again, but it was not going to light and the demon was getting closer. She cursed her luck and looked around; if he came from one end of the aisle, she would dart down the other. 
 
   Her head was on fire from the pain as he lifted her up and punched her in the abdomen. When she screamed and he dropped her, she thought to run but found that she couldn’t move. She was hurting and the punch he’d given her was hard, much harder than any hit she had ever felt. 
 
   “What do you want from me?” she asked him as he knelt next to her and pulled out a knife that looked like bone.
 
   He didn’t answer but lifted up her leg and placed the knife at her Achilles tendon and smiled through cruel red and black lips. She knew what it meant but she felt paralyzed. She tried to kick at him with her other leg but it was pinned underneath him and her arms wouldn’t move.
 
   “CRUA!” Another large demon shouted at him and the smile became a frown as he stood up, nodded to the other one, and then looked down at her with disgust. They didn’t want to hurt her, which was a surprise considering the fact that she had killed a number of them. 
 
   “Crua, dosh o’gan,” it said in a deep, menacing voice, and her attacker pulled her up and held her in front of him. 
 
   She made to dispute whatever it was they wanted to do to her but before she could say anything, his fist turned her world into blackness. 
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
   Alysia woke up to the same ritual as before, but this time she found herself tied to a tree with metal cords. There were real guards stationed around her, watching her every move, and there was blood – a lot of blood – all over her shirt. Her nose was throbbing but she managed to smile; her dad would be proud if he saw how much of him was in her. I am a fighter, she said to herself. I was tested, fight or flight, and I am a fighter. The words reinvigorated her and she looked around the campsite. Once again, the demons had a bonfire going, and danced around it rhythmically. This must mean that I am to be a sacrifice, she thought to herself. Then one of the demons saw her looking about and walked over to slap her. 
 
   There was no escaping for her this time, and she could do nothing but watch the dancing going on from midday until nighttime. When the sun snuck off behind the buildings and the sky turned black, the procession of demons formed a circle around the fire. Two females walked over, released her bonds, and then dragged her to a tent nearby. The combined smell of their sulfurous bodies and the heat of the bonfire made Alysia gag. She sized them up to see if she could get the slip on them but she felt weak to the point of passing out. 
 
   They stripped her of her clothing and undid her braids, brushing oils into her hair and on her skin. When they were finished, they forced her into a purple dress, lay her on a bed and tied her hands and feet to the post. 
 
   “Really, this is what you captured me for?” she said to them, defiantly. “I’m sure some demon king or something is going to walk in here next and you all are just going to let him do whatever he wants with me, right?” 
 
   The women looked at one another and then kept on working, and then they left the tent to join the circle with the others. Alysia was frightened and she could feel the loud thumps from her heart beating in her ears. The demons were singing now and the fire had grown, its brilliance shining through the thin fabric of the tent. She tugged at the ropes that held her wrists and cursed at the fact that she was too weak to break them. 
 
   She used her body to see if the bed could move, and when it rocked from her attempts, she felt a glimmer of hope. Rocking and shifting her weight this way and that, Alysia managed to loosen one of the binds on her arms. She kept this going until she had one hand free, and when she was finally out, she looked around for a weapon. Run Alysia, she told herself, and then looked at the doorway where the women were waiting for whomever it was that was supposed to be her consort. She lifted the lower part of the tent near the rear and slid under it, staying low to the ground as she did. 
 
   The demon circle was right in front of her, but they were looking at a particularly large, shadowy figure as he stepped from out of the circle and walked proudly to the tent. She slipped into the bushes and started sprinting; this time, she had a good lead on them and since they hadn’t discovered her escape yet, she felt good about her chances. I must be special, she thought. A city full of people and they choose me.
 
   The woods were thick and black on all sides but she kept on running despite the rocks digging into her bare feet. When she came upon another campsite she pulled up short. Her heart sank as she looked at what seemed to be the aftermath of a massacre. There were bodies everywhere, charred and disfigured, and on the ground near what used to be a bonfire lay the corpse of a woman in a purple dress very much like her own. Alysia paused to examine her fully, and the evidence of what the demons meant for her played itself out in graphic detail.
 
   The girl looked as if they had drained her blood, and her skin was pale to the point where she was alabaster beneath the moon. They had drawn all sorts of symbols on her body, and her wounds were different compared to the others that lay strewn all over the clearing. Alysia cursed herself for staying too long, and took off running back into the woods. She was crying but she didn’t know why. Maybe it was the thought that she would have been that girl if she hadn’t escaped the night before, or maybe it was tears of joy. 
 
   She kept on running until she came upon another site, this one empty and eerily quiet. She walked through it towards a large expanse of grassy field that sat bordered on three corners by the untamed forest. She wondered what the city had planned to do with this big field but it didn’t matter; the grass felt good beneath her feet.
 
   Her mind was racing and all she could think about was the pale, marked up girl in the purple dress. What were the symbols, why did she look drained? Alysia thought of all the movies she had seen and all of the games she had played and her imagination went wild. She thought of the demons summoning something that they needed, or better yet “someone.” To do this, they needed the vessel of a young woman. The last girl’s vessel was not strong enough to sustain the summoning so they had come for her. It was the stuff of classic movies, but here she was, twice escaped and oiled up for a ritual. 
 
   She realized she had been standing in the open field going over this and that she had stopped moving. The moonlight shone down on her like a spotlight and she turned around slowly to see if the demons were coming for her. She saw nothing and the only sounds she could hear were the sounds of people screaming in the direction of the city. She forced her legs to start walking, the soft grass of the field massaging the soles of her feet and tickling her toes. Why me? she thought. Why was I the one chosen for sacrifice? 
 
   In the video game, Blue Fantasy, Alysia liked to play the ranger role; it was a role of strength and dexterity – the perfect blend of warrior and rogue. She would play for hours, wishing that one day she could become as fearless as her avatar, but video games allowed you to die. In the camp earlier, the situation forced her to run in order to live, but in the game she would have tried to fight her way out. 
 
   She brought her wrist up to her nose and smelled the oil; it was strong and sweet. She wondered what the demons wanted to summon. Was it a beautiful, demon queen, born from the vessel of a young, chaste woman? Or was it something monstrous and terrible, bursting from the flames and gobbling up any demon that stood too close when it emerged? 
 
   Alysia was still deep in thought when suddenly the clouds covered the moon, and the sky turned pitch black. When lightning struck she fell to her knees as her fear finally broke through. The lightning had revealed the form of a giant that stood up from the forest and was looking down at her as she sat frozen on the grass. The clouds pulled back a bit and the silhouette of the giant stood menacingly before her as he watched her every move. 
 
   “Snap out of it, CeeCee!” she yelled at herself, and she stood up, shaking, looking about for a place to run. Anywhere she ran, the giant could catch her. The only thing she could do was retrace her steps and run back the way she had come. The giant was forcing her to confront the demons, or go back to the ritual and play her role. She could face the giant, who could smash her with one step, or she could turn around, hide until daytime, and let the demons have her.
 
   Fight or flight, baby girl, she could hear her father say as she dusted off the dress and ran towards the giant. He stepped out into the clearing to face her, but she didn’t slow her sprint as she darted towards his feet. The creature let out a loud roar that made the hairs on the back of her neck stand up, but she was too committed to let it stop her. She was going to get out of the clearing and into the woods behind the giant.
 
   The giant lifted his foot and slammed it down at Alysia but she jumped and rolled out of the way as she ran to his other foot. She grabbed one of the jagged toenails on his planted foot and jerked up on it hard, causing it to tear away from the toe. The giant bellowed out in pain and fell backwards to grab his injured foot and Alysia sprinted towards the woods. 
 
   She laughed at herself loudly as she ran. She was fearless, and she didn’t know why. She had faced kreples, demons, and fought a giant, but much of it came from instinct, nothing calculated, planned, or even reasoned through. Her adrenaline was up and she had gotten used to her heart racing. It felt good, and for the first time she could appreciate the cool night air against her skin.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Four
 
   “So, how do we find her?” Tracy asked as she lay on the dirty sleeping bag, bordered by tall grass.
 
   It was the question of the century and James didn’t have an answer for it. He had tracked the demons that took his daughter all the way to a campsite, but something had caused them to scatter. He would follow some steps one way and then come back to follow some others, but he couldn’t make any sense of it. Tracy was doing better, but they had to take numerous breaks and on this particular day, he had allowed her to stay still while he did his tracking.
 
   “She ran this way,” he said and pointed back towards the area that he had come from. “Into the city, away from those things. I found a bathroom where she was for a time, and then a few corpses up further. My girl was fighting all night, and it looks like she got a few of ‘em. We should keep moving; I’m on to her trail now.”
 
   Tracy nodded but groaned as the pain was becoming unbearable. She tried to soldier through it but James took notice. 
 
   “Tell you what, Tracy. Let’s get you somewhere safe; you don’t need to be running around with me, looking for CeeCee. I’ll find her and then we’ll come back for you. I don’t know what kind of hell the world is turning into, but you’re a survivor. We need your help just like you need ours.”
 
   Tracy wanted to object, but sleep and recuperation sounded like heaven. She knew James was a military man, and he more than looked like he could take care of a few thugs.
 
   “Not cool of me to let a partner go out on his own against the enemy,” she joked, and he looked at her as if he was trying to decipher the meaning behind her words.
 
   “Wouldn’t be my first time soloing it, Tracy. You just heal and stay alert. No telling what those damn things really are.”
 
   They rode back into the city and found an old Raze Hotel. It had 23 floors and the refrigerator, which should have been raided, still had water in it. James grabbed anything that hadn’t spoiled from the heat, lifted Tracy into his arms, and walked her up to the eleventh floor. She tried to object but he ignored her; speed was more important than ego for him. Tracy got down and gingerly walked over to a door, motioning for him to come over when she got there.
 
   “I think I like this, room number 1121. It’s easy to remember, plus it’s lucky number twenty one, right?”
 
   James smiled at her as he tried to slow down his beating heart. “I see that the police lady plays a little blackjack on the side eh?”
 
   “Actually I meant basketball, big man. When I heal, I’ll take you out on the court and school you.”
 
   “Yeah, and that won’t be happening,” he said under his breath as he tried the door. He knocked three times before putting his ear down and listening. “You just might be in luck, lady,” he said to her as she forced a smile and played with her hair. He spun, causing her to fall against the wall in a panic, and side kicked the door in. Once inside, they found the room spotless, and Tracy walked over to the bed and tested it with her hands.
 
   She pushed open the curtains to let the sunlight in and then kicked off her boots before sitting on the bed. James walked into the bathroom and tried the tap; there was still running water and he walked back into the room to give Tracy the thumbs up. 
 
   “You have my number, right?” he asked her, and she shook her head and pointed to her phone, which was out of battery power. “We should have broken into one of these electronic stores and grabbed us a few of those,” he said, frustrated.
 
   “Aww, it’s okay, Jimmy. When I feel better, I may do that.  Just keep trying to call – one day I’ll pick up.”
 
   James nodded and then looked around the room as if he were taking inventory mentally of what was in there. She had a bag full of junk food, wine and water; courtesy of the downstairs bar, and then there was a little refrigerator stocked full of more adult beverages, in case she ran out. “Looks like you have enough liquor to keep you under until we get back,” he joked and she brushed her wild hair back to wink at him, then turned to look out at the abandoned city.
 
   “Why don’t you stay?” Tracy said without looking at him. “Just the night. It’ll be evening soon and you won’t get very far. Plus, you just carried 130 pounds up eleven flights of stairs. You’re a big guy but you have to be exhausted. Just like, sit down for a sec, will you? Alysia needs you, I know, but you won’t be any good to her worn down and hungry.”
 
   James thought about it for a few and then nodded. There was running water and he could use a shower and some food before setting out to find his daughter. Tracy lay back on the bed and closed her eyes, and James stared at her as the sun revealed the many wounds on her body. He noticed how small and vulnerable she looked and tried to imagine her as the fighting police officer that she really was. It took a bit of imagination but he could see it. She reminded him of the Navy women back when he was in the war and it made him confident that she could take care of herself.
 
   By the time he showered, cleaned his gun and ate, she was fast asleep beneath the beaming sun. He smiled at her and looked at the lock that he had broken out with his kick. He wanted to try and fix it but really, what was the point? Tracy would need the freedom to come and go from her room without the risk of locking herself out. He thought about setting up traps, but as much as he wanted to, he couldn’t stop thinking about his daughter. 
 
   He felt guilty for staying and for the thoughts that crept into his mind periodically about Tracy. It was time to put his game face on, go out, and find the demons that took his daughter. He gathered his gear, took a bag of potato chips, and saluted the now sleeping Tracy as he exited the room with his mind made up for war. 
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
   Darkness, loneliness, and anxiety, were just a few of the emotions Alysia experienced as she walked through the woods away from the giant. She had heard him stand up when she ran away and had come into the woods to look for her. She kept walking the entire night, worried that a gang of kreples would assault her, or the demons would catch up to her again. When she grew tired, she wanted to stop, but her mind wouldn’t let her do it, not until she was out of the woods—literally. 
 
   She pushed on through until the sound of helicopters pulled her up short, and she walked up to a fence that kept the trees back from what appeared to be a compound. There were many parked vehicles and military personnel walking about, and in the background, she could see a large assortment of tents. So, this is where they evacuated everyone to, she thought and looked around for an exit to the fence. There was none and she assumed that it had electricity flowing through it to stop the creatures. It was tall enough to stop a giant, and in the distance, she saw large guns pointed in her direction.
 
   She flagged down a guard walking by and he came up to her with his gun drawn, ready to shoot. When he saw that Alysia was an actual human being, he motioned for her to come close so he could talk to her. The way he kept looking around made Alysia suspicious.
 
   “You cut all the way through the barrens?” he asked, looking her over suspiciously and flinching a bit when he saw that she had bare feet.
 
   “Yes, I was chased by one of those giant … things.”
 
   “What about the red zombies; you see any of them out there?”
 
   “Yeah, they were who I was running from when I saw the giant,” Alysia said, annoyed at the questions that didn’t seem to hint at him letting her in.
 
   “Well, sorry, see I can’t let you in here,” he said, looking down at his feet as if they would help him.
 
   “How come? Look, I’ve been walking all night, those things want to kill me and—“
 
   “This is a military base. We have strict rules not to take in any civilians. We got our hands full with those damn things attacking us, and the last thing we can do is take care of you.”
 
   Alysia looked over his shoulder at the tents, and she could see a number of people who were obviously civilian, talking to one another and walking about.
 
   “You mean that you don’t want me in there,” she said to him, and he made to object when she started screaming loudly. “HELP! I NEED HELP! WHY WON’T YOU LET ME IN?”
 
   A few more soldiers ran up to see what the noise was about and after a few exchanges and a Major being summoned, Alysia was led to an area of the fence where they could power it down and allow her access. She wanted to punch the man that denied her entry but held her composure as they escorted her into the camp. The soldiers gave her a tent to sleep in and it was more than she expected. It had a bathtub full of hot water and food, along with books and electronic equipment. She took a long bath and massaged her sore feet, and then she dried herself, tried on a few of the clothes and scarfed down the foodstuffs.
 
   When she was finished getting situated, she lay on the inflatable mattress and tried to sleep. It was something that her body needed but her mind refused to let her have. She lay there for what felt like hours, thinking about the demons and the giant that almost took her life. When she finally closed her eyes and drifted off, she dreamed the same scene repeatedly as if she was under a curse to keep on reliving the nightmare. Gunshots and explosions forced her awake and when she finally got her bearings, she noticed there was a lot of movement going on outside.
 
   She rose and turned on the lamp next to the mattress and looked around for anything that could serve as a weapon. The only thing she saw that could work was a box of pots and pans. That wouldn’t do, so she pulled on a pair of jeans and slid on some canvas shoes that fit her. She snatched a ragged t-shirt from the pile of clothes to complete her ensemble and then pulled open the zipper that sealed her tent. 
 
   It looked as if she was in the middle of a war. There were soldiers everywhere, firing this way and that, and the demons were among the tents, tearing them apart, as well as their inhabitants. Alysia couldn’t believe what she was seeing; the fence had collapsed under the body of a dead giant and the demons were pouring through, violent and enraged. The soldiers were fighting bravely and efficiently, and although the demons number seemed endless, the humans were winning.
 
   Alysia didn’t know what to do in that instant. She didn’t have a gun to help in the fight, and she was still exhausted and groggy. She couldn’t take her eyes off the fallen giant, wondering how it was they had managed to kill it from behind the fence. 
 
   A pair of young men that seemed to be around her age ran up to her tent, and the first one used his handgun to shoot a demon that had slipped past the soldiers. He wasn’t dressed like a soldier but he was armed, and Alysia wondered if he was up to no good.
 
   “Hey, you can’t just stand out in the open like that,” he said to her as he ran up to her and turned to protect her from anything incoming. He had brown hair and broad shoulders and seemed too skinny for his frame. The other boy was heavyset with glasses, brown skin and a mass of black hair. He didn’t say anything as he looked around frantically. She saw that he was holding a gun, too. 
 
   “Do you have a gun I can borrow?” Alysia asked as she came out to join them, looking around to make sure that a demon hadn’t gotten behind them. The second kid handed her a small revolver, and she took it and nodded at him as they all stood watching the soldiers fight against the waves of demons. “What the hell are those things?” Alysia asked, and the brown-skinned boy looked at her as if she was crazy.
 
   “What? You haven’t heard?” he said, and his songlike accent threw her off guard as she mentally tried to figure out where he was from.
 
   “No, heard what?”
 
   “They’re like zombies or something. When people started dying in the cities from the baby dinosaurs or whatever, the red zombies came in to finish them off. I mean, they aren’t ‘zombies’ like they want your brains or something, but they aren’t human. Some of them even have horns, like little devils or something.”
 
   A demon ran at them after smashing in a soldier’s face and the trio shot at it several times until it went down screaming. Alysia wasn’t sure if either of the two shots she fired had connected.
 
   “That’s an MA15, small caliber weapon,” the brown-skinned boy said as he looked at her. “I got it off the body of a guard during the last attack. As long as you don’t shoot it a bunch of times in succession, it will regenerate the bullets. All of these guns have that feature, not like our civilian guns. Pretty cool, right?”  When he said this, the quiet, taller boy gave him an annoyed glance, then focused again on the fighting.
 
   “What about the giants?” Alysia asked. “The giants, the kreples—I mean, dinosaurs or whatever, and the flying bat creatures? What are they?”
 
   “What do you think they are? Creatures from hell, come to collect our souls and turn us into demons,” the taller boy said. It was obvious that he was joking sarcastically but Alysia wondered how far off he was from the truth. “My name’s Jaime, by the way. This here’s my frat brother, Debdan.”
 
   “My name is Alysia, but you can call me CeeCee. I just got here a few hours ago.” 
 
   The boys nodded and got quiet as they concentrated on the demons, shooting at the stragglers that got near them, doing their best not to hit any of the frantic refugees running about. Some of the men and women in the camp were trained fighters, so the soldiers had help to hold off the demon rush. When the attackers quieted down and they began to tend to the wounded and dead, a loud screech pierced the air and a large kreple charged the camp. No matter how many bullets they pumped into the charging behemoth, it wouldn’t slow as it gained access to the camp and bit into a large, portly man before moving on to another.
 
   One by one it went around biting at them until a brave soldier shot it point blank with a shotgun.
 
   “Debdan, Jaime, we can’t stay here,” she said to them. “I’ve survived on my own against those things but I think I only managed because I kept on moving, sleeping on rooftops during the night and running through the woods during the day.”
 
   “We have guns, ammo, and shelter here,” Debdan said to her. “Why do you think you are safer out there with no resources than in here where people have your back?”
 
   Alysia thought he had a point, but she looked around at the chaos from their skirmish. What would happen to them if three kreples of that size were to charge their camp? What if five, six, or even twenty showed up?
 
   “What is the plan here, guys? Why did the military bring everyone here? Are they planning to bomb the city, or is there rescue coming for us?” 
 
   The boys looked at one another and shook their heads at her. Nobody knew what the plan was, if there even was one. 
 
   There was some commotion amongst the huddled refugees as a rather large, bearded man led his family through to face the soldiers, and Jaime nudged the other two to look at him. He was angry and he began cussing and yelling at the soldiers so that everyone could hear. He was upset about the raid and the soldiers, in their own dramatic way, silenced him with threats to remove him from the settlement. 
 
   Things went on like that for a time; soldiers and civilians were angry and frustrated with what had happened. So to get out of the line of fire, the boys took Alysia to their tent where they continued their discussion on the military’s plan.
 
   “They’re saying that those creatures aren’t supernatural, after all,” Jaime said as he sat on the mattress and took out a cigarette. Alysia glanced at it with disdain but bit her tongue on objecting since it wasn’t really her tent.
 
   “Oh yeah, then what are ‘they’ saying that they are?” Alysia asked, her eyes locked on the cigarette as Jaime took a long drag and exhaled the smoke through his nose.
 
   “Genetically engineered, mutant experiments, perfected,” he said, looking extra relaxed from the tobacco smoke. “You a smoker?”
 
   “No,” she said to him and he shrugged it off. “So, someone made those creatures to wipe out humanity, but to what end? What is the point of all this, and how in the hell is that even possible?”
 
   “The speculation is that it isn’t one person that made these things but a team of scientists, hired by a government agency, or an evil genius-type to take over the world,” Debdan chimed in, his face excited as the light from the lamp illuminated his features in a strange way.
 
   “You both watch way too many movies and read way too many graphic novels. Do you hear yourselves? Evil geniuses, genetic mutants … the next thing you’re going to tell me is that there is some flying man or woman in tights, ready to save humanity with her ice breath or whatever.” She sighed. “Oh, boys.” She feigned a laugh and looked at them, then turned it into a real one. “I love that you can joke about it though; I needed that. I haven’t laughed in days.”
 
   Jaime didn’t seem amused by her laughter. “Have it your way, then. Don’t believe us. But how difficult is it to believe what we’re saying when you yourself were being chased by a giant man and a bunch of little red demons? Wanna talk logic, Alysia, let us start there.”
 
   Alysia didn’t know what to say so she remained silent, and thought about the days of escape that had led up to her meeting them. Would things ever go back to normal, or was this to be her life moving forward? “Hey, sorry, Jaime, Debdan, but do either of you have a phone? I want to see if my father is okay.”
 
   Jaime handed her his phone and pointed at the power. He had ten percent left on his battery and she understood immediately. She took the phone and punched in her father’s number, not to call but to send a text with the location of the camp and a simple “I love you, please be safe.” She knew her father well and knew that if anything, he would be trying to find her. 
 
   “You’re lucky to have people alive,” Jaime said as he pulled on the last bit of the cigarette. She made to ask him what he meant but he quickly waved her off as if he anticipated it. “Don’t ask; I don’t want to think about it. But you’re lucky. Let’s just leave it at that.”
 
   Alysia got up and peeked outside at the campgrounds. It was still chaotic out there and the hour was growing late, but she was beginning to feel a sense of urgency. Something about the kreples breaking into the camp so easily made her feel vulnerable and despite the people, the soldiers and the guns, she wanted to run, and keep on running. She looked around at the grounds to see if there were any buildings sturdy enough to withstand a charging kreple. There was the tiny barracks where the soldiers lived, but everything else was cloth and metal pipes. She was in a tent city, made to withstand weather but not a violent creature.
 
   She ducked back inside the tent where Debdan was laying down and Jaime was looking over a map of the city.
 
   “Hey, do you think I can keep this gun you loaned me?” she asked them, crossing her fingers that they would say yes.
 
   “It wasn’t a loan; you’re gonna need it,” Jaime said without looking up from the map. “Tiny girl like you, everything big and badass out there. You need to keep that to protect yourself, or us, for as long as we’re together.” 
 
   She was happy to hear it and sat down to look at its features. She could see where the safety was, a switch to change the mode of fire, and a place to attach an extension to the barrel.
 
   “That second mode allows you to depress the trigger without it overheating,” Jaime said to her as he watched her play with the gun. “See, you can fire that thing rapidly and it will get hot, but that setting makes it shoot twice every second. You can keep up a steady rate of fire, but it’s slow. Depends on the situation.”
 
   “Thanks for being cool, Jaime,” Alysia said and he smiled at her and nodded as he went back to his map. “What are you looking for anyway?” she asked, walking over to sit in front of him at the table.
 
   “I’m trying to see if there is a pattern with these damn things. They came from the east, like from the Atlantic, and hit us like a wave that’s trying to swallow the entire country. Only a handful of giants, but those dinosaurs are spreading faster than you can imagine.”
 
   Alysia thought about the ritual and her capture. She wondered what it was that they had planned for her before she managed to escape. “Can those demons infect people to turn after they die?”
 
   “Not that I’ve seen. The zombies have intelligence; they want to kill us but it’s not for food or anything like that. At the school, Debdan and I saw them slaughtering people. They weren’t taking prisoners or biting on anyone.”
 
   “So why are you calling them zombies? They look and act more like demons to me.”
 
   “We call them zombies because they sorta look like ‘em. Just because they have horns and red skin doesn’t mean that they’re from hell or whatever. Tell you what, we can think of them as demon zombies. That way we’re both right. All I know is that I don’t want to turn into one of them. So if I go down, you all need to make sure to double-tap. One in my chest, and another right here.” He pointed to his forehead.
 
   “Debdan, is he always this dramatic?” Alysia asked, and the boy rolled over and nodded his head, which prompted Jaime to give him the middle finger. 
 
   “Call me Dan,” he said to Alysia after he returned the finger to Jaime. “You can call me Dan.”
 
   “My friends call me CeeCee,” Alysia returned and the two boys said “cool” in unison, which prompted her to smile.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Five
 
   Dad I’m okay, I’m at a military camp on the east side of the Wharton State Forest.
 
   James Knight got the text and quickly powered off his phone as he lifted off the ground and ramped up the speed on his hover-bike. It was both dangerous and illegal to remove the hover restraints on street vehicles, but the only police he had seen in the last few days was Tracy. 
 
   He lifted the rigged bike even higher and shot out over the rooftops of the subdivision he was riding in and set a course towards the forest. Alysia was okay; he couldn’t help but smile and sigh in relief. He had been worrying about her since the beginning and feared that his time with Tracy had jeopardized his chances of getting her back.
 
   It was getting late, the darkness was settling in, and he knew that with it the flying creatures would come. He detached a long cutlass from the ignition panel and placed it across his lap. He had a recyclable clip primed inside of his MR2 pulse rifle, but that weapon took two hands and he didn’t intend to stop riding. 
 
   He lowered his altitude enough to where he could be obscured by the taller buildings, but when he heard the loud flapping of wings, he knew that it hadn’t worked. He took the rifle, slung it across his back, grabbed the blade in his right hand, and waited for it to come. 
 
   He didn’t have to wait long as the bat-like creature swooped down and snatched him off the bike. It had razor sharp talons, but James wore a Kevlar reinforced jacket that kept the nails from impaling him. He was airborne, being carried higher by the creature who screamed happily as it took home its prey. 
 
   James grabbed a leg, twisted and then swung the blade at the other leg, chopping it off into a bloody stump. The creature’s scream was so loud that he thought that it would cause him to let go. It jerked around and flew frantically, trying its best to drop the thing that had caused it so much pain. James would not let go; he was too high up to land safely and he didn’t want to die from falling.
 
   “Come on, fool, take me down,” he said, and he grabbed it and kicked his legs in an attempt to make the creature put him down. It got the message and started to descend, but an even bigger creature crashed into it and grabbed James anew. Again, James swung his blade but this time he hit the creature’s body and as its bowels fell out and it emitted an ear-shattering scream, he knew he had made a mistake. 
 
   The creature flipped over and started to fall from the air. James grabbed it and pulled himself closer, hoping that the beast’s body would cushion his impact. They clipped the rooftop of a bank and then bounced towards a lower rooftop where it crashed.
 
   James rolled off the black mass of leathery wings and lay on his back, laughing. The adrenaline was kicking but he was at home in it. Action, finally, he thought, and then rolled to his feet, bringing the pulse rifle up, ready for action. Several winged creatures came at him, but he shot them down and retreated to the building entrance of the roof. His bullets shredded the first predator as it got close but he had to jump out of the way of its body as it came tumbling towards him. It ended up crashing into the door and blocking his entrance into the building.
 
   "Great," James mumbled as he aimed at another one that was circling the rooftop, clipping its wing and causing it to fly off elsewhere. "Trapped like a crumb in a cage of hungry mice," he said, but he had his gun and it wasn't like he would be running out of ammunition anytime soon. 
 
   After about twenty minutes of this, the creatures decided to leave James alone. He was sore and tired from holding the heavy gun, and the adrenaline that had numbed the impact from his fall dissipated. He felt like every bone in his body was broken. He limped over to the door where one of the creatures lay dead and dropped near the wall. 
 
   He squeezed his eyes tight, trying in vain to will the pain away. Is this the end? he thought and looked at the sky. It was almost night and he was still outside. He forced himself up to see if there was any way to get past the corpse of the creature.
 
   A loud noise brought him around and he saw the smashed body of a kreple near the edge of the building. Another fell and landed, looking around as if it was confused. James saw that a number of the winged creatures were picking up kreples and dropping them on the roof where he stood. He couldn't believe it; they were being used as bombs now that the flyers were afraid of him.
 
   "You sneaky bastards," he said aloud as he brought up the pulse rifle and started to shoot at them. The flyers had intelligence and this made him worried that there were even bigger plans in the works for him. From what he could surmise, the flyers and demons were intelligent; he hadn't had enough experience with a giant to figure them out, but the kreples were like animals.
 
   The tough skin of the kreples made it hard to bring them down with the pulse rifle. James hoped there would be a limit to how many the flyers would drop since he was getting tired and his muscles ached. When he had killed the last one, he shoved at the corpse that blocked the door and pushed himself into a gap that was wedged between it and the wall. He used the cutlass to chop off the doorknob and then pushed it in. 
 
   When he got inside, it was pitch black. He shut the door and twisted his watch, causing it to illuminate the area. The watch was standard military issue with a compass and a solar-powered light that was great for situations like this. When the light came on, he saw that there was a staircase and though it hurt for him to step down, he knew that staying on the roof was not an option. 
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
   Tracy woke up about a day later and it took her some time to realize where she was. Looking around, she could tell that she was in a room of sorts, but she didn’t know if it was a hospital or some sort of hotel. The one thing she did know was that it was unfamiliar, and the stinging pains in her chest were from the bullets from a few days ago.
 
   Her vision was blurry and she felt weak from the drugs James had given her. She sat up on the bed and tried to replay everything in her mind in terms of what she had gone through. She remembered James running her up the stairs and she remembered a little bit of their conversation. 
 
   One thing that stood out vividly was her asking him to stay, even though he wanted to go and rescue his daughter. She felt embarrassed by the memory. Why did I do that, she thought. He probably thinks that I am the most selfish woman in the world right now. Then she remembered that he stayed and it made her feel a little bit better. 
 
   She hoped that Alysia was okay; she really liked the girl and she knew that to James, she was not only family but also much more. She could feel the slight stinging of her wounds through the bandages and she pulled up her shirt to see if everything was in place. 
 
   Aside from a few dry bloodstains on her bandages, everything seemed okay. She kicked her legs off the bed and forced herself to stand even though the drugs made the room shift as if she were on a boat. She steadied herself and threw open the blinds, looking out on the city which stood stark and abandoned under the high noon sun. 
 
   She knew that a few people would have stayed back even though there was an evacuation, but those people had remained quiet and stayed inside of their rooms. She got up and tried the television to see if the electricity had come on – no such luck – she then rifled through the bag of snacks James had left her. 
 
   She opened a large bag of chips and scarfed them down as if she were starving. She consumed another bag, along with some warm soda and a tall bottle of water. When she was through eating and feeling sick, she lay down and closed her eyes, trying to pull up whatever memory she could of the last few days.
 
   Since the beginning, she had been running for a long time. First, she ran from the police station to go check in on the University area and that was where her car was wrecked by the kreple. Then she met the girl, Alysia and saved her life. There was the assault at her apartment, then the uncomfortable ride with James, which brought her to this room. 
 
   Alysia’s dad had saved her twice and she found herself thinking a little bit too much about him. It was something about the way he looked; no, it was more like the way he was that she found very attractive. When she had asked him to stay, it wasn’t so much for him to rest but more so that she could stay with him. 
 
   She had started to notice the crush when they talked about guns during the hover-bike ride. She thought she knew everything there was to know about the guns of their age, but James was a wealth of knowledge. She knew that he’d been in some branch of the military at one point but he changed the subject when she asked him. Still, it wasn’t often that she got to talk guns with anyone, considering it was such an unpopular topic during that time. 
 
   She got up and went to the bathroom to wash her face, bathe, and change clothes. When she was through, she tried to walk around more but she quickly got tired and decided it would be best for her to lie down for at least another day. She sat back on the bed and peered through the window, looking to see if she could spot some kreples or some of the sneaky demons. She went through the struggle of fighting boredom for another hour before it got too much to bear and she decided to exit the room.  
 
   When she got down to the ground floor, she heard some people talking and she crept to the glass and looked through to see who it was. There were several men and women going through the storage area, looking for food. She hadn’t realized that so many people were still in the hotel and although she wanted to make friendly, she wasn’t yet ready to trust outsiders. She watched them for a time until a sound from above the stairs brought her around. She knew that someone would be coming down to join the rest so she slipped to the back of the stairs and hid beneath them.
 
   A little dark-haired girl and her mother came down the stairs and opened the door. 
 
   “Is there anything left?” said the mom and the replies were both hostile and loud as the desperate people all but told her where to shove her question. Tracy came out and looked through the glass again and saw that they were not only shouting at her but were not letting her anywhere near the bar while the little girl was crying. 
 
   She considered going out there and saying something to them but with her condition and the fact that she was a stranger, she knew it would not go over well and would lead to violence. There would be no benefit whatsoever for her or the mother to fight those people so she held her ground and waited. 
 
   After a time, the mother walked back to the staircase, defeated. She shut the door and Tracy stepped out of the shadows and motioned for her attention. The little girl posed to make a loud scream but her mother covered her mouth quickly and looked back through the glass.
 
   “Calm down, little one. I am here to help,” Tracy said as she too looked through the glass to make sure nobody else was coming. “I have some food in my room if you guys are hungry but it’s just junk. Potato chips, water, and candy.” 
 
   The little girl perked up when she said candy and the mother smiled through a face that looked drawn and emaciated. She nodded rapidly at Tracy as if she were unable to speak in that instance. “Okay, then follow me, but please be quiet and you cannot tell the others where I am or what I have,” Tracy said.
 
   They climbed the stairs up to where Tracy’s room was. This took a bit of effort due to her injury and the tiny girl’s struggle to climb the steps. Once inside, she handed them the bag and they immediately dove in, eating like people that hadn’t eaten in days. 
 
   “When was the last time you guys had anything to eat?” Tracy asked.
 
   “It’s been two days,” said the mother. She stared at Tracy for a time with a half-finished chip hanging out of her mouth and then looked at her daughter and motioned for her to stop eating. She stood there for a moment, looking at Tracy. “I’m so sorry, where are my manners?” she said, the chip falling down onto her lap. “Thank you so much for your help. My name is Angelica and this is Maria.” 
 
   Tracy smiled at Maria, brushed her hair gently out of her face, and then touched Angelica on her shoulder to let her know that it was okay. She was happy to have the company of people and it felt good to help others even though she knew that the smart thing to do would have been to hoard the food for as long as she could.
 
   “You’re wounded and hurt,” Angelica said as she saw a bit of blood peeking out of Tracy shirt.
 
   “Yes, these are bullet wounds,” said Tracy. “I’m a police officer but I didn’t get shot from doing my job. These wounds actually came from men looking to take advantage of me when I was in my apartment. They came when the monsters were everywhere and tried to rob me and my friend; that’s when they shot me.”
 
   “We have had our share of bad men during this whole thing, too,” said Angelica.
 
   “The ones out there?” Tracy asked.
 
   “No, others, when Maria’s father was with us.”
 
   “What happened to—” Tracy stopped the question when Angelica shook her head quickly. It was obvious that it was a secret being hidden from little Maria so she decided she would ask later. 
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
   The alarm sounded like a hundred cars blowing their horns all at the same time. It was deafening and when it stopped Alysia could still hear the ringing in her ears.
 
   “Attention, citizens of the United States,” the voice of the President said, loud and commanding as if he spoke from the heavens. “It is with great regret that I must ask you to abandon your homes and find the closest military base to evacuate. The bases will have a pillar of red smoke ascending into the air so that you can have an easy time finding them. You have 24 hours to evacuate to the bases. Once there, our soldiers will direct you to the underground bunkers where you will be safe.”
 
   Alysia saw that the soldiers were forming lines to keep them back as they pulled a large lid open from the ground. The people began to question one another loudly, but the President continued with his speech.
 
   “As most of you have experienced and witnessed, we are currently under attack. Not by a foreign force but by strange animals that have managed to overrun our cities. The combined forces of law enforcement and our armed forces have been fighting them for three weeks now. The risk is growing and with the need to protect our American people from danger, we ask that you move underground for a few days to allow us to remove the enemy. Regretfully, our efforts so far have been a hard fight; most of this stems from our inability to use certain weapons within our own cities. The enemy seems to know this, so they go into homes, parks, and cities. All of the places that people are known to be.
 
   “After fighting against these things and losing with conventional weapons, our military has asked permission to utilize a more effective weapon. We do not want to harm any of our citizens so I ask that you take the next two days to get into one of our bunkers.
 
   “Some of you are asking, is it only North America under attack by these things? The answer so far is that it seems that way. The attack started on the eastern shores of New Jersey, spread across the country—even into Canada, and continues at a rapid rate. We are now responsible for what happens with this and since our friends to the north are now affected, we feel it absolutely necessary to stop the attack immediately.
 
   “So please, find a barracks and get inside of the bunker. We built these facilities in the interest of keeping our citizens safe if ever we come under threat by an invader. They are numerous, connected, and roomy. You will find that while it is not home, it should have the space, supplies, and facilities needed to keep you and your family safe until all of this is over. We are doing everything we can to get these creatures off our land so that we can return to our lives. There will be busses coming around to collect you if you are unable to drive or walk to your bunker. God bless America.”
 
   As the President said his goodbye over the intercom, Alysia, Jaime, and Dan walked over to the bunker’s entrance and peered down. There were stairs that descended deep down into a well-lit hallway, and from the look of the lid, they’d built the bunkers out of a heavy, reinforced metal. Alysia turned to the boys and brought them in close.
 
   “I think this so-called weapon is a bomb,” she said, looking around to make sure that none of the soldiers were within earshot.
 
   “Of course they’re gonna bomb,” Jaime said.
 
   “The question is, what kind of bomb,” Dan said as he looked up into the air, trying to imagine the jets flying by, delivering their payload.
 
   “I don’t think it’s the kind we are used to,” Alysia said. “We want to preserve our way of life, monuments, etc. It will be chemical, and they are going to drop it everywhere. I wouldn’t be surprised if our allies don’t have carriers off the coast ready to light this place up and then fly elsewhere while it settles in and kills the creatures.”
 
   “I wonder how they know that would work, though,” Jaime said. “How do they know that the zombie demons breathe air, or are vulnerable to whatever chemical they are dropping? I think that they are going to seal up the border to Canada. Quarantine certain areas here, bomb the hell out of the woods and the shoreline, and force the creatures back into the cities where the soldiers can kill them all. 
 
   “Right now, the problem is that everything is so open. You fight them and they can run off into the woods and regroup. Not to mention some of them fly, so bombing will not be the magical fix. We’re going to be in the bunker for a long time. You notice he never said anything about time. He should have said ‘you can expect to be in there for a week tops’ or something like that, but he didn’t touch it. That makes me think that they want us out of the way so they can take their sweet time building walls and whatnot.”
 
   Alysia thought about Jaime’s words. The thought of being stuck in an underground facility with a bunch of strangers made her anxious. She thought about what her chances would be in the wilderness if she ran away now, but if Jaime were right, she would be a victim of the bombing. 
 
   “What if the President’s voice wasn’t really his? What if that was the crazy person who built the creatures, looking for a way to gather the humans in one place?” Dan asked.
 
   They both looked at him as if he was unto something.
 
   “I think we’re all in agreement that nothing at this point can be taken at face value,” Jaime said as he put out his cigarette and looked down. A number of people had begun to descend into the bunker and they were close enough to hear him so he stopped talking. Alysia wished they had more time to make a decision, but they didn’t, so she tapped them both on the arm and led them to the back of the compound near one of the electric fences.
 
   “We have to make a decision fast, guys. It’s not like we have all the time in the world, and it needs to be the right decision or we are going to be killed by our own people. My dad is on the way here to meet up with me so I need time to tell him what I’m doing.”
 
   Dan nodded at her but then turned to Jaime, excited. “You know, I bet they have phone chargers and electricity down in those bunkers. You heard what President Hill said. He said that we will have all the facilities down there. I’m thinking underground city with air conditioning, food, electricity, everything. CeeCee, you could call your dad. Hell, if we stay he’ll be down there with us. It doesn’t have to be terrible, plus we’ll know they are up here, killing those things. I say we go claim our bunker rooms. That way, we can make sure that we’re all neighbors, and we can pick out the best spots!”
 
   “You do make it sound enticing,” Alysia said after some pause.
 
   “Alright, let’s do it,” Jaime said. “It’s not like I have anything to counter. We don’t even have a plane if I were to suggest we leave the country. If you’re right about them tricking us into gathering to get eaten, Alysia, we at least can fight back. I didn’t see the soldiers confiscating weapons from the people going down there.”
 
   “I guess you weren’t looking hard enough, Jaime. There was a guard near the door at the bottom of the bunker, tagging and collecting weapons. Do you truly think the government would trust us to be in a closed-in environment together with deadly weapons?”
 
   Jaime looked as if Alysia punched him in the stomach with her words, but shrugged it off. What choice did they have in the matter? They had 24 hours to get underground, and even if they were to run and find somewhere else, they would be susceptible to the same weapons used against the monsters. 
 
   The trio gathered their things and then descended the long stairs down into the barracks. Neither they nor the people walking alongside them said anything as they reached the large metal door. They walked beneath the metal detector and gave up all of their guns to the soldier at the door, who tagged them with their names and then placed them into a large vault. 
 
   When the soldier gave Alysia the green light to enter, she stepped through the large doors into what looked like a long metallic street that had tiny square houses running along it. She thought of it as a street because it had signs to indicate the block and name of the person’s address. The ceiling was tall and well lit, and there were gigantic television screens jutting out of it that angled down so you could watch them from the street easily. She assumed that in the future they would show the more important announcements on them.  
 
   “This place is so Science Fiction,” Debdan said, unable to hide the smile that came to his face as he walked ahead of them, looking at every detail. 
 
   They walked for ten minutes and turned a corner to a cul-de-sac where three of the block homes stood close to one another. 
 
   “This looks like us,” he said and smiled, then ran to the central house and jabbed his hand on the panel to claim it. 
 
   Alysia and Jaime glanced at one another and shook their heads as they went to the bordering houses and placed their palms on the panel. It was an older technology (the palm-reading lock) but it was secure, so Alysia felt a little more reassured of her safety.
 
   When she stepped inside, she was quite pleased. It looked like a dorm room but was no bigger than her bedroom back home. She saw a shower in one corner, a tiny kitchen in the next, and a segmented off area, which held a twin bed, a washer and dryer, and what appeared to be a safe. On the wall was an embedded television, along with a number of outlets and a platform for charging phones.
 
   Alysia made herself at home immediately, but once she settled in, she went next door to Jaime’s house and pressed the chime to get him to come to the door.
 
   “This place is awesome,” were the first words out of his mouth when he came to the door, and then he invited Alysia in. “Let me guess: you’re freaked out by how good this seems and you expect that any minute now they’re gonna let loose a million dinosaur things to run into these homes and bite us up?”
 
   She rolled her eyes at him and smiled. “I know you think I’m paranoid but come on now. I came in here to borrow your phone; I need to let my dad know where I am so that when he comes in, he can find me. Have you seen how dense the houses are down here? It’s like a shiny, metallic version of the Favelas in Brazil. The last thing I want him doing is to get here, only to start on a new quest of going door to door.”
 
   She got his phone, dialed her father’s number and sent him the message. She went back to her own room, where she took a long hot shower and tried on one of the robes that came with it. 
 
   The luxury of water, soap and clean clothes was something Alysia could not imagine appreciating as much as she did now. For days her hair had held the oils the demons had put into it. Now with it washed, it blew out into a curly mess. She sat on her bed and dried it before twisting and pulling it back into a stylish ponytail. 
 
   She thought about the journey leading up to where she was and she wondered at the future of America and how long it would take for her world to revert to normal. She didn’t wonder long, as it had been a mentally exhausting couple of hours leading to this. Before long, she was fast asleep. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Six
 
   When James Knight heard the alarm, he was on the ground floor of the business building he had escaped into to get away from the creatures on the roof. He was in a break room and he lay stretched out on the table with his hand across his eyes, trying to blink away the pain he felt all throughout his body. 
 
   The alarm caught him off guard and he hopped off the table and slid beneath it, his rifle ready for anything that would be coming for him. He stayed like that for a long time before reality took over and he saw that his instincts had gotten the better of him. He was alone, the alarm was not what he thought it was, and he laughed at himself for it. Despite the pain, he had moved like a man half his age.
 
   The alarm was a new one; he had never heard its tone before, and when the President began his speech about the bunkers, he knew he had to find his way back to Alysia. He hopped up and walked over to the windows, looking out to see if there was a chance for him to escape. The winged creatures had placed kreples all around the building, on the rooftop and on the ground, so he saw a large number of them waiting for him. 
 
   The pulse rifle could spit out twenty rounds at a time before it needed a second to recharge, so it was not a good weapon for direct contact with that many enemies. He was injured and tired, so hand to hand was out of the question. If he played the part of sniper and cracked a window to take them out one at a time, the 24 hours would be up before he knew it. No, he was stuck, and the only choice he had was to fight his way out.
 
   24 hours, 24 hours. It kept echoing in his head as he paced the room, trying to figure out what to do. He no longer felt the pain from his injuries and was building up the urge to fight. He knew that Alysia was at the barracks, so that meant she would be okay. He had to get there now if he wanted to see her so he gripped the pulse rifle tightly, cursed, and then kicked open the door leading to the outside.
 
   Instantly, the kreples charged at him and he demonstrated the shooting and elusive maneuvers that came with his military training. He was dropping them and moving through the city slowly, and the charging monsters could not get near him. By this time, it was midday and the sun was peeking out through light, wispy clouds. The wind blew in from the eastern sea, and it felt nice and chilly on his skin as the sweat built up from his running and gunning. James was in full sprint now, and he stuck to the sidewalks as he moved, shooting anything that dared to get in his way.
 
   When he got near the hotel where he had left Tracy, a number of people were running towards him.
 
   “Stop, you don’t want to go that way!” he yelled at them, but they weren’t listening; the panic of the President’s announcement had them in a frenzy. 
 
   When the kreples that were chasing James saw the crowd, they charged and as he pushed on towards the building where Tracy was, he heard gunshots from behind him. He smiled as he pushed on, not knowing why he thought they would be helpless. As he rounded the corner to the hotel, he stopped short at a scene that had him perplexed.
 
   Tracy was in a faceoff with a crowd of men and women in front of the hotel’s lobby. She had a pistol in her hand and leveled it at the crowd. Cowering behind her was a woman and a little girl; the girl seemed hurt and the woman was taking care of her. 
 
   When he approached them, the little girl screamed and Tracy shot him a glance before returning to the standoff.
 
   “I left you to heal, woman, not take on the world. What are you doing out here, and who are these people?” he asked as he came up next to her and looked them over.
 
   “These aren’t ‘people’ Jimmy, these are rats! Rats that do anything to survive, like attacking a little girl to steal our supplies!” 
 
   James looked at the group and counted about fifteen people. He noticed one of the men had a gun. He raised his rifle to eye-level and aimed it at the man, who saw the laser pointed at his head and shrank away into the hotel.
 
   “Come out, all of you, and take a knee on the curb,” James commanded. When they didn’t comply he shot the wall and they ran out and took a knee. “You, come here.” He motioned to the man with the gun, and when the tall, dark-haired man walked up to him, he quickly disarmed him, pocketed the gun and sent him back to the others. “Please don’t move, folks. The only thing I want to kill today is monsters, not civilians.”
 
   Tracy walked over to check on Maria, then came back to where James was standing. She looked ready to shoot them but he was ready to stop her if she tried.
 
   “What did they do to the baby?” he asked her.
 
   “ANIMALES INCIVILIZADOS!” Angelica screamed at them as she picked up her daughter, who hugged her tightly with her legs wrapped around her body.
 
   “Those two are the ringleaders,” Tracy said as she pointed to a man and woman that kept their heads bowed as they knelt on the sidewalk. “They lured little Maria out and hit her, all to take the bag of snacks and water.”
 
   “Where were you two?” James asked, trying to remain diplomatic in the situation.
 
   “She was helping me with my bandages when it happened. We thought Maria was asleep, but when we heard her scream, we ran out and there they were, assaulting her for the food.” Tracy’s anger seemed to be building when she said this and James looked around to make sure they were alone.
 
   “That sounds like two people, Tracy. Why do we have everyone out here being punished for it?”
 
   “Because they all watched it happen! All of them stood there, letting it happen. Not one of them tried to fight for this poor child.”
 
   James was not surprised by what he was hearing. He had seen family members sell one another out in the war, along with a number of other atrocities that made him question the good of humanity. When placed into a corner, some people would look out for themselves and themselves only. What he was used to was looking out for his brothers and sister in arms, keeping them safe, and worrying about himself last. But assault or no assault, a collective of cowards did not need to be executed. Tracy, as injured and tiny as she was, was letting her anger take it to another level. He pulled her in and whispered something to her. She pushed him off, frustrated, but then brushed her hair back and sighed.
 
   “Okay, fine. We’ll do it your way,” she said. 
 
   James didn’t appreciate the shove, but he looked at the people and relaxed his grip on the pulse rifle.
 
   “Here’s how it’s gonna work. Emotions are running high right now on both sides but we need to focus. They’re asking for everybody to get into the bunkers and I would suggest we do it as soon as possible. If you want to live, you will go to the bunker at Wharton. That’s northeast of here – just follow the red smoke. As you travel, I would think about what happened here and know that most people would have killed you all for what you did. Now get up and get moving, and get out of my sight.”
 
   When he said this, they stood up and began to walk quickly towards the street. Some of them stopped briefly to apologize and plead their case with Angelica, but the mother was not hearing any of it. When the two that had attacked Maria made to follow, James motioned for them to stay and then turned towards the rest and told them to keep walking.
 
   “Mom, Tracy, this is your call. What do you want to do with these two?” he asked, and as they went to plead their case, Tracy pistol-whipped the woman to the ground, the momentum causing her to fall as she did it. When the man made to retaliate, James picked him up into an arm lock, then switched it to a wristlock and held him steady as Tracy worked him over with a series of punches. When she had worn herself out on the pair of them, James checked them for weapons and then left them retching on the ground.
 
   As he made to check on Maria, Tracy ran to him and hugged him tightly. It was strange and unexpected, but he stood for a moment as she did this before moving an arm to return the hug. “We need to get going,” he said finally and Tracy released him and went over to hug Angelica. “Anything left upstairs?” He asked them, and little Maria lifted her head from her mother’s shoulder to look at him.
 
   “No, the bad people took it away from me,” she said, her voice tiny and cute. It made him think of Alysia when she was just a child.
 
   “The bad people are gone now, big girl; you don’t have to worry. We won’t let them hurt you again, I promise. Are you okay?” he asked, and she nodded at him with tears welling up in her big brown eyes. She reached out to him and he took her from Angelica, shifting her around to sit on his shoulders so that he could continue to use the pulse rifle. “Listen up, Maria, you’re gonna be my little soldier, okay?”
 
   “Can I have a gun?” she asked, and he laughed at her innocence as her mother yelled “Maria,” as if embarrassed by the question.
 
   “No gun, soldier; your job is recon. When I tell you to hide, I want you to close your eyes, hold on tight, and tuck your head. Okay?”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Let’s practice it. Maria, hide!” he yelled and she quickly clutched his big neck tightly, and buried her head into his shoulder, closing her eyes tight. “Awesome. I’m very proud of you, Maria. Okay, since there’s no supplies and three of us have injuries, we should get to the bunker fast so that we can be taken care of before the late comers rush in tomorrow.”
 
   “How far away is the base?” Angelica asked as they walked away from Maria’s injured attackers.
 
   “I would say about eight and a half miles on foot,” James said as if it were nothing, even though he noticed that Angelica balked at his answer. 
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
   The reunion between Alysia and her father was bittersweet. It was a boost of elation to see the other alive, but it was also a reminder of their loss. After the hugs and tears came the stories, each relaying the events of the last two weeks to the other, and then came the painful conversation about mom. 
 
   Tracy had come over to see Alysia with James but when she saw the conversation veer towards the mother, she let them be so that they could talk and catch up. When she went back to the rooms that she and Angelica had picked out, she knocked on her door to check in on her. 
 
   Angelica opened the door after some time and after greeting Tracy, she locked it and then walked back into the tiny kitchen. Little Maria was on the bed playing and Tracy saw that Angelica was cooking something. 
 
   She felt strangely out of place, as if she was invading on their little family, not unlike how she felt with James and Alysia. It made her want to leave but there was no way she could explain the sudden departure. She went over to the bed to play with Maria, who was scribbling on a stack of paper with a red pen. 
 
   “You don't have family in Jersey, Tracy?” Angelica asked and Tracy wondered if she should ignore the question or answer truthfully. She decided to give the truth a chance.
 
   “No, not here. My family is down south in Texas. How about you, Angelica, any family here?”
 
   "Ahh, I see, you don't like to talk about it," Angelica said. It was as if she picked up the awkward feelings in Tracy’s tone. She stopped stirring the food inside of her pot to look in her direction. “I'm so sorry, Tracy. I don't mean to pry into your business. I’m just … you know, just making conversation.”
 
   “It's no problem, Angelica, don't worry about it. I don't really get along with them. My parents, I mean. So that's why you don't hear me talking about it. I see how Alysia is with her dad and it reminds me of how things used to be with my own. We all went our separate ways a long time ago and I haven’t spoken to them in ages.”
 
   “Have you talked to them since all this started?”
 
   “All what started, Momma?” Maria asked, interrupting Tracy’s answer. She had grown tired of drawing and had hopped off the bed to talk. 
 
   “Maria Georgiana Morales, you get your little butt back in bed and lay down, now. I am not going to tell you again,” Angelica snapped, giving the little one the evil eye. 
 
   Maria stuck out her lip in a pout but like the ‘little soldier’ that James had dubbed her, she took her orders and climbed back unto the bed. 
 
   “That one. What a handful,” Angelica said to Tracy and jabbed her finger in the direction of Maria. 
 
   “She's a good girl,” Tracy said and then walked back to the doorway as if she meant to leave. 
 
   “No, no, Tracy, you stay,” Angelica said when she realized what was going on. “I am making this for you; a real home-cooked meal. You kept me and my daughter alive and we owe you everything, so please stay and eat. Okay?”
 
   Tracy nodded, as she was indeed starving. However, the awkward conversation that Maria had saved her from still lingered fresh in her mind, and memories of a broken past with her family held her attention. She sat at the table and Angelica produced a triad of bowls, spoons and a large pot of soup. 
 
   The spices made it smell delicious and since her meals had only been chips and water for the last two days, Tracy wanted to dive right in. Maria was invited to the table where they all held hands while she said grace. Angelica was a Christian, so it was important to her that they blessed the food and Maria as the youngest member was elected to do it. 
 
   “Father, thank you for the food we are about to eat and that Mommy made for us. Bless Auntie Tracy and keep her happy, and protect Poppa, too so that he can come home. Amen.”
 
   Tracy smiled at the prayer and kissed Maria’s hand, which made her giggle and snatch it back, embarrassed. Everyone ate the soup until they were full and even Maria went back for seconds. Afterwards they sat over empty bowls, chatted a bit, and then little Maria went to bed. Tracy decided to help Angelica with the dishes.
 
   “This is nice,” Angelica said, when they were finished washing up.
 
   “You mean the house, or just the peace that we are getting away from those things?” Tracy asked.
 
   “Everything, since you came into our lives. I never thought I would ever get the chance to make soup for Maria in a normal place like this again. The monsters ruined everything, and when we got in with those people to raid the hotel, I thought we would be on the run forever.”
 
   “So you weren’t staying at the hotel when all of this hit?”
 
   “Oh, girl, no,” Angelica said, wiping her hands on a cloth and draping it over the stove. “We couldn’t afford to stay there, are you kidding? We just followed John and the other people because he said that a hotel gave us the advantage of being up high and that would keep us safe from the monsters.” 
 
   “John didn’t think you and your baby would be worth a share of their food though, huh?” Tracy asked and Angelica noticed her sarcasm.
 
   “I am not stupid, Tracy. I joined with reassurances. It’s just that he wanted other things that I was not willing to provide. He told lies to the other members. They all hated me and punished Maria for it.”
 
   When Tracy was sure that Maria was asleep and that they were alone, she motioned for Angelica to come over by the door to join her. 
 
   “Everything alright?” Angelica asked and Tracy nodded, then looked intently into her eyes. 
 
   “It's about our conversation earlier. You said men did something to your husband. Was it the same ones? The couple who attacked your daughter?”
 
   Angelica looked over at the bed where Maria lay, and her tiny form was a silhouette beneath the nightlight. “No, not them, but people like them. When the monsters came and started to attack everyone, there was a man that my husband owed money to. He was going to leave the country but came around to make his collections first. Javier didn't have it, so they took him away. I woke up to my bed empty and him gone. It was a nightmare.”
 
   “That's freaking terrible! What about the police? Ugh, never mind. Sometimes I forget how lawless things got when all the craziness happened. I hope he's okay—”
 
   “You don't have to say that, Tracy. I know better. Javier got caught up in a lot of bad business with his gambling. He was a good man and the best father, but it caught up with him and now we are out here alone.”
 
   “Well, thanks for dinner, and thanks for a great evening, Angelica,” Tracy said and she exited the room and stepped out into the strange world that was their underground city.
 
   The high ceiling of the bunker was now displaying a graphic of clouds sitting against a sky that represented dusk. Tracy thought it was interesting, being that it almost tricked her mind. If she were to forget for an instance that she was underground, she could technically pretend that she was in a suburb in the outside world. 
 
   She walked past a few people talking and a number of soldiers patrolling and helping people move their belongings. It was different seeing so many people being helpful when a month earlier they probably would not have even looked at one another. 
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
   When Tracy finally made it to her doorstep, she hesitated for a moment, trying to decide whether it would be appropriate to check in on James. She knew that he was hurt, though he had not said anything about it. There was something primitive and attractive about his silent acceptance of the pain and it reminded her of the old movies that her father loved. 
 
   There was always a large, muscular, man—macho, they used to call it—and they would try to be like machines instead of speaking up to get their injuries mended. The men she knew on the force were very different from that. They would try to outdo one another in their complaints: “I tripped and skinned my knee on the curb chasing some perp today.” 
 
   It was what they all did. Yet here was a soldier, older, out of place in the modern age, who exhibited kindness, selflessness, and so much love and understanding for little Maria. But he had experienced a massive loss; the woman he loved taken away by tragedy. She knew it would upset Alysia if she acted out on her feelings and she wondered if he would reject her. 
 
   She unlocked her door and stepped inside. It took a few breaths for her to accept that the space was hers, but even after forcing herself to accept it, it still felt odd.
 
   “You’ll get used to it,” a voice said and she turned around to find James. He was in a clean tank top with black cargo pants stuffed in his boots, but he had bandages visible beneath the shirt.
 
   “Alysia wrap you up?” Tracy asked as she stepped outside to stand in front of him. She had forgotten that she had removed her shirt, and was in a sports bra with her police pants on.
 
   James noticed that she was nearly topless but the black bra could have passed for quirky fashion; and she had bandages around her abdomen just like him. They looked like a pair of wounded space marines swapping war stories.
 
   “CeeCee didn’t do this, the medics did. They recognized me when I got here and forced me to get looked at right after I finished talking to her.”
 
   “Is she alright?” Tracy asked.
 
   “It was a pretty big blow, losing her mom. She’s a tough girl but you can’t tough this out; you know what I mean?” He said.
 
   “You seem to be handling it well.” Tracy said.
 
   “Don’t get it twisted. I have a gaping hole in my chest with that woman gone. But I don’t want to put that on you, just wanted to check in on you and make sure you’re good.”
 
   “Are all ex-Special Forces this sweet?” Tracy joked, and gave him the slickest smile she could muster.
 
   “Sweet? Ma’am I don’t know that flavor, and how do you figure I’m Special Forces?”
 
   “It’s written all over your face, Jimmy, not to mention I know what the hell that frog tattoo implies. The one you have stamped across your heart.”
 
   He didn’t reply but smiled and then made to walk back to his place. “They want some volunteers to hold the door, just in case those things make to pull us out,” he said as he walked backwards, staring at her.
 
   “Is that an invitation for some action?” she asked and James nodded, causing her to smile. “Will you be there?” she asked.
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   “Then so will I. Just come get me when you’re ready,” she said and watched him turn and walk back to his room and wondered if he had noticed her flirting. Did it matter? she thought. He said that there was a big gaping hole in his chest. 
 
   “The ball is in your court now Jimmy,” she said under her breath and then walked back inside to clean herself up.
 
   


 
   
  
 

And Then There Was Darkness
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Chapter One
 
   When the alarm sounded throughout the bunker, it was well past the 24-hour mark that was expected. It sounded like one hundred angry birds, screaming as loudly as they could at the world, forcing every living thing to wake up and pay attention. The people of the underground city assumed the alarm would have come during the earlier half of the evening, but it was now 2:00 a.m. and at a time when they were not prepared to hear it. 
 
   Alysia’s tears from crying over her dead mother sat like tiny, silver lakes beneath her eyes, dry but still visible to the world. She had gone to bed late, a side effect of those silver lakes, so the alarm woke her up amidst darkness and she wondered if she was in a nightmare. The sound was deafening and she got up angry, and slipped on her shoes to peer outside. Masses of people were in the “street” looking up at the television screens. The film of the hour was a newsreel that showed a bird’s eye view of New York. There was a frantic reporter giving a blow-by-blow of the events, and a number of aircraft were firing rockets down at the monsters.
 
   Alysia stepped out onto the street and walked up next to the boys. Jaime was in a long black robe with bunny slippers and Debdan was in his boxers. She wanted to laugh at how funny he looked—since he wasn’t fully awake or aware of his attire—but she had no place to laugh. She was in pink pajamas like a little girl, her dried tears adding to the effect as if the only piece missing was a teddy bear or her safety blanket.
 
   “What’s going on?” she asked them, her voice sounding irritated and angry.
 
   “Your friends are attacking the bunkers,” Jaime said.
 
   “What? Then what the hell was the point of putting us down here?” Alysia yelled. “Weren’t they supposed to bomb them, or wipe them out, or something?”
 
   “I think they tried and failed, CeeCee.”
 
   She looked up at the screen as a giant reached down for a bunker lid and tugged hard at it, causing it to bend. A number of FAA Spitzer jets flew past him with machine gun fire and he backed away while fanning at them, holding the wounded area they’d shot.
 
   “That’s the biggest giant I have ever seen,” said Debdan.
 
   “I didn’t realize they could get that big,” Jaime said, his mouth agape in apparent surprise.
 
   “You do realize that is our bunker, right guys?” Alysia said, and the creaking from above them confirmed it.
 
   Alysia looked around for her father. Maybe he could explain what was going on. Some soldiers had congregated near the area where the street led up to the lid. James and Tracy were standing with them, each brandishing a rifle and an assortment of weapons. Tracy had not spoken much to Alysia since they rendezvoused inside the bunker. She had kept mostly to herself or with James and the family that had come in with her. Alysia wondered why that was. Did she do something to offend her, or did she just not like her?
 
   “What happens if that lid pops open?” Alysia asked.
 
   “We all die from the radiation they are using to kill the creatures, I suppose,” Jaime answered.
 
   Another alarm went off within the bunker and a voice came over the loudspeaker, asking all of the citizens to return to their rooms and put on their masks. Each room had a panic kit in case of the worst and the doors held seals to stop fumes from getting inside. Alysia saw that her father wasn’t budging, but instead pulled out a mask and placed it on his face. She thought long and hard what to do next and then she saw Debdan run inside and lock his door while Jaime walked past her towards the soldiers. 
 
   “Jaime, what the hell are you doing?” Alysia asked and he waved her off.
 
   “I’d rather die in a fight than be sealed inside some can like a sardine,” he said. The words resonated with her and she walked behind him along with a number of other men and women who wanted to stand with the soldiers.
 
   Alysia expected her father to object when he saw her there but he looked as if he wanted her to be there. Tracy was standing very close to him and she wondered when the two of them had gotten to be so close.
 
   “Now listen up,” a soldier shouted as he walked out in front of them all. “If you aren’t here to volunteer, get your ass back to your room and lock yourself in. Final warning. If you are here to help, I would ask that you step to the rear if you have no experience with guns. You will get the most important job … we need you to flank us and seal the exit, should we get overrun. For those of you who can shoot, you are here to shoot the monsters, not each other. I will personally put down anybody who volunteers to pick up a weapon and poses a threat to this group. Do you understand me?”
 
   The people agreed in concert but the thought of it made Alysia a little nervous.
 
   “We will move out on my command to clear the entrance. Once we’re out, you volunteers can follow and take care of anything trying to come at us from the back. Do you understand me?”
 
   They answered affirmatively and he was satisfied. “Now the trunks at your feet have the anti-radiation gear you’re going to need to survive outside. You only get one each, so make sure it fits, that it’s secure, and that you are tight and ready for when that door opens.”
 
   Alysia took the mask and suit a soldier handed her and retrieved her gun from the case. She pulled on the suit and it made a sucking sound, pulling itself tightly around her limbs and then puffing back out just a tad to where it felt comfortable. She tried on some boots that were in the box and when she found her size, she added gloves and then walked over to her father to check if she was ready.
 
   He looked her over, adjusted a few straps, and then gave her the thumbs up when he was satisfied. 
 
   “It’s cool seeing you two together after all this time,” Tracy said, smiling with her mask in her hands and watching them intently. Alysia looked up and smiled at her, but James didn’t seem to hear her. The mask and black suit made him look like a bug-eyed ninja, but he was armed to the teeth with guns and ammunition. Alysia followed his lead and grabbed a few more items, strapping a knife to her leg as a final touch.
 
   “What you need that for?” Jaime asked, pointing to the stick she had strapped to her back. “You plan to pole vault out of here when it’s done?”
 
   “Just watch and learn, young tadpole. I’m pretty good with a staff, aren’t I, Dad?” She looked up at her father for affirmation.
 
   James Knight nodded and touched her shoulder. “You stay at my hip no matter what happens, okay, baby girl?”
 
   “THREE SECONDS!” the lead soldier yelled and they all hastened with their preparation.
 
   Alysia hated when he called her “baby girl” but she knew how he meant it and it almost broke her heart. “I won’t leave you, Dad, I promise,” she said. “It will be like the old days when we sparred.”
 
   “Stay close, and stay awake. This is the real thing,” he said but as soon as he did, the lid was pulled open and a horde of demons rushed down the stairs and got peppered to death by the soldiers’ machine gun fire. They moved up the stairs while everyone followed, and as they fought their way to the outside, the non-combatants closed the door behind the volunteers and sealed it shut.
 
   Outside the rain was pouring down, and the glass on Alysia’s mask adjusted itself to clear up the mist and residue that threatened to blind her in the atmosphere.
 
   “What does that mean?” Alysia asked, pointing at the locked door behind them. 
 
   Tracy turned and shrugged her shoulders. “It means that we are now the guardians of the bunker. I’m guessing this was a suicide mission that no one bothered to tell us, huh, James?”
 
   “Every mission is a suicide mission, but if you’re going to go out, this is how you do it,” he said and brought up the pulse rifle to drop a flying creature, then spun it around to put a few more rounds into the swarming horde of demons.
 
   “I’ve never seen them this desperate!” Jaime yelled as he fired shot after shot from his pistols.
 
   “They’re after me,” Alysia said, and a number of people turned to look at her to see if she was joking. They couldn’t tell through the mask, but from her voice, James knew she was being sincere.
 
   “What are you talking about, Alysia?” he said as he turned around to face her.
 
   “I mean throughout the time you’ve been searching for me, Dad. They’ve been trying to capture me for some sort of ritual.”
 
   James couldn’t believe it. The story just didn’t make any sense. Why Alysia, why now? Why would it be his daughter out of a country of millions that the demons wanted to capture? 
 
   They continued to fight but a few men went down and Alysia began to feel guilty for people dying on her behalf. Maybe it would be better to let them have her; then they might go away and the country could get back to normal once that happened. 
 
   She thought of the first day, wanting to see Tavi and how the calls to evacuate did not reach her school. She couldn’t go anywhere without them finding her, and so many people had died trying to keep her safe. She was only one person and she could save millions, yet here she was amidst brave people, fighting back. Wouldn’t martyring myself for the greater good be the right thing to do?
 
   She thought about the stories her father would tell her, how soldiers were trained to give themselves up to protect their brothers. She loved life, she had so much left to do, but what sort of future would there be if she was always running, and people were dying for her? She looked over at Jaime, who was past guessing at her odd words and was firing into the crowd with his two pistols. Tracy was next to him, like a warrior queen from the books she had grown up reading. Then there was her father, who was now in the front, taking charge, pointing out targets, keeping them all alive. 
 
   It felt like time slowed as she thought about what to do: to choose life and stay in hell, or choose death and save everyone. What would James Knight do? But as soon as she asked herself this, she broke into a sprint and ran back past the entrance of the bunker to the area where the old concrete barracks lay vacant. Time moved slowly in her mind as she sprinted, and the demons surged towards her. Some kreples broke past them to get at her, but she was fast, too fast, even for them.
 
   James and Tracy saw what happened and were after her in an instant, shooting what they could and screaming her name in unison. She was almost to the barracks when the wounded giant from before knelt right in front of her, appearing as if from nowhere. 
 
   She tried to stop to avoid him but slid and fell on her face. His wounds were grave and a puddle of blood splashed near where she lay. It was the end of the line, and as he reached for her she shot at his hand to stop him. It didn’t work and she was lifted airborne despite her attempts to claw her way out. She felt the pressure as he squeezed her slightly and she kicked her legs and punched at his hand to let her go.
 
   James and Tracy shot at the giant but he ignored them as if their shots had no effect. It was like Alysia was a magnet he just couldn’t resist. James shouldered his rifle and then ran to the giant’s feet while pulling out his knife. Tracy kept the demons off of him with her automatic rifle, and as the soldiers caught up with her to help, the giant shifted and tried to step on them. James moved quickly and cut where his Achilles tendon would be. The beast bellowed in pain as he dropped Alysia to reach back and clutch at his damaged foot. The injury was severe and as he shifted to touch it, it tore open into a bloody gash and he groaned loudly and toppled to the ground in pain. 
 
   The earth shook from the giant’s impact, but Tracy ran up and slid gracefully to catch the falling Alysia. As she did this a number of aircraft flew by, pumping even more bullets into the body of the giant. James rallied the people to him and together they ran back to the barracks where they could get out of the rain.
 
   “No use in staying out there when the threat to the bunker is dead and bleeding out,” he said. 
 
   The soldiers lined up by the windows to pick off any demons that got close, and Tracy laid Alysia on a bench and checked her body for any wounds.
 
   “How you doing, kid?” Tracy asked.
 
   “Why did you guys follow me? I was leading them away. They are after me, remember? They—”
 
   “Stop it, CeeCee!” her father shouted from across the room. He walked up to her with a look of anger flushed across his face. “They aren’t after you, they are after girls like you. I need you to bring it in and stop acting like this is all about you. Many of us are out here to protect the ones we love down there.” He jabbed his finger downwards to indicate the bunker where thousands of families were locked in their rooms, praying that the monsters wouldn’t break through. “I have the luxury of having the one I love up here, and I don’t appreciate you trying to kill yourself on my watch. What were you thinking?”
 
   Alysia shook her head, not knowing how to shake the shame she felt at her actions. “I just … I just thought that I could lead them away so everybody could be okay. I thought they were after me. Why else would they keep me alive after capturing me twice?”
 
   Tracy stood up and nodded at James, indicating that she hadn’t found anything off about Alysia’s gear. She helped the girl to her feet, and then handed her a rifle and touched her on the butt. “Give her a break, Jimmy, her intentions were good.”
 
   When she said this, it took all of James Knight’s patience to not lash out at Tracy for stepping in on their family disagreement, but he simply turned away and rejoined the soldiers who were shooting out at the demons trying to reach the bunker.
 
   Alysia did the same thing and walked over to a window to shoot. Jaime took up a position next to her.
 
   “You okay, CeeCee?” he asked. She looked at him to see if he was mocking her but he seemed to be sincere.
 
   “Yeah, it’s just a little too surreal for me right now. I keep trying to fight and do what I assume is right, and it keeps on ending up with me hurt or captured somehow. I don’t know why you guys stay with me. I’m nothing but trouble, apparently, and I can’t get out of my own way.”
 
   “You know, it’s not so hard to see why people stay with you, Alysia. You’re human, you’re allowed to mess up. Does your dad demand perfection from you or something? Were you one of those kids, nothing less than an A or you get shamed?”
 
   “Nothing like that,” Alysia said, and then tried to aim down the sights to shoot at a kreple that was tugging at the bunker’s handle. She squeezed the trigger, which was too tight for her untrained finger, but the shot flew true and the creature’s head exploded.
 
   “Nice shot!” Jaime exclaimed, and a man standing next to her reached over, touched her shoulder, and gave her a nod of approval. I can do this, Alysia thought, and decided she would not make any more rash calls when other people’s lives were involved. She looked over to see if her father had seen her make the shot, but he was behind his pulse rifle, focused on the objective and dropping the demons one after another.
 
   “My dad didn’t demand straight A’s. He made me understand their importance so that I could hold myself to that standard,” she said. “When I had a low grade, I beat myself up more than my parents did. My problem is that I strive to be perfect, it doesn’t have anything to do with anybody but myself.”
 
   Jaime didn’t say anything more, but he knew that she was okay by the way she responded. He wondered how long they would have to hold the bunker until the patrolling soldiers returned. They had been out there an hour, and the excitement with Alysia had sent his heart beating faster than he had ever felt it beat before. He had wanted to vomit but the suit and mask prevented it from being a real solution. He was glad they’d run into the barracks as it had given him a chance to catch his breath.
 
   “Any word from the front?” a large man asked. 
 
   A soldier with a radio attached to his suit shook his head. “Negative. There must be a lot of those damn things on the perimeter. When I hear something you will know.”
 
   So they kept on fighting, Alysia trying to forget her poor decision to run, and the others trying to keep the bunker clear. 
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
   While the fight on the outside was going on, Debdan was inside of his bunker home watching the television intently as a live broadcast showed the Air Force dropping bombs and fighting back against the monsters. The outlook seemed grim as the monsters appeared endless, and there were many pilots losing their lives to the flying creatures.
 
   He thought about Jaime and Alysia and whether or not they were outside fighting. He wanted them to be okay, but deep down he assumed they were dead and the entrance to the bunker was overloaded with demons trying to gain access. They were not allowed to have guns inside of the bunker and this more than anything else made him feel uneasy. What was to become of them if the monsters broke through? 
 
   He slipped on a hooded sweatshirt and stepped outside, despite the soldier’s orders to stay in their rooms. The entire underground bunker city was a ghost town, and there was one armed guard walking around. Debdan hid and waited for him to pass the cul-de-sac, then walked towards the entrance, making sure to stay to the rear of the buildings as he did so. When he got to the front where the weapons cache was, he noticed there was a guard standing next to it.
 
   “Come out with your hands up. You know you aren’t supposed to be out here,” the guard announced. He brought up his rifle to point it at Debdan, who hadn’t realized that he wasn’t as well hidden as he thought.
 
   “Sorry, sir, I was just coming to see if my friends—”
 
   “Nice try. If you weren’t full of it, you would have walked up here like a normal person instead of sneaking around all loud like you did. Yeah, I’ve been watching you. You’re too big to be trying to act stealthy, bro. Now look, we can’t have you out here so go back home or I’ll throw you in a cell.”
 
   Debdan didn’t have to be told twice. He took off running back to his room and locked the door quickly before cursing himself for being caught. Why hadn’t he gone with Jaime when they were asking for volunteers? Sure, the prospect of death on the frontlines was a looming, scary, scary, reality, but was being trapped in the dark confines of the bunker any better? He turned on the television and flipped through to another channel; this time, it was one that showed a worldwide broadcast of the situation.
 
   The other continents were setting up military fronts on their borders, just in case the monsters decided to choose another target. The UN was sending military aid to the United States and there were carriers off the shore, sending in helicopters to collect refugees that hadn’t made it to a bunker. From an aerial standpoint the country looked like hell. It was the sort of visual that you could expect to see in movies depicting the apocalypse. In just a couple of weeks, the country was the image of fire, destruction, and war, when just a month back it had been a living, breathing example of advanced civilization.
 
   Debdan cried when he saw this, since his parents along with extended members of his family had refused to evacuate their home. It was part of the same stubborn attitude that had made him assume Jaime was wasting his time volunteering to help the soldiers. 
 
   In a similar room about ten blocks to the south of Debdan, Angelica Morales watched the same video with tears in her eyes. She hugged her baby girl tight and stroked her curly black locks as she slept. It wasn’t what had been left behind that caused Angelica to cry but what the future meant. 
 
   What would come of the survivors of the monster attack, the cities, commerce, and way of life? All of it would be pieces that they would need to reassemble as they mourned loved ones and buried the dead. She had prayed more than she had ever prayed in her life, and she wondered if this was the prediction of the book of Revelations. Was this God’s test, and would she be worthy of the rapture when it came?
 
   She thought about her new friend, Tracy and how she had prayed for her too. She was a lonely soul of good that hadn’t been given the chance at a family yet. She wanted her to be happy; she deserved it for saving Maria and punishing the bad people who had attacked her baby. These thoughts flowed through her mind as she rocked Maria and stroked her hair, and the horror on the news footage just kept on playing out as she did this.
 
   In every bunker home that had a person, a couple, or a large family, people went through the same emotions as Angelica and Debdan. The feeling across the board was one of hopelessness and helplessness as they were made to stay within their rooms and watch the future of their world unfold.
 
   While this was going on, the soldiers patrolled the streets with their weapons at the ready. The bunkers were connected throughout the city and if one entrance got compromised, they would have to be ready to fight and shut off that wing. For them the feeling was a mix of anxiety with the great weight that comes with a future unknown.
 
   Everything now relied on the soldiers, fighters, and volunteers at the entrances. Men and women like Tracy, Jaime, James and Alysia. 
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    “You know, I’ve been meaning to ask,” Alysia said as she sat with Jaime on a bench in the rear of the barracks. “What do we plan to do with all those bodies once things settle down around here? The smell already makes me want to hurl, and I can only imagine that with this rain and a few days of rot … ugh! As if those demons could get any worse.”
 
   Jaime looked over at her and then back at his gloved hands. He was tired, hungry and worn-through, but he would be the last to admit it. Their group was now taking turns at the windows, shooting at the creatures when they got close. They had decided that the first group of soldiers to the north was trapped or dead so it was up to them to protect the bunker, and they needed rest to keep going.
 
   “You’re worried about the demons with the smell. We’re required to keep wearing these suits, remember? Imagine how we’re going to smell in a few days,” Jaime said as he played with his gloves, looking as if he wanted to remove them. “Like, how do we even know that anything is in the air? There’s no indicator to tell me how toxic the air is. And besides the giant that attacked you, everything else seems to still be intact and healthy.”
 
   Alysia had been thinking the same thing, but she didn’t want to be the one risking everything to prove a theory like before. “We’ll be back in the bunker sooner than you think. So don’t do anything crazy that could get you killed. Okay?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m not, don’t worry about it. But I can’t promise that tomorrow, if we’re still stuck here, I won’t pull these gloves off. This bunker thing was a dumb idea, CeeCee, and I still think that wasn’t really the President on the intercom.”
 
   Alysia shook her head and leaned back, hoping to get tired so that she could fall asleep. “So you’re back on that topic, huh? The conspiracy theory about our President. Come on, Jaime, even if that wasn’t really him, we’re screwed. Just look around you. It’s only a matter of time before we are overrun.”
 
   “Not if I can help it. And look at you now, throwing the towel in and being a Debbie Downer. What if I were to go over there and tell your dad what you said? How do you think he’d like it?”
 
   “He wouldn’t, so keep it to yourself. Look, I get it, and I’m not giving up, okay? It’s just depressing, and I’m tired and can’t even bring myself to close my eyes.” She sat up out of frustration and checked the watch attached to her glove. It read 4:30 a.m. “It’s gonna be light soon. Once the sun is up, things will settle down. Those demons are quite nocturnal.”
 
   “How do you know this, Cee?” Jaime asked as he struggled with the sudden urge to remove his mask and light up a cigarette.
 
   “Spent a couple nights with them, remember? They get pretty cranky in the day.” She rubbed her head in remembrance of the demon that had punched her in the face for fighting back. “You know, I found a body when I was on the way to this camp.”
 
   “So what? There’s bodies all over the place nowadays.”
 
   “This one was different. They had done something to it, the same thing they were going to do to me. She—the body, I mean—was pale, like really, really pale, and there were demon corpses all around her.”
 
   “That’s some freaky stuff. What if they awakened some sort of evil spirit in her, and the spirit—upset that they brought her into our lame world—wiped them out, drifting back to hell where there’s beds, cigarettes, and the ability to fall asleep,” Jaime said. He was enjoying his sarcastic retort and the reaction he was getting from Alysia, who stared daggers into him.
 
   “Joke all you want, jerk face, but I’m being honest.”
 
   “Okay, but so what?” Jaime said, suddenly sitting up to look directly at her. “So what if they drained some poor girl and died while attempting it? They’re after us to kill us — all of us! I think that their rituals is the least of our problems right now, don’t you?”
 
   “Jaime, I think that it’s important. With them running into our gunfire, there is a chance they will die out, but what if this is all a ruse and there is something bigger going on?”
 
   Jaime stopped and thought about it for a second and then went back to his brooding. “You’re tired, Alysia. Why don’t we try to get some sleep so we’re able to function in the next few hours?” 
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
   Alysia hadn’t realized that she had passed out, but when she woke up, it was eerily quiet in the barracks and the sun was coming through the windows. It sounded as if the rain had picked up, but it was now light outside and the creatures had slowed down their assault on the barracks.
 
   “Wake everybody up and get them back to the bunker,” Alysia could hear her father saying. The first team of soldiers had never shown up and he took easy command of their tiny army of volunteers. She looked over at Jaime, who was curled up on the ground like a baby. It made her smile, considering how hard he tried to be a classic male. 
 
   “Get your friend up, CeeCee, we’re moving out,” her father said, and she looked up at him with surprise.
 
   “Dad, can we talk?” Alysia said, and James walked over and sat down next to her.
 
   Alysia told her father about the girl she found, the details of her own capture, and her concern with their motives. James sat quietly for a long time afterwards, running the details over and over in his head.
 
   “CeeCee, you and the boy pack up and head back to the bunker. Tell Tracy and Donald I need to talk to them,” he said.
 
   “Which one is Donald?”
 
   “The skinny guy with the sword on his back.”
 
   “You’re going to investigate this without me, aren’t you?” she asked, ready to argue with him if he confirmed.
 
   But he merely looked at her and shrugged. “Baby girl, are you trained for reconnaissance?”
 
   “Well, no Dad, I’m not, but—”
 
   “Have you had any real-time experience sneaking into enemy territory?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then let me do this, CeeCee. Let me go see what you’re talking about with these things. I need you to get these people back to the bunker and keep them ready. There ain’t no telling what our future is here with the Army guys missing in action. The three of us are going to look for them and rescue them if we can. Once we do that, we’re going to find this campsite you told me about and figure out what they have planned for us.”


 
   
  
 

Chapter Two
 
   A gloved fist was thrust up into the air and the party of three froze amidst the tall trees of the forest. Tracy could see everything through her night vision goggles, but she couldn’t make out what it was that made James give the signal to stop. The light rain continued to play tiny drumbeats on the leaves as it had been doing the entire day that they tracked the demon party. She closed her eyes to try and enhance her hearing and then opened them quickly when Donald shot forward and impaled a kreple on his sword.
 
   “Good, we’re still undetected,” Donald whispered and they made to keep moving towards the camp.
 
   Donald, from what Tracy had learned about him during the day, was a man of many talents. His origins were Japanese and he had come from a long line of military people. He had a rich history and had served in the Marine Corps as a sniper. After his service he had become homeless but managed to live off the land through hunting wild animals and camping out in various parks. His skills for tracking were even better than James, and he was an accomplished master of the sword. A skill he had honed since childhood when he was a competitor in Kendo.
 
   They walked for a time, sliding this way and that to mask their footsteps with the rain. Then the fist came up again, followed by a finger jabbing in the direction of a light. Tracy turned off the night vision to see if she could see and was quite surprised by the large bonfire that peeked through the trees about one hundred yards ahead of them. They worked their way through until they were close to it with James and Donald leading the way with their guns out, ready for action. She pulled out her handgun and did the same thing, ready for any kreples or demons that might hop out.
 
   When they closed in on the campsite they could hear the whimpering of a girl that the demons had captured. Tracy wanted to bolt in and rescue her but James held her back, cautioning her to remain quiet as they listened. She forced herself to comply as they crept forward through the trees to see what was going on. There was a large bonfire with demons swaying rhythmically around it. A tall, beautiful, brown-skinned girl was bound and levitating near the fire; she looked extremely frightened but seemed unable to get free of her binds. She wore a purple dress and there were dark stains of blood spattered on it. She floated around the fire—as if being swung by an invisible line from the heavens—and the demons kept dancing as if she wasn’t there.
 
   “We need to stop this!” Tracy whispered, and James nodded his head at her.
 
   Suddenly the flames exploded, and the demons were consumed in its fire. Tracy, James and Donald were forced to shield their eyes as the explosion produced a blindingly bright light. When it was finished, the campsite was dark so they put on their night vision goggles to see the aftermath of the explosion. There were demon corpses all over the ground along with the girl in the purple dress who looked as if she had been drained of all color. 
 
   Tracy didn’t know what to think about the entire ritual but she was too focused to try and apply logic. Above the corpse of the girl floated a shadowy figure. This silhouette held a blackness that was incredibly dense. Even with the goggles, the only thing she could see was a slightly feminine shape to it along with two angry, glowing eyes.
 
   “I think we found our answer,” Donald said as he stared at the apparition in disbelief.
 
   The shadow looked this way and that for a time and then when it thought it was alone, it scooped up some of the flesh from the demons and consumed it. It continued doing this for the next half hour and by the time it was done, it had taken on the form of an actual human being. The form was that of the girl they sacrificed and she reached down, removed the clothes from the corpse, dressed herself, and adjusted her hair. The shadows around her were dense and moved unnaturally and the three warriors who witnessed this ritual stayed frozen as they saw the demon disguise itself as one of them. When the girl was dressed and ready, she made to leave but then looked suddenly at the area where James and company stood.
 
   She opened her mouth and emitted an ear-piercing scream that was painful to hear and then the shadows moved towards them, like a living creature that no longer needed a host to survive. Tracy saw it coming and started to shoot at it, but it was a shadow and her bullets simply passed through it, some hitting the demon woman behind it. 
 
   The screaming intensified and when the shadow reached their party, James, Donald and Tracy added their own screams as the ice-cold chill that came from the shadow’s touch made them drop their weapons involuntarily. It was colder than anything any of them had ever felt and as they stood there, paralyzed by its touch, the woman walked over and began to tear Donald apart with her bare hands. It was hard for Tracy to watch it happen and even harder to hear his screams as she sat there helpless, frozen by the dark.
 
   The torturing of Donald went on for a time and when he was dead, it moved on to James, slashing and clawing at him like a frenzied beast. The big man fought back as much as he could but the damage was too much and his legs buckled from beneath him. Tracy fought against the cold when she saw this and grabbed her phone to call Alysia. If she would be dying along with the men, she wanted people to know where they were so they could get some payback. 
 
   When the demon saw the phone, it swatted it out of her hands and pushed her back as if annoyed. What followed next was a bit of a standoff as Tracy stared down the demon and its glowing eyes as it stopped and stared back at her. It was as if it were looking deep within her soul for vulnerability, but Tracy had no weakness in this instance. She was still the tough cowgirl whose father had taught her how to shoot from the time she was able to walk, and no shadow, no mysterious demon conjured up from the bodies of fallen men, would get the better of her. 
 
   James lay on the ground, his wounds too much to bear. The cold made them feel like the least of his problems; the most he could do was look on. Tracy was all fire with her fists balled up and her face grim, and she stared at the screaming demon as if she didn’t care what it had in store for her. As soon as the demon made to get close to her, she swung a right cross into its jaw and the demon woman backed up, holding her cheek. The chilling darkness followed her as she retreated, surprised at Tracy’s actions, and seemingly hurt by the punch. 
 
   The police officer then pulled a pistol that was in a holster by her leg and began to shoot at the fleeing demon who now backed up and disappeared into the trees. She kept the gun high, waiting to see if the demon would reemerge but after a while when it stayed hidden, she assumed that it had given up and holstered her weapon to pick up her phone. She sent a text message to Alysia, asking her to send help. She sent a GPS beacon with the message and hoped that Alysia would receive it and be able to send a rescue party their way. 
 
   She thought about the ritual and the way it felt when her fist connected with the jaw of the demon woman. It felt no different than a human’s jaw—having punched out her share of bad guys on the job—and she remembered that when she stared at the demon, it looked very much like a woman with the only difference being that slight glow to her eyes. She let the thought pass and then knelt down to check on James since he was laughing hysterically, and she wondered if he was going through a bit of psychosis during the last hours of his life.
 
   “Jimmy, are you okay? How you doing? Can you move?” she asked and James looked up at her nodded.
 
   “I think I just need to catch my breath, Tracy,” he said, as he rolled to one side and tried to move his legs, happy when he realized that he actually could. “Sometimes it takes a good ass kicking to remember just how old you are,” he joked, then looked over at Donald and shook his head “I feel so bad for what happened just now,” he said. “Donald didn’t deserve to die like that. The man fought for his country, several tours actually, and did many good things when he came back. Man like that is supposed to be honored in his death, people are supposed to cry over him. But look at this.” And he motioned to his friend’s corpse with his open hand. “You know, I’ve always told CeeCee that life ain’t fair, but when it comes to stuff like this, it just seems like life likes to pick the wrong sides a whole hell of a lot.”
 
   “Well I’m glad you’re alive,” Tracy said. “When I saw how that thing tore Donald apart, the only thing I could think about was that we need to do something or she’s going to tear us apart the same way. He got the short end of the stick when she attacked, and not even his fast reflexes could have helped him against that. It could’ve been any of us, and I think we need to make sure we kill that thing, not only for Donald, but for the people that she intends to hurt.”
 
   James nodded at her and pulled up his legs. “If you don’t mind, Tracy, I need to stay here for a while. I just feel … tired, and it’s not so much because she attacked me, but well, as you know, we haven’t slept in about thirty six hours.”
 
   Tracy knew James was right. When she saw the darkness moving, she had thought she was hallucinating from lack of sleep, but when the men saw the same thing she knew it was real. Until now, there had been no moment when they could afford to be sleepy. They had been fighting all night against the rushing demons, trying to keep them away from the bunker. 
 
   The three of them had forgone the luxury of going back to their bunker beds to fall asleep. Alysia’s revelation about the demon’s ritual was a top priority for them. So, they had set out to catch the demons in the act and here they were, reeling from the aftermath. It wasn’t as if they had much of a plan coming out there, but at the same time, they needed to see what the demons were doing. Tracy’s thoughts moved towards the bigger picture. 
 
   What could the demons do with a form that looked as human as the one that attacked us? So now, we have giants, flying creatures, kreples, demons, and now a version in the form of a beautiful woman. In this last thought, her mind took her to a scenario where the demon managed to get into the bunker. She thought about how most of the people would accept and defend her because they had not seen a demon like her before. What if she could stop her eyes from glowing? What if she could speak their language? Who would be there to show the others she wasn’t real? On top of that, she thought, what if there were already demons within the bunker, within the government, and within the military, making key decisions? How do you combat that?
 
   She looked over at her friend and it suddenly dawned on her that he wasn’t wearing his helmet.
 
   “James, your mask is off!” Tracy exclaimed, as the old Seal sat up and made himself more comfortable in the grass. The clearing seemed eerily serene and there was a light mist settling in around them. It felt strange having to wear a mask as if she was on another planet. She looked down at Donald with the memory of his death fresh in her mind. That could have easily been me, she thought and then she looked over at James, who had suffered a portion of the shadow’s attack himself. The creature had shredded his mask and suit, and she could see the dark red wounds on his body that bled freely from the cuts. 
 
   Tracy removed her helmet and gloves, determined to suffer the same fate as her friend. She inhaled the stench of sulfur and death that was all around her, then turned her phone on, took a photo of herself with a forced smile, and sent it to Alysia, asking for an update. She wondered at the so-called chemicals in the air. Had they even deployed them to kill off the creatures?
 
   “What do you think, Jimmy? This whole ‘bombing the creatures to save the country.’ Is it a crock of crap or what?” she asked and James looked over at her with the same expressionless glance he always had.
 
   “Of course it is. There’s nothing in the air save for demon stink. Whoever was on that broadcast wasn’t the President. I’m starting to question everything about this operation too. The missing troops, giants popping in whenever they want. Now we have this foolishness. It’s like we’re in a horror movie now. Screaming ghosts?”
 
   “You know, the whole premise of random monsters storming the coast with minimal military personnel to fight back is a little strange. Have you tried calling out to anyone beyond state lines?” Tracy asked.
 
   “No, I don’t really know anybody that ain’t here. A few war buddies, and Kendra has some family in Florida, but I haven’t tried.”
 
   “Kendra. Is that your wife’s name?”
 
   “Yep, that is her name. I keep thinking she was the lucky one in that attack. She was a good, God-fearing woman. Not the way you’re thinking, bopping people over the head with her bible or throwing around scripture to trump out arguments, but really a genuinely good woman. For her to see the world turn into this, despite who or what is behind it … I don’t know, Tracy, this nonsense is enough to make someone lose their religion. I know how much her faith meant to her, so maybe she was spared all of this for a reason.” He chuckled and looked off to the side, and Tracy saw emotion come across his face for the first time since she met him. He looked as if he would cry but he dug deep and steeled himself against it.
 
   “Are you not a Christian, Jimmy?” Tracy asked, since his words were hard to take from someone who actually believed. Raised in the church, Tracy still believed very much in the kingdom of heaven, but James sounded like a cynic, so she wondered where he was spiritually.
 
   “I’m an old war dog that has witnessed and committed acts that would make any god cringe, Tracy. It’s not for everybody – religion, I mean. I’ve seen guys with their guts on the floor, crying for their mothers to help them instead of their god, and before all of that they could recite the whole damn bible. We fool ourselves with stories of make-believe. Nobody wants to hear that when you die you just take an extended sleep that you don’t wake up from. They want white, cloudy highways, an eternal father to be proud of them, and someone to forgive them when they behave badly as human beings.” He smiled when he said this last part, as if he was proud of himself for the speech.
 
   “Okay,” Tracy said. “You still haven’t answered my question. Are you a Christian?”
 
   James looked at her with ice in his dark brown eyes, and she could tell by his posture that he was getting weak from the blood loss. “I’ve been baptized, Trace. Let’s just leave it at that.”
 
   So, I’m Trace now, Tracy thought and it pleased her to have James drop his formality with her, even if it was just a name. She got up to administer aid for his wounds and she found that most of them were treatable, even with what they had there. Her phone came to life and Alysia’s name was on it, so she stopped wrapping James’ leg to answer it.
 
   “Alysia, did you get my messages?” Tracy asked, hoping the reply would be something along the lines of “yes, actually we’re on our way to you.” What she got instead was a long pause, and she could hear shuffling in the background as if she was moving.
 
   “I’m coming to help you.” Alysia said, and Tracy didn’t like the singularity in her promise.
 
   “So, none of the others are willing to come out here to get us?” Tracy asked, her voice cracking with the disappointment she felt in the people of the bunker.
 
   “No, it’s not that, Tracy, see … well, we took all of the suits. I turned mine in with Jaime when we got back but now those are missing too. Some soldiers went out to go look for their missing team. I’m pretty capable, so don’t think you’re going to be alone. They called in for help from the neighboring bunker, but you guys sounded desperate, so I’m coming out to help. Please don’t argue against me doing it.”
 
   Tracy understood what Alysia meant, and so she didn’t object to her risking it. She had been in the wilderness longer than most. She had been a prisoner of the demons, had fought them up close, and even faced a giant or two. Alysia Knight was a barrel full of bravery rolled up into a small woman’s body, so who was she to tell her not to come out to rescue her father?
 
   “Bring medical supplies if you can and hurry CeeCee,” Tracy said.
 
   “Are you hurt? How is my Dad? Can I talk to him?”
 
   Tracy handed James the phone and resumed her wrapping of his leg to cover the wound. She looked around for the demon, thinking it was at times like this when an ambush was likely. She pulled the rifle close and saw that James hadn’t released his. If anything tried to get the jump on them he would get a few rounds off, and this reassured her that he was doing better than he looked.
 
   “Dad, how are you feeling?” Alysia asked.
 
   “Better, loads better. Your voice helps, but a shot of Jack would do the trick.”
 
   “I’m not bringing you liquor, Dad, but it’s good to hear you joking despite what I saw in that photograph.”
 
   Tracy hadn’t realized that the photo she took of her face had also caught the mangled body of Donald on the ground. When Alysia had seen it she panicked, thinking it was her father and that she needed to act immediately. It prompted her to rush out of the bunker without asking for anybody’s help. The suits were indeed gone and many people would not risk their health to step out without one, but the rash action of Alysia did not afford them that choice. She had snuck out and ran to the barracks, but forced herself to slow down to call Tracy for a better idea on their situation.
 
   “Sit tight and I will be there soon,” she said to her father and then hung up the phone and looked around for supplies. 
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
   The moon was out. Alysia could still make out the bodies of the demons and soldiers, scattered around the entrance to the bunker. She gripped the handgun firmly and then looked behind her to make sure that nobody was following her. What are you doing CeeCee? This is crazy, she thought as she briskly walked towards the trees. They loomed like slim giants daring her to come at them, and the wind that made their limbs sway like mocking hands only added to the illusion.
 
   The GPS on her phone led her to where her father was, but she felt foolish for coming out there alone. She thought about doubling back to get Jaime and Debdan, but she was too far now, so she pushed her fear as far to the side as she could and then slipped into the forest, trying her best to stay quiet. 
 
   Alysia wore all black clothes but there was no armor or mask to protect her. All she had on was a dress with a pair of combat boots and the gun that Jaime had given her when they first met. She cat-walked past the damp trunks of the shadowy maple trees, but the wet mud through which she sloshed made enough noise to warn anyone she was coming. She wished she could take them off and sneak along with her bare feet, but the fear of stepping on something sharp and crippling made her reconsider it.
 
   Without a mask to filter it, the air smelled like rotten eggs. It was that same distinct odor of sulfur that the demons emitted, and it made her skin crawl at the thought of being captured again. She was a few minutes into her trek when she thought she heard a noise coming from behind her. She walked a few more steps and then spun with her gun out, pointing back at the source of the sound. All she could see was blackness, and the eerie silence was only broken by the sounds of crickets. She resumed her march until she heard it again, but this time she was quite sure that something was behind her. Is it walking in cadence with my steps in order to mask its approach? 
 
   She pulled out her phone and activated the flashlight, then stepped and spun while simultaneously bringing it up. This time her pursuer was revealed; four demons stood in front of her, covering their eyes from the blinding light. When Alysia saw them, she panicked and took off running. She could take on one demon if that was what was following her, but what she saw was a group and that meant she would be captured. 
 
   The GPS chimed, letting her know she was close, and she cursed herself for not setting it to silent. She held it up, wondering if the direction she sprinted had taken her off course. Does it really matter? The hellions were coming, and she couldn’t afford to get caught.
 
   When she came upon a campsite, she slowed her sprint without looking behind her. In front of her and kneeling with her rifle aimed directly at Alysia was Tracy, and behind her was James—her father, lying on his back but still holding his rifle. Tracy’s shot whizzed past Alysia’s face and the first demon got it in the chest and fell down screaming. This prompted Alysia to dive and roll past the dead embers of the bonfire, and she shuffled to the area where her father lay. She saw the mangled body of Donald, and at his head were the rifle and sword he always kept with him. Tracy dropped the other three demons, but she could hear more of them coming off in the distance. Alysia did a quick check on her father and sighed in relief when she saw his eyes blink and then focus to look up at her.
 
   “Baby girl,” he said, wincing, and she fought back the tears and touched his face.
 
   “I’m gonna need you to help me out here!” Tracy yelled back at them.
 
   “Yeah, we have to keep them off us,” James managed to say and then struggled to his stomach and brought the rifle up.
 
   A large number of demons burst through the trees but were dropped by the gunfire of Tracy and James. Alysia lifted Donald’s rifle and then whispered a prayer as she knelt near her father and readied herself for anything that would try to sneak up on them.
 
   “Where are the others?” Tracy asked between shots, and Alysia felt foolish for coming out alone.
 
   “The bunker’s on lockdown, so I had to sneak out,” she lied.
 
   “Even with us out here dying?” Tracy asked, not believing that the soldiers of the bunker would abandon them to the monsters of the surface. “I find it hard to believe that Jaime would let you come out here by yourself, Alysia. Are you sure?”
 
   Alysia grew quiet as she shot and caught a demon in the shoulder. She still didn’t have a handle on aiming and the recoil hurt her bicep due to the way she held it. After a while she spoke again, but she hoped that Tracy’s preoccupation with the rushing demons would allow the subject to drop. 
 
   “I came out alone when I saw your text and signal, Tracy. I was worried and wasn’t thinking. Nobody knows I’m out here. They probably think I’m in my room.”
 
   Tracy didn’t answer her but she could feel the tension in the air from her disappointment. They all kept on shooting until fifteen demons were killed and the air was so thick with the sulfur that they couldn’t bear it.
 
   “A one woman rescue squad, huh? Okay Rambolinda, Audie Mary, or whatever your real name is. How do you propose we get back to the bunker with your father like that?” Tracy said to her as she closed the distance on them and got in her face.
 
   “Look, I screwed up. I’m sorry. I can call Jaime and Debdan to bring some help. We aren’t out of options,” Alysia said, desperately hoping that Tracy would believe her.
 
   “Jimmy, Jimmy, look at me,” Tracy yelled, and she knelt over the big man to shake him awake. “You can’t sleep out here, Jimmy. I know you’re tired and losing blood. Get up, we need to get you walking,” she said to him as she reached down and grasped his massive paw.
 
   Alysia wondered what had gotten into her to make such a foolish decision as to go after her father alone. She wished she had listened to her instinct when it urged her to get her friends. She reached down and grabbed the crude sword that was lying next to Donald and then untied its scabbard and wrapped it around her waist.
 
   Tracy made to walk with James towards the trees, away from where the shadow had fled, but he stopped her short and turned around to look at Donald’s body. “Nobody gets left behind, Trace. We can’t allow him to die out here like a dog.” He struggled a bit and held his ribs, but he dug deep and pushed down the pain in order to finish what he was saying. “He is a United States soldier, and a hero. We need to bring him, give him a proper burial, and … honor him.”
 
   Alysia and Tracy exchanged glances of helplessness at James’s request but they knew it wasn’t up for debate. Alysia used the sword to cut two long, wet branches into staves and then wrapped Donald’s cloak around them to make a hammock of sorts. She and Tracy laid his body on it and secured it as best they could so that he wouldn’t slide off. Tracy then helped James to walk into the woods and Alysia followed, struggling to pull Donald along with her.
 
   “This isn’t going to work!” She yelled at them as Tracy’s pace grew too much for her to keep up with.
 
   “What’s the matter, CeeCee? Think we may need some help to pull him? Like say, two young men that have actually gotten some sleep?”
 
   Alysia ignored the sarcasm and stood her ground as Tracy looked at her with cold blue eyes before sighing loudly and stopping. “Here, help your dad and—”
 
   “Stop the bickering. I can walk without help,” James said as he shook Tracy’s hand off his shoulder and hobbled forward, away from them. Tracy moved back and grabbed one of the sticks from Alysia as they took to dragging Donald’s corpse behind the wounded Navy Seal.
 
   It didn’t take very long for the shadow to appear in front of them and force James to stop and pull his rifle from his back. Tracy dropped the stick and moved up next to him with her rifle at eye level, ready to put it down. The shadow surrounded them in a matter of seconds and the chill took hold of them. Alysia was experiencing it for the first time so she exhaled a squeal quite loudly as it chilled her to her bones and forced her to drop her gun. Tracy again fought through it and began firing, and James followed her with his own shots, but the demon girl darted through them and came at Alysia with her fingers outstretched.
 
   Alysia reacted to the charge instinctively and spun with an elbow catching the demon in her nose. The blow stopped her short, but Alysia was already out of the shadowy, cold smoke with the sword free and ready. The demon came at her again, leaving the shadows to occupy Tracy and James, but Alysia didn’t wait for her to strike, dashing in so fast that the demon couldn’t react. It was years of Kendo classes, tournaments, and drilling by her father that had given her these reactions. The sword was merely an extension of her arm, an extension she was more than familiar with, and she brought the blade down on the demon’s arm, then up again and down on her head with a resounding, “KIYAH!”
 
   The demon had been wounded but it healed quickly and she slashed at Alysia, who stood with the sword outstretched, expecting that her coup de grace had done its job. She pulled away from the wild gestures of the creature and used the trees to put obstacles between them as she darted one way while swinging the blade and countering. New shots rang past her as James and Tracy fired at the demon with their pistols, and when one of the bullets hit her in the back, the demon decided once again to flee.
 
   “Whoa, Alysia! Where the hell did that come from?” Tracy said in the particularly boisterous way she did whenever she was excited.
 
   “I don’t know,” Alysia said, trying to catch her breath. “It just sort of popped up around us. Is that—is that what they turn us into?”
 
   “No, not where did the demon come from. Where did those crazy, ninja, samurai skills come from?” Tracy asked, ignoring everything Alysia had asked about the demon.
 
   “You’re standing next to him,” Alysia said as she examined the blade for blood or anything out of the ordinary. “I’m surprised that nasty thing didn’t have acid for blood or something similarly tricky to punish me for cutting her. This blade isn’t even sharp. Were it one of our swords, she’d be split in two pieces. Right, Dad?”
 
   James smiled at her proudly and nodded his head. “You sure did chop the hell out of her, CeeCee. She would be split for sure if that thing had a proper edge.” He motioned for them to continue walking and Alysia wiped the blood from the sword with the end of her dress and sheathed it. She and Tracy resumed their hauling of Donald’s body and James took point, never allowing his rifle to fall as he stumbled ahead in front of them.
 
   “I don’t think that’s really a sword,” Tracy said. “It looks like someone just took a flat piece of steel railing and put an edge on it.
 
   “Yeah, old Donald used to fly a chopper back when he was active,” James said. “Told me that when they shot him down and he was in the bush he took a part of it, gave it a handle and used it to survive. That blade may not have an edge on it, but it’s got history. Said he carried it with him ever since. It saved his life a few more times when he was trying to be a mountain man, and look at that … it saved my CeeCee too.”
 
   Alysia felt her heart grow heavy with respect for the sword’s history and regretted the words she had spoken into the air about its dull edge. “When we get back I will give it a real edge,” she said, and focused her efforts on pulling the body in cadence with Tracy. She could feel the woman struggling with her side and knew it was exhaustion taking its toll on her, since Tracy was normally very strong.
 
   They broke out of the woods an hour later and James almost passed out before they could get him to the barracks. They placed Donald near a wall and wrapped him in the cloak while Alysia called Jaime and asked him to bring medical help. It was strangely quiet after that as they watched the sun make its rise and another day of hell slip in. Tracy sat with her father, who hadn’t said anything since they stopped, and Alysia noticed how comfortable she was leaning against him.
 
   Her father was dying but she didn’t know what to think about the way Tracy was with him. Her mother’s death was still fresh on her mind, and the idea of her father moving on so fast made her want to lash out and cut her. Maybe I’m just imagining it. She looked away from them towards the bunker, her hand on the handle of her makeshift sword, ready for anything that would come. 
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
   The demon huntress stepped out into the clearing that held the barracks and bunker, then withdrew back into the trees when she saw the girl. She could still feel the fire of the blade when it had struck her in the shoulder and she did not want to feel its fire again. She pulled the shadows into her body to heal and she let them join her, becoming a darker, more human-like version of herself. The shadows were her life, but they were also a strong weapon against the humans, the same humans she was tasked to corrupt and prepare for the coming of her lord.
 
   She looked down at her charred, purple dress and decided that she would need to change before anything else. There were bodies in the woods where fleeing humans had fallen so she retreated back to an area where a large group of soldiers had been massacred. She took off the suit from a female and slipped it on effortlessly as she styled her hair into buns and picked up a gun. This is how I will get in, she said to herself and then walked back towards the clearing with confidence.
 
   There were several people out there now and they were helping the big, dark-skinned man into the bunker. She took a breath and walked towards them, pulling the shadows close in anticipation of them seeing through her ruse.
 
   “Hey, look another survivor!” a young girl yelled and a number of people waved to her and came down to help. 
 
   “What happened to your head?” one of them asked, and she stared at him, curious as to what he was referring to. “I think she’s either traumatized or out of it, Sarge,” he said to a particularly gruff looking man whose skin was glistening with sweat as he walked in front of them with much purpose. 
 
   “We’ll get her to medical when we get back inside,” the sweaty man said, and they took her hands and walked her towards the bunker. So easy it is to slip inside of their hiding place, the huntress thought as she looked around for the sword girl. Alysia had already disappeared into the bunker with her father and with her missing, the huntress smiled in anticipation of her intent.


 
   
  
 

Chapter Three
 
   “CeeCee,” the voice said. It was so light that Alysia thought she might have imagined it. Her mind would do that to her periodically as she sat next to her father’s bed and like the other times she heard it, she felt the need to investigate. 
 
   Her chair was on the side of her father’s bed, but he faced away from her so she got up and walked over to the other side. James Knight smiled when he saw her face, and it was an effort that seemed to be both pleasing to him and physically painful.
 
   “Oh, thank God you’re awake,” Alysia said, ignoring the injuries and bandages wrapped around his chest to hug him tightly and kiss his face. “I thought I’d lost you, Dad, but I knew you wouldn’t go out so easily.”
 
   “I wouldn’t do that to you,” he said with a whisper, and his words forced a painful lump in her throat that ended with tears painfully pushing their way to her eyes. Even with death looming he had fought. Not for himself or for fear of passing, but for his daughter, and it made her feel selfish for the way she had been acting. “I know that you haven’t had much time to grieve your mother. I know it’s not easy.”
 
   “I’m okay, Dad. It’s not as if you’ve had any time to grieve yourself.” 
 
   “I’ve had plenty of time for reflection, CeeCee. You’ve been ducking and dodging death for many days now. The last thing you need is more grief.”
 
   She couldn’t disagree. The days and nights had been traumatic since the moment her university had been besieged by giants. When her mother died she had cried, lashed out at Tracy, and cut off communication with her father for a time. At the time she was given a week to mourn, to be an emotional wreck, and to treat her father like it was his fault. She knew that he was terrible at being sick or vulnerable, and that no matter what she said, he would find a way to spin it around to become the protector or the one to blame.
 
   He was a Special Forces veteran who had seen action the likes of which he would never tell a soul. She could not imagine what he had seen or done, but she knew that he was the strongest, toughest man she had ever known. He was also the reason why she had been chronically single since high school. Besides being a spoiled brat as a youngster, there was something about daddy setting a standard that she expected most boys to follow. There were some who came close and had really tried, but they just weren’t James Knight caliber. 
 
   “How are you feeling, Dad? Are you in pain?” she asked.
 
   “I’ll live. How long was I out?” he asked. He looked around the room, taking in the reality that he was lying in a bed inside of the tiny bunker clinic.
 
   “About a week,” Alysia said, getting up to greet whomever it was she heard outside the door. “I’ve been watching you whenever I can. Visiting to see if I could coax you to stick around in this world with the rest of us that love you.” He was touched by her words and averted his gaze to look up at the ceiling while she answered the door.
 
   Tracy, who had come up to the clinic to see him, dropped her bag when she saw that he was awake. She ran up to the bed, beaming. “Well if this don’t beat all! I knew that you were too stubborn to die.” And she took James’s hand in hers and held it. “How long has he been up, CeeCee?” she asked.
 
   “About fifteen minutes now, I think,” Alysia replied, observing the strange connection that Tracy seemed to have with her father.
 
   “So much love … from everybody,” James managed as weariness took over his body and forced him to close his eyes to will it away. He squeezed Tracy’s hand, grateful that she had come to see him. 
 
   “Oh he’s talking!” she said, and brought his hand up to touch her face. “You deserve all the love in the world, big guy,” she said as Alysia continued to stare at her.
 
   When Tracy caught her gaze and saw that it wasn’t a look of happiness that was reflected there, she made a questioning gesture and Alysia motioned with her head for them to step outside.
 
   “I’ll be right back, Dad. I need to tell the doctor that you’re awake,” Alysia said, and then walked over to kiss him again before touching Tracy’s arm and leading her outside of the clinic. 
 
   When she got outside, she placed her back to the door as if she meant to block it. “What’s going on with my Dad, Tracy?” she asked as soon as Tracy turned around to face her.
 
   “You mean his condition? You saw what happened out there with that demon. Before you came out there we—”
 
   “I don’t mean his condition; you guys gave me the details. I mean, what’s going on between the two of you?” she said, but then she wanted to look away as Tracy’s eyes hardened. Still, she held her ground despite the gaze and stared at the tall redhead, as if that would force her to come clean.
 
   Tracy sighed at the question. She couldn’t believe that after everything that had been going on with the monsters, Alysia—an adult herself—was acting like an overprotective child for her father. She didn’t think she had to explain herself to the girl, them being consenting adults after all. 
 
   “There’s nothing going on,” she finally said, letting the hard edge of her voice cut through to Alysia’s senses. “You know, even if there was, I don’t appreciate the attitude. Your dad and I are friends, what? Do I need your permission for that?”
 
   Her tone and defensiveness made Alysia want to lash back out at her, but then self-doubt snuck in and she wondered if she was wrong for what she assumed was happening. She froze and looked away as she thought on it and then struggled with her words as Tracy looked at her, confused. It seemed like an hour passed before she spoke, but when she did her emotions got the better of her and it came out as a barely audible whisper.
 
   “I just—I just need you to understand,” she said, and then stopped to compose herself as Tracy watched her, allowing her to finish. “Look Tracy … you can’t date my dad.”
 
   “By date, I assume you mean ‘like’, right? Or do you mean, ‘love’? Wait,” she said and pretended to find it hysterical. “Do you mean something more primitive and crass, Alysia? You don’t want the dirty police lady to go anywhere near your daddy?”
 
   Alysia found herself getting upset at Tracy’s mocking tone, but she held it together to finish the thought that she struggled to find the words for. “You’ve done so much for me since the day we met, Tracy, and I mean no disrespect. I look up to you in more ways that you think, but with my dad … what I think I mean is that I’m not ready for him to forget my mother.” 
 
   Tracy couldn’t believe what she was hearing. At first she thought it had something to do with her background, her manner, or something close to racial prejudice that made Alysia stand opposed to the idea of she and James being together. But now she saw that it was her mother’s death. 
 
   It felt like a million years had passed since she’d run into the bedroom to console Alysia over her mother’s passing. That day, she had received the phone call from her father and collapsed into a screaming fit. In reality it had only been about a month, and Tracy felt terrible for the entire situation.
 
   “CeeCee, your father will never forget your mother, trust me. He talks about her all the time. Their love was the type that you read about in romance novels and you … you are his life. I understand your concern, and I don’t want to lose you as a friend. But know that I care about Jimmy; these last few weeks together has caused us to become close, but it is no different than the closeness we would have if I were a man. I don’t know what else to say.” And she touched Alysia’s shoulder and walked by her to check in on James.
 
   Alysia stood at the door, brooding, trying to digest what Tracy had told her. She saw a lot more than friendship in their exchange, and she wondered if she had really gotten through to Tracy or if she had merely told her what she wanted to hear. She put it out of her mind and walked over to the doctor’s bunker to let him know her father was awake. The door had a makeshift red cross on the door and when she went to knock, it swung open and she could see the big soldier sorting through his supplies and punching in information into the computer.
 
   When she walked inside, the big, dark-haired man didn’t turn around. He had the standard buzz cut that one would expect a military man to have and he wore blue fatigues with a stethoscope. “You ladies finish having your lovers spat outside?” he said in a dry, sarcastic tone and Alysia slammed the door to force him to look at her.
 
   “I got your ladies, Carmichael,” she said, and then gave him the finger when he finally looked at her.
 
   “Figured I’d get the sexy ginger and not you, chocolate fury. You barely come visit me,” he said as he stood up to face her. “Still, you’ll do. I bet you clean up nice when you’re not trying to play at soldier.”
 
   She kept staring at him with a slight smile on her face and fierce eyes. She wanted to show him that his words were meaningless, but she knew that it wouldn’t be enough. Nothing could slow down the tongue of PFC. Tony Carmichael Jr., the combat medic turned bunker doctor. 
 
   “Do you ever shut up, Tony? My dad’s awake. I wonder how he would take to his daughter being called ‘chocolate fury’ by a douchebag like you.”
 
   “You know you love the way I talk to you,” he said to her and his wink caused her to roll her eyes.
 
   “Keep on trying me, it will never happen,” she said as she gave him a long glance. She wanted it to confuse him, but she didn’t wait to see his reaction as she went back in to check on her father. 
 
   Tracy was still there and they were holding hands. Alysia noticed that they were talking in hushed voices and it brought back the feelings of betrayal within her. She had always admired Tracy but now that she was involved with her father—which was obvious by the way they looked at one another—it felt too much like a violation for her to ignore. She was a bit disappointed in her father; he was hurt and in recovery but he could have sent her away. He was just as bad as his red-haired “friend.”
 
   She spent some time with her father while Tracy stepped outside, then she kissed him goodbye and walked back to her room. She saw that Carmichael had cornered Tracy near his office and a part of her wished that he would be successful with his advancements on her. That would keep her away from my father, but that isn’t how life works, is it? she thought, and then set foot to path in order to get home quickly.
 
   The time of day should have been a little after 2:00 p.m. but the bunker was reflecting a look of night. Within the massive underground city, the ceiling would produce images that reflected the time of day, and she was expecting to see the artificial sun amidst artificial clouds, floating overhead. What she saw was the metal that comprised the structure, and a periodic flashing of the sky, indicating that the system was malfunctioning and there was an electrical issue.
 
   “ATTENTION, THIS IS AN EMERGENCY BROADCAST,” a raspy voice uttered on a loudspeaker. Alysia saw the numerous people walking about stop and look up, and it was as if the entire world paused to listen to it. “WE NEED EVERYONE TO GO BACK TO YOUR ROOMS AND LOCK THE DOORS NOW. THERE IS A DANGEROUS ENTITY WITHIN THE BUNKER AND WE NEED YOU TO STAY SAFELY INSIDE OF YOUR ROOMS. WHEN THE THREAT IS ELIMINATED YOU CAN SAFELY RESUME YOUR OUTSIDE ACTIVITY.” 
 
   Alysia couldn’t believe what she was hearing. A dangerous entity? Was there some sort of psychopath loose inside of their bunker, or did something from the outside manage to slip in with them? The whole situation felt sinister and after the announcement only a few people were outside of their rooms being blatantly disobedient. Soldiers were running about, trying to stay alert, and they were armed in case there really was a breach.
 
   She quickened her pace, unsure of what was going on. In her room, she had hidden the sword she had inherited from Donald. Having it there had been a small victory for her psyche. With the excitement of her father’s return and the retrieval of the dead soldiers, the security had become lax at the entrance and she was able to smuggle it in. It was expected that the military would keep order within the bunkers but her encounter with the demon had made her think differently about it all.
 
   She made it past Jaime’s door and was about to check in on him when she felt the familiar chill that the demon used within the forest. She hugged herself and rubbed her arms as she looked around for an open vent or something else that could be the source of the strange wind. Everything looked the same, but she couldn’t understand how it could only be cold in that location. 
 
   She knocked on the door and waited for an answer, but the cold seem to intensify while she stood out there. Suddenly, Jaime opened the door and pulled her in. He slammed it shut behind her and handed her a gun as he put a finger to his lips to tell her to be quiet. They waited by the door, listening, and Alysia could still feel the chill from outside. Could it be her? Could she be here in the bunker? They waited for a few more moments in relative silence, and then Alysia heard what had caused Jaime to go into combat mode.
 
   The sound was very low at first, but then it grew louder as they listened. It turned out to be the sound of a man whimpering. He seemed to be walking around outside of the house trying to get help—at least that’s what it sounded like—but nobody was helping him. As the sound grew louder, as if he neared Jaime’s door, the cold intensified and Alysia couldn’t help but think again of the demon huntress. 
 
   When she had returned from saving her father, she told Jaime all the details of their encounter. He had seemed more impressed with Alysia’s fight than of the demon, but he hadn’t stopped talking about it ever since. Jaime was ready and he had made sure of it by smuggling weapons into his bunker room, but what they were hearing was a man, not an attractive demon in a woman’s skin.
 
   There was a knocking on the door, and Alysia’s heart went into her throat. The man was asking them to open up, but the chill he was giving off was telling, and they knew that the demon was with him. Jaime stood still at the side of the door, his tanned, handsome face drawn taut by his determination as he held the gun to his side, ready for the demon to kick it in.
 
   The waiting went on for many moments until Jaime got impatient and motioned for Alysia to get behind him. He pulled open the door, and a slashed up, bloody Debdan sauntered in with the chill wrapped about him, and his mouth open in a cruel smile that revealed his intent. Where his eyes used to be stood black voids with deep red centers that glowed like lively embers. He had become something vile and corrupt, and the cold made Alysia think that it had something to do with the demon from the woods.
 
   “No, not you buddy. Not you,” Jaime mumbled as he held his gun up, trembling, but Debdan was no longer in that body and Alysia recognized this. She stepped through the crippling cold and kicked him square in the chest, causing him to fall back outside of Jaime’s house and onto the street. 
 
   Screams were everywhere within the bunker as similar creatures to Debdan began to pop up and terrorize the unarmed citizenship. “We are about to be massacred!” Alysia shouted at Jaime, and her mind ran back to her father who laid helpless in the clinic, weak and vulnerable to the world.
 
   “What happened to Debdan, CeeCee?” Jaime desperately asked. “We’re supposed to be cut off from them down here. Did we get breached, or did one of you bring it in?” he asked, frantically trying to make sense of his friend’s condition.
 
   “The cold says it all, Jaime, and this is not the time to point fingers. We need to save these people and find the source. I think the demon that ran away from us managed to come down here.”
 
   She ran into her house and collected her gear, quickly slipping on the sword and scabbard and strapping her pistol to her leg. She had let her hair out for many days now, but she pulled it back into a ponytail, using the shoelaces from her damaged boots to tie it in place. When she was finished she sent a text to Tracy to let her know the situation. She then walked back outside to collect Jaime.
 
   He was struggling with Debdan at his door, unable to hurt him but reeling from the chill that emitted from his body. Alysia walked up and kicked Debdan in the side, forcing him to release Jaime. She struggled with the urge to draw her sword, remembering how frightened the demon huntress was of its edge, but she didn’t know if Debdan was still in that body or if he was gone from them forever.
 
   If he was still in there somewhere she would be a murderer, and the thought of killing another person made her hesitate in her action. Debdan stood up and rushed at her, but she pulled her blade free to hold him off. The edge glinted in the flashing light of the malfunctioning ceiling, giving presence to the hard work she had put into sharpening it during the week. She circled him until his back was to Jaime’s door, then she nodded to Jaime and he tackled him back inside the home where Alysia quickly pulled him off.
 
   Jaime closed the door and Alysia used the hilt of her sword to bash in the fuse box which allowed the door to be operated. Debdan became a prisoner inside of Jaime’s home, and Alysia took Jaime to the side to talk to him.
 
   “Jaime, look, we’re not even sure if that’s really Debdan. So don’t freak out on me when I really need you to be yourself.”
 
   “It’s cool, I got it, CeeCee,” he said. “Just wasn’t expecting that guy to look like that. Then the fact that he was coming at me was just a lot to process. I’m good now, let’s go get this b—”
 
   “You can’t take that,” Alysia said, pointing to the guns that he was cocking.
 
   “Why the hell not?” he asked, looking at her as if she was crazy.
 
   “Jaime, we’re in an underground bunker. There are innocent people inside of houses that the bullets from one of our guns would shred through easily. What about little Maria and her mom? The ones that stay near Tracy. What if you shoot at the demon and miss? Your bullet could hit someone like them. We need weapons that are not going to hurt innocent people. I have a feeling that the demon is down here possessing people like Debdan, and we will be running into more like him, trying to do her will. We’re going to have to find her and finish her.”
 
   “How do you propose we do that?” he asked as he holstered his pistols and picked up a pipe that had broken off one of the lines that ran behind the rooms.
 
   “When I cut the demon girl, my blade did a number on her. She had retreated when I did that, but she was healing when she did it,” Alysia said.
 
   “So this thing can heal wounds that we deal to it? Why the hell did it run then, if it’s invincible?”
 
   “I think that it isn’t invincible. I think that if we do enough damage to her, she will die. We just have to make sure that she can’t run while we do it.
 
   “How do you handle the cold?” Jaime asked.
 
   “The cold sucks. It’s meant to paralyze you, but if we focus on killing it, we can push through.”
 
   Jaime nodded his head and took the lead as he started down the dark road that separated the rows of bunker houses. People were locked inside of them tight, and Alysia noticed that Tracy’s room was dark, as well as Angelica’s. I wonder where they could be, she thought, and then quickened her pace to catch up with Jaime, whose long legs were marching along quickly as if time was of the essence.
 
   They walked past many locked doors, and soldiers darted this way and that as Jaime led them down the path towards the main hub of the bunker. The entire network of houses was built upon a web-like footprint that connected the different entrances that were aboveground within the city. This web of roads crisscrossed and stretched in a way that made it easy to find the center, and from this hub you could locate your main road to get back to your house. Normally it was busy with people—tons of people, walking this way and that—but with the demon loose, it was all quiet, except for the occasional sound of gunfire and people screaming.
 
   Alysia had never been to the center before, and as they got close to it she saw that it was set up very much like a mall. There were stores everywhere, and places for people to sit around and eat. She could see the bodies of the demon’s victims, and the temperature began to drop as they grew closer.
 
   “Screw the soldiers and their rules, CeeCee. Draw your blade,” Jaime said, and he pulled out his pistol, which annoyed Alysia since she thought that he had listened to her.
 
   “Just try not to shoot any of us with those,” she said under her breath and pulled the sword free.
 
   “You know, this whole time I thought that would be a samurai sword or something,” Jaime remarked, looking at Alysia’s sword curiously. “What the hell is it? Kinda looks like a blade from a lawnmower, or some sort of machete.”
 
   “It’s a demon killing sword that I inherited from Donald,” Alysia said.
 
   “Whoa, you mean the old, Asian soldier? Kick ass. Well, I hope it’s at least sharp,” Jaime replied as he rushed ahead to find the demon.
 
   “Oh, you better believe it is,” Alysia said.
 
   The air got colder as they walked past the corpse of a man who looked and smelled the same way that Debdan did. He had a bullet wound in his skull, and he was on his stomach, indicating he had been shot in the back.
 
   “What the hell are you two doing out? Are you crazy?” a young soldier shouted at them as he came from behind a store with his gun pointed at them. He was in the same black suit that they wore outside and had black paint around his ears. It made his blonde, spikey hair look like a geyser of straw sticking out of an all-black body. He probably thought it made him look cool, but Alysia thought he looked ridiculous.
 
   “I’ve fought that demon before,” Alysia replied, cutting off Jaime before he could get them in trouble.
 
   “What do you mean you’ve fought it before?” the soldier said as he walked up to Jaime and confiscated his pistol. “You need to get back inside and stow your weapons. You know the rules. You can’t be out here while we’re trying to eliminate this threat.”
 
   “Do you even know what ‘this threat’ is, soldier?” Alysia said as she stepped forward to stand eye to eye with him.
 
   “I’m not gonna tell you to move again,” he said as he moved his gun around in an aggressive way in order to intimidate them.
 
   “My father is a Navy Seal, and a hero to this bunker, you jerk. If you think I’m afraid of you shooting me, you must be crazier than you look. We were just out there fighting this demon when he killed one of our friends and injured my father. You may not recognize me but I was there. I’ve fought this demon before, and I know what to do to stop her.” 
 
   The soldier looked as if he wanted to object, but after a loud scream broke the tension from a distant building, he flipped the pistol around to point the butt at Jaime, who took it back reluctantly. “You two just aim straight and be careful out here with these things. Anyone ask, you never met me, you hear?” And he took off running in the direction of the scream.
 
   “Let’s stay out of the road to avoid any more like him,” Alysia said with a sigh of relief, and they stepped between the nearest two houses, right in front of a large man in overall shorts with glowing red eyes. 
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
   During the announcement for everyone to stay inside their rooms, the injured James Knight and Tracy McLeay were talking to one another within the clinic. She was sitting on his bed and holding his hand, and he was pretending to be calm after what he had heard over the loudspeaker.
 
   “I wonder what that means,” Tracy said when she heard it, but James showed no indication that he was worried about the announcement. In his mind, he wondered whether they were fated to lock themselves inside the clinic for however long it took the military to get things under control. It was hard being out of the fight, and he didn’t want to sit there doing nothing.
 
   “I really hope that it isn’t what I think it is,” he said to her and then turned his head see if she was on the same page as him.
 
   “You mean the demon?” she asked.
 
   “Yup, the demon,” he replied. “I knew we would run into her again eventually, but if she managed to come down here then we have us a problem. See, we were worried about the giant and those other demons coming in here causing a bunch of ruckus and whatnot. But that demon, she can freeze people, slash people up, and I wouldn’t be surprised if she could fly and disappear, too.”
 
   Tracy didn’t know what to think. She looked around to see if there was anything that could become a weapon in the event of the demon finding them, but all she saw was medical equipment, chairs, tables and trash bins; all of the mundane things that comprised a living area. She got up and walked to the kitchen area to see if there were any knives and she found two long ones. I wonder what effect these will have on that demon and her freezing cloud of darkness.
 
   She remembered what Alysia was able to do with her sword and her confidence in the knives grow. She brought them over to the bed and slid one under James’s covers. The big man took it and held it next to him, thanking her silently as he lay there considering their options. 
 
   Tracy walked over to the door to try it and was quite surprised to find that she could unlock it and peer outside.
 
   “So, they didn’t lock us in,” she said. “Do they really expect us to listen to what we’ve been told without question? Well that’s gonna be a problem. I mean, people have a hard enough time listening as it is. I imagine there are a couple fools out there right now, running about and getting themselves messed up by this demon while the soldiers try to shoot past them to hit the actual target. Jimmy, this is a disaster. They’re gonna need our help since we know what to do against that thing and they don’t.”
 
   “I agree,” James said. “But I think we need more than knives to do anything worthwhile.” 
 
   “Yeah, and you’re in no condition to be running around looking for disappearing demons yourself.”
 
   “You underestimate me,” he said to her and got up off the bed and pulled the tubes out of his arms. He then made to stand up to show her just how ready he was, but when his bare feet touched the cold ground he stumbled into her arms. He didn’t realize just how weak he was after not being up and about for so long, and Tracy tried her best to help him up. After looking at her and shaking his head, he moved away and stood up by himself, trying not to wince despite the pain that spread throughout his entire body.  
 
   “We need a plan,” he said. “We can’t just run out there all willy-nilly, looking to hunt this demon down or we will suffer the same fate that everyone else out there will. We have the advantage of having fought her before, so what do you think? What should we do?”
 
   “Well,” Tracy said. “We know she can be hurt, so that’s a bonus. She ran away from us when our bullets hit her but she healed and you saw what Alysia was able to do with Donald’s sword. But I’m assuming she healed from that, too. That’s gonna be the one thing we’re going to have to figure out to get to her.” 
 
   “That thing seems to heal from anything that comes at it so we need to keep applying pressure,” James said. “We can’t allow it to heal. I think it runs away because it needs time to get the bullets out, and to regenerate limbs and whatnot from the cuts. In here, it’s all walls except for our exits, but we can seal off those exits and put constant damage on it. If we work together it’ll go down; we just have to get everybody on the same page as us.”
 
   “I think you’re onto something there,” Tracy said, “but you see how these houses are laid out. It’s not going to be easy to stop her from escaping, not when it’s just the two of us.” 
 
   “That’s the thing though; it ain’t just the two of us. I’m sure these guys running around out there trying to get this thing under control are open to suggestions. No telling how many people already died for them to sound off an alarm like that. But if we can get them to block off the exits for this evil chick and all of us together pump bullets into her, I think we can stop her. If she doesn’t die, at least she’ll be too weak to do anything, and we can contain her and, I don’t know, maybe … maybe one of the scientists down here can take a look at her and figure out what the hell we’re dealing with.” 
 
   “I still have a hard time believing that she is some kind of supernatural demon or that those giants are actual giants or those dinosaur things are whatever they are. I still think this is some sort of genetic experimentation gone wrong and there’s an actual person behind all this. Some sort of enemy to the United States, you know what I mean?” Tracy said to him as she walked over and checked to make sure that he wasn’t hurt anywhere.
 
   James nodded his head and looked at her intently. “Yeah, I hear you, Trace. There is definitely something else going on.” 
 
   “You know I’m not religious, so I don’t believe in angels and demons, plus even if that was the case … I have yet to see an angel in all of this,” she said. 
 
   “Well we do have some things flying around out there,” James joked and Tracy shook her head at him as if she was unimpressed.
 
   “Okay, it sounds like we have a plan,” she said and he walked over to the storage that sat inside the kitchen to collect his things. “I’m just gonna change and gear up so I’ll see you outside,” he said to her, and Tracy nodded at him and walked outside, shutting the door behind her as she held the knife to her chest. 
 
   Carmichael, the medic, was outside of his room staring at the wall as if there was something there to stare at. Tracy watched him as he stood there and then the deep chill of cold that emitted from his body came over her, causing her to shiver uncontrollably. She stood staring at him, wondering why he was giving off this temperature. She thought it might have been the demon disguised in his likeness, trying to pull her close so that she could finish the job that she started back in the woods.
 
   “What are you?” Tracy announced, and set herself into a fighting stance with the knife held up in a guard position, waiting for the demon to strike at her. Carmichael turned around and looked at her and the deep dark pits that were his eyes held tiny orbs of red that glowed bright. She looked for intelligence inside of those crimson orbs but found nothing but hate and confusion.
 
   He screamed at her, and it was a loud guttural scream that froze her where she stood. What the hell has happened to him? she wondered, and when he lunged towards her she slashed the knife at his face left and then right, leaving lines of blood wherever it struck. 
 
   “Thank God, you bleed!” she shouted at him, too fired up to contain herself.
 
   Carmichael retreated, holding his face, and this made Tracy pause as she thought he might still be human. When he had attacked her and she countered, the knife was not sharp enough to do immense damage on his face. But it had made its point and he backed down, looking at her angrily as he touched his wounds. He screamed and came at her even more violently this time. On nothing but instinct, Tracy stepped out of the way and brought the knife down between his neck and shoulder blade, then pulled it out and shanked him again in his back.
 
   Screams continued as he kept trying to get at her but she kept slashing and stabbing at him. This went on for a good five minutes and when Tracy was tired and the doctor was desperate, he made one final lunge which resulted in him becoming impaled on her outstretched knife. 
 
   Carmichael fell from the fatal wound, and from his mouth poured a black, ink-like substance that kept on pouring as he lay there. There was so much of it coming out that Tracy wondered how it was that he had that much inside of him. His skin, which used to be a golden brown, turned pale and dry as he lay there. He became the image of an old corpse lying inside a puddle of thick, black oil.
 
   When James came out of the clinic and saw the mess, he looked at Tracy breathing heavily and put the situation together as best he could. “What the hell happened to the doctor?” he asked, and Tracy showed him the bloody knife and shook her head.
 
    “He attacked me,” she said. “And his eyes were glowing just like the demons.” 
 
   “Damn, this is getting more messed up as we go along. You okay? Did he get you?”
 
   “No, but it wasn’t for lack of trying. I fought for my life while you were inside getting cute,” she joked, and he couldn’t help but smile at her bravery.
 
   “So, you mean to tell me that she can possess us, too?” he asked and Tracy merely shrugged.
 
    “I don’t know, Jimmy; this is all new to me. All I know is that I just had one hell of a fight against a man whose only former offense was undressing me with his eyes.”
 
   James knelt down to examine the body of the medic, whose skin had become gray and flaky. It was as if he was slowly turning into ashes before their eyes and he found it quite fascinating. 
 
   “I’ve never seen anything like this before,” he said. “And I’ve seen death in just about every way imaginable.”
 
   “I bet you have,” Tracy said. “You won’t give me any details, but I know you’ve been through some stuff, that’s for sure.”
 
   “You don’t want to hear the stuff I’ve been through,” James said. “You know there are things that I would rather forget than bring it back up to you. But this right here is getting close, and if it keeps up, you won’t need my stories. You’ll be having your own share of nightmares.”
 
   Tracy found that she couldn’t look at the body any longer and she stared at her bloody hand with the long knife still gripped tight within it. The knuckles on her hand were hard and white and she was still shaking from the adrenaline.
 
   “Jimmy, can we go?” she said, and he looked up at her and saw that she was going through a hard time. He decided to delay his investigation of the doctor and stood up, then put his hand on her shoulder.
 
   “I got you, Tracy. You know this, right? I got your six, just like I know you got mine.”
 
   “I’m gonna hold you to that one.” She tried to joke, but he could see that she needed more time.
 
   They moved on to the cul-de-sac where Alysia, Jaime, and Debdan lived and James knocked on the door of his daughter’s room. He was hoping to hear that she had followed instructions and locked herself inside but something told him not to get his hopes up. There was no answer and he cursed himself for going against his instincts. She would’ve gone out to try and save people, he thought, and he looked under the doors to see if any lights were on. The only one that seemed to be on was Jaime’s so he knocked on his door and again there was no answer. He could hear the boy moving around inside so he shouted his name angrily for him to open the door.
 
   “You think he’s in there with your daughter?” Tracy asked with a little smile on her face.
 
   “Don’t joke about that,” James said, and he shouted his name again.
 
   Tracy felt like something was off, so she ran towards the door and kicked it open with her boot. The door flew open, knocking someone down and when she moved to apologize, she noticed the demon on the floor. It looked very much like the red and black ones that were scattered all about the forest but there was something about it.
 
   “What is one of these doing here, Jimmy?” she asked as she looked at the demon who looked back at her. His appearance was very familiar. There was something about his gait and mannerisms that gave them pause, but they didn’t have much time to ponder, as it made to rush at them. James saw what it was trying to do and brought up his knife and cut the air in front of it.  He held it up in front of his face, hoping that it would buy them some time to get the demon back inside the room. 
 
   “It would be good to have one of them captured so we can figure out what it is that is going on,” he said. “We could just shut the door an—” 
 
   His words were cut short by the demon, who swung at Tracy’s face with his fist. James countered by stabbing him in the bicep and twisted the blade as he pulled it out. The demon backed into the room screaming and James dashed forward and kicked him in the abdomen. The force of the kick caused the demon to fall back onto the bed and James wiped the blood from the blade onto his pants. Always wipe your blade when the final cut is made, he remembered telling Alysia. One of many lessons that stuck with her, and the vision of her training made him smile to himself.
 
   He pulled the door and tried to lock it, but Tracy’s kick had almost taken it off the hinges. There was no way they would be locking the demon in, so they pondered what to do next. 
 
   “If I had a proper blade, I could just take his legs out,” James said, but Tracy wasn’t listening as she walked over to hand him a length of electrical cord. 
 
   “This was lying behind the building where it had been cut,” she said. “At least now we know what caused the system to go haywire.” 
 
   James took the cord and tied the demon’s arms and legs, then pushed him into the bathroom, where he locked the door and wedged a piece of pipe beneath the handle.
 
   “Do you think that’s gonna hold him?” Tracy asked.
 
   “It better,” James said, “because if he comes at me one more time, you can forget about all this ‘saving him for experimentation’ business. I’m gonna snatch the life out his body.” 
 
   He then walked over to Debdan’s house and pushed the door wide open. As he suspected, there was no one inside.
 
   “Do you think that the boy somehow turned?” James asked. He was worried—now that he knew what was going on—that Alysia was vulnerable and out in the underground city, looking for the demon.
 
   “Yeah, seems to be that way,” Tracy said. “They seem to go through phases, too if you think about it. We are used to the red and black demons, who I’m thinking used to be people.” 
 
   “Even if you’re right,” James said, “I hope it’s a complicated process to get us to turn into one of them. Because if that isn’t the case, then I don’t know how to feel. It would mean that all the demons we’ve been shooting up are actually people possessed by whatever the hell we fought in the woods.”
 
   Tracy thought about his words and felt a wave of sadness come over her. “This sucks,” she said.
 
   “We can’t dwell on it,” James said. “Let’s stick to the plan and not obsess over guessing at what they are. We have a demon queen to find and we had better do it fast.”
 
   “Hey, I have an idea,” Tracy said and James looked at her to see if she was making an ill-timed joke again. She took his arm and led him up towards the entrance rather than deeper into the bunker to look for the demon. “They store weapons up here, remember? All we have are these knives and they just aren’t going to cut it. No pun intended. We need to get some real weapons.”
 
   “Good thinking,” James said and they headed up towards the entrance together.


 
   
  
 

Chapter Four
 
   Alysia and Jaime had been darting in and out of the alleys in between the buildings, looking for the demon huntress. They couldn’t find her and Alysia was beginning to wonder if the cold and the possessions were coming from something else. As they tried their best to avoid the soldiers and the demon people wandering about, it became increasingly difficult to continue searching.
 
   “It’s a bust, CeeCee, we have to do something else. Either one of those guys is going to accidentally shoot us, or we’re going to get jumped by those demons,” Jaime said.
 
   Alysia had been running when he said this, and she pulled up and stopped to talk to him. “You’re right, it’s a wild goose chase. But I know she’s out here, hurting people, and I need to find her to put a stop to it.”
 
   “With what, that old sword?” He laughed. “Have you even considered that you got lucky the first time? She had two other people shooting at her when you fought her, right? Now it’s just us, and she has the element of surprise. What’s to stop her from—?”
 
   Alysia put her hand up to stop him when she saw a body lying in the street. She recognized the red dress and the black tuft of hair below the blinking lights, but she couldn’t remember whom it was that dressed like that. She ran over to the person and flipped her over, and Angelica’s face revealed itself beneath the mass of hair. “Oh, no…” Alysia whispered, and she checked her vitals to see if she was dead. There was a weak pulse, and she thanked God as she motioned for Jaime to help get her up.
 
   “Knock on one of those doors. She needs help!” she ordered him and he knocked on the door of the nearest house. It took some time before he got an answer, but he had to curse and make a few threats before a woman inside opened up to see who he was.
 
   “This woman is hurt, and she cannot be out here,” he said to her, and the dark-skinned woman cursed at him, and took Angelica in before slamming the door in his face. Jaime tried to apologize, but the woman was not trying to hear it. He turned back to Alysia, looking tired and extremely annoyed.
 
   “That was Angelica, you remember her, right?” she asked him when he came back over to her side.
 
   “Yeah, she has a little girl,” he said.
 
   “Yes, she does. I hope she’s fine!” Alysia said, looking around frantically to see if she could find Maria.
 
   Jaime shrugged and took a deep breath. “Maybe she made her sleep and locked her in the house,” he said to her, and as soon as he said this he felt the cold. 
 
   Three large men slid from behind one of the bunker houses and surrounded them. Jaime couldn’t finish his thought as he pulled his pistol free and held it low, examining them intently as he did this. They had the glowing eyes and the chill, and he backed up into Alysia as the demons inched closer towards them. The cold was becoming unbearable and Alysia pulled her sword free and slashed the hand of the nearest one that tried to touch her. His hand came off easily from the blow—almost too easily—and he retreated, holding it as she lifted the blade above her head.
 
   “Oh no,” she said to Jaime. “I can’t believe I just did that. I only meant to scare him off. When he wakes up, I’ll be responsible for hurting him so badly.”
 
   “Are you freaking kidding me?” he asked her as he raised his gun threateningly at the remaining two. “These guys aren’t possessed or coming back. CeeCee, they’re just like Debdan. Don’t you feel the cold? They’re like that thing you told me about. They’re gone, and you need to get serious with them.”
 
   He glanced at her and then shot one right between the eyes.
 
   “JAIME!” Alysia screamed, and another demon ran up to join the rest. She was a pretty blonde with long hair that hung loosely over her shoulders. She was wearing heels but seemed to have no problem maneuvering in them. Outside of her red eyes, she was every bit the super model, but her skin was outlined in red veins, and she was even colder than the rest.
 
   “See her? That’s the progression, Alysia. You haven’t been paying attention but I have. Whatever is getting these people is taking them over completely. We can’t save them. We have to think about our friends, like Angelica and her baby.”
 
   The one-handed demon rushed in to claw at Alysia, and she cut him in the legs and spun quickly into a sidekick that knocked him off his feet. He reminded her of her Uncle Ronnie. He was a shade of brown lighter than her mother, and his hair was in a fade—immaculate in its care—with a little beard, just like her uncle. Jaime had killed one of them, and she didn’t know what to think, but what if he was right, and she was putting them at risk by playing nice?
 
   “I’ve never killed anything before,” she said to Jaime. “These are—were—people, and I can’t do it.”
 
   “You’re gonna have to learn to get past that,” was all he said, and he shot the blonde in her arm. “Damn, this gun is overheated,” he said, and as if on cue the group of demons charged in.
 
   Alysia was not expecting the sudden rush, and before she could think to do anything else, her instincts kicked in and she stuck the blade into the stomach of the nearest one. She pulled it free, spun and cut him again, but this time the cut caught his throat and was ultimately fatal. The demon fell back into a bloody mess, retching on the ground while she stood stunned, not believing what she had just done.
 
   Jamie hit the blonde with the butt of his gun, and she stumbled away from him as he pulled the trigger, forgetting that is wasn’t functional. He didn’t give her any time to retreat, and he charged at her, pushing her down. He then proceeded to stomp on her face, over and over until he heard bones crunching. 
 
   “Jaime, stop!” Alysia said. “Lord, forgive me. I can’t believe I’m a murderer now.” She turned to face the last wounded demon and closed both her hands on the hilt. She looked over at Jaime, who was staring at her. He was still breathing hard and ready to take on anything.
 
   “So, what are you waiting for?” he said to her, and before she could answer they heard the “BANG” from a high-powered weapon. The demon went down with a gaping wound in its chest and Alysia spun to see her father with his rifle pointed at it. He was dressed in all black, along with Tracy, and the two of them had a similar look of no nonsense.
 
   “Dad, you’re up!” Alysia exclaimed and James sighed and lowered his gun as he looked around to make sure there were no more demons.
 
   “The soldiers have been briefed on what to do when they see the main demon,” he said to them, and he stepped in and hugged Alysia before slipping back in between the buildings. Tracy came over and looked at the carnage, then glanced at their weapons and shook her head.
 
   “She turned a lot of people in a short period of time,” she said to them. “We saw your friend, Jaime. I’m so sorry. We tied him up so he couldn’t escape, but I can’t lie, he don’t look so good.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Jaime asked as he walked up to her, glancing at his pistol to see if it had cooled down.
 
   “You plan to use that on me if I say something you don’t like?” Tracy asked, and Jaime quickly shook his head at her.
 
   “No, I’m overheated so I was checking the gauge.”
 
   “Those pistols are crap. You should grab one of the more advanced Glocks,” she said to him.
 
   “Tracy,” Alysia interrupted her, and took her to the side away from Jaime. “Tracy, we found Angelica—”
 
   “YOU FOUND HER OUT HERE?” She screamed the question, shocked and frightened at what Alysia said.
 
   “Yeah, just over there before they attacked.”
 
   “Where is she, and where is Maria?” Tracy asked. She knew the answer would be grim, but she needed to hear it and she didn’t want to wait for an answer.
 
   “Angelica is being taken care of by the lady in this house. We haven’t seen Maria, but we were thinking that Angelica left her in the house.”
 
   “You don’t know Angelica; she takes her baby everywhere. If she’s out here then she would have either been looking for Maria or the little one escaped when her mother was attacked.”
 
   Tracy knocked on the door rapidly to get the woman to open up, and Alysia went back over to Jaime, who was being questioned by a patrolling soldier.
 
   “You all can’t be out here,” he said to them, and Alysia fanned him off as if he was a mere bug.
 
   “We’re with my father who you know as Lieutenant James Knight,” she said.
 
   “Oh, you’re the daughter of The Stunner?” he asked with a smile.
 
   “The Stunner?” Alysia repeated with a puzzled look on her face. “I guess, but we’re hunting that thing alongside him.”
 
   “Alright, I’ll let the team know, but you can’t be staying still. Those things like to crowd you if they feel that they can get the drop on you.”
 
   Alysia thanked him as he took off, and Jaime checked his pistol again then looked at her and nodded. “Looks like we’re back in business,” he said and then he pulled it out and kept it ready.
 
   The woman in the house had let Tracy in and they could hear her talking loudly, trying to get answers from Angelica.
 
   “Let her worry about finding the kid and all of that,” Jaime said to Alysia. “We need to rejoin your father in hunting the demon. He went up that road, so what say we take this one over here?”
 
   They ran up the road without attempting to hide between the buildings like they had done for their few hours of searching. Then the lights cut out completely, and Alysia stopped in her tracks, her hand finding Jaime’s as they backed into a wall. There were screams and the temperature all around them dropped as people went into a panic over the loss of lights. A few floodlights came on, but they were low and red, so the houses became mere silhouettes against a backdrop of crimson.
 
   All around them were glowing eyes, and the sounds of gunshots picked back up.
 
   “LET’S SEE THEM TRY AND HIDE NOW!” a loud voice yelled, followed by a fit of maniacal laughter. Then there came a chorus of cheers as the soldiers began to track the eyes down to kill them.
 
   “I can’t believe someone killed the lights on purpose,” Jaime said as Alysia held her sword up, paranoid that a set of those glowing eyes would pop up on them and beat them to death.
 
   “Oh, no you don’t!” Jimmy said suddenly, and fired two shots into the back of a figure that ran in front of them. The demon he shot was using the body of a soldier, so he was dressed in the armor they wore. Jimmy’s shots didn’t do much damage but the impact of the bullets caused the demon to stumble and Alysia leapt forward and brought her sword down, removing his head.
 
   “Whoa, ninja!” Jaime said, his voice a mixture of admiration and surprise at Alysia’s speed. The blood splattered on them and all over the street, and Alysia looked down at the head with a look of disgust across her face.
 
   “It’s not funny or amusing that we have to do this,” she said, facing him. She pulled out a piece of cloth from her waist and wiped the blood from off her sword.
 
   “See, we make a good team,” Jaime said, and Alysia looked at him as if she couldn’t believe it.
 
   “I figured that out since the beginning,” she finally said. “Why do you think I always come and get you when there’s trouble?” Jaime laughed when he thought about how she said it. Her tone reminded him of people who were caught red-handed but still acted as if they were innocent.
 
   “You know, I always thought it was because you liked me or something,” he said, and she rolled her eyes and sheathed the sword. 
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
   When James Knight left the company of Tracy and his daughter, he had seen a little girl running behind the buildings and had decided to track her down. He didn’t know who she was and wasn’t sure if his mind was playing tricks on him, but he wanted to stop the demon and save as many lives as he could. A child would not be able to handle the cold or the attacks of the demon so he had to make sure she was okay.
 
   He had tracked her for about fifteen minutes when he came upon the woman that had attacked him in the woods, and in her arms was Angelica’s Maria. It was so sudden and unexpected that he literally rubbed his eyes, and as she looked at him with what seemed like lust, he raised his gun and aimed at her head.
 
   “You don’t want to do that,” she said to him, her voice sounding like a multitude of voices instead of the sultry, feminine one that he expected to hear.
 
   He noticed that he didn’t feel cold, and that her eyes were no longer glowing. It was frightening and mysterious, this female demon that talked, and he wondered if the entire time she had simply blended in with the civilians that now locked themselves inside their homes.
 
   “Put the baby down and step away from her,” James ordered the woman, but she simply smiled at him and stood where she was. There was something odd about Maria: she didn’t seem to recognize James, and she looked extremely comfortable in the demon’s arms.
 
   “Shooting me will not end us. We will not die,” she said, and she flashed him a wicked smile. “You have tried to kill us before. Why do you think you can do it now? We are beyond death, but you must listen, or this one will be turned and made to join our legion.” She followed the threat by using a hand to touch Maria’s nose and the tiny girl started to laugh as if she was with a loving aunt.
 
   James lowered his gun and considered his options; he had not expected to run into the demon alone. If he had Tracy with him, or a few of the soldiers that knew him, he would have opened up on her because she would not have an easy escape. He had to get Maria away from her, but he heard her threat and knew that she meant it fully. She would turn the little girl into one of her red-eyed demon zombies, and they would be forced to kill her – a thought he couldn’t fathom. He stood with his feet slightly apart, and watched the demon as she bounced Maria in her arms and smiled at him.
 
   “Maria, hide!” James shouted as he reached behind him for the E11 Sultan Magnum he kept tucked away in the small of his back. The little girl buried her face into the demon’s shoulder and hugged her close, just like she and James had practiced when they traveled to the bunker. He brought the gun around and pulled the trigger, ripping a hole into the face of the demon, causing her to leave her feet and fall on her back with Maria still holding on for dear life. James sprinted to the fallen demon and grabbed Maria with one motion. He swung her around to his back, and she locked her legs around his body and held on tightly to his neck.
 
   “Good job, baby girl. You remembered. I’m so proud of you!”
 
   “I’m your little soldier,” Maria said proudly, and she hugged him close as he slipped between the buildings and made his way back to Tracy.
 
   The demon huntress, blinded and disoriented, tried to regain her vision. The shot from the powerful handgun had blown a hole in her face and the bullet flew through as if unobstructed and lodged itself within the bunker wall. The wound was taking too long to heal, so she summoned the darkness from her minions to collect itself around her body and heal the wound from James’s bullet.
 
   As the darkness left the bodies of the possessed, it released the control she had over their minds, leaving them petrified and moronic. They became easy targets for the soldiers, who took full advantage to cut them down. The darkness, freezing and vicious in its form, came to her quickly, and before long, she was healed and whole again. 
 
   She threw all caution to the wind and made to pursue James, determined to punish him for what he had done. She cut through the buildings and grabbed a soldier, freezing him where he stood, and pouring one of the many demons that lived within her into his helpless form. He was instantly changed and ready to protect her, and she sent him ahead of her to find James Knight.
 
   The lights came on, bright and painful to her eyes as the ceiling reflected the sky outside and the darkness wrapped itself around her like a shield. She slid out into the streets, looking like everyone else out there running about screaming or lost, the soldiers and guards pushing them to get back into their temporary homes. 
 
   She didn’t run, but simply walked, terrible and beautiful, the old military suit accentuating her every curve as she moved with determination to the area where James Knight had run. The only way that people around her could tell that she didn’t belong was by the black, misty shadow that seemed to move with her. It whipped around her legs as if it was a living thing and unlike her, it was sinister and unnatural to witness. 
 
   She set her gaze forward and kept on walking until she got to the area where James, Tracy, Jaime and Alysia were waiting in anticipation of her attack. They were ready for her and their weapons were drawn but she paid them very little attention. Her focus was on killing James, and she would not let them distract her from her goal. She saw the minion that she sent, dead on the ground, and when she got near him, a few soldiers encircled the square and had their weapons pointing at her.
 
   “You’re not going to get the baby,” James said to her. He pointed the Sultan Magnum at her, the same weapon that had done so much damage to her earlier. It made her hesitate, the pain still fresh in her mind. Next to him was the girl, his daughter, Alysia who brandished a more ancient weapon that she had used to hurt her badly when she was in the forest. 
 
   She looked around desperately but there was nowhere to run, so she screamed at the lot of them and sent the darkness out, spinning it like a tornado into their midst. For every man and woman it touched, there were screams of agony. The cold was so intense and painful that some of them dropped their weapons and fell to their knees. The soldiers started shooting at her, but even though she was getting hit, she kept the shadow spinning and focused it on each member, freezing them to the bone and killing them before moving it to the next.
 
   Alysia saw what the demon was doing, and that the bullets of the weapons the soldiers used were not enough to stop her. James could not shoot the magnum, even if he wanted to. It was too close for that sort of weapon, and the risk of shooting one of his men was too great for him to do it. His hesitation did not go unnoticed by the demon, and she broke a part of the shadow off to send it at him as she continued to kill the soldiers one by one. 
 
   More ran into the square to fight her, but the darkness only grew to accommodate them. Jaime was on the ground, unmoving and Alysia couldn’t believe that she hadn’t seen him go down. Tracy was back by a house with Angelica and Maria, sticking to her promise to keep them safe, and though she wanted to join the fight, she stood with them just in case the demon switched focus.
 
   The carnage continued, and the road was littered with the bodies of the men and women who had fought bravely against the demon huntress. Alysia saw her father rolling around, trying to fight the shadow that engulfed him, and it was in this instance that she realized that she was alone. Her only family member was dying, and her friend was in terrible shape. The stress of the situation overtook her actions and she teetered on the precipice of inaction and suicide. It was the type of choice her father had always reminded her would come to a warrior. Fight or flight … there was no third choice.
 
   The demon threw more darkness to engulf her as she stood, and though it hurt—a sort of burning sensation instead of cold—she dashed in and swung the sword in an upward arc, catching the top of the demon’s abdomen and leaving a bloody gash where it struck. The shadows felt like hundreds of tiny razor blades, threatening to cut her to bits, but she refused to succumb to the pain and the weakness, spinning a back fist into the demon’s jaw and bringing the blade down onto her shoulder.
 
   Shadows left the soldiers and rushed in to help their master, spinning like a maelstrom of black around the two fighting women. Alysia was all rage as she fought through the pain, whipping the blade this way and that, catching parts of the demon’s body whenever she would swing. The demon brought all the cold she could muster to stop Alysia, but she couldn’t control the shadows, not while the strange blade of that crude weapon distracted her with sudden pangs of pain. In one desperate move she grabbed it. The naked blade cut into her hand but she held it still. She came face to face with Alysia as she held it, but the young girl was not stopping her attack.
 
   With her sword held, Alysia brought a leg up and snapped three quick roundhouses into the demon’s jaw. She loosened the blade to let the shadows heal her hands, but Alysia was back at it again, cutting this way and that. The panicked demon retreated from the girl, pulling the shadows into her so that she appeared as a pillar of blackness, with glowing eyes piercing through to stare at them.  James Knight saw an opportunity, stood up with the magnum, and fired a single shot into the black mass. The bullet ripped through the chest of the demon and plastered her against a building, where she began to shake, and the shadows moved in, trying to heal her as fast as they could.
 
   “Light her up, now!” James yelled, and the remaining soldiers began to fire on her fallen body. It was loud and terrible, this murder of the demon, and she screamed so loudly that Alysia thought it would damage her eardrums. The shadows gave up on healing their host, and faded into nothingness after ten minutes of continued shooting. The demon was dying and in her last breath, she screamed out.
 
   “ALYSIA KNIGHT!”
 
   It was frightening to hear her voice with its multiple tones, and Alysia knew she was in trouble. She crawled over to Jaime’s body, who hadn’t moved during the entire ordeal, and though she felt as if she had been in a car accident, she wanted to make sure that he was okay.
 
   “Jaime?” she whispered, touching his face.
 
   “Yeah, yeah, I’m alive,” he said and reached down to feel for a cigarette. “It felt like a million icicles hit me. But you, you took it like a champ and kicked her collective ass,” he said. “Good job. I’ll be damned if I didn’t lose my box of cigarettes.”
 
   Alysia laughed at his words and then lay down next to him. She held the sword above her head and examined the blood that stained its blade. It was an odd contrast to the bright blue sky reflected on the ceiling of the bunker and she wondered if the demon was truly dead.
 
   “CeeCee, Jaime, can you all move?” Tracy asked as she and Angelica walked over to them and helped them up.
 
   “I’m alright for now,” Alysia said. “But I can’t stay here.”
 
   “What do you mean you can’t stay here?” her father said as he walked over to them.
 
   “Did you hear what she said, Dad?”
 
   “Yeah, she screamed your name. I would scream your name too if you put a whooping on me the way you just did to her.”
 
   “No, she threatened my name. I told you they want me. They’ve wanted me since the very beginning and it’s the reason why they kept capturing me and not killing me like everyone else. Dad, that giant lifted me up as gently as he could before we killed him, and the demons took me into their camp to make me into something like her. Now I’m a threat. Just think about the way she said my name.”
 
   “So they no longer want you,” her father said as he began to check her arms and legs for any wounds from the demon.
 
   “I am a threat, and so are you. I think that they use female hosts for whatever reason, but if they cannot have me, they will send more to try to take me out. Just look how much damage just one of them is able to do. I cannot honestly stay here and allow more people to get killed over me.”
 
   “So, we’re leaving then,” James said, and he looked around at the crowd of people that gathered to stare at his daughter in awe.
 
   “They got Debdan, and I freaking hate this place,” Jaime said as he walked over to stand next to Alysia. “I’m leaving with you guys.”
 
   “Are you sure, Jaime?” Alysia asked.
 
   “Shut up,” he said, shaking his head at her as if what she asked was so ridiculous.
 
   “Need some police back up?” Tracy asked, and James looked as if he wanted to object. “Don’t you dare, James Knight,” she said to him and then shot him a glance that could probably cut a diamond. Alysia saw the exchange as confirmation for what she believed: Tracy and her father had become more than friends and it probably happened while he was in the clinic. She wanted to tell Tracy that she wasn’t invited, but that would be her acting like a child. She saw the way her father looked at her, and as much as it stung, she decided to let them be.
 
   “So that settles it,” she said. “We go to the surface and try to see if we can get help.”
 
   “I don’t think that it’s gonna be so bad,” Jaime said, and he pushed his way out of the square to walk back towards his bunker house. Alysia followed behind him, and James stood back to brief the remaining soldiers on what their plan was. 
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
   Jaime and Alysia opened the door to his bathroom and kept their weapons ready for the possessed Debdan. What they found was red gook smeared all over the walls, and evidence of an escape out of the building. They ran outside to track it, and it led back towards the entrance. They followed the bloody footsteps as they moved onto the road and up the ramp towards the bunker’s entrance.
 
   “We need to wait for my father and Tracy,” Alysia said, and Jaime stopped and whipped around to look at her.
 
   “What’s going on between you two?” he asked.
 
   “Me and my dad?”
 
   “No, you and Ginger Fury, the cop,” he said, making a motion with his hands to emulate Tracy’s wild, bushy hair.
 
   “I think she and my dad are dating but hiding it from me,” she said to him.
 
   “What’s the big deal? She’s pretty hot, and your dad isn’t old.”
 
   “Of course you wouldn’t get it. How would you feel if you lost your mom and your dad was out and about loving on other women?”
 
   Jaime put a finger on his lip and walked around as if he was in deep thought. Alysia could see that he was still in pain, but he didn’t want to show it.
 
   “So, it’s the end of the world, Mom dies, Dad wants to get some action before he joins her. Is that what you’re saying? Well hell, I’d be like, hell yeah, Dad! Get you some!”
 
   “You can be such an insensitive jerk when you want to be, you know that?” she said. “Why don’t you stay and spare me the annoyance of dealing with you out there.”
 
   “I could kill for a cigarette right now,” Jaime said, ignoring her words, and ignoring the topic they were discussing. “Alysia, when things go crazy people act out of character and do things that are outside of the boundaries of what we would consider normal, okay?”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “I’m saying your dad probably cries himself to sleep every night because of your mom, but Tracy is the type of girl to help him through it. I see how you are and I know you’re not helping him. Let your old man be happy. If it were the other way around I’m sure he’d want you to be happy.”
 
   Alysia bit her tongue on the objection she was about to make, and looked around to observe the bunker’s situation. People were leaving their homes to look at the aftermath of the demon’s terror, and a few of them stopped to thank her and Jaime. Tracy and Angelica walked up towards them, and Maria was sitting up on James’s shoulders, trailing behind the two women.
 
   “Let’s get some things together and make a plan for the outside,” he said as he walked up and placed the skinny young girl on the ground.
 
   “Will we see you again?” Angelica asked, a hint of sadness in her voice as she looked at Tracy and then at James.
 
   “Hard to tell, but I will come visit once we’ve found a place,” Tracy said to her friend.
 
   “I owe you my life, several times over,” Angelica said. “Plus Maria will want to see her Auntie Tracy and Uncle Jimmy.”
 
   “What about her Auntie CeeCee?” Tracy said and smiled at Maria.
 
   Maria twisted around to look at Alysia, and then her eyes fell on the sword and she got serious. She touched the scabbard and then looked up at her and in the most matter-of-fact, innocent way she proclaimed: “Auntie CeeCee is going to save us all from the monsters.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

And Then We Had Chaos
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Chapter One
 
   A week had passed since Alysia and her company left the bunker to take their chances in the woods. They had no directive as of yet but knew they could not stay around the citizens of the bunker city. 
 
   They camped out in one of the bathrooms inside of a park, since James decided that an open camp would have them too exposed. With the bathroom they could keep one person guarding the doorway at all times while the rest of them slept. It wasn’t ideal and due to issues with the plumbing, the smell was something that took some getting used to. Nevertheless, it was safe and so far, they had not seen any demons, giants, or flesh-eating kreples.
 
   “So, what’s the plan, CeeCee?” Jaime asked Alysia as they sat on a bench on the outside of the bathroom. 
 
   “I dunno, why don’t you ask my dad?” she replied, too busy fiddling with her shoes to look up at him.
 
   “Because this is your deal. We’re all out here for you, and you need to give us an objective or this will become one of those crazy expeditions where people just move around aimlessly while they get picked off, one by one. We need a point to being out here, and that one’s on you.”
 
   Alysia knew he was right, and though it looked as if she could care less, she had spent the day before thinking about their objective.
 
   “I do have an idea but it may be too ambitious,” she said. “I don’t want you to think I’m crazy.”
 
   “It’s not like we’re doing anything better. Plus I know that you’re not crazy; crazy can actually be considered fun sometimes.”
 
   Alysia looked at him to see if he was joking; he was barely ever serious whenever they would talk but to her surprise, he looked as if he was ready to listen.
 
   “Part of the reason the demons are able to keep killing us so easily is because we’re sitting around in a worthless state of disbelief. We need to accept that they are here, and that they are supernatural. In fact, there has to be a bigger reason for them coming here,” Alysia said.
 
   “What makes you think there is a bigger reason?” Jaime asked.
 
   “I told you about the ritual they held to turn me, and you saw what happens to women who undergo the full treatment. They become damn near gods, controlling freezing shadows, healing, and moving around so fast.”
 
   “They can also turn us into human versions of themselves,” Jaime said.
 
   “That’s not all,” a man’s voice said, and they both turned around to see James Knight standing with his shirt off in the doorway of the bathroom.
 
   “Lose your shirt, dad?” Alysia said.
 
   “Why don’t you let me be James Knight and you be Alysia the good daughter, huh, CeeCee?” he said to her and popped her playfully with his shirt. “Anyway, what I was saying is that the possessed humans evolve after some time. They turn into the red and black versions, the ones with some intelligence about them.”
 
   “We never saw that. How did you find out about that?” Alysia asked.
 
   “Well, your friend turned, as you all know, and we ran into him when we came looking for you. What I didn’t tell you is that he was full-on red and black when me and Tracy fought him off.”
 
   Jaime shot a glance at Alysia and then back at James. “He was gone when we went back to my place to get ready to leave,” he said. “We tracked his steps to the entrance of the bunker, but I think he took off into the woods.”
 
   “That’s not good,” James said to him. “If he has any part of Debdan left in him, he’ll know how to get inside the bunker. He could teach the others how to get the upper hand on the boys and girls protecting the place. Why didn’t you tell me? I could’ve tracked him down and killed him.”
 
   “We didn’t know that they turned, Dad. Remember?” Alysia said to him, and he looked at the two of them and then sighed.
 
   “I came out for some fresh air; I didn’t mean to interrupt your chat,” he said.
 
   “Oh yeah, you and Tracy putting in some work, huh, Mr. Knight?” Jaime joked, and James looked like he wanted to knock him out. Jaime started to laugh hysterically when he saw the uncomfortable look on James’s face, and Alysia proceeded to punch him in his arm.
 
   “What?” he said to her and countered with a strong pinch to her forearm.
 
   “Oh my god, that stings!” she exclaimed, and smacked him on his shoulder.
 
   “You two are like kids.” James said to them, and then shook his head and walked back inside. He came back out with his undershirt on and sat down next to them on the bench. “Keep going on about your plan, baby girl. Let’s hear it; I’m sorry I interrupted.”
 
   Alysia smiled at him, happy that he was involved. She tried to remember where she was on explaining her idea.
 
   “So, the demons have a way to reproduce by using us as hosts,” she said. “We become their queens, we become their minions, and they seem to control the giants. I don’t know what the kreples are, but they seem to be animals from a different world. I’m not worried about them. The main thing we have to worry about is the demons. They’re tearing our world apart, and they are predatory.”
 
   “Don’t forget the flying monster bats or whatever they are,” James weighed in. “I had a real up close and personal meeting with a few of them and they are just as intelligent and predatory as those demons. We have multiple problems going on; the demons and their possession games is merely one drop in a bucket full of drama.”
 
   “We can at least focus on learning the demons though, Mr. Knight,” Jaime said to him.
 
   “That’s a good point,” The big man replied. “What’s to say that finding out more about the demons won’t give us some insight into the other crazies? So where should we begin? How do we go about learning about the demons?”
 
   “The queen talked,” Tracy said and they all looked up at her as she walked out into the cool night air. The confidence and beauty of her stature was not something anyone could ignore, and she tied her hair back effortlessly as she turned to face them. She was still in her tank top , cargo pants and boots, and Alysia wondered what it was that she had been doing since it was obvious she hadn’t been sleeping. “She talked, so that means she could answer questions. Why don’t we find another one, chain it up, and force it to talk to us?”
 
   “I’ve heard some pretty terrible ideas, Tracy, but that one tops them all,” Alysia said before she could stop herself from saying it. “With all due respect, of course,” she added. Tracy gave her the middle finger in reply, and then forced herself onto the bench between Jaime and James.
 
   “It may be a crap idea, but it’s better than what any of you have. Which is a whole lot of nothing.”
 
   “Why don’t we go back to the place where they originated from?” Jaime chimed in, and everyone grew quiet as if they had all considered it but didn’t want to mention it.
 
   “So travel back to my school and see what is there,” Alysia said, and then put her face into her hands. “Didn’t they pop up from all over the eastern shore? We don’t really know the origin of it all.”
 
   “It’s a good idea, CeeCee. Better than sitting here waiting for them to attack us,” Jaime said. “We know that the whole bunker thing was a panicked move and we aren’t even sure if that was really the president that ordered it. There will be a lot of groups traveling around, just like us, and they may have more insight that we can share and get educated from.”
 
   “Bingo!” Tracy said.
 
   “So when do we head out?” Alysia asked and Tracy looked at James to see if he had any ideas.
 
   “Why not tomorrow?” he said after a while. “We can wait around to see if things will magically change, but I think we should keep moving. That way, we don’t get a lot of time to start having doubts.”
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
   The small party trudged through the woods, bearing east beneath a sky that looked like an abstract work of art. It was all dark purple, splashed with hints of blue, and it would soon change to something wonderful when the sun came up. They didn’t speak, most of them tired and sleepy from a night of uncomfortable rest, but they had to leave, according to Jaime. Staying would only delay the inevitable.
 
   Out of everyone who marched along through the well-preserved forest, James Knight was the most composed. He had been in places where the woods were wild and untamed, when the soldiers in his company stayed up 72 hours at a time and uncomfortable rest was all they knew. Compared to the missions he had undergone as a U.S. Navy Seal, this was literally a walk in the park—pun intended. He pulled them up short at what appeared to be a clearing, and got down on a knee. He then used the detachable scope from his pulse rifle to see what was in front of them.
 
   “Don’t make a move!” he whispered and they all complied, too frightened to move an inch.
 
   A slow rumbling sound caught them as a giant pushed past the trees, walking in a southwestern direction. He was small, about the height of a two-story building, and he walked so close to them that it took everything within Tracy not to react. When he was gone, James exhaled, and they all looked at one another with a mixture of fear and relief. The light from the dawning sun cut through the darkness and as they recovered their march, James spoke again.
 
   “I think that the demons become giants,” he said, and they all looked at him.
 
   “How did you come up with that one?” Tracy asked.
 
   “Did you not look at the one that just passed us?” he said. “It had the red and black texture on its legs. We keep wondering where they come from… well, that is my theory. Some of them grow into giant men while the others just stay red.”
 
   “That makes no sense,” Tracy said. “I think they are a different species altogether.” 
 
   But James didn’t want to argue, so he shrugged and kept them moving.
 
   “You notice something?” Jaime asked. He hadn’t spoken since they set out, so everyone was curious as to what was going on inside his mind.
 
   “No, what?” Tracy replied.
 
   “It’s quiet; like, too quiet. I don’t hear the helicopters and jets in the air shooting anymore, or any guns or things blowing up. It sounds as if we gave up, or we lost the fight and all our soldiers are dead.”
 
   “Not all of them,” James shouted back at him, but they knew he was right. Since the day when the monsters first attacked, they had heard the sounds of war going on all around them. Now it was quiet, and once the giant’s stomping had passed on into the distance, it had become very peaceful. It was a cruel illusion that masked the reality of their lives, and it begged to question where the U.S. military was.
 
   “I bet they left us,” Jaime said to Alysia as they walked behind James and Tracy, who had sped up their own pace in order to have a private conversation. 
 
   “Who, my dad?” Alysia asked, looking at him to see if he was joking.
 
   “No, I mean the government, the elite few with all the money in the world. The world goes to hell, they tell the military to get us into bunkers, and they rush to their escape boats and ship off to a safe house of some kind. Like maybe Antarctica.”
 
   Alysia rolled her eyes and sped up to get away from him, but he caught up to her without saying anything. 
 
   “Is your stomach okay, Jaime?” she asked.
 
   He frowned. “Yeah, I’m a little hungry, but I’m good. Why do you ask?”
 
   “Because of the diarrhea of the mouth you have going on. Your imagination is immense; I’ll give you that, but safe houses in Antarctica? That just about says it all.”
 
   “Okay, but when you find out that everything I’m saying is true, I’ll have a big fat ‘I told you so’ waiting for you,” he said.
 
   They exited the park a little past midday and were on the street, moving toward the city. There was an old, rusty water storage tank sitting behind a fence, and old broken-down trucks and cars from the age of gasoline. The tank brought back memories of a childhood spent in the country for Tracy, and she wanted to run up to it and climb it to the top to play queen of the mountain. James Knight stopped and observed the area, using the scope from his gun to get a closer view. He held his hand up to tell them to stop, and then he pocketed the scope and led them across to the short fence.
 
   They jumped the fence and entered the junkyard, each person holding a gun at the ready as they cleared the area and worked themselves back to the tank. There was nothing but silence, and the air was humid, causing them to sweat. Tracy ran ahead when she saw something, but pulled up short and looked around frantically when she got there. Jaime ran up next to her and then James, and Alysia could see that they both had the same reaction. 
 
   She wondered what they were looking at, and as she got closer, she could see there was a corpse on the ground. It was an older woman in a flowery dress, and there were human remains next to her.
 
   “Why do they kill some of us and turn others?” Tracy asked. “I just don’t get it.”
 
   “It may have to do with the age,” Alysia said.
 
   “What do you mean, the age?” Jaime asked.
 
   “I mean our age. The people we saw turned inside the bunker were all young people. The oldest one I saw was the blonde-haired woman, and she looked to be about thirty, thirty-one. These people are older; they probably owned this junkyard and didn’t get the memo about getting to a bunker.”
 
   “Or, they just had no means of getting to one,” James said. “I don’t see a functioning car or bike around here.”
 
   “That or they got left,” Tracy said. “What is this place? I can’t even call it a junkyard since there is nothing here to indicate that this crap was being sold. It’s a dump. How did the city allow them to get away with this? Rust everywhere, the grass is all tall and out of control, and just look at the water tank. This place looks as if nobody has lived here in years.”
 
   James brought his rifle up to eye-level and then started to move towards the small house that sat several yards behind the junkyard. He motioned for Tracy to move to his rear and she did so quietly, staying a bit behind him with her own rifle pointed at the door. Alysia and Jaime sat back, watching. It had been explained to them that during infiltrations they were to cover the flank, never to rush in ahead of their trained teammates.
 
   James crossed the entrance of the door until he was on the right side, and Tracy checked the windows. Alysia and Jaime inched up to get closer, and then James kicked the door in and moved inside quickly, checking the corners while Tracy did the same. Alysia heard several quick bursts from the pulse rifle, and several demons burst from the backdoor, running across the yard to gain the street. Jaime took aim and began firing at them, but Tracy walked out and calmly lifted her rifle and put them down with precision shots.
 
   “CLEAR!” James yelled, and Tracy lowered her weapon and sighed. She brought out a bit of cloth from her pants pocket and wiped the sweat from her brow.
 
   “Jesus,” she said under her breath, “that whole sequence frightened the hell out of me.”
 
   “I can’t freaking tell,” Alysia said to her as she ran up to the house to check on her father.
 
   He was kneeling down over the corpse of a large man, and from the red veins running the length of his legs, Alysia knew he had turned and had tried to attack her father.
 
   “Good job, Trace. For someone who hasn’t done this before, you were all right,” James said. “So what do you say, CeeCee? I bet you all are tired and hungry. The folks that own this place just got attacked. We can set up here and rest, and catch our breath before we head out again.”
 
   Nobody wanted to argue against the idea. It had been a long time since any of them had slept in a real bed, under a real roof that wasn’t an apartment underground. Jaime and Alysia dragged the corpses out to the backyard and set them on fire, and then they went back inside to clean up the mess.
 
   Their new shelter was a cozy home that had all the amenities you would expect: black leather couches that surrounded a mid-sized curved flat-panel ABE television. There were random paintings on the wall, the refrigerator held photos of the extended family, and there were three bedrooms, two connected to their own bathroom. 
 
   They decided that Alysia and Tracy would get their own bedroom, and James would do the couch, but Jaime insisted that they trade. A solar-powered generator powered the electricity, and with the Film-Jet 3.0 movie player beneath the television, Jaime wanted the luxury of falling asleep to a movie. 
 
   They cleaned the blood from the walls and floor, and then checked the refrigerator and cupboards for food. The owners had stocked it full prior to their passing, and they had enough to last them for a couple of months. James went outside to secure the perimeter. A short, chain-link fence bordered the house, so he tied a number of bells to it, bells he found in the couple’s Christmas storage that sat in boxes in the garage. 
 
   “Okay, a few ground rules since we’re going to be here for a while,” James announced once they had all picked out their rooms and had gotten time to catch their breath.
 
   “Rule number one: Do not ever leave without letting the rest of us know. We want to shoot demons, not civilians, and if you are missing and come back to us unannounced, you may accidentally catch a bullet from a friendly.
 
   “Rule number two: No fighting. We need to get along; we are like a little family in this thing. Any beefs we talk them out, and if you need to consult someone else about me, or whomever… talk to that someone. I’m serious.
 
   “Last rule: We need full transparency with food and supplies. If we’re running short on something, speak up. There’s a whole city over there that we can go scavenge if we need it.”
 
   Everyone agreed to James’s rules and set about doing their own thing. Tracy started to tidy up the place, and Alysia took to the backyard with her sword, practicing old katas that she hadn’t done since her childhood. Jaime flipped on the television and put on a movie, a classic action film where zombies were swarming a city.
 
   “You’re such a sucker for irony, aren’t you?” Tracy said to him, and he nodded with a big smile on his face. “Well, you enjoy your terrible movie. I would so take zombies over the monsters we’re dealing with.” 
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
   It was late afternoon on a Saturday; the clouds were few, and the sun was out in all its glory. The irony of a beautiful day during such a dark hour was not lost on the inhabitants of the junkers’ home, but it lifted the moods and Alysia decided that she and Jaime should go scavenging. James turned down his daughter’s offer to join them on their hike; he had made himself busy, looking at the engine of one of the old vehicles that sat in the yard.
 
   “What you doing?” Tracy said to him as she walked up to the car. He was bent over, looking inside the hood, and didn’t hear her come up on him.
 
   “Damn woman, you’re gonna get yourself shot messing around like that,” he whined to her, a bit annoyed, and she stuck her tongue out at him playfully. 
 
   She was wearing some overalls she had found inside the house, and the sun shone on her exposed skin, revealing her muscular arms and shoulders, along with a number of scars that crisscrossed all over them. She was barefooted and her hair was up, and he wondered why she was so comfortable.
 
   “Where are the kids?” she asked, and he lifted his head to point with his chin as he always did.
 
   “Gone scavenging,” he said.
 
   “Do you think those two are—” she began.
 
   “Oh, hell no,” he said to her. “Don’t you even say it. He’s not her type, I’ll tell you that, and he ain’t confident enough to try it either way.” He was about to say more when Tracy walked up really close to him and put her hand on his arm. He tilted his head and looked at her with a question mirrored across his face. She bit her lip, looked off to the side, and then shrugged her shoulders ever so slightly.
 
   It was obvious what she wanted, and numerous things ran through his head: his protective daughter and this beautiful woman he had been trying to keep out of his mind since the day he met her. His physical urges made it hard, and he placed his large hands on her hips and brought her in for a kiss. Their lips touched and time froze in that sudden “finally” gust of surrender that comes when lovers that have held out from one another finally meet.
 
   Tracy parted those lips to allow their kiss to deepen, and he took her in as if his life depended on it. She tasted like silvery strawberries with a hint of almonds, and as their tongues touched and their hands roamed the mountains and valleys of sinew and flesh, they both silently begged fate to let them be; let them have the time to realize the things they had always wanted since that first bike ride they’d shared together.
 
   It was a beautiful, dirty, and lengthy union between them, and as the sun dimmed a bit from a sole grey cloud, they found themselves on the grass in front of the car, wrapped in each other’s arms and afraid to utter a word out of fear they would wake up from their beautiful dream.
 
   “What do we tell, Alysia?” Tracy finally said as she felt James’s large bicep flex beneath her head. She rolled into him to be more comfortable and propped herself up on her arm to look at him.
 
   “I’ll tell her in time, Trace. Don’t worry about it.”
 
   “You think she’s gonna be mad? Well, I know she will be, at me … but she loves you; you’re like her life. I think she will hate me for … I don’t know. I just don’t want there to be any problems between us. And I don’t want this to be our only time.”
 
   James took her head with his hand and gently brought her in to kiss her. He let it linger for a bit before they separated and then he simply answered. “It won’t.”
 
   When they had grown tired of lying in the tall grass, Tracy retreated into the house and James went back to working on the car’s engine. He noticed that the world felt different to him now that he had been with her, and where he had once only cared about his daughter’s wellbeing, he was now looking into a future where Tracy was always by his side. 
 
   Why don’t I feel guilty? he wondered as he worked, thinking he should be consumed with the memory of his wife. He didn’t feel anything but the light-headedness of a man in love, and while he wanted to be upset about it, he could do nothing but focus on what had happened.
 
   A few hours later Alysia and Jaime returned, toting a large bag of supplies they had looted from the neighboring homes.
 
   “See any action out there?” James said to them when they came through the gate and saw him.
 
   “Just a kreple with an attitude,” Jaime said, and James looked at his daughter, trying to read in her silence if she had noticed what had happened in her absence.
 
   “Yeah, he was a feisty one,” she said, and then dropped the sack near the car. “How are the repairs coming along, Dad?” she asked, and he saw her look down at the depression in the grass and then glance back at the house.
 
   “To be honest, I can’t tell you,” he said. “Everything is right where it needs to be, and it really isn’t that old. I’m just trying to pick up where the old man left off and see if I can get us some wheels to get us to the coast.”
 
   She smiled at him and slapped him on the back before picking up the sack and walking back to the house. Jaime followed behind her, but when he turned around and winked at James, he knew something had given him away. James looked around to see what it could have been and when he glanced down at the area near his feet, he saw that Tracy had left something behind when she hurriedly dressed to go back inside. 
 
   The embarrassment was too much to take, and James feigned working on the car for another hour before picking up Tracy’s forgotten item and placing it in his pocket. He went inside and Tracy was in the kitchen making a sandwich. He could hear music coming from the garage and Alysia had her bedroom door closed, so he quickly crossed the threshold towards the kitchen.
 
   “What are they up to?” he asked when Tracy noticed him walking towards her.
 
   “CeeCee is taking a shower and Jaime found a carton of cigarettes so he’s in the garage listening to music and doing damage to his lungs. Did you see what they found?” Tracy said to him, and she looked genuinely happy as she held up a bag of fresh Granny Smith apples.
 
   “That’s one helluva haul,” he said with a grin. “But it’s probably nothing compared to this,” he said and he handed her a silky undergarment. She quickly tucked it away and stared at him with her eyes large and her face turning red. She smacked him hard on the chest and then scurried away into the master bedroom. He picked up the sandwich she was making, and then shook his head at the entire situation. If Alysia knew and wasn’t saying anything, why bother to hide it from her? he thought.
 
   He looked down at the bread, saw the black dirt from outside, and couldn’t believe he had neglected to wash his hands. “God made dirt, dirt don’t hurt,” he said aloud and then walked into his own room to get a shower.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Two
 
   "Dad, did Donald ever tell you the history of this sword? I know it wasn’t originally a sword, but how did he do it?"
 
   "Growing attached to that thing, huh?" James asked his daughter while rubbing the area behind his neck. He sat on the old bed with his shoes off, and he seemed comfortable, despite the fact that they were squatting inside the home of an unfortunate victim.
 
   "I'm just going over it in my head. Why did it hurt the demon girl, and what makes it so special that she was so powerless against me?"
 
   James motioned for her to hand it to him, and she stood up, loosened the laces from the scabbard, and handed it to him.
 
   "It's funny how different a killer can look from a copycat pretending to be one," he mumbled to himself as he moved his hand along its length, paying close attention to its imperfections.
 
   "What do you mean, Dad?"
 
   "I mean everything, sweetheart. Me, you, Tracy, Jaime, this piece of metal. We're the real thing. I know you don't like to hear that, but we are, baby girl. When they portray killers—the people who are forced to commit the ultimate sin—they hardly look like us. Their swords are always flawless, beautiful renditions of historical relics; not crude, wicked-looking blades like this one."
 
   He stopped talking and kept his hand running on the flat side of the sword. It was fashioned into the style of a Japanese katana—one edge curved and long—but forced into that form from something else. Not from a blacksmith—who could probably make it into a convincing sword—but from force. It was bent, chipped up, and ugly. James brought it up and smelled it, brought it close to his face and flicked the blade with his finger, and then put it up to his ear as if to listen to it. 
 
   "Good God almighty, she's singing," he whispered, then stood up suddenly and sheathed the sword gracefully as if he was at the end of a Japanese Iaido kata.
 
   "I didn't think you still cared for that sort of thing, Dad," Alysia said when she saw him, and she smiled with pride as it brought her back to the days when they would spend hours together inside of his dojo.
 
   "A warrior never forgets his discipline, CeeCee. I know you know this, but don't write your old man off yet. I may prefer the weapons of my age, but under all of this bone and flesh you see here lies a focused spirit."
 
   "A focused spirit with a thing for police women?" she said to him, slitting her eyes to show her disapproval.
 
   James turned in such a slow, graceful way that it caught her off guard and he looked at her intently. He shifted his hips so that the sword clicked as it rested perfectly into its sheath. "We've been through this, CeeCee. I'm not going to defend her every time you decide Tracy isn't good enough for me. The world is ending, let's stay focused on that."
 
   Alysia rolled her eyes and took back her sword, tying the ribbons around her waist and positioning it where she could feel it against her hip. James moved in to take her down in a sudden attack, and she fell with his motion, rolling away smoothly and coming back to her feet with her hand on the hilt of the sword, ready to defend herself. Her father smiled when he saw this and she nodded at him. Always be ready, he used to say, and it was a lesson that had made itself into her very being.
 
   "There's silver in that weapon," he said to her. "Old Donald must have taken it from something other than what he told me, but that blade definitely has silver in it. When you cut into one of them, it will sing for you, CeeCee, but beyond that – I think it tells us that silver hurts them."
 
   "Just like werewolves," Alysia said as she walked over to sit on the bed next to him.
 
   "So, we will need to make some modified silver ammunition for our guns," he said.
 
   "That sounds like a pain in the butt, Dad. You should just get a sword; actually, three swords. One for Tracy and one for Jaime, too."
 
   "That won't work; they don't know how to use them," he said. "No, we need to make some silver bullets. We’ll restrict them to being used on the big ones, major ones like that thing in the bunker. The rest of them die easily enough from our regular shots. So I think we have a good plan with that."
 
   “Okay, Dad, I will keep that in mind the next time we’re near a silver mine and a place that will allow us to make bullets,” she said as he shoved her gently away from him. She looked at him, laughed, and then hugged him closely.
 
   “You know, your mother always thought we had the strangest relationship,” he said to her as she leaned in on him.
 
   “What do you mean?” she asked.
 
   “Well, we Knights aren’t the most affectionate people, you know, and while people can see the love we have for one another, we don’t always show it.”
 
   “Well, Dad, we shouldn’t have to. That’s why we’re family.”
 
   “Yeah, you said it, baby girl, you said it.”
 
   Alysia got up and walked into the living room where Jaime was sitting back, watching his movie. She picked up a pillow from the couch, threw it at him, and then looked into the kitchen where Tracy was doing her laundry in the sink.
 
   “Tracy, why don’t you sit down?” she asked. “You haven’t taken a break since we set up here and it’s been like two days.”
 
   Tracy waved her off and kept on washing. Alysia sat down on a loveseat to watch the zombies swarm a frightened police officer who was shooting and missing every one of them.
 
   “Hey Tracy, I think you might want to see this,” Jaime shouted. “One of your fellow officers is about to be turned into the living dead.” Tracy came out of the kitchen in a long blue robe, and walked up behind Jaime and smacked him in the head.
 
   “Hey, that’s like police brutality. You saw that right, CeeCee?”
 
   “No, I was so engrossed in this stupid movie that I missed it, Jaime,” Alysia lied.
 
   She tried to pay attention to the movie and let it take her mind off their situation but she just couldn’t concentrate. Her mind drifted to happier times, when she would return home from college to smell her mother’s cooking. Kendra was an ace in the kitchen, and it was always the smell that she associated with home. She remembered the smell of her faux fried chicken, baked with breadcrumbs to give the illusion, but it was all healthy with mashed cauliflower instead of potatoes and some sort of smoothie for the drink. 
 
   The Knights are a healthy family, was what her mother used to say, and she prided herself on keeping their eating clean. James kept them punching, kicking, and running, and Kendra baked her chicken, made black bean brownies, and a number of other healthy variants to popular foods. Being inside this house made Alysia miss her, and she wondered if her father missed her cooking as much as she did.
 
   She hadn’t realized that she’d fallen asleep as she sat there. The long trek along the road to scavenge abandoned buildings had taken a lot out of her. They were under the beaming sun the whole time, and when she had wanted to call it quits and return home with their booty, Jaime had pushed them to go inside another building.
 
   She dreamt of happy times, children laughing in parks, rain showing up unexpectedly to ruin a picnic, and dates with boys inside of the University’s social center. It was so bizarre to remember these things in their new world of survival; it almost felt as if she were imagining fantasy. 
 
   The only thing she worried about in those days was whether or not she could maintain her grade point average, meet a boy her dad would approve of, and marry before the age of twenty-five. Now she couldn’t even think of a future. What sort of future had demons and giants in it? No, these days she had to take things one day at a time. 
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
   The sound of something tinkling woke her up, and she opened her eyes to find that she was alone. The front door and the back door were open, and a light breeze blew the evening air into the house, causing the curtains to dance like apparitions. 
 
   Alysia hopped up and crept to the front door. She checked to see if she still had her sword at her waist, and touched the hilt reassuringly. The tinkling of the bell sounded again, and she looked outside to find her father working on the fence. She breathed a sigh of relief and then walked back through the house towards the back door. When she got there, she saw Jaime cleaning his gun.
 
   “Finally awake huh, sleeping beauty?” he said, and she sat on the ground across from him, choosing not to reply.
 
   “You and your dad do that a lot, you know that?” he said.
 
   “Do what a lot?”
 
   “You sort of choose not to answer people when you think they say something stupid,” he said.
 
   “I don’t think that’s true; we talk with our facial expressions. It’s not that we think people are stupid, it’s just that some things are rhetorical … they don’t require an answer.”
 
   “Oh, bull, whatever. You ignore people. I guess it’s a Knight thing, or part of that warrior’s code your family lives by. Alysia Ninja has taken the vow of secrecy by Grandmaster Daddy Knight. She must not answer the lowly plebes, for they are below her and not worth a warrior’s breath.”
 
   She rolled her eyes at him and looked up at the darkening sky. “Do you ever shut up?” she asked.
 
   “Whoa, did you see that?” Jaime asked, and he pointed to the sky where a long, shooting star was moving across the sky.
 
   “Now that is cool!” Alysia exclaimed as two more stars shot up at the same time. “Cool … and a bit odd. Why are there so many stars doing that?” she asked.
 
   "I’ll tell you why,” Jaime said. “Do you remember the Mars project?"
 
   "I remember the Moon project," Alysia said, smiling to herself since she knew he wouldn’t like the fact that she’d corrected him.
 
   "I guess you're a little behind on your news then, smart ass, but the Moon project preceded Mars."
 
   "So, what about it?" Alysia asked, not quite convinced that there really was a Mars project.
 
   "You know how they took volunteers up and we thought those people were crazy, right? What if they weren't? Crazy, I mean. What if they have cities up there, and vacation spots where, like, the rich and powerful can go." Alysia made to stop him before he got too deep into his conspiracy theory, but Jaime put up a hand and continued. "No, you need to hear this because I feel it in my gut; I feel it in my gut, CeeCee. This crap with the demons? They saw it coming. All of our governments saw it coming, and they set up Arks to fly off of here and leave us to die."
 
   "Because we are poor?" Alysia asked, eyeing him intently, hoping he would burst into fits of laughter or admit to joking. But he held her gaze without budging.
 
   "You act like you don't believe me but let me ask you this. Why send us into bunkers that just happened to be built, ready to take in millions of people? Don't you find that odd?"
 
   "With the amount of wars the United States has been in for the last century, Jaime, those were probably built to keep us safe in case we got bombed ... or something."
 
   "You sound like every other fool who bought into their lies. Come on, CeeCee. I bet your dad doesn't even believe all of it like you do, and he's a soldier; he's supposed to be drunk on the punch. Open your eyes—” 
 
   "And what? Look for a big spaceship full of rich people taking off into the air, en route to Mars? Do you hear yourself? This isn't science fiction, Jaime, even with all the craziness going on. This is real life."
 
   Jaime got up and put his hands in his pocket. He walked around the backyard for a time and then circled back to where Alysia sat and playfully kicked dirt on her.
 
   "Seriously? You can be such a kid sometimes, you know that?" she whined.
 
   "What did you think of those shooting stars?" he asked.
 
   "They were pretty cool," she said.
 
   "I don't think those were stars, CeeCee. There were four of them, close in proximity, and they were shooting upwards. When was the last time you saw something like that?"
 
   "When was the last time you saw giants?" she countered.
 
   "Where's the President? Where's the governor, for that matter? The mayor? Top brass, anybody, letting the people know we're gonna be okay? I'll tell you where, miss thick in the skull; they are on a ship flying away."
 
   Alysia had heard enough, and she got up and made a loud grunt of frustration. With everything that had been going on in her life, the last thing she needed to hear was another story rooted in us versus them, rich and poor hysteria.
 
   "I'm going for a walk," she announced as she walked past him in long strides.
 
   "All by yourself?"
 
   "Yup, all by myself. If my dad asks, tell him I'll be back within the hour. I just need to think, and I'm realizing that I can’t do it here." She started to walk away when he called after her.
 
   “Hey! If you recall we aren’t supposed to be wandering off like that,” he said to her, and she stopped and spun on her heels to face him.
 
   “I know. I heard him loud and clear. I won’t be leaving the property, just around the yard to clear my head.”
 
   She walked around to the side of the house that was closest to the street and looked out at the trees in the distance. The air was still and the temperature was cool. In the past, it would have led her to taking a stroll or a light jog on the sidewalks around the university. There was no need for jogging now, she thought. The monsters keep us in good shape with all the running and fighting for our lives.
 
   The tops of the distant trees were starting to darken and become mere silhouettes against the brilliant blue of the sky, which darkened as the sun said its goodbye and dipped below the horizon. She watched the tree line as she walked, trying to see if she could spot any red eyes, or the head and shoulders of a giant, roaming towards their new home.
 
   She thought about what Jaime had said and it took her gaze skyward, as if she thought she might see another ship on its way out for the long journey to Mars. There were no more ships or shooting stars, but she could see the tiny outlines of the flying creatures. It was then that it dawned on her that she had not seen any birds since the arrival of the monsters. Those things probably eat them, she thought, and then trained her eyes forward as she rounded the corner to the front of the house where her father’s project stood broken and rusted in the grass.
 
   The memory of the undergarment that had been in the grass made her want to vomit, but she’d promised herself she would let it be. There were many problems going on in the world, and her dislike of her father’s affair was a miniscule annoyance at best. The bells tinkled once again, and she spun to see if her father was securing the fence. There was no one at the fence, but inside the house she could see lights on in most of the rooms.
 
   She crept forward and pulled her sword. She rounded the corner to the far side of the house and saw what appeared to be a cloaked figure slip to the back where Jaime was. How did he manage to hop the fence so quickly? she wondered, and then ran towards the back to investigate.
 
   “DAD? JAIME!” she screamed as she got to the back. But when she looked around, she saw nothing. Jaime was nowhere and her father had not come out when she screamed his name. She felt her heart drop to her ankles, and a wave of fear took over her as she entered the house, both hands resting on the hilt of her sword. She slowly walked into the kitchen. It was silent and she stopped to listen for any movement, heavy breathing, or evidence of her friends. There was no sound inside the house and all she could hear was the sound of her own heart beating in her ears as she stood there, waiting.
 
   She was about to move forward when a jolt of what felt like electricity ripped through her body. She dropped the sword and fell to her knees. It was so harsh and sudden that she didn’t even realize she had fallen until she was on the ground and looking up at the ceiling, confused. She tried to look around and managed to look past her feet where a man in a red cloak was standing with a strange-looking gun in his hand. He pulled the hood back and revealed a hard face with long blonde hair that was thinning in the middle. Where his scalp was sparse in hair follicles, his face and chin were full of them and it all descended into a greyish-blonde beard that ended in a knot.
 
   He looked at Alysia and walked over to her, kicking an ottoman out of the way as he retrieved her sword in a smooth, effortless motion. He scanned its length and then flicked it like her dad had done before. He stared at her intently, his grey eyes kind despite his gruff demeanor.
 
   “So, you’re the one,” he said to her, his face stoic and hard to read. She saw that he was muscular, and she wondered if her father had managed to get any hits in before this predator subdued him. “You killed one of them. You got them to utter your name. Alysia, right?”
 
   Alysia nodded her head and then looked around to see if she could see where he had stored the bodies of her friends and family.
 
   “They are safe; we removed them from the house and took them to a place where they can’t be hunted,” he said.
 
   “Who are you? How did you—how did you manage to attack me and get rid of everyone so quickly? And, where is my dad?” Alysia asked. She could sense feeling in her arms and legs again, but she lay still, hoping to catch him off guard when he least expected it.
 
   “Get up,” he ordered her, pulling back his cloak to reveal a belt full of guns and weapons. Some were so exotic that she didn’t know what they were or what they were capable of. She complied and scrambled to her feet, glad she was still alive but curious and concerned about what it was he had used to shoot her.
 
   “What did you hit me with?” she asked.
 
   “Nothing you could fathom or even understand, Alysia Knight. At least not yet.”
 
   “How do you know my name, and how did you know to find me here?”
 
   “You are all loud, sloppy, and pathetically lucky,” he said to her as he leaned against the bar, playing with her sword. He was not concerned about her retaliation and she could tell that even if she tried something he would be ready for her. “Your father hasn’t been a Navy Seal for ages and the policewoman is such a brute that her stomping gave you all away even at a mile’s distance. Then there’s the loud-mouthed boy-man you call ‘friend.’ Instead of asking me how we found you, you should ask me how it is that you aren’t dead by now.”
 
   “We? Who else is here with you?” Alysia asked, daring to walk around the disheveled living room to see if anyone else was hiding inside of the house.
 
   “My darling locusts, sisters of the Bloody Garot; they joined me to remove the distraction from your life, and they have taken them away to a safe place. Like I said before.”
 
   She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. She had only been walking and thinking for ten minutes when she left Jaime, and that was all it had taken the cloaked man to remove them quietly from the house. Her father had often told her stories of how Special Forces operators could perform frightening miracles like that, but this man was not a soldier. He looked like the leader of a heavy metal band, and he spoke with an accent she could not place.
 
   “So you came for … my sword?” Alysia asked, trying to push back her growing fear.
 
   “This silver piece of junk? No, Alysia Knight, I didn’t come for your ‘sword,’” he said, and then gave it back to her as if it disgusted him. “We came for the one that the lost ones named. The one who managed to kill one of their matriarchs.”
 
   Alysia was puzzled. It had been a team effort to take down the demon. Besides, she didn’t have any sort of super powers that would be cause for a group of creepy, cloaked people to seek her out. “A—are you a demon?” she asked him, and he stared at her without moving an inch.
 
   “Demon? Is that the name you gave them? You are asking me if I am one of them, the creatures that are corrupted with the taint. My dear, I am not, but I am not like you or your father’s kind. The only thing that you need to know is that you are safe, we have found you, and luckily it was before the V’Kosha.”
 
   “What do you want from me?” Alysia asked, cursing her luck again for being the one singled out for the special horror of another’s entertainment. “You weren’t there at the fight, so how do you know it called my name? Are you one of the soldiers playing a trick on us? Were you there? Did you follow us out and track us to this house, got your buddies to jump my dad, and then threw on some red sheets to make yourself look like some sort of grand wizard or something?”
 
   “I knew it wouldn’t be easy with you,” he said under his breath, then walked up to her and punched her in the stomach. “Enough talk. We have a long journey ahead, Alysia Knight.”
 
   The stomach, always the stomach. She winced and doubled over from the impact. The man scooped her up and threw her over his shoulder as he stepped out into the night air and began to move. He ran very quickly, too quickly for it to make any sense to her, and before long, he was amidst the trees. 
 
   The pain from Alysia’s abdomen made it hard for her to concentrate, but from what she was seeing, the ground was giving out from beneath them and then there was the crunch of branches as the big man ascended. It appeared as if he was whisking them from treetop to treetop using the limbs as his platforms.
 
   This makes no sense, she said to herself, but she couldn’t argue that what she was seeing was actually happening: the man was running across trees and there were several other people with him. 
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
   The voices were muffled and barely audible, and Alysia could tell they were trying to be quiet. It wasn’t so much that they were concerned she was awake and hearing them, but they seemed to be trying to keep it from someone else.
 
   “She is the one. You heard what Lord Chaos said,” a hushed female voice said.
 
   “The hell she is. I think it’s a mistake. She’s old, and she looks too normal to be the one,” a male voice barked back.
 
   “There’s nothing remotely normal about me,” Alysia replied as she sat up on the stone slab and looked at them, then glanced down at herself. They had dressed her in black tattered robes, and on her feet were tiny black slippers with embroidered red dragons on the tops of them. The girl was an Asian teen of at least sixteen, and the boy was older, dark-skinned, and had dreads in his hair. They both wore beige kimonos with the same dragon on their chests, and on their feet were black sandals.
 
   The teens stared at her in disbelief and then rushed out of the room. Alysia could see there were tracks below the slab and it looked as if she was in an old subway tunnel of some sort. The walls had been constructed recently, since they looked relatively new compared to the rest of the place, and when she looked above her head at the ceiling she knew her assumptions were right. They were below ground in one of the old subways that the city had sealed off so many years ago.
 
   “She’s arisen.” A voice spoke from somewhere behind her. She turned around and saw nothing but darkness until a pair of glowing eyes revealed themselves to her. Alysia started and scrambled around to the back of the stone slab, to make sure that it was between her body and whatever it was that stared at her.
 
   “Demon!” she exclaimed, and held its gaze, waiting to see if it would make the next move. The eyes rose to float about six feet off the ground, and as they moved towards the light, Alysia could see that it was the man who had taken her from the house.
 
   “Not all eyes that glow mean you harm, girl. In fact, you will find the ones you must fear the most have eyes that don’t glow. You have experienced the cruelty of men, have you not? Plus, we are not all the same. We the children of Yalem.”
 
   “So you admit that you are one of them?” Alysia spat at him. “You came from the sea with the giants and the kreples. You came to our land to terrorize us, didn’t you?”
 
   He kept moving forward, and she could see that he was no longer in the red robe he’d worn when she encountered him inside of the house. He now wore the same beige kimono as the children from before, but his had a cape that hung loosely from his shoulders, and flowed down to the floor where it dragged along the dirt from the filthy, subway tracks.
 
   When he was in front of the slab, he moved so fast that Alysia couldn’t even blink before he had her. She felt her heart stop as his vice-like hands gripped her shoulders, and she felt her body go limp from his touch. Fight or flight, CeeCee, she told herself, but unlike before, her body wouldn’t react. The demon had rendered her helpless and she couldn’t even make a sound.
 
   “We are Turevila. In your tongue it translates to ‘hunters of the lost’, but we go by the name of Bloody Garot, and we came here to rein in the prisoners of our realm.” He released her and motioned for her to follow him as he walked towards the darkness of the only door, gliding as if he defied gravity.
 
   Alysia wanted to lash out at him, to demand that he answer her questions and tell him never to touch her again. However, his touch had chilled her to her bones. She felt frightened by him, and she didn’t want to repeat the helplessness that had come over her when he had touched her. She followed behind him silently, his willing slave for now, and he didn’t need to look back to know that she was there.
 
   “You are trained, and I can see this,” he said. “Many of you here on this plane of existence… you are trained warriors. The savage nature of humanity demands it, doesn’t it? Combat sports, the need to dominate one another to prove who stands superior. You forge crude, ugly weapons—like the one I took from you earlier—and you learn to make fists and lash out with your legs.”
 
   “Do you all not fight?” Alysia asked. The man got quiet, as if he was thinking, and then he stopped to open a set of large, double doors.
 
   There were several kimono-wearing children inside a deep hall, lined with lanterns on the wall and long tables with an assortment of food on them. At the far end of the hall was a throne-like chair, and next to it on two sides were smaller thrones. A beautiful, white-skinned girl occupied one. Her hair was a light, silky shade of greenish blue, and her armor was black and red with spikes.
 
   “Oh, we fight, Alysia Knight, but we do not do it for sport, for establishing dominance, or to show superiority. We fight to keep realms like this one free of the ones that would consume you all. We failed to do our job recently and now your world is facing the crisis that you are well aware of.”
 
   “Where exactly are you all from? Hell? Or is there somewhere subterranean where you needed to come through the deep sea to get here?” Alysia asked.
 
   “You have quite the imagination,” the man said, and then showed her to a place on a bench in front of the food that sat untouched on the table. “Sit, eat, and relax, Alysia Knight. We have much to discuss, and I don’t want you to lose focus.”
 
   “The only thing that I can focus on right now is that my dad has disappeared and I am being led to my doom by Satan and his children,” Alysia said.
 
   “Satan? The horned menace from stories meant to keep cruel humans suppressed,” he replied, rhetorically. “No, Alysia, I am not Satan. I am more like your angel, Gabriel, here to remove the Satans from your world. Now, I am not going to ask you again. Eat, and get comfortable. You will be spending a lot of time here.”
 
   The tables had an assortment of fruit and pickled cold cuts that were delicious to Alysia’s taste buds. She ate until she wanted to pop and when she could not eat any more, she turned around and sat, watching the man talk to the white woman on the throne.
 
   “This is Dibolosa,” he finally said, and waved a gesture towards the woman who sat staring at her in her red and black armor. Dibolosa got up from where she sat and did a mock curtsy. “Dibolosa was once like you, a chosen target for the lost. We trained her and prepared her for the legion, and she was able to save her world and send them away for good.”
 
   “So she’s from a different world is what you’re telling me?” Alysia asked.
 
   “Yes, a parallel world to ours and yours. She got our training, removed the lost, and then joined our cause to liberate future warriors like yourself from their perversions.”
 
   “So you and Diaboloso want to—”
 
   “DIBO LOSA!” the woman screamed at her from across the hall, and the numerous children stopped eating and turned to look at Alysia as if she were in trouble.
 
   “Dibolosa, Dibolosa, I’m sorry,” Alysia said.
 
   “Yes, our lady is very particular about her name. The rules are firm in the affairs of the realm, young Alysia Knight. Only warriors from the world chosen can fight them. This means that we cannot interfere with our own, or we would be out there taking the fight to the lost. What we can do is train you to be one of us, and with that training you can start to build yourself an army.”
 
   “An army.” Alysia whispered to herself, trying to imagine being at the front of a horde of fighters, and unable to visualize the thought. “Is it always women?” she finally asked. 
 
   Chaos got up, sat in front of her and bit into a peach. The lights from the torches that lined the walls put dancing shadows on his face, and he took his time to eat the peach as her question floated in the air.
 
   “Always,” he said, throwing the pit with keen precision into a metallic bowl that sat on top of the table. 
 
   “Why is that?” Alysia asked.
 
   “It seems to have something to do with procreation, my dear. Women are the vessels that bring forth life into this world, so the lost ones choose the body of a woman in order to bring forth their leaders into this realm.”
 
   “How is it that you know all of this? I mean, I get it, like you’re some sort of demon of light or whatever, but you knew it called my name. How would you know that unless you yourself were there?”
 
   The big man smiled and rubbed his hands together, and as if by command one of the young men ran up to him and handed him a damp cloth with which he wiped his hands. When he was finished, the boy took it away, and a girl came forth and handed him a long, slender, sheathed sword. He had worn the same one when he invaded Alysia’s home, but it was now polished and shiny and he rose and tied it to his waist.
 
   “We ‘demons’ as you call us are all connected in one way or another. This is why it is easy for us to hunt them, and why we are disallowed from wiping them out when we are outside of our world. We can hear their thoughts, just like they can hear ours. They know that we have you now, and that you will become our weapon against them.”
 
   “So, it’s like a game of chess between your factions. You can see plainly what the other is up to, but you have to maneuver in a way that will eventually get you the checkmate,” Alysia said.
 
   “Exactly, young warrior. This means that—”
 
   “So, this means that I am literally your pawn. The pawn of a demon trying to outwit another demon with the poor citizens of the world being the chessboard that you play upon,” she said without realizing that the volume of her voice had grown to the point where everyone in the room could hear her.
 
   “Not a pawn, my young human friend. More like a knight.” And he winked at her.
 
   “SERIOUSLY?” Alysia exclaimed. “I’m glad that this is some sort of cute joke for you. My mother died to one of your demons, and I can’t even imagine how many more of my family, friends, and colleagues. I don’t think it’s funny, not unless you tell me the whole thing will reset if we manage to defeat your lost ones.”
 
   “You mean some sort of time travel reward for the victors?” the demon asked. He didn’t wait for her to answer, waving his hand dismissively as he rose and looked around. He clapped his hands loudly, twice, and the young people in the beige robes gathered in front of him in groups of four. There had to be about forty of them, and the lines they formed were tight and neat. To a man, they dropped to one knee, and Alysia could see that they all brandished swords that were similar to his.
 
   “These are my legion of warriors, Alysia, my Bloody Garot, and each of them have over one hundred kills on the ones we call the lost. The enemy can produce new members from the corpses of those that they corrupt, but our order disallows us the advantage of that disgusting practice. They will be your trainers for as long as you need. Then you must prove yourself worthy of leaving this place.”
 
   Alysia looked around, trying to analyze the skills of the warriors kneeling. “How am I to prove that I am worthy of leaving?” she asked their leader, and he turned to face her, his large hands resting on the hilt of his sword.
 
   “Why, you have to succeed my dear Dibolosa, of course.” He smiled, revealing a perfect set of white teeth with canines so long that it made him look like a vampire.
 
   “I must defeat the champion of an ancient world? Sure, no problem at all, mister demon lord,” she said sarcastically.
 
   “You can call me Chaos,” he said without a hint of amusement in his voice. “Your training begins now.” Without waiting for her reaction, he walked to the large throne and sat down.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Three
 
   James Knight rolled over with a start. He hadn’t realized he had dozed off but when he woke up he was not inside of the house or near it. He was sore everywhere and when he felt around, waiting for his eyes to adjust to the dim light, he could feel train tracks below him. Train tracks. The thought of a speeding train rolling through to smash into him made him roll off to the side and he ended up in the rubble and trash that had collected on the side of the tunnel. 
 
   He was in the subway underground, and he knew it immediately when he saw that the dim light came from above his head inside of a depression in the wall. He looked around frantically, hoping to see Alysia, but all he could make out were the bodies of Jaime and Tracy. 
 
   He struggled to his feet and walked over to Tracy. She had blood on her face and she was lying in an awkward position on the tracks. James knelt down and lifted her into his arms. She felt lighter than he remembered and he walked her over to a set of stairs where he set her down and worked at waking her up.
 
   “Trace,” he said after nudging her for a time. She woke up with a start and flashed him a wicked glance.
 
   “WHAT?” she yelled at him, upset that he had brought her out of whatever dream it was that she was having at the time.
 
   “Wake up, baby, we’re not at home anymore,” he said to her lovingly and brushed some of the dirt out of her hair as she looked around groggily.
 
   “I’m sorry I yelled,” she said. “It was, it was that thing. Did you see it, Jimmy?”
 
   “Yeah, it was in all red and had a sword. All I remember is that it came at me and the next thing I know, I’m dreaming about happier times.”
 
   “We should wake up Jaime,” she said when she noticed that he was still slumped against the wall near the tracks, asleep. “Where’s CeeCee? Did she get away from that thing, or is she here somewhere?”
 
   “CeeCee ain’t here, Trace, but I don’t think she’s at the house, either. They called her name, remember? And she kept telling us over and over that they want her. I think they have her kidnapped somewhere. We’ll need to get out of here to find her.”
 
   Tracey nodded and got up, wiping her eyes. She walked over to Jaime’s body and shook him hard to bring him around. Jaime woke up and went through the same motions the other two had, cursing loudly several times and pacing the tunnel, looking for an escape.
 
   “Why would they put us here?” he asked after exhausting his search and letting his temper cool down a bit.
 
    “They put us out of the way so that we can’t find Alysia,” James said. “This was intentional, and I wouldn’t be surprised if we’re half a state away from where they’ve taken her.” They all grew quiet after he said this and it was as if he had said that Alysia was dead. He took note of their unsettling silence and got up to start searching for his daughter. It didn’t matter that it could very well be a futile effort; he had to do something. So instead of sitting around, he chose to get up.
 
   He was about fifteen minutes into walking through the cavernous subway tunnel when Tracy caught up with him.
 
   “Hey, I have an idea,” she said through labored breathing. He held her waist with his right hand and led her over to one of the lights. She looked up at him through eyes that barely hid the pain she was feeling.
 
   “Trace, what’s going on?” he asked, and then he turned her around slowly to look her over for any injuries that may have escaped him.
 
   “I dunno, Jimmy, I’m just tired. I feel like I haven’t slept in days and my body hurts, like the gunshots and bites from the kreple didn’t heal.”
 
   James looked around for Jaime and then knelt down in front of her. The young man was nowhere in view, so he lifted her t-shirt up above her breasts and observed her abdomen where the kreple had bitten her when she first met Alysia. There was a yellowish discoloration where the teeth marks were, and when he touched one of them, she flinched hard, almost screaming aloud from the pain. 
 
   “Oh man, this is bad, baby. You’ve got some sort of infection,” he said, looking up at her grimacing face.
 
   “An infection after all this time?” Tracy asked as she tried in vain to pull him up to his feet. “There is so much going on that I don’t understand, Jimmy. Now we’re trapped in this endless tunnel and I’m sick.”
 
   “What could have brought this on?” he asked her as he stood up and touched the sides of her face. “We all got knocked out, and now you have this infection. It doesn’t make any sense.”
 
   “Right now, to be honest, I just need love,” she said to him. She reached up to touch his beard and he leaned in and kissed her passionately as they held one another beneath the flickering subway light. 
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    “Why should I need training to fight things that I had no problem fighting with before?” Alysia asked the young girl who stood with her. They were facing some sort of obstacle course that was the first in several trials she was to undertake. She thought the girl was cute, but there was something dangerous behind the cuteness. Her tiny body, bursting with confidence, hinted at severed limbs, intense pain, and her little face laughing as you died in your own blood. She looked like Angelica’s Maria, if she was about eleven years old and taller. She had long, curly, black hair that she pulled back into a ponytail and her complexion was a golden brown. 
 
   “You won’t get it until you fight a real one,” she said in a sweet, melodic sort of accent that reminded her of Debdan.
 
   “What’s a real one? The one I fought was real enough; turning people into zombies, killing without a care. What can be more real than that? She was dangerous.”
 
   The little girl laughed, a sinister, yet cute sounding cackle that came from behind a gloved hand that she used to cover her mouth. “That was a mere rookie you fought, Alysia Knight, the equivalent of a newborn. She was inexperienced, and untrained in the way of leading her horde. Had she been left alone for a long enough time, she would have ascended and been given more power. One such as she would have taken more than mere silver and primitive fighting skill to defeat. This is why you are losing your world; you are not prepared to fight them, not without us. Not without us.”
 
   When she repeated the last three words, she touched her heart and then waved all around her to indicate the rest of her people. Alysia understood the gesture and thought about the cold, the shadows, and the ferocity of the demon that she had fought. A mere newborn compared to what it could have become. The thought gave her chills, and she imagined that its intent was to convert the entire bunker, like many of her sisters were probably doing now. 
 
   With a bunker of servants, their number would grow. If you multiplied that by the amount of bunkers that were all over the country—all over the world for that matter—Alysia was stunned. She looked out at the obstacle course, which consisted of thin logs sticking up vertically from a dark lake that stood stagnant and foul. The sky was a color both unnatural and frightening, and all around them, flying creatures flew in flocks, menacingly.
 
   “Where are we?” she asked the girl, wondering how it was they had gone from the subway to the outside without climbing. The girl smiled again, forgetting to cover her mouth when she did, and a set of those fanged canines poked out, similar to her master, Chaos.
 
   “Alysia Knight is not very observant.” She laughed, and adjusted the belt of her kimono. “We are no longer in the world of men. We are in Yalem, my realm. This is where Alysia Knight must train in order to prove herself against the slayer of the lost, Dibolosa Vyne.”
 
   Alysia looked at the water, the trees, and the mustard-colored sky. There was something about the place that made her frightened and uneasy. There was something even more frightening about the ease in which the demon girl was able to bring her to this realm involuntarily, and she wondered if it was possible that they could leave her there, permanently. What if it was in this realm that her father, Tracy and Jaime were? Chaos had promised to release them if she complied with his wishes for her to become his champion, but what if he was lying, and was merely toying with her to take these trials?
 
   “Okay, little one, let’s get this show on the road. Show me what to do to pass this test, and I will do it,” she said.
 
   “Not so easy for a clumsy human like you, Alysia Knight. You must be reformed, to be like us, to do the things we do, to fight the way we fight,” the little demon said.
 
   “Enough riddles. I don’t care. I want my friends released, and I want to help get rid of the things attacking them. Show me what I need to do. Let’s go; I’m sick of everything.”
 
   The tiny girl hopped onto the first log, which began to sink slowly beneath her weight, and then she skipped from log to log, traveling down the stream away from Alysia. When she finished, she called back to her, telling her to do the same and Alysia nodded. It can’t be that hard, she thought, and hopped onto the first log. 
 
   It became immediately apparent that Alysia was too heavy for the exercise, and that her balance was not what it needed to be to complete the trial. She jumped to the next one out of desperation. Perhaps if she moved fast enough, she could get past it, but when her foot touched the third one, she fell into the murky waters, striking her head and passing out.
 
   She awoke on the shore where she started, and the demon girl was smiling down at her. “Now we prepare you,” she whispered to Alysia. She lifted a knife marked with runes, and drove it into her chest. Alysia felt a shock of pain and fire flooded her body. Blood oozed from the wound and she could not move, forced to look up at the demonic pixie, whose face was now grimacing as she concentrated on her cruel work of holding the knife in place.
 
   Alysia wondered why she wasn’t dying as the blood flowed free. She felt another sensation as the blood ran out; it was as if it was being replaced by something lighter, cooler, and more rejuvenating. When she had been lying still for over thirty minutes, she stopped her panic and relaxed. Maybe now I won’t have to live with the suffering of Mom’s death and the constant worry for Dad’s life, she thought to herself. It feels so good to lie here, under this strange yellow sky with its dark-blue sun. It feels so good.
 
   The demon girl jerked the blade from her chest and then stuck a finger in her mouth and rubbed the edges of the gaping wound with her spit. The skin began to heal where she touched it, and Alysia noticed that the blade was glowing, throbbing more like it, and it throbbed in cadence with the beating of her heart. Once the hole was sealed, she found that she could move again, and she stood up quickly and observed her arms and legs, trying to find something different from before.
 
   “You are still you, Alysia Knight.” The little girl laughed. “But, now you are a sister. You can proceed with the tests without the penalties of being fully human, and you can prove yourself against Dibolosa!”
 
   Alysia tried to feel if there was anything different about her to back up what the little demon was saying. She felt her chest where the wound once was and there was nothing there. She jumped but didn’t get much higher than she could before. She darted this way and that, testing her speed for anything extra. 
 
   She felt and acted as human as she did before the stabbing. She looked at the demon curiously; she was more than a little disappointed at her absence of gifts.
 
   “Do the trial, Alysia Knight. You don’t have much time,” the girl said with a hint of annoyance.
 
   “What do you mean I don’t have much time?” Alysia asked.
 
   “You must pass the tests in time to save your friends. If you take too long, Lord Chaos will not reward your efforts by healing them. You must beat Dibolosa at the end of the trial to be reunited with your friends.”
 
   Alysia felt her heart skip. The demon lord had put her father and friends somewhere where he could kill them if she didn’t meet his demands. She looked out at the poles that sat silently in the black water and ran to them, jumping without any care for falling like she did before. Her foot floated down gently on top of the first log, and she found that her balance was intact, as if she was merely playing hopscotch. She bounced from log to log effortlessly, picking up her speed as she did, thinking of her father’s safety. By the time she made it to the end, she was comfortable with her newfound skill. She could be weightless when the situation depended on it, and this was the gift that the dagger had given her.
 
   When she landed on the far side of the lake, the small girl landed right behind her. She hadn’t heard her when she had followed, but was impressed that she was able to.
 
   “The kreples… are they from this world too?” Alysia asked as the girl took her hand and began to skip along down a dark path of the forest that led away from the lake of logs.
 
   “What are kreples?” the little girl asked, and Alysia stopped so she could describe one to her.
 
   “What is your name, little one?” she asked the girl, and the girl’s face lit up like a cloudless sky when she did.
 
   “You want to know my name?” she exclaimed. “My name is Isobel! Isobel, warrior for Chaos.”
 
   “Isobel, that’s a pretty name for a very pretty girl,” Alysia said, and the child blushed even more. “Kreples are big lizards, but they only have legs. They are black and shiny; the ones I’ve met bite and run extremely fast.”
 
   “Ohhhh, zentans! Nasty, nasty, zentans! They are always hungry, and they attack in packs. Don’t worry Alysia Knight, once you defeat Dibolosa, the zentans will fear you, because they fear the warriors of the Bloody Garot!”
 
   Alysia wanted to laugh at the tiny girl’s gusto. Whenever she would describe her order, she would get intense. She would ball up her fist and raise her voice, and her eyes would narrow into mere slits.
 
   They ran for another ten minutes, and Alysia was confused at how fast they could move. It wasn’t like she wasn’t feeling it, but a ten minute run on earth was nothing, since she had been an athlete her entire life. Now, with Isobel leading, their run felt like she was moving ten times her speed. Her lungs labored from it all, and when they stopped, her heart was racing. 
 
   They had gone for over twelve miles in their dash, and she had seen a number of strange, exotic creatures along the path. Some of them seemed predatory, but none were fast enough to keep pace with them. When she had caught her breath, Isobel handed her the runed dagger. The runes still pulsated in tune with her heart, and it felt strangely warm and organic to the touch.
 
   “Now you must defeat the Dra’yr, Alysia Knight. It is a necessary step to complete your transformation. You are a fighter, yes? One that has fought different types before? Then this is no different for you, but it’s not like the other test.”
 
   “What do you mean; it’s not like the other test?” Alysia asked, noticing a hint of fear in the other’s voice.
 
   “You only get one chance to kill him, Alysia Knight. If he kills you, there is no coming back. You will die and your friends will die with you.”
 
   Alysia strengthened her resolve when she heard this. I’ll treat it like the finals in a martial arts tournament, she thought. Isobel ran up to hug her, then quickly scampered up the trunk of a tree. 
 
   Alysia held the knife to her chest, kicking off the tiny slippers so that she could feel the cold dirt between her toes. She waited, but it didn’t take long for her to hear the snapping of branches as something large pushed itself through the trees to get at her.
 
   Before she could react, a large, green man with thick black fur all over his body burst into the clearing. He lifted her into the air and slammed her into the ground. The wind left her lungs so fast it was as if she blinked her eyes and was instantly on the ground, trying her best to catch her wind. 
 
   She saw her life flash before her eyes in that instant: images of her mom showing her how to drive, her father making her do repetition after repetition of punches, and her first kiss – from Dylo Veringer, a boy that she hid from her father. 
 
   The beast had his hands around her throat, crushing her windpipe slowly. She looked into the deep pools of blackness that were his eyes and saw that there was nothing there but wickedness. It was then that her training kicked in and all struggles for life took a backseat to fury. She shifted her weight towards her right side and threw her left leg over his head. He struggled to move his head out of the way, but she was too fast and moved her right leg up to meet the left, isolating his right arm in between them.
 
   She grabbed the left hand that was choking her and rolled to her back, forcing the monster’s right hand to loosen as she braced backwards with his left elbow resting on her crotch. He was hers now, as he kept on trying to regain his right hand grip. She sat up slowly, holding his arm, and then fell back violently, lifting her groin with a sudden thrust and pulling his arm taut while bracing herself. A loud pop came from where his elbow was and he bellowed out in pain, reaching for his broken arm, thrashing this way and that. 
 
   Alysia rolled over onto her knees coughing, trying desperately to put air back into her lungs, but she knew that to hesitate would mean certain death. She looked for the knife, and saw that it had fallen near where the creature was recovering from his pain. She ran for it but he was on his feet, swinging at her face with a fist from his right hand. Instinctively, Alysia put up a tight guard to cover her entire head. She ducked her face as the blow connected, then squatted down to the knife as he swung again. 
 
   The first blow seemed to rattle every bone in her body, but she ignored the pain as she recovered the knife. Then as the creature moved in to swing down at her, she wrapped her free arm behind his knee and used the knife hand to pull his foot up as he lost balance. She lifted his leg while simultaneously driving into him, and he fell backwards as she raised the knife and drove it home into his abdomen.
 
   Nothing could mirror the sound the creature made when she stabbed him, and she felt a strange sensation as its life force drained into the blade and simultaneously mixed with the blood inside her veins.
 
   She backed up off the downed monster and looked at her arms. They now held luminescent veins, as the change came through fully to her body. She screamed out in horror as an invisible force lifted her off the ground, and as she felt her wounds heal and her bones break to become stronger, she could only cry out in pain as it finished the job.
 
   The pain became too intense for her to take. Alysia passed out, and when she awoke, she was back in the subway tunnel, with Isobel wiping her skin gently with a warm wet rag.
 
   “Hello sister,” the little girl said, and Alysia felt a wave of panic at the way she said it. She ran her tongue along the outline of her upper row of teeth and found that her canines had extended.
 
   “What does this mean?” she asked Isobel. “What does my change mean? You have to tell me. Am I no longer human? Am I dead? Will I ever get to see my father again?”
 
   “You are merely a part of us. Don’t you worry, Alysia Knight. You fought bravely, killed the Dra’yr better than any of us did. I told Lord Chaos and he is proud. He said, ‘Alysia Knight will be the one to drive the lost back to our world.’”
 
   Alysia rolled over and closed her eyes, she allowed herself a little bit of self-pity in that moment. Will I ever be able to love the little things that make me human? She thought, and squeezed the tears out of her eyes as Isobel ran water across her back. Enough crying, CeeCee, your father is relying on you; she said to herself, making the effort to harden her feelings until she had done what Chaos ordered her to do.
 
   “What else do I need to do to be ready for Dibolosa?” she asked Isobel as the girl dried her and began to oil her limbs.
 
   “Lord Chaos has decided that since you were able to defeat the Dra’yr in record time, you do not need to spend any more days proving yourself. You will be formally trained in our fighting arts, and will be washed and oiled daily by your handmaidens until five days have passed,” she said.
 
   “Handmaidens? I have handmaidens?” Alysia asked, sitting up so that she could look at the girl.
 
   “Why, yes, Alysia Knight.”
 
   “Call me CeeCee. It’s really weird when you keep on using my full name like that,” she said.
 
   “CeeCee? That sounds awfully childish, but I will obey your command and call you CeeCee from now on. Now, I am your handmaiden, along with Jasmine.” She nodded to a corner where a tall black girl was fiddling with her kimono. “And of course, Koko.” She pointed to another dark corner where the Asian girl from before stepped out and waved to her. “We are responsible for your training and care until your fateful match with Dibolosa.”
 
   “Did Dibolosa have to go through this same treatment?” Alysia asked.
 
   “She did,” Isobel replied. “When the lost attacked her home world.”
 
   “So, the lost, as you call them, have a habit of rushing into people’s worlds in order to build up armies to overthrow your realm. If I’m wrong let me know,” Alysia said, looking at them one after the other.
 
   “Yes, they have been trying it for over ten thousand years. It is why our lord is building his own army, so that when the lost are driven back and weakened, he can attack them in our own world and wipe them out. That would stop these attacks on your worlds and give us peace. Lord Chaos is a hero in our realm and he has promised our people that he will finish the lost in time.”
 
   Alysia thought about Isobel’s words and what they meant. Chaos was relying on her to drive out the demons. “Why must I kill Dibolosa?” she asked suddenly, and Isobel looked at her through large, seemingly innocent eyes.
 
   “The savior of the world is forever chained to our order, and to Lord Chaos,” Koko spoke up. “Dibolosa has been with us for many years after her world was released.”
 
   “Okay,” Alysia said. “I still don’t get it. Don’t you guys like her as your queen? Why would she have to give it up just because another world is in need of saving?”
 
   Isobel and Jasmine started laughing uncontrollably. It was so annoying that Alysia hopped off the stone table and yelled at them to stop. “What the hell is so funny?” she asked.
 
   “Well, you called Dibolosa ‘queen.’” Jasmine giggled. “There is no king or queen, silly. We all fight for our realm and our lord, Chaos. Dibolosa is trapped here, due to the ritual that allows her to wield The Twilight Sword.”
 
   “The Twilight Sword?” Alysia asked. “Can you all just give me the whole damned story instead of the bits and pieces?”
 
   “Okay CeeCee,” Isobel said, and then handed her a black kimono as she spoke. “The only way an outsider to our realm can wield the Twilight Sword is to take on the life force of Xatas. It is a mystical energy that can only occupy the soul of one individual and that individual happens to be Dibolosa.”
 
   “So when the earth is saved then I will be trapped here as well.” Alysia said. “Trapped and awaiting another heroic girl to come along and best me in a fight to take on this life force. I’m not doing it. It’s all so stupid. What if Dibolosa was to beat me? What happens then? What does she get out of the bargain, and what will happen to your holy war?”
 
   Jasmine pointed to the slab and Alysia sat down. She then knelt, oiled her feet, and placed a pair of soft leather boots on them. She looked up at Alysia while she did this and her eyes were sad and distant. “You would die a dog’s death if Dibolosa kills you, CeeCee. You will vanish from your world. One of your friends that Lord Chaos asked us to hide will also die, and he will simply find another girl that is better than you to become his champion.”
 
   “What does Dibolosa think of this whole arrangement?” Alysia asked.
 
   “Why do you care so much?” a strong, but sultry voice intoned as the girls scattered to one side of the room and bowed.
 
   Dibolosa walked in, all white legs and grace, and she nodded to the girls to let them know that it was okay for them to rise. Alysia was in awe of her looks. She had removed the spikey armor in exchange for a long, black, silk gown; and she looked human with the exception of her alabaster skin color and hair that favored the sea. She had light-green eyes and her tiny, button nose floated above lips that were full and ruby red, which completed a mask of hard, high cheekbones, and a neck that kept it miles away from slender, muscular shoulders.
 
   “For a non-queen, you sure do look like one,” Alysia said to her, trying hard to swallow but unable to look away from her. The beautiful woman walked up to her until she was in between her legs and whispered into her ear. 
 
   “Worry not for me, sweet Alysia. My death will allow me to return to the wasteland that my world has become, but your death will allow me to live on as a revered warrior in this, the world of Chaos. Once you cross over and have the Xatas, life and death become less absolute, my dear.” She stepped back from Alysia with a smile on her face and then walked out, letting her gaze linger on the three cowering girls that stood in the corner.
 
   “Okay, that woman is absolutely frightening,” Alysia said once a few minutes had passed and the girls were back to their normal selves.
 
   “Dibolosa is a phenomenal warrior, CeeCee,” Isobel said to her, as she strapped her old sword to her waist and stepped back to make sure that she looked the part. Koko had begun to do her hair, so she couldn’t get up off the slab, but the girls seemed pleased at what they had managed to do with her.
 
   “Where are you girls from?” she asked them. “You took the trials too?”
 
   The girls exchanged glances when she asked them the question, and they seemed to struggle with an answer for her.
 
   “You’ve all been lying to me haven’t you?” she asked them next, and Jasmine stood still with her hands fidgeting uncontrollably.
 
   “You will become like us," Isobel said sadly. "Trapped, fighting for the worlds.”
 
   “So, all the stuff you've been telling me about this fight is a lie?” Alysia asked. “I won't die if I lose, I just lose my humanity. Awesome, girls,” she said, shaking her head and sighing as she looked around. There goes my other parent, she thought. “Thank you for the bath, and for oiling me up to be a slave. So, is anybody ready to tell me what really happens if I win?”
 
   “You won't win,” Koko whispered as she walked out from behind the slab, finished with her hair. 
 
   “I won't win because you think that she's better than me, or I won't win because of something else?” Alysia asked, motioning with her hands for them to spill the beans.
 
   The girls stood tight-lipped and Alysia realized she was asking them to answer a question that would get them in trouble. "Never mind," she said. "You've told me enough already and I’m grateful. Look, I'm sorry I yelled at you. I know what you’ve given me is probably enough to have you punished, but you did it anyway. Let’s go ahead and start with the training, rituals, or whatever it is we need to do. I want to be ready for Dibolosa, and I know that you all will do your best.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Four
 
   They came upon an old station and climbed the stairs out of the subway to the mostly vacant streets of New York. It was midday but shadows flitted this way and that in the distance, and a few desolate, hungry people shambled by, looking at them as if they were hopeless.
 
   “Well, we’re back in the city,” James said. He held on to Tracy’s waist as they stepped out of the subway. Jaime came up behind him and began to look around frantically.
 
   “You mean we’re back in the middle of hell,” he said. “Except this time, we don’t have the guns to hold those things back. We’re all consumed with finding CeeCee, but we can’t even survive our damned selves if we don’t find a set of guns and a whole lot of ammo!”
 
   James knew he was right so he merely nodded. They hadn’t gone very far from the house that they had commandeered, but he wondered where the creature had taken his daughter and how much of a fight they would have to go through in order to get her back. He looked down at Tracy, who looked pale and emaciated, as if poison wracked her body. She had wanted him to lance the wound, but he refused to do it since they had no medicine, and he didn’t want her to get a worse infection and die.
 
   “Mr. Knight, she’s starting to smell,” Jaime said, and James looked at him as if he wanted to rip his jaw off to prevent him from talking.
 
   “We’re on the strip, and there are stores literally everywhere, Jaime. Listen, we can go in this hotel. I’ll clean her up, and you go scavenging for something to help her out, man. Can you do that?”
 
   “Yeah, I can do that for Tracy. She’s gonna be alright, right?”
 
   “She’s a fighter. She won’t go unless there is absolutely no other option,” James said.
 
   They kicked in the backdoor of a seedy motel and found a room on the second floor to call their own. They heard a few more people in the adjoining rooms but with the apocalypse upon them and owners abandoning their places left and right, anywhere was fair game. Having neighbors in an abandoned motel was pretty much par for the course.
 
   Jaime took note of where the room was located and took off as James filled the bathtub with cold water. He then removed Tracy’s clothes and sat her in it. The cold brought her back to life almost instantly, but he held her down so that it could do the job and whispered words of encouragement into her ear. He washed her to the best of his ability, taking his time around the bites. He saw that she had many scars and he knew most of them were new, due to the creatures they had fought.
 
   “I bet you were just a young, feisty officer that gave your coworkers hell, weren’t you Trace?” he said to her, squeezing the water over her head and grabbing the shampoo to wash her hair.
 
   “It hurts so bad, Jimmy,” she managed to say. “You have to cut them to let it drain out. That thing put something in me; I know this is not from those old bites.”
 
   He thought about what she was saying and looked closely at the three black and blue bruises. He thought about it for a while, and then went back to washing her hair quietly.
 
   “Got you a bunch of stuff from the convenience store,” Jaime said as he came through the door. He slammed it shut and dropped a large paper bag next to Jimmy. “Whoa! That’s way more of Tracy than I would ever expect to see … man, she sure is built … wow, and those bruises look nasty!” 
 
   James closed his eyes to summon patience, and then eased his breathing to keep himself calm. “Jaime, can you give me a few minutes with her to do what I have to do? I don’t think she’d appreciate you gawking at her when she’s this vulnerable.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, of course, Mr. Knight. Was just thinking out loud is all. I’m gonna go back out, see if I can find us some guns. You know how it is. If a demon don’t get us, those spice heads next door probably will. You hear them in there? They must be shooting up to stay high during this whole thing; I can smell the burned glass through the damn door. We need to watch them close, they like to steal. You know how it is.”
 
   When he was finished rambling he looked around awkwardly, then he snuck another peek at Tracy’s breasts and then exited the bathroom, closing the door.
 
   “This is going to hurt worse than anything else you have ever felt, Tracy, but we—”
 
   “Just do it, Jimmy, just do it,” she said without opening her eyes.
 
   He reached over, grabbed one of the towels, and stuffed it into her mouth. She lifted her hand out of the water to help him get it in and then took a firm grip on the edge of the bathtub. James pulled out one of the razors from the package Jaime had brought him, and removed the blade. He brought out a lighter and used the fire to heat the edge and sterilize it, and then he made a small incision under the highest bruise mark. Black blood jumped out of it as if it needed to escape, then a stream of pus that came out thick and disgusting, followed by pure, red blood.
 
   James sliced the other bruises in the same manner and let them drain, then pushed down on them as Tracy bit into the towel and pounded the bathtub to fight the pain. He made sure the pus was out and that only blood remained, then he applied peroxide to the wounds, and bandaged them to stop the bleeding.
 
   “How do you feel?” James asked her after removing the towel from her mouth. Her head slumped to the side and she gave him a thumbs up. He then handed her a small bottle of rum and she threw it back as if her life depended on it. The water was a disgusting mix of dirt, soap, pus and blood, so he made her stand up and dried her off. She took the towel to dry herself and he released the catch in the bathtub and cut on the shower to wash the residue off the edges. “Let’s get you to bed,” he said.
 
   “I promise you that I am not really this needy,” she joked, and he brought her in and planted a big kiss on her lips. “What’s that for?” she asked as she grabbed a robe and tied it on.
 
   “That’s for coming through this alive, you hardheaded girl. We walked ten miles and you never stopped. A mere mortal would have probably died back in that tunnel.”
 
   “Pah! You give me more credit than I deserve,” she said. “You dragged me for about seven of those miles because my mind was somewhere else. I feel a lot better after that minor bit of surgery back there. Thank you, baby. I really mean it.”
 
   He took her to one of the twin beds and tucked her in, then sat with her and fed her one of the sleeping pills. “I need you to rest to get your strength back. We can eat later and talk about the plan to get my CeeCee back, but for now, I need to watch your condition. Make sure those wounds aren’t really infected.”
 
   “I’m having a wicked bout of déjà vu here, Jimmy. Please tell me you feel it,” she said.
 
   “What do you mean? The motel room?” he asked.
 
   “No, I mean you taking care of me while your daughter is kidnapped out in the world.”
 
   “I hope its déjà vu because the last time she ended up okay,” he said to her.
 
   “Alysia is not the type of girl that needs rescuing,” Tracy said. “If anything, she will probably be the one coming to save us.” 
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    “Dibolosa is very good,” Isobel said.
 
   “Very good,” Jasmine repeated. They sat atop a hill in Yalem as Alysia went through the motions of her kata.
 
   “I’m surprised that you all are still talking about her,” Alysia said. “A few days ago you were afraid to answer my questions.”
 
   “This is because Dibolosa always spies on us. She keeps us where she can watch us, and so we don’t get close to Lord Chaos,” Jasmine said.
 
   “So, Chaos was telling the truth about the duel being necessary for me to save my world. But, Dibolosa is in love with him and is not ready to give up the sword to me so that I can save my people,” Alysia said as she spun and thrust her sword one way, then spun again and thrust it in the opposite direction.
 
   “Yes, that is the reason why you will not win,” Koko finally said. “Dibolosa is very good, and she will do everything she can—including cheating to keep her seat by the lord, Chaos.”
 
   “She’s a pathetic wench and I know I can beat her,” Alysia said.
 
   “You are a very arrogant warrior,” Koko said to her.
 
   “Says the girl that let a blue-haired harpy come into her organization and manipulate her leader,” Alysia said, annoyed by Koko’s attitude.
 
   “I don’t deserve that,” The girl said to her as she stood up and walked in front of Alysia to interrupt her motion. “You take that back and apologize, because I do not deserve to be blamed for Dibolosa.”
 
   “Oh, come on Koko, she didn’t mean it,” Isobel whined.
 
   “She sure didn’t Koko; we all know that you aren’t to blame. Don’t be upset. We’re here for Alysia,” Jasmine said.
 
   Alysia looked around at them and stopped. “How did you all get here? At first I thought you were demons like Chaos, but the more I get to know you guys, I’m thinking that you’re more like me. Humans tainted and made to stay with that monster.”
 
   “We’re exactly like you,” Koko said to her. She hadn’t budged since getting up to demand a challenge. “We are the failed warriors that have tried to save our worlds. Isobel is from Dibolosa’s world. She is the eldest of us all.”
 
   Alysia looked over at Isobel. “But she’s so young,” she said with sadness in her heart. “So young and stuck here. There has to be a way to get you all home.”
 
   “Perhaps you didn’t hear me, Alysia Knight,” Koko said as she stepped forward menacingly. “We came here because we were chosen and we accepted our fates as warriors to fight Dibolosa.”
 
   “Wait! Dibolosa defeated you all?” Alysia asked, and they all stood up and revealed the areas where Dibolosa’s blade had struck its fatal blow.
 
   “The cuts from the Twilight Sword leaves marks that will not heal,” Jasmine said. “For you to beat Dibolosa, you will be accomplishing the impossible. You will do what the warriors of two separate worlds haven’t been able to do.”
 
   Alysia thought of her bedroom back at her parent’s house, and the countless trophies that she filed inside of her closet for kendo and kenjutsu. James Knight had sent her to the most exclusive of sword masters to perfect her technique, and she found it highly unlikely that an upstart demon queen would be able to defeat her. 
 
   “How does Chaos keep you tethered to the temple, girls?” Alysia asked, picking up where she had left off.
 
   “He killed our families, and Dibolosa slaughtered our friends. We have nowhere to turn,” Isobel said.
 
   “The Bloody Garot is our family now,” they all said in unison.
 
   Creepy, Alysia thought but then she wondered about Dibolosa, and how good she really was. Part of her training had dealt with sparring sessions against the girls and she knew that Koko was extremely good. Was this information another part of the training, and would her encouragement be seen as treason and lead to her failing?
 
   Chaos had told her that all demons shared a hive mind. This was how he knew that the demon huntress had uttered her name, and it was how he knew they were after her. Wouldn’t he be able to read what Isobel and company were saying? Maybe not. They had not started out like him and were probably more human than they were demon.
 
   “I have a strange question,” Alysia said.
 
   “What is it?” Isobel perked up.
 
   “Does Lord Chaos love Dibolosa?” she asked, and all three of the girls shook their heads.
 
   “The Lord has a wife that lives within this realm,” Koko said. “He loves her very much, but due to the nature of the war, they seldom get to see one another.”
 
   “I see,” Alysia said and shook her head. “So how is it that you guys pull me into the demon realm?”
 
   “Oh, we merely have to touch your palms when your mind is not resisting it, CeeCee,” Isobel said, and the other two agreed.
 
   “Could you all do it to Dibolosa?” she asked, and they quickly exchanged glances as if they were worried that she could hear them.
 
   “Yeah, I guess we could do it, but she could just step back out as soon as we did it,” Koko replied. “It would be a hilarious prank, but she would thwart it as soon as we tried.”
 
   “Not if I was waiting on the other side to fight her,” Alysia said, and the girls began to whisper back and forth to one another so she couldn’t hear it.
 
   “You want to have the duel here?” Isobel asked, and Alysia nodded. “But why, CeeCee?”
 
   “The human realm allows her to use the gifted power of the Twilight Sword to gain an edge on her challengers. It is a spiritual blade from what you tell me, and it draws from the power of the Bloody Garot. With all of you there to witness the fight, she will be stronger than ever and will cut me down before we even start. If I can bring her here, it will even things out and my old sword will be lethal against her, since she will be a mere mortal here just like me. Like you said, she will blink back to the earth realm as soon as I am getting the upper hand, but if I can get Isobel to bring me back with her, I can finish her off in front of everyone.”
 
   “But Dibolosa is so good,” Isobel said.
 
   “So, so good,” Jasmine repeated and Alysia felt like shaking them both.
 
   “Listen, tomorrow morning when she is taking her walk to harass the members that clean up for her, I need one of you to grab her hand and bring her here.”
 
   “I will do it,” Koko volunteered. “She won’t suspect me if I come close, since she likes to pick on me the most.”
 
   “Great! So, I need you and Jasmine to return to the world of men. Whenever you are ready, send her here, and Isobel and I will handle the rest.” 
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
   It was during the early hours of the morning when Dibolosa felt the girl touch her hand, and she spun to chastise her for making contact with her. The touch was slight but sudden and as she spun she realized that the girl had taken her to the other realm. It was a prank and she didn’t like it, but out of instinct, she looked up to admire the dark yellow sky that was broken up by the dark clouds that moved slowly across its face.
 
   “Dibolosa!” Alysia called, and the woman looked at her with fire in her eyes.
 
   “So, this was your doing, I take it?” she said to her and then tied her long blue hair back into an elaborate ponytail. She turned on Koko and stared daggers into her. “Once I’ve committed this outsider to death, you will be locked in the tower for a month!” she screamed.
 
   But Koko wasn’t fazed by her threat and spat back at her loudly in a foreign language.
 
   “What did you say to me, you filthy girl?” Dibolosa asked her.
 
   “I said that you will not see me again since you will be dead, you miserable animal,” she replied. Dibolosa started for her, but Koko clapped her hands to return to the other realm.
 
   The blue-haired warrior shook her head, then drew the longsword from her hip and held it out towards Alysia. “It doesn’t matter where I fight you, earth girl. You are no match for the hero of the Hanyk realm.”
 
   Alysia drew her sword and put her support hand on the base of the hilt, bringing it down to rest above her hip as she shifted her stance to a traditional Japanese one. “We should be sisters, the two of us. You saved your world and now mine is in trouble. Why couldn’t you have chosen to mentor me, to help me to be rid of these things that threaten my people, and hand me the sword with honor? You let love blind you into cruelty and pettiness, and have filled your halls with children that could barely fight you back when the time came.”
 
   “What of it?” Dibolosa said, and she smiled cruelly to reveal the lengthy canines at the corner of her mouth. “I will have you as my handmaiden and we will watch your pathetic realm fall into ruin … together.” She threw her head back in a maniacal laugh, and Alysia used her sword to knock the tip of Dibolosa’s extended blade to the side to signal that she wanted to start.
 
   Dibolosa performed a spinning flourish with the sword ending up over her head, and then as she brought it around to swing at Alysia’s throat, it was met by her own sword and they locked blades and began to circle one another. After they separated, Alysia pulled her sword down and around to try to cut at Dibolosa’s exposed arm, but the white woman was quick and she read the movement. She brought the Twilight Sword up and then down, cutting Alysia’s shoulder instead.
 
   Alysia backed up with her blade before her, deflecting the blows that Dibolosa kept trying as she again brought the Twilight Sword up, and then down, several times as if it would strike home again.
 
   The blood flowed onto the black kimono that Alysia wore and she shifted her stance to where she held the sword low, next to her rear leg, and pointing away from Dibolosa. The blue-haired warrior lifted the long sword above her head and pointed at Alysia, and the two women stood like that for a time. Their eyes were playing a game of poker with one another as they both refused to move until the other made a mistake. The wound stung from where Dibolosa had clipped her, but Alysia was healing, thanks to the melding of the blood that Isobel had afforded her.
 
   Dibolosa grew impatient and thrust her longsword at Alysia’s chest, but she was ready, and parried hard, knocking the sword to the side and moving in for the kill. She held the blade low from the parry, and moved to do a thrust of her own, but Dibolosa dipped low, putting a hand to the ground and spinning away to rise with her guard reestablished.
 
   “I didn’t expect you to be this good,” she said to Alysia, with a sound of annoyance in her voice.
 
   “Serves you right for taking advantage of your position for this long,” Alysia said, wincing from the growing pain in her shoulder. “Did you honestly believe that you would only have to face off against unproven warriors, when the man you love wants the world to be free of the lost? Like I told you, you are a fool, blinded by love. I bet he doesn’t even feel the same way about you!”
 
   Alysia advanced with her sword pointed at Dibolosa’s abdomen, and the woman backed up, swiping masterfully at the extended blade to try to knock it out of the way. But Alysia needed distance for what she intended on doing, and with the deadly blade coming towards her, Dibolosa couldn’t do anything outside of retreating. 
 
   From her vantage point in the trees, Isobel could barely breathe. The fight was exciting but she couldn’t enjoy it since the ramifications that would come to her sisters—should Alysia lose—would be both devastating and painful. She wished and wished for Alysia’s blade to strike true, but Dibolosa was still as good as she ever was, so the fight went on for a very long time.
 
   The retreating Dibolosa gambled and swung at Alysia’s throat when the girl advanced and missed her target by an inch. This prompted Alysia to thrust again and this time the blade went in, just to the side of Dibolosa’s abdomen, missing all of her vitals but drawing blood that spilled out brightly all over her silky, white nightgown. 
 
   Alysia did not waste time in taking advantage of the cut, and pulled it out and swung it hard into Dibolosa’s hand, forcing her to release the longsword and retreat, holding her throbbing thumb. Alysia moved in to cut her down, but Dibolosa threw dust at her face and clapped her hands to vanish back into the other realm. Alysia sheathed her sword and motioned to Isobel, who hopped down from the tree and took her hand.
 
   “Ready CeeCee?” she asked with a childish grin on her face, and Alysia winked at her, prompting her to take them back.
 
   They appeared in front of the chairs with Dibolosa scrambling to get on the platform.
 
   “Don’t you try it, Dibolosa!” Alysia screamed at her, and she rushed at her from across the room and jumped into a flying kick, which knocked them both to the ground.
 
   The room full of warriors formed a circle around them, and as they fought, Lord Chaos walked from out of the back room to sit upon his throne. He noticed that Dibolosa had lost the Twilight Sword, and a look of annoyance crossed his handsome features.
 
   “Why not draw your blade and kill her, Alysia?” His deep voice boomed across the hall.
 
   “Because despite my dislike for Dibolosa, she is unarmed! To fight her otherwise is not my way!”
 
   Chaos smiled at her sense of honor and sat back to cross his legs. If either woman won, he would still have a powerful warrior at his side, but he favored Alysia, since she would be the one to stop the horde and bring in his holy war. He motioned for the warriors to spread out farther, so that the women could have more room to fight.
 
   Alysia got up and touched the hilt of her sword, waiting for Dibolosa to surrender. But the wounded warrior held up her hand and one of the spectators threw her another longsword. She grabbed it out of the air and charged at Alysia, hoping she could get her before she could draw her sword. It was a telegraphed move borne of desperation, so all Alysia had to do was move out of the way to avoid the thrust. 
 
   She circled Dibolosa with her hand on the hilt of her sword, determined not to draw it unless it was a sure thing. Dibolosa took it as an insult, that Alysia didn’t respect her enough to pull her blade, so she came at her with chops and thrusts, all avoided by the limber Alysia, who danced away from her blows.
 
   Dibolosa grew tired as she swung her sword—which lacked the balance and weight of the Twilight Sword—and after a while, her precision strikes had become sloppy swipes that she hoped would strike home soon.
 
   “You need to stop and admit defeat, Dibolosa,” Alysia said to her after the woman lowered her guard and stood in front of her, panting. “You have lost your sword, which is a shameful thing, and with this new one, you are not the warrior you were before I cut you. You’re getting weak from your wound and I do not want to kill you. Bow before me and surrender the sword, and I will spare your life so that you can return to your home world with honor.”
 
   Dibolosa looked as if she wanted to vomit and she stared up at Alysia with fire in her eyes. “I BOW TO NO ONE!” she screamed, and raised her longsword while moving in to deliver what she thought would be a killing blow. Alysia moved so fast that only Chaos understood what happened when Dibolosa fell past her unto her knees, and her stomach opened up to spill out on the floor.
 
   The room was flooded with gasps and screams; some were crying but most were in shock. Before them lay a woman they thought was invincible but the life was gone from her eyes. Alysia wiped her blade and sheathed it quickly. It was a technique she had always practiced, the art of drawing the blade while simultaneously killing your opponent. She had never meant to use it on anybody, but with the situation and the threat to her life, she had simply reacted.
 
   She felt sick for having to kill the woman, but then the room erupted into cheers, which didn’t last long as hushed whispers began to spread and the crowd parted to let Isobel, Koko, and Jasmine through. They walked up to Alysia and handed her the Twilight Sword and as she grabbed it, a surge of power ran through her body.
 
   “You are to take this and free your world, CeeCee,” Isobel said with a hint of sadness in her voice.
 
   “Not till I free you first,” she said to her, and then spun to face Chaos who was on his feet applauding with the rest of his warriors.
 
   “Am I free now, Chaos?” she asked boldly, and the big man nodded with a smile on his face.
 
   “You are free to return to your damaged world, Alysia, but now you have a weapon that can help you remove all of the lost.”
 
   “Must it stay this shape?” she asked, holding it up to examine its artistry. “It’s beautiful, but I still feel like it belongs to Dibolosa. I prefer a more elegant blade, and I would like it to be a single-sided weapon; it is what I am trained in.”
 
   “We will turn it into any weapon you want, Alysia,” he said, “but you must promise me that you will join us when it’s time. To defeat the lost, in my home world. You must take Dibolosa’s place by my side, but only after you have freed your world. Will you do this?”
 
   “Of course, Lord Chaos, but you still owe me a few things, too. Release my father and my friends from whatever prison you have them in. And there is one final request,” she said to him.
 
   “What is it? What is this final request?”
 
   “I want my handmaidens to accompany me back into the world to fight. I want them freed from whatever you have keeping them here, and I want them to be extended the same privileges that you have given me.”
 
   Chaos looked at the handmaidens standing next to Alysia and surmised that he wouldn’t be losing much if he agreed. “You can have them,” he said to her. “But come the time of the war, with the lost, I expect that as members of the Bloody Garot, you will answer the call to come and fight alongside your brothers and sisters.”
 
   “Of course,” Alysia said, and Isobel hugged her tightly.
 
   


 
   
  
 

And Then All Was Lost
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Chapter One
 
   Tracy stared at herself in the mirror, wondering if she had dreamt the happenings of the last week, or if she was dreaming now. She lifted up her shirt and the bruises from the kreple bites were gone. Her skin appeared smooth and was flawless with the exception of the three tiny cuts that were healing.
 
   “This is weird,” she said to herself. “Where did all my scars go?”
 
   “Jimmy, baby, can you come in here?” she shouted through the bathroom door. 
 
   James Knight made a noise that sounded like he knocked something over and stepped in.
 
   “What’s going on?” he asked, and looked in the mirror at the areas she was touching. He took her shoulders and maneuvered her around to stand in front of him, and then he started to touch her abdomen while scanning her face for any signs of pain. “How in the hell did you heal so fast?” he asked her. He knelt and applied real pressure to the old wounds to try and elicit some sort of response from her.
 
   “That kinda tickles,” she said as he touched her, and then she wrapped her arms around his muscular neck. “I don’t know why it happened, or how I’m healed all of a sudden, but I’m not complaining.”
 
   James lifted her up and seated her on the counter. He kissed her deeply and held her close, happy she was no longer suffering from her infection. “The two of us must’ve been high for a week because wounds don’t heal that fast, and I’m sure that your bullet wound should be right here.” He touched her shoulder and shook his head. “World keeps on getting stranger and stranger by the minute.”
 
   “Let’s see you, now,” Tracy said. She pulled off his shirt and held him at arm’s length. “Apparently you didn’t get the healing miracle, baby. I’m so sorry,” she said as she touched the numerous scars that had come from the demon’s attack. “It really sucks what she did to you,” she started to say, but he shrugged and pulled his shirt down, looking as if the subject bothered him.
 
   “Just let it be. We have more pressing business,” he said to her.
 
   “Oh yeah, what’s going on?” she inquired, impressed at his patience with hearing her out first.
 
   “I need to look a little lower to see how you’re healing,” he said with a smile.
 
   “Oh, I forgot to check—“
 
   “Mr. Knight, I think you better come see this,” Jaime announced from outside the bathroom.
 
    James hesitated and sighed loudly. He looked into Tracy’s eyes, which seemed to beg him to stay and ignore everything, but he pulled away from her painfully and exited the bathroom.
 
   “What is it?” he asked, and Jaime motioned for him to join him by the window.
 
   When he walked over and peered outside, he felt his heart skip. There was his daughter, smiling from ear to ear, with three young girls standing next to her. She was dressed in red like the creature that had removed them from the house, and the girls were in all black. There was something different about her disposition, and it made him worry that what he was seeing was the result of a demon’s trick.
 
   “Tracy, CeeCee is here!” he yelled as he ran out of the motel room and down the stairs to meet his daughter.
 
   Alysia saw her father and ran to him. They hugged for a very long time before he released her.
 
   “Where have you been, baby girl?” he asked her. The girls began to giggle when he said it. He looked at them curiously and noticed they were dressed in what appeared to be a uniform.
 
   “It’s too long and too crazy to try to tell you now, Dad. There are parts of it that won’t make any sense, and parts that you are not going to like. Actually, you will want to change the reality of it, but—” She sighed and shook her head.  “The fact that you all are safe, and I am able to be with you, makes it all worth it,” she said.
 
   James Knight touched her chin and looked into her eyes, noticing a difference in them that frightened him. There was a slight reddening to her iris, and she bared her teeth to show him her short fangs.
 
   He backed up from her with a look in his eyes that made her think he was about to cry. He seemed frightened and confused, but then he brought her in close and hugged her for what seemed like ages. Alysia could only imagine what was going through his head when he saw her like that. They had only ever killed the demons, some being freshly turned by the huntress. Now here was his beloved daughter – a woman who had gone missing for more than a week – surrounded by demon girls, and bearing features that were demon-like. 
 
   “I’m still me, Dad, you don’t have to make the face. I swear I’m me. You can ask me anything. I’m still your CeeCee,” she said, holding his hand and bringing it back to her face.
 
   “You’re a vampire?” he asked her, and she smiled and shook her head.
 
   “I guess you can say I’m part demon,” she said to him sadly, and they began to walk back to the motel. “I am still your CeeCee, Dad, so don’t be afraid.  But there is something bigger that I have been made a part of, and that is what you will not like.”
 
   James Knight didn’t say anything more as he led them up to the room. One of the drug addicts who lived in the room next to them was descending the stairs, and as he passed Isobel, he noticed she had a sword under her cloak. He began to laugh hysterically at it, because it was October, and he assumed that they were children coming back from trick or treating. 
 
   The group ignored him and piled into the room, where they removed their cloaks and sat on one of the beds. Jaime backed up and stood next to the guns he had stolen, and Tracy came out and took James’s hand and stared at Alysia.
 
   “So, they finally got you?” Jaime asked as Alysia removed her cloak and handed it to Jasmine. “You’re here to tell us that you’re one of them now, and you need us to be your familiars,” he continued.
 
    She looked at him, fanned the air, and then took a deep breath to calm herself. She then told them the entire story of her kidnapping. She spoke of her recruitment into the Bloody Garot, and the war between the factions of demons. She spared no detail as she told them about her fight with Dibolosa, the assumption of the power, and what awaited her when the world was free.
 
   It took her half an hour to tell them everything and when she was finished, there was only silence and stares. Nobody dared to move or ask her anything, and Tracy turned to hug James and cry silently into his shoulder. Alysia drew her sword and handed it to her father; it was the one thing she could do to prove that her story was the truth. He held it up and observed the blade, then looked at the tsuba, the craftsmanship of it all, and the way it felt.
 
   “Who made this for you, CeeCee?” he asked as he handed it back to her.
 
   “Chaos. It was melted down and forged to suit my skillset, and as you saw from the design on the blade, it is now a Knight family sword, through and through.”
 
   The sword had been fashioned into that of an old Japanese katana, but at the base of the blade was a bit of artwork that depicted an ethereal woman, reaching down to touch an armored warrior that looked very much like Alysia.
 
   “I take it, that’s your mother?” James asked with a smile, and Alysia nodded and sheathed the sword.
 
   “This is Isobel, Koko, and Jasmine,” she said, and each of the girls waved as she said their names. Tracy and Jaime were still in shock but they waved back to the girls. Tracy then went back into the bathroom, and Jaime sat down at the desk. “I know that this will take you all some time to process,” Alysia said. “But now we know why they have been coming for me, and why it has been more than luck keeping me alive. All that we love and cherish that was material to this world is gone, and all we have left is one another. I am still Alysia, still the girl who loves swords and video games. I would hate for you all to stop trusting me, or loving me, just because of what happened.”
 
   “So, what kind of powers do you have now, CeeCee?” Jaime asked as he rubbed his head and stared at her with a look of excitement in his eyes. She noticed that he had shaved his hair off, and smiled to herself at the influence that her father had had on him. The baldhead made his green eyes stand out more than when he had a crop of hair, and she found that she liked it quite a bit.
 
   “Well, I am faster in everything I do. I can make myself lighter when I jump; I have better balance, I can sense danger, and I can heal like the demons … it will take a lot for them to kill me,” she said.
 
   “Could you, like, give me some of that power?” Jaime asked. “I want to be a badass half-demon too. Do you bite us and drink our blood, or is there a ritual we have to undergo?” 
 
   Alysia thought about his question and then looked at each one of the girls. They had been given the same sort of powers when they joined Chaos, but hers was enhanced by the Twilight Sword and the essence of Xatas. Was the power transferrable? Could they pull her father into the other realm to undergo the trials? She had no doubt that he could pass them and be on her level, but she didn’t know if she was allowed to recruit them into the order.
 
   “Isobel, are we able to create more like me?” she asked the dark-haired girl, but she shook her in earnest.
 
   “Only challengers to the champion are permitted the trials, CeeCee. Your friends would have to be chosen by Chaos, lord, and then brought to the underground chamber. That is the only access point to the world of Yalem, and the Bloody Garot trials.”
 
   Alysia felt a wave of depression come over her when Isobel said this. She had always suspected that it would be this way, but a part of her hoped—albeit selfishly—that her father could be cursed to fight in the other world so that they would stay together once it was all over. She looked at Jaime, shrugged, and apologized.
 
   “Oh, it’s all good, CeeCee, I figured I’d at least try. So, I have another question,” he said, this time getting up to sit next to her. “See, I’m not afraid of you, like Tracy over there.”
 
   Tracy shot him a glance that could cut a diamond, then took a seat on the other side of her and hugged her close. “You can be a real pain in the ass, do you know that, Jaime?” she said. “I’m glad you’re back, CeeCee. You had us all worried.”
 
   Alysia returned the hug and smelled her hair; it smelled of shampoo and something else she couldn’t put her finger on. The transformation had given her heightened senses, but she ignored it, letting her love and comfort pass through via the hug to a friend she had almost lost. 
 
   “So, CeeCee, how does this master demon expect you to save the world? Do you have to fight for 100 years to kill every last demon? Or do you convert people into demons, like the girl we fought? Seems like an impossible mission to me,” Jaime said.
 
   “I would love to kill them all, Jaime, for what they did to my mother, but the truth, is we only need to take out their leaders. Six masters from the demon world will be summoned to the earth, and once we kill them the rest will return, and that will be the end of it,” she said.
 
   “You make it all seem so easy,” Tracy said. “I imagine these masters will probably be a big deal.”
 
   “They will most likely come with an army of demons and giants to protect them, plus a few other things that we haven’t run into yet,” Alysia said, smiling confidently.
 
   “How do you know where these Generals are?” James asked. “I highly doubt they are all here in New York, much less the United States, for that matter.”
 
   “With the change, I am connected to them,” Alysia said. “I can see them when they try to hide amongst us, I can hear them when they are close, and when Chaos learns of the location of a master, he will tell me, and then we can hunt it down.”
 
   “At least we have some direction now,” Jaime said. He got up and bounced around happily. “We can help you, get more people on our side, and take back the earth from these things, and then we’ll be world heroes, or something like that.”
 
   James Knight shook his head at Jaime’s shortsightedness, but he forced a smile in celebration of his daughter’s return. “You keep on getting lost, then returning to me,” he said to Alysia. “I’m just happy that you’re here. I don’t like that you made a deal with the devil, or whomever this Chaos is, but I am here for you, baby girl. Just promise me that you will never leave us behind again, if it is up to you.”
 
   “I promise, Dad,” she said to him, and then got up to give him a hug. 
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
   Sleep did not come easily to the members of the Bloody Garot, and this was one of many side effects that Isobel had neglected to tell Alysia. She stood in the moonlight on the top of the motel roof and observed the lost demons running here and there along the streets. She found that she had a newfound hate for them, a growing ire that spawned from the tale her father had told her of how the demon huntress took over the young girl’s body.
 
   She remembered the night when they had her captured: their strange ritual, the oil they placed on her body, and the corpse she found of the girl who had become what they wanted her to become. There was a time when she viewed them as mere animals, savages that carried out rituals that were passed on to them by their elders. 
 
   Ugly, twisted men who snatched up women to turn them into one of their own; that was what they were. But she killed this thought process when she thought of Debdan. They turned young, innocent girls into demon-making, predators. There was no room for pity or understanding when it came to their kind, and she relished the thought of helping Chaos wipe them out forever.
 
   “You do that quite a bit, you know?” Isobel said as she pulled herself up unto the rooftop and walked over to Alysia. It was still hard to accept that she wasn’t a child, and Alysia took her hand and stood with her, looking out on to the streets.
 
   “What do I do ‘quite a bit,’ little one?” she asked.
 
   “You like to stand by yourself, like this,” she said, and took on a pose where her hands rested on the hilt of her sword and a serious expression crossed on her face. She stood like that without moving for a time, and Alysia found it amusing.
 
   “What? Nobody likes to meditate where you’re from?” she asked, and Isobel looked up at her and smiled.
 
   “Of course we do. Just not as much as you, though. Every time Jasmine says, ‘Has anyone seen Alysia?’ I know that all I have to do is to find the most private area around and you will be there, standing the way you always do.”
 
   “If you knew the weight that I have on my shoulders, you would be standing the same way too, Isobel,” Alysia said.
 
   “We have all had our share of loss, Alysia Knight. We have all lost family, friends, our way of life … our souls. We know the weight you bear and I won’t pretend that it is any less than you make it. I just don’t like seeing you sad, so I do things to make you laugh,” Isobel said. She walked to the edge and sat down so that her feet were dangling off of it.
 
   Alysia walked over and sat next to her, unfazed by the height of the building and the fall they would suffer if they weren’t careful.
 
   “Chaos chose you to become one of us, CeeCee. You did not volunteer to become the champion of your world. Tell your friends and father that it was not up to you. We broke your form and made you into our image. They should not treat you differently for it,” Isobel said in her animated way, and Alysia touched her shoulder to keep her steady.
 
   “Have there been many girls that you’ve had to train, Isobel?” she asked and the tiny girl nodded and sighed.
 
   “Many trained, many died, and some became sisters,” she said.
 
   “How do you keep your sanity?” Alysia asked, trying to imagine the emotional baggage that Isobel carried.
 
   “Who is to say that I am sane?” she replied and smiled, showing her fanged teeth, which gleamed white beneath the hunter’s moon.
 
   “We’re going to win—” Alysia started to say, but her voice was cut off by a blaring alarm that seemed to come from everywhere. Not knowing what to think, she rolled backwards and stood up in one motion, and then pulled Isobel up to join her. They hopped down onto the staircase that sat behind the building and then rushed inside to find the others.
 
   “That alarm is a warning for something major!” James said. “We need to get underground, and we need to hurry.”
 
   Without objecting or asking questions, they gathered their supplies and descended the stairs. James took point and began to sprint, and they followed closely behind, keeping an eye out for demons and kreples. 
 
   “The alarm is warning of something massive incoming. It could be the bomb that we were supposed to wait out in the bunker for.” he said.
 
   “Why don’t we get to the closest one, now?” Tracy asked.
 
   “The closest one is ten miles away,” he replied, and they all grew quiet once again, hoping he had a good plan.
 
   When they reached the edge of the city, James took them into the subway underground and began running on the tracks. “Get to this level and keep your heads,” he ordered, and they all hopped down and followed him into the darkness. 
 
   They kept on running with no end in sight. Alysia, who would normally be frightened and in a slight panic over the bomb, was surprised by how calm she felt. Her legs were moving rapidly and she slowed down just enough to stay behind her father, but Koko, Isobel, and Jasmine were ahead of him, swapping places and playing around like children at recess.
 
   “Demons are fast,” Jaime remarked between labored breaths, and Alysia looked at him and nodded her head in agreement. “Can you move that fast?” he asked and she once again nodded, causing him to laugh and shake his fist in approval.
 
   The deeper they got into the tunnel, the darker it seemed to grow, and before long James had to use his watch to light the way. They stopped when they got to a parked subway train and James found a way to get the door open. He motioned for them to get inside. The train had seen better days, and like the system that ran below the city, it hadn’t seen much use since the invention of hover-tech. 
 
   “We need lights,” Tracy said, and they all made their own grunts of approval. “I wonder how long this has sat here,” she said after a while and James got up and switched on his watch.
 
   “That’s a really good question,” he said. He stood up and shone the light on their faces. “Stay put while I go see if we’re really alone on this train. I’ll take CeeCee with me, just in case. But we should be back in about fifteen minutes.”
 
   Alysia and James walked the length of the train and then forced open the door that led to the adjoining car. It was pitch black, but Alysia found that she could see the shapes of the seats and her father next to her. James fiddled with his watch and the light came on, and he touched his daughter’s arm to get her attention. 
 
   “We’re wasting our time; there’s nothing in here. If there was, they would need light to get in and out, and I don’t see anything to tell me that anybody has been in here,” he said.
 
   “But we need to be in here, Dad. That’s the thing. We’re going to need a source of light, and we’re going to need supplies,” Alysia said.
 
   “What about your girls? Do you think that they can help?”
 
   “They’re like little girls, Dad. They’re handy, but they don’t know the city. I fear that they would get in trouble if I let them out.”
 
   James looked around for an answer. He had led them into the underground subway to avoid the bomb, but he hadn’t thought about it in depth. He had to find a way for them to get light inside of the train.
 
   “Let’s keep moving till we get to the engine,” he said. “Maybe there’s something there, or we may luck out and find there’s still some power left to light this bad boy up.”
 
   Alysia took the initiative, and pushed ahead to the next car. They traveled through six more cars before they arrived at the engine. When they got to it, Alysia reached over and quickly touched her dad’s watch to turn off the light. 
 
   “Don’t move,” she whispered, and stood still with her hand on the hilt of her sword. There were a host of red eyes outside of the train, and one of them was in the engine. She knew that it was due to her powers that she could see them, because if James Knight had seen them, he would have stopped on his own volition.
 
   The demon saw her behind him and charged the door in order to alert his brethren. Alysia leapt forward and cut off the hand that reached for the door. She elbowed him back against the wall and then ran him through with the Twilight Sword. The creature froze when the blade hit home and then its body fell to the ground as it disintegrated.
 
   Alysia knelt down and ran her hand through the remains and the light flaky texture reminded her of ashes. The Twilight Sword incinerates them, she thought to herself. This is going to be very convenient. She stood up and looked back outside at the other demons who all seemed frozen in time as they stood there, blinking but doing nothing else. They hadn’t heard their comrade die, so she whispered a quiet prayer of thanks. There were simply too many of them out in the tunnel, and even with the Twilight Sword burning them, they could swarm her, and that would not be good.
 
   “We’re in trouble, Dad. I think they are living down here,” she whispered to a stoic James Knight, who had been standing there asking her what was happening while she killed the demon.
 
   “They, who? What are you seeing CeeCee? There’s nothing but blackness from what I can see.”
 
   “Oh! I am sorry, I keep forgetting. Demons, Daddy, like before, but they are down here. Hundreds of them. Even if we try to fight them all, we will be overrun,” Alysia said.
 
   “What was all that noise just now?” he asked.
 
   “One was inside the engine. I had to kill it, or it could have attacked and followed us back.”
 
   “Okay, so we need to hurry back,” James said, and fumbled back the way he had come.
 
   When they got back to the rest of the party, they found them in good spirits. Tracy was telling a ghost story, and the rest were sitting on the benches, quietly listening to it.
 
   “We need to get out of the tunnels as soon as possible,” James said when the light from his watch brought them around.
 
   “What did you guys find in here?” Tracy asked, scrambling to her feet and grabbing her gun.
 
   “Hundreds of demons are on the other side of the train,” Alysia said. “We need to find somewhere else, just in case they decide to go for a walk and find us.”
 
   Tracy was about to object when a high-pitched noise forced her to put her hands to her ears. They all had to do it in hopes of saving their eardrums, and then the sound of thunder replaced the ear-splitting screech. The world around Alysia’s party began to shake erratically, and the debris from the top of the tunnel rained down loudly onto the roof. The noises that came from all around them were alien and frightening, and James’s light went out, leaving them to experience it all in darkness.
 
   A few seconds into the terror and it felt as if the train had become a part of a rollercoaster. To Tracy, it felt as if the earth gave out from below her and then collapsed to the floor. When she was airborne again, she grabbed onto one of the poles to keep from flying into a wall. Loud noises became their reality, and it went on for about ten minutes before it got quiet and the train settled down and stopped moving.
 
   A cold mist settled over everything and drifted into the tunnels where the seven survivors tried their best to regain their composure. It made them sleepy and lethargic, and no matter what they tried, the sleep turned out to be stronger. Before long, all of them were on the ground, bruised, battered, asleep, but alive. 
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
   When Alysia opened her eyes, she noticed there was now light inside of the subway. She thought that it was part of her power—some untapped sight from becoming unconscious. She looked back at the other cab and there was a gaping hole in the ceiling. It wasn’t her power that allowed her to see; the light from the sky was peeking through a deluge of debris. 
 
   She got up and checked to make sure t everyone was okay. They all were asleep, with the exception of Jaime and Isobel.
 
   “Are you two alright?” she asked, spitting the dust from out of her mouth.
 
   “Yeah, but my head is spinning,” Jaime said. “What the hell was that? It felt like we got hit by another train.”
 
   Alysia woke the rest of the party up and then walked over to the collapsed hole and peered up. There were screams and cries coming from the streets above, and the smell of sulfur was once again strong in the atmosphere.
 
   “We need to get out, fast!” she yelled at her party, and she scurried through the hole and up the landslide to what turned into the ruins of what used to be the city. She helped to pull Isobel up, then Koko, then Jasmine, and finally Jaime. Tracy came out next, and then James, who looked mad enough to hit someone.
 
   “That was a bombing,” James said. “But that wasn’t our technology. Somebody did that on their own, and I bet they killed a whole lot of innocent people in the city. Look at this mess!” he said, and spun around slowly with his arms outstretched. “Who thought this was a good idea? I mean, the entire city had to feel that impact and everybody who was above ground – I don’t even know. I can put money on it that the demons are still running around here too, alive and well. Count on one fool in the government to make a bad call like that and speed up the extinction of the human race.”
 
   Alysia felt a deep wave of sadness overtake her, but when she looked around at the rubble, it seemed as if only a few buildings had fallen from the bomb’s impact. She didn’t see any fires, and the air, though thick with sulfur, was still breathable. They had been so worried in the past that there would be some sort of radiation, but she felt fine. The subway must have saved them from the worst of it. 
 
   “Was it always this chilly?” Jaime asked, and Alysia realized that the temperature had dropped significantly since the time when they’d run into the subway.
 
   “It’s cold and the temperature is dropping,” she said. “Maybe that is what the bomb did. The demons are relatively naked and too stupid to cover up, so a harsh winter could freeze them out, along with the other things that don’t belong here. What do you think, Dad? Tracy?”
 
   “I think it brings up another dilemma,” Tracy said. “We need to find warm clothes and shelter, fast.”
 
   “Wait a second,” James said. Everyone looked back at him. “These buildings got rocked, old buildings that have been standing for years. We should be covered in dust, our lungs should be filled with the stuff, and the place should be absolute bananas.”
 
   “That’s true,” Tracy said. “Then it wasn’t a bomb. Where the hell are we, and what was the noise and the destruction about, then?”
 
   They walked around, taking note of the refuse and everything around them. Alysia scanned the skies to make sure they hadn’t accidentally triggered something to throw them into the demon world. Her father was right; it didn’t make any sense. The sky seemed overcast, but the sun was fighting to show its glory; she recognized a billboard that they had run past to make it to the tunnel.
 
   “Do you guys see that?” she asked them, pointing at the billboard as her heart raced in anticipation.
 
   “This is some seriously freaky sh—” Jaime started, but Alysia cut him off.
 
   “See the rust, the fading of the paint, and the condition of that thing? It was new when we went down there. I’m not sure why a bomb could age it that quickly,” she said.
 
   Tracy pulled out her phone and flipped through the screens. The interface had to do a quick update, but when it came back online, it showed them that thirty years had passed since they first went inside the subway. She showed it to everyone and they all looked confused; not even Isobel had witnessed the passage of time in that way before.
 
   “So, we missed the last thirty years,” Tracy said, and there were tears falling from her eyes. “Time travel exists now? As if this mess can get any deeper. Thirty years is a lifetime! Look at this mess! New York is a wasteland now; I don’t even see demons running around. Is everyone dead? Are we the last survivors? Why are there buildings on the ground?” She was completely hysterical.
 
   “Subway tunnels … it’s always subway tunnels,” Alysia said after a long silence. “I was captured and trained in a place that looked like an old subway tunnel and Dad, you said that when you woke up after Chaos attacked us, that you were in an old subway tunnel too. Why does everything seem to stem from the subway?”
 
   “So, here’s the thing,” Jaime said suddenly, his face a mask of amusement. “No more subway tunnels, not until we figure out what the hell is going on.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Two
 
   A loud screech split the heavens, and Alysia drew her sword in unison with the other three girls. James grabbed his rifle from their supply pack, and Tracy looked around for some cover.
 
   “James, back here,” she said, and pulled him and Jaime back to where a mountain of rubble stood next to what used to be a gas station. She and the two men set up positions to take on whatever it was that was coming, and Alysia and the girls formed a half circle and waited. 
 
   The screech got louder as something that appeared to be a flying man broke through the clouds and flew towards them. Koko jumped to the side as it threw a crude lance at her, and then rolled to the side as James and Jaime started firing at it.
 
   Jasmine ran one way while Isobel the other, but Alysia stood in place, watching the demon intently as it banked, soared up high into the sky, and then came at her with intent to crash. The Twilight Sword remained in its sheath but her fingers danced in anticipation on its hilt. The creature landed with its fist hitting the ground where Alysia stood, but she jumped backwards, whipping the blade free and catching its arm as she landed safely away with the sword raised above her head.
 
   Blood gushed from the open wound where the sword cut, but the demon did not seem to notice as it threw rocks at Jaime and Tracy, forcing them to run and duck for further cover. James was on the movie, taking precision shots at it, but the bullets were mere nuisances to the black beast, and it timed a rock perfectly to hit him in the chest and knock him out behind a park bench.
 
   It was a giant, all black, smooth, and having the wings and visage of a bat. It wore black scale mail, with bracelets etched with jewels, and it was obvious that it was an intelligent, high-ranking demon, but they had never seen anything like it before.
 
   Jasmine and Isobel finished their circling run to convene on the creature, and they both leapt and swung at its face with their swords. But the creature was too quick for their maneuver, and he flattened himself to the ground as their blades swung past his head, and then shot forward quickly, grabbing Alysia with talon feet as he did. In a matter of seconds, they were airborne. Alysia watched as the ground fell away from them as he climbed and she could see that the city, her beloved city, was now an icy ruin. 
 
   She kicked her legs and wiggled against his hold, but the creature had her locked in his grip. She reached for her sword, but he rolled mid-air, caught her arms and then tossed her away, flying off so that she could plummet to her death. Alysia felt the panic as she started to fall, but pulled the Twilight Sword free and flattened herself out, confident that Chaos would not allow her to die so easily.
 
   The creature banked, and flew at Alysia with tremendous speed; he wanted to make sure she would die before hitting the ground. She timed him and brought the tip of the sword to meet him, and then when it struck, she ripped it to one side, and then swung it to the other. The creature screamed out in pain and then grabbed her by the waist. His grip was so sudden and powerful that she could feel her ribs breaking from his clutch. He rammed her into the side of a tall building, and then spun her and threw her through the window of another.
 
   The pain was so intense, it was blinding, and as Alysia lay against a desk in what used to be an office, bleeding from every orifice in her body, she thought about what it would mean for her to fail. Across the world, numerous warriors like herself were empowered to take on the lost demons. Chaos had told her as much when she was with him. He would convert as many tough, human girls as he could find to remove the lost, but she had something they didn’t have. She had the fabled Twilight Sword. She used the sheath to climb to her feet and then hobbled over to the broken glass where she could see the demon flying around. It was throwing more debris at her friends, who fought back like heroes, dodging its projectiles and shooting up at it.
 
   She thought about the period that had passed, of people in the bunker she had gotten to know. Were they still living there after all of these years, or was humanity all but lost, bunkers cleaned out to join the demon army? The wounds from the attack were slowly healing as she stood there in deep thought, and the sword pulsed, speeding it up as the energy returned to her limbs.
 
   It was at that moment when disaster struck. Jasmine cut the creature when it flew too low, trying to snatch up Isobel. She lost her sword when she did, as it lodged inside the shoulder of his armor. So she decided to jump aboard on another flyby and the creature took her up into the sky in the same way that it did Alysia. 
 
   When it came back down she was missing, and Alysia panicked. She wished that part of her demon gift had given her wings. Where did it take Jasmine? She wondered when it came back hurling rocks, but after a few minutes she saw the broken body of the girl on top of one of the buildings. Her sword was next to her—she had managed to pull it free—and Alysia wiped her tears as she looked out at her helplessly, wondering how she could reach her to help her heal from her fall.
 
   She took off down the stairs of the building to reach the floor. This time when I cut, it will die, she said to herself, and willed her limbs to heal faster as she made her way to the bottom. 
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
   James Knight woke with a start, his mouth full of dust. He coughed and blew his nose hard, then rolled over to see what was going on. There was no sign of Alysia, and Tracy and Jaime were ducking behind a broken down bus. In the distance, he could see two of Alysia’s friends with their swords out, waiting, bouncing in their fighting stance the way they all did.
 
   The creature landed in front of them, and they took turns slashing at him as they fought back. James looked for his pulse rifle and couldn’t find it, so he picked up a piece of pipe that lay near him and checked its length.
 
   “You won’t flex like a Bo will, but you will have to do,” he said as he ran towards the creature. It looked at him and screamed, then backhanded Koko into the side of a broken down car. James caught up to him and twirled the metal Bo masterfully over his head. He spun and jabbed it into the creature’s chest, then as it swung a long arm to counter, he jumped and brought it down on his head. This enraged the creature, who chose to ignore Isobel and come at James. It dashed an elbow into the big man, who brought the Bo up vertically to block, but was still knocked airborne from the impact.
 
   “Jimmy, DROP!” Tracy screamed as she recognized what would be coming next for him. The creature’s wings began to flap and it rushed at him, trying to snatch him up and take him into the air.
 
   James flatted out on the ground and rolled to the side as the talons barely missed, but little Isobel had hit an angle that it didn’t anticipate. She ran with her sword low to the ground and then swung it up, taking a piece of the wing off as she crashed into its side. She pushed off and then somersaulted away, helping Koko to her feet as the creature screamed out of frustration.
 
   “Looks like you’re grounded,” Alysia said as she stepped from out of the building with her clothes in tatters. The Twilight Sword was free and she walked confidently across the rubble to the scene of the fight. “FACE ME!” she screamed, and her eyes glowed red as the full essence of the power took her over and fed on her anger.
 
   James Knight motioned for Isobel and Koko and they joined him to retreat to where Jaime and Tracy stood.
 
   “Now, look, CeeCee’s got this,” he said to them as they came together behind the building. “Let her fight him and kick his ass. We need to find your friend and make sure that she’s okay.”
 
   “How do you know CeeCee will be okay?” Isobel asked, her face a mask of determination and anger.
 
   “I just know that Alysia is a fighter, and we can’t leave your friend’s body in the middle of nowhere,” James said.
 
   “Jasmine is alive and in the big blue building,” Koko said. “I can sense her even now, healing but unable to move. I saw her fall there when he took her, and we can retrieve her while the rest of you keep it distracted.”
 
   They all nodded and Tracy handed James his pulse rifle. 
 
   “When you got struck earlier I feared the worst, but I kept it for you, just in case,” she said. He brought her in, kissed her hard on the lips, and then scrambled to the top of a mountain made from rubble. Jaime followed and then Tracy, and they began to fire on the creature once again.
 
   Alysia tore her cloak off and stretched her arms out, one hand holding the sword and the other with her palm open. She walked slowly at the creature as it bounced around, trying in vain to fly and growing more and more frustrated with each failed attempt.
 
   When she got closer, she gripped the hilt with both hands and then circled the creature, looking for an opening in which to get a clean cut in. It seemed frightened of her as she did this, unwilling to swing a claw or rush at her in fear of the Twilight Sword hitting home and taking its life. It kept on circling, the cruel red eyes dimming as it saw that Alysia was more than human.
 
   It looked this way and that, trying to find a path for escape but then a shot from James’s rifle struck its face and distracted it. Alysia dashed in and swung the sword vertically into an arc, cutting off its left arm and another piece of the wing. She ran past him and spun around with the sword in front of her. The fallen arm became even blacker, and then crumbled up like broken charcoal when it hit the ground.
 
   This was enough for the creature when it realized what the sword could do. It had expected their weapons to be mundane, not of the very world it was escaping. With speed that defied its size and weight, it sprinted back into the city. Alysia decided against chasing it into the great unknown, but she had seen what reflected within its eyes. There was a fear that increased once it saw its own arm disintegrate. She wiped the blade and sheathed it smoothly, then brushed the hair from out of her face and looked around.
 
   “Alysia!” Jasmine yelled at her from several floors up, inside of a building. She waved when the warrior looked up at her. Alysia forced a smile and waved back, and then surveyed the city for any signs of more incoming beasts. There was nothing from what she could see, but she kept her wits about her as she regrouped with her father and company.
 
   “Well fought, CeeCee. Your swordplay gave me goose bumps,” James said as he brought her in and kissed the top of her head. “Is your girl okay? I saw her waving, but the way he rag dolled her on the top of that roof, I can’t really tell.”
 
   “Jasmine should be okay once we get her somewhere to rest,” Alysia said, shifting the hug to Tracy and then to James. “We’re in a strange new world now. It’s ours, but it isn’t ours; thirty years is a really long time. We will need shelter, water, food, and heat. From what I’m seeing all around us, I may as well be asking for a million dollars.” She scanned the area again and then shook her head at their luck.
 
   “Let’s split up and do some scouting of the buildings. We can take care of the shelter part at least, and heat can be done,” she said. “We’ll worry about the food and water once we have it, but we need a place first.”
 
   They all agreed and separated to scope out the buildings that sat within a block of where they had fought. Alysia waited for the girls to make it down. She looked over Jasmine and noticed that she had multiple fractures. She would need more time than she’d originally anticipated.
 
   “Almost got you, huh, kid?” she said softly to the tall, brown-skinned girl. She picked out some fragments of wood from her hair, and then sat on the ground to place her head in her lap.
 
   “I fought to—I fought to stay with you, CeeCee,” she said, and tears formed in both girls’ eyes as she held her. “You have become like a big sister to us, and I don’t want you to fight alone.” 
 
   “Shh, shh, Jazz,” she said, choosing to abbreviate her name in that tender moment. “I want you to rest, so that you can be healthy. We want our bubbly Jasmine back, good and whole.” 
 
   The girl smiled wide, the way she always did when it was genuine, and then closed her eyes to sleep. Isobel sat next to Alysia and hugged her close, and Koko hovered, looking angrier than they had ever seen her before.
 
   “I want to hunt it down and kill it. Let me hunt it down and kill it, CeeCee. It cannot get away with this, not with what it did to you and Jasmine. Flying around to use the unfair odds to beat us. The lost have no honor, so I should be free to find it and kill it where it sleeps,” she said.
 
   “Come here, Koko, come here, sister. Come and sit with us so that Jazz can feel your warmth. I know that you are upset, but we shouldn’t be rash, especially when many people are relying on us.” Koko hesitated and then inhaled and twirled into a fall. It was a masterful move as she ended up in a seated position, close enough to Alysia’s side to make an embrace.
 
   “You girls did well. I know that none of you have fought the lost. You probably didn’t expect to be up against them until Chaos makes the call, but you chose to come with me, to be my arms, to help me save my world. I just want you to know that I won’t take it for granted.”
 
   They hugged each other close while Jasmine slept and before long they began to feel warm; the shared demon blood was doing something from the way they connected.
 
   “How did you know, CeeCee?” Isobel asked, her eyes wide with surprise.
 
   “I—I really didn’t know we could do this. I know that as humans we can use one another to stay warm, but this… this is just wonderful. It’s as if we are recharging one another, just by being so close,” she said. They all smiled, feeling the connection, the energy, and the warmth. After a time it moved from a physical comfort to a mental one, and Alysia felt the stress, the worry, and the nagging memories of her mother fall to the side to be replaced with blessed nothing. It was a small island of peace in a gigantic world of terror, and the girls held onto it, losing track of all space and time. 
 
   When Alysia opened her eyes it was getting dark, and Tracy was standing with her rifle at her side, staring at them. 
 
   “Tracy?” Alysia asked, groggy and confused as to where she was.
 
   “I didn’t want to wake you girls,” Tracy replied in a hushed tone. “You all looked so peaceful, plus, I didn’t know whether it was some sort of ritual you all had to finish, or if you were doing something to resurrect that poor girl or something.”
 
   “She isn’t dead, it’s okay,” Alysia said as she shifted her weight slightly to try to not wake the other girls. “We all can heal from the blood of the Dra’yr. But it’s a slow process, nothing like that demon we fought.”
 
   “Look CeeCee, I—” she started, and Alysia wondered what she was about to say. “About me and James, I—I know that you don’t approve, and…” She sighed and shook her head. “I…I—”
 
   “My mother’s corpse wasn’t even cold before you two decided to become a thing, Tracy. How in all the world of sense am I ever going to be cool with that? If you were in my place, and I yours … wait, no that’s gross and weird. You know what I mean, though. Not cool, man, not cool. I can’t even freaking look at you, or him, now. You were like a friend of mine, and you screwed me.”
 
   “I know, I know, and Jimmy said—ugh, I don’t know what to say. Can we ever be friends again? Can you ever forgive us for, for, y’know?”
 
   Alysia was about to shrug the girls off and tear into Tracy when she saw a light switch on in one of the standing buildings about fifteen floors up. She shook the girls awake and woke up Jasmine. They all stood and looked up in anticipation of something bad.
 
   “We got shelter!” James Knight yelled from across the rubble, and Alysia thanked God for allowing them the good fortune of finding a place.
 
   “That Jaime is annoying but he’s useful,” Tracy said, as if she had forgotten their conversation. She started trudging back towards the building, and the girls supported Jasmine and followed behind her as Alysia stewed.
 
   They climbed the stairs to the floor where the light was showing, and they found Jaime and James, setting up the bed for Jasmine to rest.
 
   “How is there light?” Alysia asked as they lay her down and began treating her open wounds.
 
   “I found some bulb droids in a building downstairs. Most of them were busted up and out of juice, but a lot of them still work. Plus I got us these,” he said, and he held up a fist full of flares and fire-starters. “Some higher power is looking out for us. The only thing missing now out of your list of doom, CeeCee, is some actual food. The way everything looks, people set up here for a time. Some of these rooms are bound to have supplies, things we can use. I feel like there was a whole community surviving here at one time, hiding from the demons. Something drove them out. Maybe it was our demon friend, but they left in a hurry. That’s how I got the bulb droids.”
 
   “Are there any other droids, or battery-operated devices around that are still functional?” Tracy asked. 
 
   Jaime shook his head and then shrugged slowly. “I only glanced in the rooms since I was just trying to make sure that we could be safe up here. If we have the time, we can all do some real digging. Kick down a few doors, grab some stores, and see if we can find anything else from the old world that still has power in it. What do you say, Knights? Sound like a plan?” Jaime asked, looking at the two of them as they exchanged glances.
 
   “Where’d that demon go?” James asked. “There’s no point in us getting comfortable up here if he’ll be back looking to finish what he started.”
 
   “As long as I have the Twilight Sword, he will avoid me at all costs,” Alysia said. “We are safe here; he won’t come back to fight us all on the same battleground … not unless he’s stupid, and he didn’t strike me as being stupid. Isobel and Koko are fast, deadly, and resourceful. They can go out tomorrow to see what they can find for food. The rest of us can go from room to room, salvaging what we can.”
 
   They all nodded and then separated to set up camp, supply stashes, and make themselves comfortable. Alysia removed her tattered cloak and her boots, and then lay on the floor next to Jasmine, holding her close to try and generate the heat again. She didn’t know when it was that she passed out, but for the rest of her team and family, she was out the moment she lay down. 
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
   The next day they got up and went door to door, looking for anything that could be used by their group to eat, stay warm, or pass the time. The building was an old bank building, and they were in the offices that stood on the fifteenth floor. They used the cubicle partitions to set up rooms, and James and Tracy began to dismantle the old chairs and couches to set up beds for all of them.
 
   The girls of the Bloody Garot took to the streets to scrounge for food. Isobel was left behind to take care of Jasmine, while Alysia and Koko tore New York apart, looking for hard rations. When they came back, they had cans of beans, salted meat, and a small deer. It took the entire day for them to make the floor into a proper camp, but by the time it was dark again their spirits were up.
 
   “Whoever said that a couple of soft, city-bred Yankees could never survive the apocalypse was out of their mind,” Tracy joked, but half of them didn’t understand it, so they just laughed to make her feel better.
 
   James created a fire inside of a metal bin that he found, and they gathered around it to talk and thaw out their frozen limbs from the day.
 
   “How long do we plan to stay up here?” Tracy asked.
 
   “I dunno,” James said, looking over at Alysia as if to urge her to speak up.
 
   “I think this is it,” she said quietly.
 
   “What do you mean?” Tracy said.
 
   “I think we need to make this place comfy, get situated, and make it into our home base for a while. We drove the demon out that was stationed here, and eventually the girls and I will have to find him and finish him off. If we keep moving around together, traversing into unknown territory and whatnot, then the same thing that happened to Jazz will happen to the rest of us.”
 
   Tracy made to say something but Alysia shot her a glance to keep her quiet. “Hear me out; I’ve given this a lot of thought since we got here. If we can have a home base, we can become hunters instead of the hunted. This building has many floors, and it’s empty and we are high up. If we get attacked, we can defend ourselves here; and if we rescue people, they can be taken care of here too.”
 
   “Yeah with all the tons of food and supplies that we have here, right CeeCee?” Jaime asked sarcastically.
 
   “No, Jaime, I get it. We will have to keep stocking up and preparing for the weeks to come. Once we are good with supplies, living items, and Jasmine is healthy, then we can start working on finding the demons to destroy. We travel out, kill them, and then come back to rest and recuperate. If we’re constantly moving about, camping out in the open, and traveling together, they will seek us out and kill all of you. I couldn’t live with myself if that were to happen.”
 
   They sat around the fire, letting her words sink in. Nobody had any objections. It sounded good to have a place to call home instead of the constant traveling they had been doing.
 
   The next morning, James went with Koko to do the scavenging run, and Isobel assisted Tracy in working on the place. Alysia went up to the rooftop to make sure nothing was camping there, and Jaime began working on what he called a “heater” out of the frozen machinery that stood exposed on the first floor. 
 
   When they reconvened for lunch—roasted venison with a side of boiled kidney beans—Alysia walked into one of the offices and found a tall window to start looking out. Jaime got up and followed her inside, as he wanted to try and cheer her up.
 
   “CeeCee, how come you’re so good at fighting? I know that your father put you in martial arts classes and all of that, but you’re ridiculous. How come you aren’t some sort of world champion kendo master or something?” Jaime asked as they stood by the window, watching the snow as it fell.
 
   “I don’t know. I was kind of a natural when I started playing with swords. Dad thought it was some sort of amazing thing, so he got me a real tutor for private lessons. Funny thing is that I hated him for it; the lessons were hard and I thought that it was the most worthless thing to put time into.”
 
   “You turned out pretty good for someone who half-assed her training,” he said with a smirk.
 
   “I never said I half-assed anything. The training was my escape, and I used it to keep my mind off of many other things going on around me. I don’t mean that I hated my dad. Never that. What I mean is that I wished I could be like the other girls… back then. I was a bit of an outcast in my school, and I couldn’t ever share my personal life with them. What was I gonna say? ‘Hey I’m Alysia and I get to go home and punch a heavy bag tonight?’ Yeeeaaah.”
 
   “Does your dad know that you had it hard?” he asked. 
 
   Alysia shrugged. “My dad did several tours as a Special Forces soldier. I’m not gonna go tell him that a bunch of little girls not wanting to play with me was hard. Plus, I know now that everything he has done was for my safety. If I hadn’t been trained to fight back when people pushed, I would have been dead that first night when the creatures came.” She stopped and looked at him, which made him uncomfortable since she never was one to give him eye contact. “I’ve noticed something,” she said.
 
   “What, do I have something on my face?” Jaime asked while simultaneously touching his cheeks to see if anything was there.
 
   “We’re always discussing me, and I don’t know the first thing about you. Same goes for Tracy, and my dad. Everyone here is a closed book, except for me. I just whined to you about being an outcast kid. I must be losing my mind.”
 
   Jaime didn’t say anything, just rubbed his head and watched the snow. Alysia was expecting him to start his life story, but he merely stood there, watching the flakes fall.
 
   “Do you not trust me?” she finally said.
 
   He looked at her and raised an eyebrow. “Yeah, of course I trust you. What kind of group would we be if we didn’t have trust? I’m just private is all. Plus, women like to be the ones talking; all men know that. It’s why we shut the hell up and let you all have the microphone.”
 
   Alysia’s brows knit together so hard that they looked like deep fissures in her forehead. She hated the generalization, especially when she wasn’t the standard mold of woman. “Hey, we’re not all like that. Tell me about yourself or I’ll keep on bringing it up until you do.”
 
   “Jesus Christ, Alysia, you can’t ever back down, can you?” he asked and she batted her eyes and smiled at him. The sight of her tiny fangs reminded him of what she had been through and the fight with the demon stood out fresh in his mind. “Okay, fine, what do you want to know?” he finally said, and she pumped her fist happily at having won.
 
   “Where were you born?”
 
   “Jacksonville, Florida,” he said, in a way that indicated that he wasn’t proud of it.
 
   “Where were you when this all began?” she asked.
 
   “Here in New York with my girlfriend. We were at the theater when a giant decided to come through and kill a couple hundred people. What’s funny is that we thought it was part of the movie. Vorlak’s Last Ride. You seen that one?” Alysia shook her head. “Oh well, it was cheesy as hell, but yeah, there’s a scene where the mech pilot decides to land his ship in Centurion form, and it was in full 4DX, so we were confused when he came crashing through.”
 
   “Where’s your girlfriend now?” Alysia asked.
 
   “She died, but not in the theater. Man, we booked it out of there so fast and that silly girl wanted to stop and turn in her 4DX helmet. Can you believe that? That was Marlene though, lawful till it hurt. That’s how I know she’s in heaven.”
 
   Alysia didn’t know what to say. She had always wondered where Jaime was from, and with him talking, she wanted to press him for more. But death was never an easy subject, even now when it was the end of the world. “I’m sorry.” She said.
 
   “We all die, it was just her time. What’s funny is that old Debdan—remember him, my buddy?” Alysia nodded and he continued. “He was in the toilet when it happened. He came out to get his girl, but she had taken off without him. That boy never had the best of luck, especially when it came to women. But I remember how paranoid and scared he was when we finally got somewhere safe. He kept saying ‘Jaime, as long as I didn’t die on the toilet man, as long as I didn’t die on the toilet.’” Then he busted out laughing. It seemed to be the funniest thing to him and Alysia didn’t know whether it was okay for her to laugh as well, or if it was simply how he chose to deal with everything that had happened.
 
   Tracy walked over to them and sat on a desk. She had cut her hair into a short bob, and with her neck exposed she looked beautiful. Jaime stared at her and forgot what he was saying to Alysia, and it was extremely evident that he was very attracted to her. “So, Tracy, you and Mr. Knight, huh? Seeding the barren earth? We haven’t seen the two of you all morning. Out ‘scouting’ again, or was he helping you to—”
 
   “I swear to god, Jaime, if it wasn’t for the situation, I would throw your narrow ass out the window right now. Mind your own damn business, and have some respect!” she yelled at him and then stormed out of the room.
 
   Alysia tried to hide at smile at their exchange because if there was anyone that could set Tracy McLeay off, it was Jaime.
 
   “You like her, huh?” Alysia teased, and she watched the sarcastic smirk fall from his face.
 
   “You do realize that she and your dad are … together, right?” he said to her. “Weren’t you going to kick her ass for that?”
 
   Alysia thought about it and shrugged. “It’s very disrespectful, and I think she owes me a huge apology for taking advantage of him. But I’m leaving that up to her to do. I see the way she acts, how she refuses to look me in the eye, and I know she feels guilty for what she’s doing. We’ll have the talk when she’s ready. I’ve already given my dad a piece of my mind.”
 
   “I did notice that the Knight bond has been a bit frayed since we arrived. You two gonna be alright—”
 
   “He’s my father. We have to be!” Alysia spat, and shook her head at the situation. “You know, if there is a chance that we go back in time if we manage to beat the demons, Dad’s gonna feel really bad for this whole Tracy situation.”
 
   “Is that what you think will happen, if we win?” Jaime asked, perking up at the chance that she would say yes.
 
   “Lord Chaos didn’t answer me when I asked him, yet here we stand, thirty years after the fallout and you and I haven’t aged a day. That makes me think we were teleported forward, to this time, when the demons are comfortable and have their guard down. If Chaos can send us forward, why can’t he send us back?”
 
   Jaime shook his head at her. “Because he could use his magic to stop us from aging, keep us buried in the rubble for thirty years, and then wake us up at the time that he did. I wouldn’t bet on the time travel, CeeCee. I don’t want to make you sad, but if he had that power, wouldn’t he use it to win his war?”
 
   “Yeah, that would make sense,” Alysia said sadly, then turned to watch the snow mimic her hopes as they fell to their demise from the heavens. “I wonder if little Maria and her mom are okay,” she said after a while, and Jaime didn’t know how to answer.
 
    “Where do you think that thing went?” Jaime asked.
 
   “What thing?” Alysia asked, annoyed at the way he kept jumping from subject to subject.
 
   “The demon. You won the fight but he ran off somewhere, no doubt healing. Do you think it will come back? To find you. I mean, like, it has to be enraged by what you did to it,” he said.
 
   “He will keep running, I think. Actually, I’m quite sure of it. I could see the fear in his eyes when I cut him with the Twilight Sword, and when he realized that I was not quite human.”
 
   “Come on CeeCee, you’re still human,” Jaime began.
 
   “I—I know that, Jaime, thank you. But he sensed that I was different, and when he did, he took off.”
 
   “What if—” Jaime began to say.
 
   “Reinforcements?” Alysia cut him off and shrugged. “I’ve thought about that. If he shows up with a host of demons, we would be in trouble. Still, my mind is made up about all of them, Jaime. They must die. If he shows up with friends, then the girls and I will wipe them out. He can’t run from my sword forever. The next time I cut him or any of his kind, I’ll make sure that it is fatal.”
 
   The way Alysia sounded gave Jaime pause, as her voice had deepened and he could see the glowing in her eyes from her rage. He let the silence settle in, and then cracked his knuckles and whistled. “Well I’m hungry,” he said suddenly. “Wanna go see what your girls brought back? We’ve been sitting here talking for quite some time.”
 
   Alysia nodded and then got up to follow him out of the room. The world had become strange and unpredictable, but she still had the Twilight Sword, and that reassured her as she walked along behind him.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Three
 
   Every day the group added and upgraded things on the floor that they lived on; in time, it began to look like a real hideout. They had a cold area stacked with ice for storing meat, and Jaime’s “heater” was a barrel full of parts that could produce fire. This they placed in the central area, dubbed “the meeting room,” and they kept the fire alive, using it to cook and heat up the place.
 
   With Alysia showing no interest in his jokes or subtle advances, Jaime started to find himself attracted to Koko. He found every excuse he could to talk with her, and was surprised at how receptive she was to it. The two became quick friends and it didn’t go unnoticed. They passed the days scavenging together, and she began to show him how to use a sword.
 
   Isobel grew strangely quiet as the days went by, and Alysia worried for her since it wasn’t the way she knew her to be. When it was her turn to find a partner to scavenge, she would go alone, and when Alysia tried to talk to her, she would pretend to be happy. James and Tracy became more overt with their affections, and Jasmine slept.
 
   Alysia watched the elements of their group dynamic and was happy that everyone had found a way to keep on living. She knew that in time Isobel would talk, and she could deal with her dad and Tracy, as long as she didn’t look at them. The Jaime and Koko pairing gave her feelings she couldn’t understand. Jaime was a friend, albeit an attractive one, but she had no interest in going there with him. Still, he made Koko smile in a way she had never seen before, and she made him very happy. It brought up jealous feelings within her chest when she witnessed it, but she couldn’t understand why.
 
   Do I just want all the men in my life to be miserable if they aren’t waiting around for me? she asked herself. It was foolish to feel the things she did, yet she felt them, and it made her snippy with Koko. The end of the world is upon us, of course people are going to cling to love, she thought to herself. I wasn’t receptive to Jaime the few times that he tried to start that conversation, and my mom is dead. What do I expect these guys to do?
 
   She was disappointed in herself and forced it from her mind, spending whole hours on the rooftop, absorbing the cold. She liked how it felt being so high above the New York streets; it made her feel safe, and bigger than the disaster.
 
   It was on the second week of their time spent in the bank building when Jasmine’s wounds completely healed. She had stayed still during her whole recovery, moving only when the other girls fed her something or forced her to drink. She was weak, tired, and feeling depressed, but Isobel took her outside into the cold and worked on her.
 
   “Will she be okay?” James asked, and Koko nodded affirmatively as they stood around the roaring fire.
 
   “Now that Jazz is back with us, we will need to track the demon and finish him off,” Alysia said.
 
   “We’ll be ready whenever you are,” her father said.
 
   “A few of us should stay behind, secure the camp in case of anything,” she said. “I don’t know how far he’s dragged himself into the city, but we wouldn’t come back until I can verify that he’s dead.”
 
   Jaime walked up behind her and touched her arm to get her attention. “CeeCee, I’ve been meaning to ask. Do you think that was one of the six masters that you are supposed to kill?”
 
   “That would be nice, wouldn’t it? For him to be here at the point where we woke up. But I won’t know until he’s dead or until Lord Chaos tells me. The masters are supposed to be powerful, and that beast sure was, but I expected more … so I won’t hold my breath,” she said.
 
   Alysia walked away from the fire to get her supplies and Koko followed behind her silently.
 
   “Uhm, CeeCee?” she asked, and Alysia turned around, surprised to find her alone.
 
   “What’s up, Koko?” she said.
 
   “May I have a word with you, in private?” she asked, and Alysia took her into the office and closed the door.
 
   “What’s going on?” she asked.
 
   “The hunt today. Will it be the four of us? Do you plan to take Jasmine along now that she’s better?”
 
   “What makes you ask, Koko? Are you okay? You’re always the first one ready to go on a run.” Alysia saw that the girl was staring at her feet and seemed embarrassed, and then she saw that Jaime was looming around outside. “Oh,” she said quietly. She rubbed her chin. “You want to volunteer to be one of the members staying this time, am I correct?”
 
   “Not unless you need me, Alysia. I am for the cause first! Jasmine should stay with me to give her time to recuperate, and you will need no-one’s help, not with the state of the lost after your fight.” Koko said all of this without looking up.
 
   “I remember when you didn’t like me, Koko, you remember that?” Koko shook her head at the accusation, but Alysia merely laughed. “No, I’m not trying to make you feel bad, Koko, it’s okay. I’m just so amazed by how far we’ve come in the span of time, and for you to care what I think. Look, you’re your own woman, and you can decide whatever you wish. I’m merely a sister of the Bloody Garot, a free warrior, just like you, Isobel, and Jazz.”
 
   “How come Jazz gets a new name and not the rest of us?” Koko asked, finally looking up at Alysia. “Is it because she has the brown skin like you do, CeeCee? Do you feel a kinship with her beyond myself and Isobel?”
 
   “Koko, if you weren’t an innocent, half-demon girl, I would be so mad at you for even suggesting that I am some sort of racist. I made up ‘Jazz’ because she was hurt and I wanted to be affectionate. But—wait a minute. Is that what Isobel is being so huffy about?” Alysia asked, crossing her arms defensively as she did.
 
   “Yes. She knew you first. She is upset that you don’t love her enough to give her a name, but Jasmine was given one, and more of your attention.”
 
   Alysia sighed and threw up her hands in frustration. She had wanted to dole out nicknames, but they were so weird and questioning of her human idiosyncrasies that she had delayed it in order to ease them into it. 
 
   “Alright, from now on Isobel is Izzy to us. She is our Izzy, you got it?”
 
   “Izzy. I really, really like it! What’s mine?” Koko asked, and Alysia balked because what could be shorter than a four-letter name?
 
   “Hmm, how about we call you Kay? Short for the first letter in your name.” She watched the girl’s face intently, to see if she would have to think of something else.
 
   “Kay!” Koko repeated loudly, and it was so strange and awkward that Alysia felt embarrassed for her.
 
   “Okay … Kay, you can be one of the people left behind to tend to camp. It will be me, Izzy, and probably my dad. We can go find the lost and send it home, and then we will come back and tell you all about it.”
 
   The girl bowed deeply, spun around and then ran out of the room. Alysia watched as Jaime joined her from the corner where he was waiting, and he seemed overly excited when she told him the good news. Post-apocalyptic love, how sweet, Alysia thought to herself. Then she turned around and went back to packing her things for the long road ahead. 
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
   The world was so far gone that it looked like another planet. Alysia wondered if they went past New York harbor if she would find the Statue of Liberty, toppled over and desecrated. Why wouldn’t it be? It was the cliché symbol for the fall of humanity, wasn’t it? There would be the arm, still holding the torch as if it were the last glimmer of hope in their living hell, and the head would lay next to it, the body … missing.
 
   She had taken Isobel with her to hunt the monster, but when they were a few blocks away from their hideout, James and Tracy caught up with them. With the full human couple bringing up the rear of their hunting party, they could only move a couple of hours before taking a break. Alysia was annoyed at her father for forcing himself on the hunt, but she couldn’t find a way to object respectfully.
 
   When they had traveled for about four hours and stopped on a bridge, Tracy came over to her and sat down next to her.
 
   “Where do you suppose everyone went?” she asked, and Alysia closed her eyes, annoyed.
 
   “Heaven, hell, I don’t know, Tracy. Maybe they all got turned into demons and moved their party underground.”
 
   “Yup, you’re still sore with me. Alysia, I am sorry, okay? I am sorry that I fell in love with your father during what had to be the most traumatic period of your life. I’m sorry. But, we’re here now, here at this juncture where we don’t even know if we’re the last human beings left on earth. So for the sake of survival, can you please just forgive us?” she asked. 
 
   Alysia opened up her eyes and stared at the redheaded beauty. She couldn’t believe that there was a time when she was a beat cop. Now she was a survivor. And a man-stealing victim at that, she thought. But she was right: they only had each other.
 
   “There had better be more survivors out in the world than us,” Alysia said, pulling open a bottle of water and taking a drink before handing it to Tracy.
 
   “Yeah, it would be sad if we’re all that’s left,” Tracy began.
 
   “No, it’s not really that – I mean yeah, I’m concerned for humanity, that’s a given. But, if we’re all that’s left, that makes Jaime the only eligible bachelor for me to repopulate the earth,” she said.
 
   “You could do much worse, girl,” Tracy said, winking at her and handing back the bottle while shifting a lock of hair out of her eye.
 
   “I see. So you want to violate him next, huh?” Alysia quipped.
 
   “Oh, oh, that— I see, so we’re back on that again, huh? Me and your dad. Look, make all the jokes you want if it makes things easier between us, but all I’m saying is that Jaime is a good guy. He’s extremely nice. Immature as hell and a total pain, but he’s nice, and he likes you. Sometimes I wonder if you stay blind on purpose in order to not acknowledge that you like him too.”
 
   Alysia stared at Tracy for a time, unable to say how she really felt about her. She shook her head and got up to her feet, then stared out at the water as it drifted calmly below the bridge. “You don’t know anything,” she finally said. “You’re a good fighter, and an impressive chick, but you don’t know how I feel about Jaime. Plus, if I’m blind, I don’t know what to call you. Isn’t it obvious that he’s into something with Koko?”
 
   Tracy chuckled and then stood up and walked up next to her. “Yeah, but how does that make you feel?” she asked.
 
   “It makes me feel like, hmm, you know, Tracy. It makes me feel like I have much more important things to do than worry about who a boy has his eyes on. Can we drop the tired topic? If you’re trying to offer an olive branch, you sure have a strange way of going about it.”
 
   “Okay, okay, I’ll drop it. My mistake. So, this wounded beasty that we’re hunting. How far could it have gone?”
 
   “It’s close,” Alysia said. “Isobel ran ahead a few hours ago, and she saw it sleeping amidst the rubble on the other side. I want to catch it when it isn’t ready for me; that way I can just take care of it and we can go back.”
 
   They hung out for another fifteen minutes before Tracy went back to retrieve James. He and Isobel had decided to run reconnaissance on a dark tunnel that they passed on the way to the bridge.
 
   “Hi CeeCee!” Isobel said when she reunited with the party.
 
   “Hey there, Izzy. Did you guys find anything interesting in the cave?” she replied, trying her best to match Isobel’s excitement.
 
   Isobel lifted her sword to show the black ichor that stained its blade, and Alysia looked past her quickly to make sure that her father was all right.
 
   “So the demons did move underground,” she said out loud, and Isobel shrugged while James nodded.
 
   “Masses of them, hanging out in the dark as if they’re waiting on something,” he said, and Alysia felt uneasy when he said it.
 
   “Isobel, you’ve been through something like this with the lost. Do they always behave this way when they invade?” she asked.
 
    Isobel shrugged again. “When Chaos Lord took me, it was very early in their invasion, CeeCee. Dibolosa was able to stop the lost before it got to this point,” she said.
 
    “Let us not forget that we lost thirty years in that subway tunnel,” Tracy added. Her voice had dropped to the point where it was almost a whisper and they all stood silent, reflecting on what it meant.
 
   “Doesn’t seem fair, does it?” Alysia said after a time. “Well, the most we can do is play it forward, so let’s go find this thing and put an end to its terror.”
 
   They ran across the bridge at a brisk pace until they got to a roundabout bordered by high arches. The demon was seated beneath one of them. His back was turned and it looked as if he was asleep.
 
   “It heals. It’s healing like we do, CeeCee,” Isobel whispered and Alysia could see that its severed wing was beginning to grow back in place.
 
   “Like hell it will,” she spat and gripped the handle of the blade. “Please stay here and wait for us,” she said to James and Tracy, then nodded at Isobel to get ready. 
 
   The tiny girl hopped up on the railing of the bridge and began running. She skipped this way and that to climb the ruins, and then when she was near where the creature slept, she somersaulted and landed on the top of one of the arches. Alysia moved quickly and pulled the Twilight Sword free as she got closer to the beast. When she was close enough to touch it, she swung it into his shoulder, but he woke up with a violent start, knocking her and the blade into a nearby post.
 
   James brought the pulse rifle up and began firing, but a loud noise from across the bridge forced him to glance at a host of demons rushing in at them. Tracy pulled her own gun and they began to fire into the mob, but there were too many and they were closing in, so they backed into the circle where the wounded demon was.
 
   Alysia experienced pain she had never felt before, as the blow dealt to her small frame did more damage than she could imagine. She was seeing in doubles and she looked around for where she dropped the sword. She crawled to where she saw two of them. She shook her head to clear the cobwebs, then snatched it up with a rolling motion. Isobel saw that the beast was about to pounce on Alysia, so she leapt and drove her sword into its neck, only to have it spin acrobatically and grab her before slamming her into the ground.
 
   “IZZY!” Alysia screamed as she saw her tiny body bend unnaturally and go limp from the impact. She scrambled to her feet and spat on the dusty stones. The blood from her injured tongue poured freely as she gripped the hilt, and she hoped and prayed that Isobel still had life. She quickly glanced at her father to see why he wasn’t helping. When she saw him shooting, she couldn’t understand why it was that she hadn’t seen the trap the big demon had set. 
 
   She held up her palm and stood with her legs apart, daring him to touch her Isobel again, but he merely circled the plaza, smiling at her. It reminded her of a jackal on the walls of the Egyptian pyramids, a tall, black, winged jackal that walked upright on its hind legs.
 
   “Izzy, Izzy can you hear me?” she spoke, keeping an eye on the demon as he got down on all fours and prepped to launch himself at her. The girl shuddered and opened her eyes. A faint smile crossed her lips and forced painful, hot tears to fall from Alysia’s eyes.
 
   The creature launched itself with the speed of a blitzing linebacker, and Alysia made to meet it with her sword but found that her injuries were more severe than she thought. She couldn’t move fast enough to bring the blade around, and was run over instantly. The world went black, and her head throbbed, but then her eyes were back open and she was spitting out blood.
 
   In the blotches of vision that came to her between the spasms of pain, she could see Tracy, fighting like a cornered tiger. She had a pistol in one hand and her other clutched her leg, and all around her were fallen bodies, including her beloved James. Dad? Alysia thought, and she couldn’t believe it. Her father did not have the blood, the gift of healing that Chaos had given her, and he was older, with too many wounds to put a thought to. 
 
   They were overrun, and though she couldn’t see where the big demon was, she could see that the only thing saving her was the stubborn redhead, enraged by what had happened to James and unwilling to fall without a fight. She wanted to run over, clutch her father to her chest and will him back to life, but that wasn’t realistic. Her body hurt like hell, but nothing like her heart; it felt as if a sore had grown inside of her chest cavity.
 
   She glanced up and saw that the main demon was on top of an arch, watching Tracy fight for her life. A calm came over her, and with her father seemingly dead, she stopped caring. What would be the point of going on if you are lost to me? she thought, relaxing in her position, watching Tracy fire round after round.
 
   “GET UP ALYSIA! JAMES IS ALIVE!” Tracy said, when she glanced back and saw the look of surrender in Alysia’s eyes. “Don’t you dare give up on us, girl! Use your damn sword! Get up and fight!”
 
   Alive, Alysia thought. My father is alive. The pain that had taken to her washed warmly along her limbs. She stood up and sheathed her sword, swaying on her feet as if a slight wind would blow her away. She clenched her fists and stomped on the ground, opening her mouth into a scream that came out loud and unnatural. The scream reinvigorated her as she let the pain out, and then she was amidst the rushing demons, swinging the Twilight Sword this way and that.
 
   One by one she cut them down as she lunged forward, letting the blade follow her path as she moved. When she had killed enough of them to cause the rest to retreat, her entire appearance was horrific, their blood and guts smeared on her sword, clothes and skin. It was then that the watching demon decided to rush her again to finish it. But this was no weakened version of Alysia Knight. The Twilight Blade had drunk the life force of twenty demons or more and it vibrated within her palm as if it were a living thing, drunk on the life that it had taken.
 
   Alysia spun like a wheel in a vertical slash, catching the demon not once but thrice as every rotation cut deeper into him, until on the fourth rotation, she shifted past him. Shifted, as if her form had become ethereal for just a moment. The blade grew black when she came to a stop and the big monster froze, unwilling to move out of fear that its limbs would fall apart if it did.
 
   “Alysia Knight!” it roared, but it dared not turn to look at her.
 
   “So you do talk,” she said, squeezing her eyes shut to stop the burning while simultaneously wiping the thick black blood off her blade. 
 
   “Why?” the beast asked. “Why do they help you?”
 
   Alysia didn’t understand the question. She knelt and checked on Isobel, who hadn’t moved from where she had fallen. The little girl was brave and smiled up at Alysia, a smile that reflected a reverence borne of respect and awe rolled into one. “You will heal for me, won’t you, my little Izzy? You’re my angel. I don’t want to do this alone, I just—I just can’t do it.” Isobel blinked so slowly that Alysia worried she would never open her eyes again, but when she did, she understood it as her way of nodding affirmatively.
 
   “Why does the Turevila help you?” the demon asked again, but Alysia was not in the mood for a question and answer.
 
   “Tell your leaders that they help us because your time grows short, V’kosha dog! The Twilight Sword will take your souls, and then you will be weakened, and forced to face us in the other realm!” she screamed.
 
   The demon’s silence was one that reflected the fear and surprise that came with hearing what Alysia had said to him. She stood up and stared at him, his furry back dripping blood from the deep wounds her sword had made during their fight. She held the hilt with both hands tight, and then rushed in and jumped, twisting violently and removing his head in a fatal cut. 
 
   The original demons that had fled watched from across the bridge, but when they saw the head drop, they scattered back into the city. They were the ones who set the trap to get Alysia Knight, but she had persevered and now they began to fear her even more. Why do they help you? the demon had asked, as if realizing that the attack on earth had set them up for even bigger problems. Chaos had told Alysia that the demons shared a hive mind, so despite her decapitating the one member of theirs to figure out her new power, the rest would know and prepare for her.
 
   “You are something else,” Tracy said, as she sat with James, cradling his head. She smiled up at Alysia with a look of pride, and then looked back at her father as if she wanted to make sure he was still there.
 
   “Dad,” Alysia said in a meek tone as she knelt in front of him to make sure he could see her. A smile crossed his lips but nothing else and she got up quickly to wipe her tears. What could they possibly do to save him, now that he was so broken that he couldn’t even talk? Isobel would be back to form with time, and Alysia would be too. They would struggle to make it back to the base, but after a few weeks of laying low, eating, and sleeping, they would be ready to go back outside to find the next elite demon.
 
   James Knight did not have this privilege; he would need a real doctor, a medical facility, and actual medicine; all the things they did not have. She closed her eyes and thought about it: what could she do to save her father?
 
   “Isobel,” she called to the tiny girl as she walked over to where she laid. She had pulled herself up into a tiny ball and was on her side with her back turned to Tracy. Alysia sat on the ground next to her, and then lay down on her side so that the two of them were face to face. “Izzy, I need your help, girl. Are you awake? Do you think you can help me?”
 
   “CeeCee?” the girl whispered with her eyes closed, wincing every minute or so from pain that Alysia could only imagine was unbearable.
 
   “Yes, little one, it’s your CeeCee,” she said.
 
   “You want to help your father, CeeCee. You want to know if I can help you know what heals your father.” she said between gasps as Alysia nodded repeatedly before realizing that she couldn’t see it.
 
   “Yes. Is there a way? Can I save him?” she asked, hoping with all her heart that Isobel would say yes.
 
   “Petition, Chaos Lord, CeeCee. He can heal – him, but … price …,” and she passed out after saying it.
 
   Alysia got to her knees and meditated in the way that the girls had taught her to do when it was time to summon Chaos. She stayed like that for a very long time, and though Tracy called out to her several times, it did not register as she sat there, pushing through all of her human doubts to reach the master of the Turevilas.
 
   When Alysia wouldn’t answer, Tracy assumed she was doing a demonic ritual to resurrect her fallen friend. She understood that James was out of luck since he was merely a human being. She looked around for a vehicle, or anything that could carry him back to their camp where she could look after him. He had not been broken on the stone like Alysia and Isobel had, but the demons had bashed his head in several times when they swarmed him on the bridge. Blood poured from his nose and his eyes looked distant, as if his mind had wandered off to somewhere else.
 
   She didn’t know how bad his injuries were but he was no longer moving. There had to be some internal bleeding, and he needed to be properly diagnosed. Tracy analyzed her own health as she sat with her man, trying to decide what to do next. She, too, had been beat up by the demons, but she had pushed them back, so there wasn’t anything major for her to be concerned with.
 
   There was nothing she could see that would help them. If there was a vehicle, it was not close to them. She hoped that whatever it was that Alysia was doing would come with a way to take them home, but with the way their luck had been, she didn’t dare hold her breath. 
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    “Alysia Knight.” 
 
   The deep voice spoke to her, and behind its tone was expectancy, as if he knew that she would reach out to him.
 
   “Lord Chaos, I come with questions,” she began, but then the darkness dissipated from her mind and she found herself on the shores of the black lake, the sky a mustard color yellow, with black, demonic creatures flying around.
 
   There was a gazebo on the left side of the lake away from where she stood, and within it sat Chaos with a beautiful, blonde-haired woman in a fancy red dress. Alysia looked around, confused, but walked over to where they were and stopped. She looked down at herself and saw that she was still in the tattered clothes she’d worn when she fought the demon.
 
   “Alysia, this is Adrica, my wife. You interrupted me when we were having our time together,” he said. 
 
   Alysia forced a smile and bowed her head to the woman, who stood up—she was tall— and walked over and hugged her lovingly.
 
   “I hate that you have to go through this, young Alysia, but you must not hate my husband. His heart is in the right place,” she said. Alysia returned the hug, though she didn’t know why. Adrica’s touch made her want to be nice to her, so Alysia’s hug was genuine, and the whole thing made her want to cry. 
 
   The woman backed up and used her gloved fingers to remove dirt from Alysia’s face. She kissed her on the forehead and then returned to her seat next to Chaos.
 
   “Come, earth warrior, come and sit with us.” He beckoned to her. “I assure you that you have time. Let’s have a proper talk, and when we are finished, you will be very happy that we did.”
 
   Alysia walked over and sat with them. A few of the warriors from the Bloody Garot materialized from the trees and brought them food on silver trays. There were four of them in all, two boys and two girls. When they placed the food down, Alysia expected them to keep their heads bowed like broken slaves, but they waved at her, smiled, and one of the girls—a leggy, dark-haired, waif, who seemed to be in her late teens—walked over and hugged her tightly as if they were old friends. “Thank you for humbling Dibolosa,” she whispered in her ear and then skipped off into the woods with the others trailing her.
 
   “So your father is wanting to help, but is too weak to deal with the might of the lost?” Chaos asked, cutting a slice of bread and then smearing jam on one side before taking a large bite out of it.
 
   “He’s dying,” Alysia replied, amazed that she could say it without her voice quivering.
 
   “Why didn’t you stay with him, see him off with the loving face of a daughter?” he asked.
 
   “I would have if I hadn’t thought that you could help. That you can go there, treat his wounds, and allow me to continue my mission without the burden of a broken heart,” Alysia said. “If I lose my father, I will lose all reason to live. This will affect your plans, so I came to beg you to help him, since it has bearings on everything you have invested to make me strong.”
 
   Chaos looked angry and annoyed at Alysia when she said this, and he twisted and contorted his features in order to reason through what it was that he would say to her next.
 
   “Foolish girl, have you not learned by now that there is no asking? There is simply exchange! Do you want your father to live? Then give to the afterlife someone else in exchange for him.”
 
   Alysia thought about his words and whether or not it was true. Even if they were, she would never give up Tracy or Jaime to death in exchange for her father, and the girls were off-limits.
 
   “I’m not asking you to resurrect my dead father, Chaos. I am asking you to heal his wounds. If you can’t or won’t do it then say so, but I have nothing else to give you,” Alysia said.
 
   “What if I tell you that a part of healing him would be for him to get the same blood you got when you defeated the Dra’yr?” he asked, seeming to calm down as he did.
 
   “What would be the cost of that? If he can be given the blood, then why not Jaime and Tracy too? They travel with me, and they will be assisting me to defeat the demons. As I said before, this is to our advantage, giving them this extra power. You should have seen how the demons took advantage of their vulnerable humanity,” Alysia replied in stern tone.
 
   “My mention of the Dra’yr was simply that, Alysia Knight: a mention. The slaying of the beast and the melding of the blood is wrapped up in ritual. The ritual of the one that is chosen to save her world. We do not allow old men to start the ritual; it serves absolutely no purpose to the cause. I’ve already explained to you why you were chosen,” Chaos started.
 
   “We are very sorry, Alysia, but even if we wanted to, we cannot give your father the blood,” his wife chimed in.
 
   “So coming here was a waste of time then,” Alysia said, standing and taking a deep breath in frustration. “I left my dad to die while I came here on a gamble. My Isobel suffers and I’m not with her. We are miles away from help, so there is a chance that one of them will die.”
 
   “It is hard for you, I know,” Chaos said, “but you are not without resources. You will find that as you become more successful at thinning their horde, your power will grow with time. Take the fruit back to your people as a gift from me and Adrica. You can contact me after your next victory.”
 
   Alysia gathered up an armload of food, nodded at Adrica, and walked towards the forest. As she did, she felt herself getting light-headed, so she looked back to see what Chaos and his wife was doing. The gazebo was missing, but the serene view of the lake and the trees that bordered it made her smile. The leaves were red and there were tiny white flowers growing around it.
 
   She really liked this world and its off-colored foliage, yellow sky, and strange people. It was a welcome change from the stark white rubble that was left of the earth and all the sadness that came along with it. If her father died, she would no longer have a place in that world. Who would fault her for returning to the demon world and helping their cause once her life was void of everything she loved? 
 
   Isobel, Koko, and Jasmine had become like a family to her, and she did care about them. Would Chaos take them back and rescind their freedom if she allowed herself to die? It wouldn’t be fair to Isobel, the tiny girl who had spent a century working as a handmaiden to everybody. Tears poured from her eyes as she thought about her. The decision was no longer hers, was it? All was lost: the world she knew, her innocence, and the tiny bit of humanity that was left for her by the apocalypse.
 
   She steeled herself and shook her head, letting the self-pity pass as she walked through the dark foliage of the trees. My life was forfeit from the day the demons attacked us, anyway, she thought. I will do what I can, and then when it is allowed of me, I will die to rejoin my mother in heaven.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Four
 
   The world grew dark and disorienting and then Alysia found herself no longer walking, but kneeling, with numbing pain running through her body. She opened her eyes and struggled to keep the food from falling, as she saw Isobel lying in front of her, clutching at her shirt as her eyes squeezed shut with dried tears running down her cheeks. She looked around and saw her father. He was seated up against one of the posts and there were makeshift bandages wrapped around his abdomen. Tracy sat on the base of a statue, staring at her. She ran over when she realized that she had opened her eyes.
 
   “Damn, CeeCee, I was hoping that you hadn’t gotten yourself in trouble with the demons,” she said, looking down at the fruit and dried meat cradled in Alysia’s arms.
 
   “Here, Tracy, you eat. Give some to Dad. It’s special food; it should help,” she said, finding her throat dry and scratchy when she did. “How long was I out?” she asked as Tracy grabbed a number of items. She bit into a peach when she stood up, as if she hadn’t heard the question. Her eyes rolled into the back of her head as she bit it, and she glanced at Alysia wide-eyed and then ran over to James and forced him to bite into the rest of the fruit as she held his chin.
 
   Alysia watched her do this with some curiosity and she whispered up a silent prayer when her father took it with his own hand and began to eat it voraciously. Tracy handed him a few apples and jerky, then stood up and walked over to where Alysia knelt, her steps seemingly stronger than before.
 
   “You’ve been like that for about 24 hours, CeeCee. Isobel told me not to touch you, so I let you be. I tried to see if I could get some help, but as you can see we’re all alone out here,” Tracy said. She ate another peach and looked at it as if it was the best thing she had ever tasted. “What kind of magical fruit did you conjure up from meditating, girl?” she asked as she looked down at the rest of it that Alysia held in her hands.
 
   “I made a deal with the demon lord to help get my father back to form. He sent me back with the food, but I’m still not sure what we’re going to lose for—” It was as if her own words made her realize what it might be, and she reached down and touched Isobel’s cheek to see if she was doing any better. The tiny girl stirred and opened her eyes, and Alysia drew her knife, cut a sliver of pear, and fed it to her. “Okay, so we’re all back,” she said to no one in particular. “This means that it’s me; he has taken something from me.” 
 
   She couldn’t reason through what it would be that Chaos had taken in exchange for the fruit, but she didn’t want to guess, since it would only lead to speculation and sadness. Whatever it was, she would deal with it when the time came. This was how she had handled everything, so it wouldn’t be anything new to face whatever it was that she had coming.
 
   “CeeCee,” her father announced, and she looked over at him in a slow, deliberate way. “CeeCee, you need to eat too,” he said, and she realized that she hadn’t eaten anything since the moment she sat down to talk to Chaos and Adrica. She nodded and ate the other half of the pear that she fed Isobel, and then took the grapes and popped them into her mouth. The food seemed to accelerate her healing, and as bones set themselves and bruises took to healing, she bit down hard and closed her eyes in order to bear the pain that came with it.
 
   James Knight stood up and retrieved his jacket. As he walked over to where his daughter stood, Tracy intercepted him to hand him his rifle. Alysia got to her feet and lifted up Isobel; she felt as light as a feather but she was strong enough to reach up and grab her neck. 
 
   “Dad, I know that you won’t like what I am about to ask you, but I need you to hear me out and agree with me,” Alysia said as they moved to walk back across the bridge.
 
   “Doesn’t sound like it will be a question, then,” her father joked, but she picked up the pace, glancing down at her sword to make sure it was still there.
 
   “On the next hunt, I will need for you, Tracy, and Jaime to stay behind. Please do not follow us again, even if you think it will be too much for me.”
 
   “What sort of a father would allow his one and only daughter to go out into this mess alone, CeeCee? Don’t be silly. I know that you’re worried—”
 
   “DAD!” Alysia shouted at him. She wheeled around to let him see the redness of her pupils and the anger in her features at his stubbornness. “Dad, this isn’t a request. If you knew what I would have to give up to save any of you if you die, you would just listen to me and stop at playing hero, especially when I don’t need it. This is not a human war where you can use motivation like love and honor to overcome crazy things. This is a war between realms, where human life is moot, and where I can heal from scars, burns, and broken bones, but you and Tracy will die!”
 
   James Knight wanted to object but didn’t want to argue with his daughter, especially after coming so close to death a day before. She was right in what she was saying about the healing, but what did she expect them to do while she risked her life? He glanced at Tracy, who wouldn’t look back, and then at Alysia. She stared at him, waiting for him to acknowledge what she was asking.
 
   “We won’t come after you again, CeeCee, not when you are going after one of these things,” he said in surrender after concluding that she would take no other answer.
 
   “Thank you, Dad,” she said under her breath and continued her march across the bridge. 
 
   It felt as if every step brought with it new energy, as the blood and the food did their magic to heal them all as they moved. By the time it was late and they were forced to make camp, Isobel had her eyes open and was able to walk on her own.
 
   They found a well-preserved movie theater and rigged the seats to serve as beds. It was a welcome change from the hard floor and open sky they’d had to deal with on the first half of the hunt, and with the theater having four exits and no other way inside, they could secure three of the doors and keep watch on one. 
 
   Alysia sat in the front row so that her feet could rest on the cushioned railing in front of her. She reached back, touched her hair, and flinched at how dirty and unkempt it had become. Isobel sat with her and had her head on her shoulder. The girl had refused to leave her side since the time she woke up and had felt well enough to stand on her own.
 
   “What is this place, CeeCee?” she asked, and Alysia looked around and smiled with nostalgia. They had set fire to a few makeshift torches and their light illuminated the massive theater in a way that reminded her of the dimmed lights before a movie started.
 
   “This is where we would come to watch movies, Izzy,” she replied and then thought about the fact that Isobel would not know what a movie was. “Moving, holographic pictures that put you into the mind of a character in a story, but played out in vivid detail to fool your brain that you are really there.”
 
   “That sounds amazing,” Isobel said. “So, instead of hearing it and using your imagination, you could just see it?”
 
   “And smell it, feel it, and experience enough of it to truly enjoy it,” Alysia said. “Though some of the movies were not meant to be enjoyed. Some were historic and showed us how harsh life was for our ancestors. The wars with crude weapons and lack of empathy for life, the harsh living situations that many endured, and then the death … some directors loved to make their audience experience death. I was never too fond of those.”
 
   “I would imagine that some were very good, though, and that it would make you want to stay in the movie, away from your regular life,” Isobel said.
 
   “You’re always so smart, Izzy,” Alysia said. “Those people were called Fantoms, which was a nasty slur that I think meant fantasy phantoms. They would sit in these theaters for hours at a time, watching the same movie over and over. I had a friend who became obsessed like that; her parents put her into therapy.” She sighed. “It all seems so trivial now as I tell you about it. We had bigger issues coming our way and we were caught up in judging people for overindulging in what they loved.”
 
   “Movies sound absolutely wonderful,” Isobel said and then closed her eyes to sleep. “When we save your world and help Lord Chaos, CeeCee, we should go see a movie together.”
 
   Alysia smiled at the thought and then closed her eyes to see if she could force the sleep that was owed to her from days of combat and traveling. 
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
   The next morning, the small group took to the road once more to reach the building that they had made into a home. Isobel seemed to be back to form, skipping along in front of them in her tattered white robes, her hair a black mess. James and Tracy were quiet, but they stayed close to one another and kept their heads low, biting their teeth against the chill wind that blew between the buildings, threatening to freeze them. 
 
   Alysia followed them slowly, scanning the buildings with her demon eyes for any signs of life, and taking a mental note of the habits of the lost. When they were near their building, she touched Tracy’s arm. “Get him back where he can get some rest and proper food,” she implored. “I’m doubling back to take care of a few lurkers that have been following us for a couple miles.” 
 
   Tracy nodded without arguing and kept on walking, urging James along. Alysia didn’t bother to stop Isobel, since the spritely girl needed her rest too, and she didn’t want the burden of worrying for her safety. She pulled at her tattered jacket and threw it to the ground. The cold wind threatened to freeze her exposed shoulders and arms, but the foreign blood that shared the space within her veins warmed her instantly, and she freed the Twilight Sword and held it to her side.
 
   She ducked into an old food store that had collapsed into itself a long time ago, and she waited patiently for what she knew would be coming. A large, seven-foot demon with a wicked, makeshift sword appeared on the path, and several smaller versions of him followed. She waited for them to pass her building before slipping out and running the last one through with her blade. They turned to face her and she kept him in front of her, and then threw him to the side before wiping her blade to remove the blood.
 
   They came at her in a coordinated rush, the bigger one barking out orders. They tried to surround her as she stood watching them. She cut one’s arm off on her way out of their circle, then stopped abruptly in her dash and ran back the other way, disemboweling the same demon and cutting into the throat of another one. They didn’t seem to slow down no matter how much punishment she dished out, and when five were dead and the other seven had her cornered, she knew they were determined to hold her down for their master.
 
   They came at her in a rush, which was too quick for her to think, so she instinctively jumped and kicked off the wall of a building. She caught a post and pulled herself up and then scrambled into a second story window. She then began running along the hallway of what turned out to be a motel. When she reached the far window, she swung the sword’s scabbard at it, shattering the glass and leaping out onto the street. She took another route to get back to their main building, but once she did, she checked several times to make sure that she wasn’t being followed.
 
   She ran upstairs to find her friends, and when Isobel saw her, she ran and hugged her, followed by Jasmine, Koko, and a worried Jaime.
 
   “If I knew that any of this would happen, CeeCee, I would have never volunteered to leave you behind,” Jaime said, looking her over to make sure she was okay.
 
   “We should have been there, sister,” Jasmine said, and Koko nodded and gave her another hug without letting her go.
 
   “You all are so kind,” Alysia said. She scanned the floor for anything amiss. “Anything happened while we were out?”
 
   “No, nothing at all,” Jaime said.
 
   “We’re going to need some time to heal and recover,” Alysia said. “My father especially, but all of us. No scavenging for a week, and no unnecessary trips outside. The demons were scouting for where we live, and we cannot let them find us while we’re taking a break.”
 
   They all nodded in agreement and Alysia went to the office to think. She closed the door and locked it, and then took a deep breath and sat down. She tried to think on Jaime, Koko, and their time together. When she had first discovered they were messing around, she had felt a bit jealous over it. Now she had no feelings. Where she had once found Jaime to be good-looking and attractive, she now found herself thinking only of his fighting ability and usefulness to the group. She thought of Tracy and her father, and realized that with them too, she no longer felt jealousy or rage over their coupling.
 
   What is happening to me? she thought as she tried in vain to make herself upset over either couple. She then took her mind to the dark areas, where her father’s death had been a real possibility. Again, this didn’t bother her, and she couldn’t bring herself to dwell on it. “So, that’s what you took,” she said with a nod. “You took another part of my humanity.” 
 
   It frightened her that she no longer cared for the trifles that came with human life. She thought on her favorite foods and nothing was there; there was no favorite color, either, no number or band. Nothing. It made her feel hollow and lost inside, and she would be lying if said that it didn’t bother her. She paced the room, wondering if it was a big deal or not. She was losing herself to become a pure warrior. It was what Chaos wanted, and she had given it to him willingly.
 
   A knock came at the door and she rose to answer it, and when she did Tracy came in and closed the door behind her.
 
   “Hey, you okay?” she asked. She stared at Alysia, who shrugged her shoulders sadly and then nodded her head.
 
   “I’m okay, Tracy. What’s going on?” Alysia asked.
 
   “Nothing much. Just checking on you since we haven’t had a chance to catch our breath, let alone chat. I saw you come in here and close the door, and I thought to myself, you know, no one has bothered to see if Alysia is all right. So … are you all right, CeeCee? Like, really? You don’t talk much anymore, and your dad is worried about you,” she said.
 
   “If Dad is so worried, how come he sent you to see about me?” she asked, pulling herself up on the desk and sitting so that her feet were dangling.
 
   “He didn’t send me; he’s giving you space. Actually, he begged me not to come in here because he says that when you’re angry you like to sort it out on your own,” she said.
 
   “Shows how much he knows about me. Heh, that makes me sad. He likes to sort things out on his own, and while he wishes that I were more of a chip off the old block, I’m not. I didn’t come in here to sulk or hit things or to ‘blow off steam.’ I came in here to think. Hard enough trying to do it when everyone is talking to you or asking questions, let alone Jaime’s childish games and suppositions or whatnot. So, I appreciate the gesture, Tracy, really, but I’m good. I just need some alone time to plot my next move.”
 
   Tracy furrowed her brows and nodded at her. But as she made to leave, she thought about what Alysia had said. “You know, ever since we met, you’ve always held your dad to a really high standard. Come to think of it, he was a pretty big deal and it made me envy you because daughters have that with their dads and I always struggled to have that… feeling. Now, I dunno, there’s something about the way you talk about him that hints at a change. You’re disappointed in him and it comes through in both your words and your actions.”
 
   “What do you mean, actions? I can be blunt with the things I say, but—”
 
   “No, blunt is me, Alysia. I do blunt. Hell, I mastered the art of pissing people off with being blunt. You were a sweetheart, a respectful, impressive young woman who was brave, tough, without it affecting her character. I don’t know what they did to you when they captured you but you came back different. It wasn’t just the cool hair, the red eyes, or the vampire teeth. It’s like…your attitude towards us.” She said all this with her hands moving frantically and for some reason it really annoyed Alysia.
 
   “Get out, Tracy, with your corny end-of-the-world love affair, and your stupid judgment of what the hell you think of me. I would love to see how you would end up if you knew half of what I knew, or if you’d been through half of what I’ve been through. How dare you,” Alysia growled. It took everything within her not to hop off the table and cut her in half with the Twilight Sword. She caught herself when she thought of this, and then touched her forehead, shocked by her thinking.
 
   “Look, I’m sorry. Don’t take any of that seriously. I just need some time, okay? And then I’ll talk to dad, have girl chat with you or whatever, and be a good human being,” Alysia said, not fully aware of the cynical tone she had taken with Tracy. The older redhead exited the room and Alysia took a deep breath and then threw everything off the desk in frustration. She laid on the empty surface of it and closed her eyes, praying to her mother to help her do a better job of dealing with everything. She cried and her thoughts turned to happier times. Not the family together, like her normal thoughts, but to her time in school. She had been so excited when Ellen Lok University had accepted her application. She was in a new world her first year, and new friends came easily, along with attention from boys.
 
   It was so important for her father to accept them, whenever she would travel home with the new love of her life. He was polite and welcoming, but none were good enough. She would often get the debriefing on the hour before departing to return to campus. She smiled when she remembered the fights she would have with her father. He didn’t like the new boyfriend, and Alysia would explain to him why he was wrong. Of course, it would always turn out that he was right; it was why she always had them meet him.
 
   She drifted off into a deep sleep and woke up with the sun beaming down on her through the tall glass window. She hopped off the desk, stretched her aching limbs, and then covered her mouth as she yawned, trying to figure out what time it was. When she walked outside the room, the floor looked empty. Jasmine and Isobel were still asleep near the fire, but everyone else was gone. She saw a note tacked on the office door, so she pulled it down. Her heart skipped when she saw ‘for Alysia’ written at the top. The note read:
 
    
 
   To my light, my life, and the reason I kept on, CeeCee,
 
   I feel foolish for not coming to you in person to discuss this decision, but I couldn’t stand looking at your disappointment in me. You’ve been made to do things that no young woman should have to do, and you have stayed strong for all of us. It gives me a deep reverence, one that I cannot put into words, but if I had to sum it up, I guess you can call it pride. I am proud of you.
 
   This morning I made up my mind that I wanted to stop being a liability to you and your mission, and that I should get to some place where I can cheer you on from a distance. I’m old, baby girl, and I still hurt from when the demon in the woods tried to kill me. I guess it took me being foolish and trying to help you in this last fight for me to see just how worthless I am against the demons. 
 
   Tracy and I are going to check up on the old bunkers to see if we can figure out what happened to our people there. We have plenty of ammunition, and the best protection in Jaime and Koko. They aim to walk us to the bunker in case we need the backup, but they should be back to you by the time you’re healed and ready to strike out again.
 
   It goes without saying that I will miss you, Alysia, but since I lack the capability to protect you the way a father should, I think that I ought to stay out of your way and let you save this world the way you were meant to.
 
   Come see me and Trace whenever you’re ready. Thanks for being patient with me. You will always be my cute, little warrior. 
 
   -          Love, Dad
 
    
 
   Alysia took the note, walked back inside of the office, and wept. It was one thing to lose the people you love to the monsters that you fought, but she had managed to push her father away. She cried and cried until the tears would no longer come, and she fought with herself internally over whether to find them and bring them back, or keep focused on her mission. Who would want to be around me and my negativity? she thought. She sat on the floor by the wall to let the cold stone brush against her cheek.
 
   “You did it. You lost them,” she mumbled to herself, and then read the note one more time.
 
   She sat for an hour and then got up to retrieve the girls to see about chasing down her father to stop him. 
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
   They whisked through the trees like squirrels, unobstructed by petty forces like gravity, danger, and reality. They were the Bloody Garot, and they were weapons of Chaos, stationed on earth to remove the demon threat that had come from the world of Yalem. As Alysia jumped and ran across the branches, she thought about an important question that she had forgotten to ask Lord Chaos. Were there more like her, on the same missions but in different parts of the world? The demons didn’t just attack North America, did they? And if they didn’t, and she was the sole protector of the realm, how did he expect her to be where the other major demons would be?
 
   They came to the open field that Alysia recognized from the night when she fought the first giant, and time seemed to stand still around her as she slowed down. Isobel smiled as she walked up and took her hand, and Jasmine looked frightened as she came up and took the other.
 
   “What’s going on, girls?” she asked them. But neither answered as they stood with her and it became increasingly difficult to move. 
 
   Paralysis took over, the world became void of color, and a man walked out in front of them in a royal blue cloak that barely concealed armor that was silver and bright. He was tall and wide, with a bodybuilder’s frame and on his back was strapped a massive bastard sword. He removed his hood to show his slender, handsome face, and Alysia was shocked because she recognized him. He looked like the man that her mother had revealed as her biological father.
 
   She made to move and fell forward as the spell was broken. The world was still a grayscale replica of itself and Jasmine and Isobel were still statues, but she could move and so could the mysterious man with her father’s face.
 
   “What is this?” she asked, and the large man smiled. He was a lighter complexion than her father but still dark, and the shiny armor contrasted his skin and cloak with much effect.
 
   “This is a rare moment, Alysia. It will be our only time during this war, so let’s not waste it on speculation, anger, and suppositions.” His voice reminded her of Chaos and she began to wonder whether it was him, coming to play a trick on her in a different form.
 
   “Who are you? How are you able to stop time like this?” she asked.
 
   “I am the knight, Lancert. You probably know me as Lancert Bell … your father.” He paused to let his words sink in and Alysia flinched, knitting her eyebrows into hard lines.
 
   She shook her head in disbelief. “My, my freaking father is—is a demon, like them?” she asked him, looking as if she wanted to cry. “When is this going to stop? When is this slow process of turning my life into pain and loss going to stop? You aren’t my father; you can’t be. My—my father is on his way to the bunker. You’re just a guy in armor that I’m probably dreaming about.”
 
   “Alysia, I met and loved your mother forty-nine years ago when she stayed in a small apartment near the school she attended. She didn’t know what I was, and I was sent to her on a mission,” he said.
 
   She pulled the Twilight Sword and held it up towards him and shook her head defiantly at what she was hearing.
 
   “Alysia, you are mine. I lay with your mother to make sure that you would be in place to help the world when Chaos attacked. My daughter, we don’t have much time so please listen to me. You are of the blood, the blood of the Turevila, just like he is.”
 
   “What does that mean? That I’m some sort of demon spawn? Are you saying that I am like Chaos, that I belong to Yalem?” she asked, pushing back her feelings to entertain the man, just in case he let his guard down and gave her an opening.
 
   “Yes, my daughter, you are of Yalem. I was tasked in making sure that you were in place when—” Alysia saw an opening when the man looked down to gather his thoughts. She swung the blade at his exposed neck, but he threw up a forearm to block the swing and his silver armor deflected it, causing her to stumble.
 
   He pulled out the bastard sword that was on his back and then squared off against her within the grey, grassy field. “You are more like Chaos now that he has tainted you,” he spat at her. She ignored his words as she circled with him, ready for anything that would come.
 
   He swung the sword several times; he was so fast that it defied his size and weight, but Alysia was quick and avoided its swing as she darted this way and that, trying to cut him down.
 
   “He made you commit murder, tainted your soul, and then gave you a cursed sword as a reward,” he preached as he spun and connected with her guard, causing her to slide across the grass and roll head over heels from the strength of his swing. “Like him, you think that strength is the answer towards attaining peace. You attack what you don’t understand, and use tricks to win at your fights.”
 
   Alysia ran towards the trees where she hoped he would lose her. Then, when he put his sword down, she dashed back at him using the demonic speed gifted to her from Chaos. She moved so fast that she didn’t know whether her blade had cut through him, but when she stopped on the far side from where she had cut across him, she noticed that he led the bastard sword up from where he had countered.
 
   “Tricks, all tricks. Oh daughter, oh savior of the world of man, you are better than him, yet you let him manipulate you with lies and deceit,” he said as he lowered his sword. He shook his head as if disappointed. “Alysia Bell, you’re on a foolish mission to prove to the Chaos demon that you are worthy of being the captain of his army. I cannot allow this, since you will most likely succeed, and the second of the Greater V’Kosha’s has revealed himself to me,” he said, his deep voice sounding like thunder.
 
   She ran at him stubbornly with the Twilight Sword behind her, but the large man parried, and spun her one way, then another. He then used the hilt of the massive bastard sword and smashed it into her wrists, forcing her to drop the Twilight Sword.
 
   “Separate yourself from that accursed tool of Chaos, girl. It is through it that he sees you, and controls your every move. He will sweep away the love that has made you into the woman that you are, and he’ll take away your family, your friends, and your humanity. As a part of us it will be easy to turn you dark, and by the time you remove the last of the great generals, you will be his, just like Dibolosa!”
 
   He swung and slammed his sword into the Twilight Sword and it shattered like glass. Alysia felt her body weaken, as if a part of her had been removed. She screamed and scrambled for the blade. She was sure that all hope was lost now that he had taken the weapon needed to free the earth.
 
   “BASTARD!” she screamed and scrambled for the pieces, but the warrior merely sheathed his sword and paced the field as if he was thinking of what to say.
 
   “Alysia, my child. I haven’t been there, and I wasn’t there for your poor mother or the struggles you faced in this harsh human world. It was forbidden. Our war has rules, but you must believe me that I have watched you with love for all of your years, and this is why I’ve come.” He swallowed hard and took a deep breath, then unlatched the sword and set it on the ground. “The Twilight Sword, accompanied with lies, is the reason why Chaos’s army is unstoppable.”
 
   Alysia looked at him. She got to her feet and walked over to where he knelt and picked up the sword. She was surprised at how light it was to the touch, and as she held it, a euphoric feeling came over her. Something about it felt right, and she gripped it with both hands and closed her eyes. It shuddered and popped audibly as spikes ejected from its hilt, into Alysia’s hands.
 
   She screamed loudly as it mixed with her blood and when she was so out of energy that she couldn’t stand, she fell to the ground and passed out. When she awoke, the sword was a replica of the Twilight Sword but instead of the image of her mother reaching down, it now bore a symbol of a knight handing a sword to a kneeling woman. She looked over at the man who claimed to be her father, and he looked weak, as if he was dying.
 
   “I have to go, Alysia. It is unnatural for me to be here. I just needed you to know the truth of your role, and to give you a weapon that Chaos cannot corrupt,” he said.
 
   “What is my role? Who is Chaos, really?” she asked, and he looked around as if he was trying to determine how much time he really had.
 
   “Chaos is a warmonger, a world conqueror, and a tyrant. He has invaded many realms throughout the centuries in order to grow an army strong enough to take over the world of Yalem,” he replied.
 
   “But how, if he’s having me kill them? How is he growing an army when he’s influencing us to help him kill all of them?” Alysia asked.
 
   “Chaos plays the long game; an immortal has no use for time. He sends in savages to ruin the lands. This is the first step towards finding the ones that are strong enough to resist when their worlds fall to ruin. He then indoctrinates them, gives them lies about a greater good, and then he uses the warriors of that very world to join his Bloody Garot, his usurper corps,” the big man said as he stood up and gestured with his hands. “I have to go,” he said finally, and the world began to become colorized once again.
 
   “Lancert! One more question,” Alysia said as the silver knight began to fade with the change. “What am I supposed to do ... about Chaos Lord?”
 
   “Follow your heart, my beloved daughter. Follow it and save your world. He has already taken thirty years from you. Do not let him take any—” and he was gone before he could finish.
 
   Isobel and Jasmine looked at Alysia and nodded. They seemed unaware of what had transpired and were eager to pick up the pace to find her father.
 
   “Wait,” Alysia said. “Not so fast. I need time to think before we catch up, so let’s slow down and enjoy the walk.”
 
   “Okay, CeeCee,” Isobel said, but kept staring at her as they walked. “CeeCee is free,” she said under her breath and Jasmine turned pale and refused to look at her. “I am happy that it is you,” Isobel kept on. “You are strong enough to save us, and I know that you will.”
 
   “How, Izzy, how can I save you?” Alysia asked, and Isobel shrugged and skipped on ahead.
 
   


 
   
  
 

And Then There Was Hope
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Chapter One
 
   The bunker was empty; they didn’t know what they expected to find when they pulled open the heavy lid, but there was nothing inside but the stench of the dead. James Knight looked into the deep recesses of the blackness and wondered how long the inhabitants had been without power. He powered on his watch and descended the stairs, and Tracy stayed close to him with a watchful eye for anything that could be considered hostile. Jaime and Koko had been left on guard duty, so there would be no immediate help if they were to get jumped by a horde of demons.
 
   They got to the bottom floor and James waved the light around. There were red eyes peering out at them from numerous places around the building. It seemed that the entire community had been converted into demons, and the thought of it brought James to an extreme sadness.
 
   “We need to back out, Trace. Move out now!” he whispered, as he turned to sprint up the steps. He cleared the entrance and backed away with his gun out. “We got us a fight, people!” he shouted and Jaime ran up with a shotgun drawn. 
 
   The demons poured from the entrance like uncorked wine, and James and company began to fire at them, forming a wedge to strike out at three angles. Koko unlatched her silver sword and dashed past them into the fray. She slashed and thrusted like a viper provoked and when her blade touched the demons, they exploded into ashes. After a while it became worthless to fire in on the horde. Koko was amongst them with little care for her life, and James and Tracy didn’t want their bullets to hit her.
 
   When the last of the demons rushed out to get killed, Koko walked to the far side of the lid, flipped it shut, and looked at the group as if she were disappointed.
 
   “What did we expect to find in there?” she asked, sheathing her blade and stepping over the rocks that bordered the bunker.
 
   “Our friends,” Jaime said, sad at the thought of Angelica and Maria being turned into demons. “I’m sorry, Tracy,” he said, and walked over to Koko. “I hope they made it out okay. There’s no proof that those things are the people we knew.”
 
   Tracy nodded her head and fought back the urge to lash out and cry. She didn’t agree when James said that he wanted to come back to the bunker, knowing that it would only be pain and hopelessness there, but he had insisted. Now with the sight of the demons that littered the bunker, it made her feel low, like she had betrayed them by leaving when she did.
 
   “We could have taken them with us, Jimmy. Out here, to survive. But we left them alone, and now… well, you saw it. We lost ‘em all. We lost … oh my god,” she said and then fell to her knees crying.
 
   James bent down to comfort her and she grew quiet. A chill wind blew in from the tall, bordering trees and with it came a song that was produced by old leaves, positioned in such a way that they whistled a tune. It was an ominous sound to go along with the death, and while Koko thought it foolish for them to hang around the bunker, she kept this to herself, letting the red-haired woman get her crying done.
 
   Isobel and Jasmine stepped out from the trees and walked over to them with their faces looking long. Koko ran up and hugged them as they spoke in hushed tones and Jaime looked back at the forest, wondering where Alysia was.
 
   “You guys left CeeCee?” he asked in surprise.
 
    Jasmine walked over to them. “Something new has come up,” she announced to them, and Tracy stood up, dusted herself off, and stepped in closer to hear what it was. “She got your letter, Mr. Knight, and it made her very sad. She made to chase you but she was stopped by a powerful Ert.”
 
   “What the hell is an Ert?” Tracy asked, and James held his hand up for her to be quiet.
 
   “An Ert is similar to your armored warriors. Knights? Is that what you call them? Well, they’re dressed like that, and this Ert happened to be CeeCee’s father—” she began, which made James Knight grunt with frustration.
 
   “Jimmy is Alysia’s father. What do you mean?” Tracy said.
 
   “James Knight is Alysia’s father, yes, but she was born from an Ert. It is why Chaos chose her … why we must protect her. She is to be a general in the war for Yalem.”
 
   “The hell she is,” James said. He looked around. “Where is she now?” he asked.
 
    Isobel touched Jasmine’s shoulder as if to signal that it was her turn to talk. “A major V’Kosha, a lost one, showed up on the other side of the world and Alysia went to go and destroy it,” Isobel said proudly.
 
   “All by herself? Are you nuts?” James Knight said, but the girls didn’t seem concerned by it.
 
   “Alysia Knight is no longer with the lord of Chaos. He cannot see her now that the Twilight Sword has been destroyed. She must hunt on her own to close the gate, and then she can face him to get the answers that she seeks,” she said.
 
   Tracy rolled her eyes and ran her fingers through her hair in frustration. “I don’t know about you guys but I’m kind of over it with the helpless, bystander act. Alysia’s on a suicide mission, humanity is dead, like – what’s even the point anymore? Can any of you tell me?” She looked around with a look of exasperation on her face but nobody answered her.
 
   “Well we found what we came looking for,” James said. “Death, desolation, and all of our friends lost to the demons.”
 
   “So what now, Mr. Knight?” Jamie asked.
 
   “The bunkers are bound to have supplies left over from the time when we were there. Hard rations, heat, shelter. The only thing preventing us from getting it is the demons we saw down there. If we can clear out enough of them to get below, we can be good for a few days, at least until CeeCee returns. What do y’all think?” he said.
 
   “I think I am ready to stop standing by the wayside in this messed up reality of ours,” Tracy said.
 
   “We should go back to the shelter,” Jaime said finally. “Alysia had the right thing in mind when she had us camp out there. It was safe, too high for us to get jumped, and we had lots of supplies there, heat—”
 
   “And beds!” Koko chimed in with an uncharacteristic smile as she glanced at Jaime.
 
   Tracy looked at them, nodded, and then took James by his arm and walked him back towards the trees. “He makes sense,” she said. “Plus … you know I can’t keep moving around. I’m gonna eventually have to prepare for …” She sighed and James took her hands into his own and kissed her.
 
   “For the baby?” he said, and Tracy nodded and touched her stomach out of habit.
 
   “I know you wanted to wait to tell the rest of the gang, but with me getting sick in the morning and…well, y’know. It doesn’t take a scientist to figure it out, Jimmy,” she said, appearing as if she wanted to cry.
 
   “We’ll go back, Trace, back to the camp. I was thinking we could try to use that old house again. It was fine until Chaos came in and wrecked the place, but we could clean—”
 
   “Jimmy, you’re forgetting that we just lost thirty years. The city is in ruins; that house is not going to be there. Let’s just grab what we can and make the trip back. It was only a couple of days, and when we’re there, we can wait for CeeCee to finish her missions and then come home to be with us,” Tracy said.
 
   James wanted to do everything he could to keep Tracy healthy, and though he hated the idea of making the long march back through the ruins of the city, he knew she was right about their safety. He took her hand and led her back to the rest of the company.
 
   “Look everyone,” he began, “Tracy is pregnant. It has become my number one priority to get her to a place where she can get ample food, rest, and fluids so that she and the baby can remain healthy throughout her term.”
 
   “Congratulations, Mr. Knight,” Jaime announced with a smile, and when Tracy looked at him questioningly, he winked at her and nodded his head.
 
   “Oh, shut up Jaime!” she snapped at him. “Keep going the way you’ve been going and I’m sure that Koko will be right behind,” she said to him and Koko dropped her bag, glanced around quickly to see if Isobel and Jasmine had heard, and then ran back into the barracks when they stared at her.
 
   “Damn it, Tracy! Why’d you have to do that?” he whined and then chased after Koko to rectify the situation.
 
   Tracy shot James a wicked grin when Jaime was out of sight.
 
   “You play too much,” he said to her. “Let’s prepare a camp over there in the barracks and we can head out tomorrow to reach the city.”
 
   They cleared out the main area of the barracks and began to set up the necessary traps and weapons needed to keep them safe. Tracy found a room with a large gaping hole in the roof and she started a bonfire in the middle of it.
 
   She set up chairs around the fire while James and Isobel covered the windows with tarp they found rolled up near a corner of the wall. When Jaime and Koko returned an hour later, they helped with securing the perimeter. Then they rolled out the rest of the tarp, cut it into squares, and made makeshift beds for everyone. It would be cold and uncomfortable when they slept that night but they were all used to it, having had to make do as they traveled. 
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
   The company of survivors slept soundly and stiffly on their tarps while Jaime, who had taken first watch, paced the rooms, peeking outside of the windows periodically to make sure nothing approached them. He thought about what Tracy had said to set Koko off and it upset him. He walked over to where everyone slept and saw that she was sleeping next to James, securely protected by his big arms and positioning. 
 
   Even if he wanted to wake her to confront her, he would have a gun in his face as soon as he got close enough to be a threat. Jaime had learned a while back that James Knight slept with one eye open and his mind barely in and out of consciousness. He didn’t know if it was due to him being a light sleeper or if it was something learned as a Navy Seal. All he knew was that it was a frightening addition to the big man’s already frightening demeanor. The sad thing was that it added to Tracy’s bravado, and she was already cocky as it was.
 
   He shook his head and walked past their bodies, observing the unique quirks they all had. Koko lay with her sword unsheathed, though she slept so deeply it didn’t matter at all. Isobel, whose entire being seemed to be about staying cute, curled up like a cat in the corner, and Jasmine snored loudly, which contradicted everything assumed when he first met her.
 
   Are we the last of the living in the world? he thought. Wouldn’t that be something if we were? 
 
   Jaime walked out of the room and into one of the outer areas of the barracks. He shifted the tarp to the side and peered out. A dark tree line was visible, silhouetted beneath the moonlight, but there was nothing else. He wanted to sit down and relax, but experience told him that doing so would put all of their lives in danger. He stepped over the tripwire at the front door, pushed it open slowly, and then walked out into the night air with his gun ready. A little stroll around the barracks will cure my boredom, he thought, and stepped over another tripwire as he started to make his rounds.
 
   “Human?” a voice whispered, and as he spun to raise his gun at whatever it was, he heard the clicking of safeties being taken off multiple weapons.
 
   In front of him was a muscular, brown-skinned woman, who looked like the stereotype of every female lead he knew from action movies. She had long, black, curly hair, pulled back into a ponytail, and she wore a red bandana to hold it back. Her vascular arms were sweaty and slick and she stood confidently in a black tank top, baggy black cargo pants, and military-issue combat boots. The weapon she held pointed at him was similar to the one that James Knight used. It was a massive magnum pistol, the kind that would take his head off completely if she squeezed the trigger.
 
   Behind her were men and women dressed in the black uniforms he recognized from the bunker when they first defended it against the demons. There were eight of them, but she was the only one unmasked. He dropped his weapon and held his hands up and she walked forward, placed the magnum on his chest, and shoved him back towards the barracks wall. There was something strangely familiar about her but he couldn’t put his finger on it.
 
   She was older, hard to tell her age, but she could have been forty. She wore sunglasses, which made no sense since it was nighttime, and her skin held numerous scars from what must have been a lifetime of hardship.
 
   “How many?” she grunted at him. “HOW MANY?”
 
   “Wh-what? How many, what?” he stammered as she gripped his collar tightly and moved the gun up to his forehead. Her mannerisms indicated to Jaime that it took a lot of effort for her not to shoot him.
 
   She knocked his leg to the side, spun at an angle, and slammed him so hard into the grass that he thought his windpipe would never open up as he struggled for breath. While he fought to regain his breathing, she turned him over and placed her knee in the middle of his back.
 
   “So-sorry, I’m sorry,” he gasped as she put the gun to his head. He could feel the loose strands of her curly mass of hair on the side of his face as she loomed close to him.
 
   “How many of you are in there?” she asked, and he could hear the hint of an accent in her voice.
 
   “There’s si-six of—” 
 
   “Six of us in here, but only one matters if I pull this trigger, right?” a voice said from some distance away. “How about you let the man go, drop the gun, and act like a human being?” As Jaime looked back at where it came from, he could see a small red light dancing around – a light that he knew came from James Knight’s rifle.
 
   The woman got up off him and stood up as her men shifted their focus out to the light. Jaime got up and placed his hands on his knees, coughing helplessly as he recovered. A sudden movement came from behind them as Koko flew into their midst. She grabbed the woman by her hair and placed her sword at her throat. It was so fast that Jaime made an audible gasp, and to a man, the darkly clad soldiers began to lower their weapons.
 
   “Okay, okay, okay, you all made your point,” the woman said. “We don’t need to kill one another. We’re all human here, right? We were just being cautious. Come into the light, my friend. Let’s talk it out, okay?”
 
   James Knight appeared and shone the light of his watch on the woman and her troops. He walked over, took her gun, and examined it. He looked up at her with surprise, then snatched her collar and pulled her in close.
 
   “Where did you get this gun?” he asked.
 
    She opened her mouth in response but no words came out.
 
   One of the men in black tried to raise his gun to catch James off guard, but a gunshot rang out from one of the windows and struck him in the head, killing him instantly.
 
   “I SAID STAND DOWN!” the woman lashed out, and then raised her hands to urge James to loosen his grip on her.
 
   “I-I’m your little soldier, remember?” she whispered to him and James released his grip. 
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
   Alysia stood amidst a trio of fallen palm trees staring out at the brute as it walked along the shores of the emerald beach, bordered on all sides by tall, black demons. It was an odd mix, this company of twisted, dark, creatures and the beautiful backdrop of the tropical Haitian beach in the twilight. She watched him intently, paying close attention to his movements, his gait, and the large spear that he held in his fist as he barked commands at his army.
 
   He reminded her of a large cat, a black lion or panther, standing on its hind legs, walking around as if it wanted to emulate a human being. His skin was blackish blue with boney spikes jutting from his extremities. He was definitely the stuff of nightmares—they all were—but fear was not a luxury that Alysia could afford, so she replaced her horror with anger and anticipation. 
 
   She looked down at the sword that the knight had given her. It still felt foreign and stolen in her hands, unlike the Twilight Sword, which had felt very much like a part of her. She gripped the handle and held it in front of her, then closed her eyes to recall the words that Lancert, her supposed father, had said to her when he shattered the Twilight Sword. “A weapon that Chaos cannot corrupt.” She sheathed it and inhaled as she thought about her next move, and then stepped out onto the sand and bellowed out a battle cry.
 
   “Aargh!” she screamed, letting it bolster her courage.
 
   “ALYSIA KNIGHT!” the big demon bellowed, and he pointed at her as his horde of followers ran in her direction.
 
   She gripped the hilt of the sword as they came at her and as the first one reached her, she pulled it out with deadly results. Her arms were a weaving propeller of death as she moved into the midst of them, cutting deeply wherever she connected. When the blade’s strike was fatal, it caused the demons to explode into ashes. Her strikes began to increase in their effectiveness, and before long she was walking through hills of ashes as she cut into the demons that ran at her.
 
   When the last of their number had run to its death, she began to feel the effects of her new sword. Unlike the Twilight Sword that would pulse with the hunger of killing demons, this new blade transferred their life into energy. She felt stronger and more agile in her movements, the sword having leeched their life force to empower its master. She stopped amidst the ashes and held her arms out to either side. She slowly brought them together to grip the hilt, and then lifted the sword to hover over her head as she focused her eyes on the giant cat-like demon.
 
   He was onto her before she could manage a reaction, snatching her waist with his giant paw and spinning to throw her into the wake. Alysia flew through the air towards the dark waters but twisted herself so she would land on her feet. She splashed down but kept her sword high, and then walked back out onto the shore where the demon was sprinting to catch her again. This time he didn’t grab her but slid on the sand in an attempt to knock her down. Alysia jumped and spun with the blade, but her attack missed the giant beast as he nimbly sprang up and landed in the water, facing her.
 
   She was liking the energizing feeling of the new sword, and as she stared out at the demon that was calculating its next move, she realized that Lancert had not given it a name. The cat demon tore through the sand to gain momentum in his charge towards her, and threw a punch that was meant to remove her head. Alysia dodged his fist with a spin and thrust the blade to her rear, feeling it strike home as she expected. The creature screamed in agony as it entered his body, and when he spun to backhand her away from him, she dropped to her knees and lay back on the sand, bringing the sword up to protect her body.
 
   The demon scrambled away from her, wracked by the pain that her sword had wrought. His eyes were so red that she thought he would cry blood, and it was then that she knew that something bad was about to happen. He bellowed a deep, guttural roar that shook the earth, and it was so loud and deafening that she was forced to cover her ears. He grabbed a canoe that had been left discarded on the beach and hurled it into her body, causing it to shatter and leaving her bloodied on the sand.
 
   Alysia’s ears were ringing and her bones felt weak. The impact of the boat had knocked the wind out of her, and from what she could see through the blurred daze of her vision, the demon was bearing down on her to finish the job. She climbed to her feet and jumped out of the way, causing him to whiff his grab as he threw his body at her. When he scrambled to get back to his feet she struck, swinging the sword upwards, then spinning and swinging it upwards again. Her two slashes cut into the haunches of the demon and it screamed, but this time she placed her foot in his side and climbed him, thrusting the blade into his neck when she gained his shoulders.
 
   The demon spun, trying in vain to tear her off as she continued to hack away at his vulnerable neck. When he spun violently in a last desperate move, he finally managed to throw her off and then took off running before she could recover.
 
   “Why do you guys always have to run?” she muttered under her breath as she stood up with her hand on her sore ribs.
 
   She ran after him, blinking away the pain and she remembered a story that her father, James Knight, had told her. It was one of the few times he had talked about his time as a Navy Seal. She was complaining that he had her doing too many pushups and he recounted a story about how his superiors would make them run for miles through wet sand. She thought of her dad having to run through sand like she was doing now. 
 
   I’m definitely my dad’s daughter, she thought to herself and it made her smile when she thought about what he would say when she told him. 
 
   “Oh, you got a little wet and you’re running comparisons?” he would say, and she would reply, “No, Dad, but you had to see the size of the thing that I was fighting!”
 
   The demon made a dash for the trees that stood inland, forcing Alysia to chase him through a dense thicket and up into the mountains. The blood on the sword was dry from the cuts she had dealt it, and as the blade took this in, Alysia felt stronger and her pace quickened. She could barely feel the ground under her feet as she whisked by ruined homes and downed power lines. The demon was intent on getting away from her, but he was losing ground as she healed and grew faster.
 
   Suddenly a massive giant jumped down from one of the tallest hills and landed in front of her. She cut off the path that Alysia was following to get to the demon. She drew her sword and stopped to face it. The giant was nude, ugly, and its skin shone slick and wet beneath the moonlight. Alysia waited for it to make a move but kept her eye on the general direction that the demon had fled. The giant reached for her and she jumped past her grasp to run up her arm. When she reached the top of the forearm near the elbow, she drove the sword under her bicep. 
 
   Anticipating the sudden movement that would come from her thrust, she pulled the blade out and somersaulted backwards, running between the screaming giant’s legs to catch up with the fleeing demon.
 
   It took an hour to catch up with him, but when she did he was on a bed of grass, lying on his stomach to let the night air touch his wounds as he healed. Alysia issued no warning when she found him, and ran onto his back to pin him down as she drove her blade into the base of his neck. The demon didn’t even have a chance to scream when she stabbed him, and as the life poured from his body, he exploded into ashes and Alysia was struck with a new sensation.
 
   It felt as if she had stuck a knife into an electrical socket; the world grew black and her limbs grew numb. The overload of energy that came from the demon’s passing found its way into her, and she floated over the ashes with her limbs outstretched as it took her through a transformation she couldn’t explain.
 
   When it was all over and she could open her eyes, she looked down at her arms and saw that she had grown stronger. There was a sinewy look to her limbs that had not been there before, and the sword felt lighter and more in tune with her blood. As she felt her heart beating, too loudly to ignore, she saw that the blade pulsed in tune with it. The demon’s blood had sealed her to the sword, and she lifted it above her head and grinned despite herself because it felt so good. 
 
   “Euphoria!” She yelled the blade’s new name as if she commanded the world to recognize it for the first time. “Euphoria, the Soul Eater!” She finished its name, and the blade took on a new brilliance as if it accepted its moniker. 
 
   Once back on the ground, Alysia sheathed the sword and then inhaled the night air. She was happy with herself for a successful hunt. She walked down from the mountain to the beach and then sat on the sand to enjoy the moonlight. She couldn’t recall the last time she had allowed herself to sit, and to just simply enjoy life. 
 
   In Yalem, she would always look up at the mustard sky to admire its negative mirroring of her own world. While on earth, in her own world, she had never taken the time to appreciate the beauty of her surroundings. She sat there for hours, feeling the pulse of the sword’s energy and letting her mind roam to happy memories: when her mother was alive, and her father was filled with stories.
 
   No demons came out to harass her as she sat, and when the dawn finally broke and the memories faded, she stood up, clasped her hands together, and slipped into a meditative state. The world grew dark around her form, and she appeared in a bizarre field of orange grass, blue flowers, and a bright yellow sky where two suns hovered brilliantly above. She walked through the tall grass, letting her hands touch the tops of their long, fuzzy stalks. 
 
   She always liked it here, the setting being a peaceful escape from her deadly world and the things that invaded. Her walk took her onto a golden highway that cut through the grass and flowed endlessly into the horizon. As her bare feet touched its metallic surface, she closed her eyes, imagining Asia, the Great Wall of China, and the trees that surrounded it. She kept on walking, letting her toes enjoy the coolness of the road, until she no longer felt anything and her world was dark once again. 
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    “Maria, little Maria?” Jaime asked as they sat around the table inside of the barracks talking. “You were going to kill me! How do you recognize Mr. Knight and not the rest of us?”
 
   “It’s been a long time since I saw you. The only faces I could remember were James and Tracy’s. I thought you were a team of looters that stole one of my guns a few months ago,” Maria said as she kept her eyes on Tracy. “Hi, Auntie,” she said suddenly, as if she had just noticed Tracy for the first time. “You haven’t said one word to me since I came in. You, more than anyone else, should have something to say. Are you okay?”
 
   Tracy walked forward and sat next to her, touching her hair and brushing it back to look at the lines of age and struggle that ran the length of her face. “Maria,” she said finally. “I missed your entire life. It makes me sad; it really does. Where’s your mom? Angelica?”
 
   “Mom died not too long after you all left to find whatever fountain of youth you did to stay so soft and good-looking. Really, what’s with that, anyway? Why do you look so young? Tell me your secret, Auntie. Why are you so young?” Maria asked as she leaned in and touched Tracy’s face.
 
   “Just go on ahead and tell her,” James said when Tracy flashed him a look of desperation. “It’s bad enough that we have all sorts of craziness killing people all over. Adding in our own brand of crazy to Maria’s reality shouldn’t be anything to worry about.”
 
   “No doubt,” Maria said. “Just tell me. I assure you, I’ve seen it all.”
 
   “After we left the bunker, Maria—which we did to keep the demons hunting Alysia away from the rest of you,” Tracy explained, trying to gather her thoughts and make sense of what she was about to say. “We went into the city, found ourselves lost and missing Alysia. Then we found her and sort of went forward in time. Wait, that doesn’t make any sense. Yeah, we went down into an old subway tunnel where an explosion happened and we all passed out and woke up thirty years later.”
 
   Maria looked as if she was in deep thought. She had put her shades back on, and was leaning back in her chair as if she were the coolest person alive. “Well there WAS a bomb,” she said in response. “One of our so-called allies overseas thought they would do us all a favor and drop a bomb on us to kill the demons. It was supposed to have chemicals that would only hurt them, but a lot of people got messed up from the payload. Buildings fell, cars exploded … yeah, the bomb itself was cool, but it was a bad idea. Plus, the demons merely went underground when it hit. You’ve seen them, I’m sure. The chemical is still in the air so they don’t hang out aboveground anymore, but they’re still here.”
 
   “Where are all the humans?” James asked as he eyed the dark figures that stood at attention near the door. He noticed that they kept Maria in their masked sights at all times.
 
   “Scattered about. There are still plenty of people alive, don’t get me wrong, but the thirty years you missed were survival of the fittest. Robbing, killing, raping, you name it. Whatever a human being could do to another to get over, he did it. Some of us just turned out to be a lot stronger than others … I guess I can thank you two for that” Maria said, with a sad smile. “Mom was a domesticated kitten from the old world, and without Auntie there to protect her, or a big bad soldier like you, Mr. Knight, well, they did her something dirty and left us for dead. The queen demon down there turned her, and I just ran my young ass up to the surface and never stopped running.”
 
   She laughed and then leaned down and knocked a tuft of grass out of her boot.
 
   “How did you come by the doom squad?” Jaime asked, and she looked him up and down before answering.
 
   “You first,” she said. “Where did you get the sword wielding brat pack? They look like they could be little demons, or half-breeds or something. The way that little one keeps looking at me, I’m beginning to wonder about them.”
 
   “Be nice,” Tracy said. “They’re Alysia’s friends and a part of our team. They’re human enough and they aren’t things, so you could ask them yourself if you’re that wary.”
 
   Maria looked down at her hands and shook her head. “Nah, no need. As for the team back there, they’re mine. That’s all you need to know – for now.” She stood up and spoke to the masked men in Spanish, telling them to go back into the woods and wait for her. They marched outside of the door and she sat down and yawned, looking at each of them with a slight smile on her face. “It’s good to be with you all again … with family, y’know? Just when I thought that every human being was a piece of crap, here you are. Maybe there is a God.”
 
   As Tracy began to talk to Maria, Koko touched Jaime on the hand and pulled him back into the next room.
 
   “Hey, Koko, you okay?” he said when they got inside. Jasmine and Isobel slipped in behind him to face her.
 
   “I can’t be the only one who feels frightened by that woman,” Koko said suddenly. “Without CeeCee here, I feel so vulnerable in this world, but there is something about that woman that makes me uneasy.” 
 
   Isobel spoke up. “She has the glow of a huntress, but no huntress can go undetected by us. Maybe it’s because she’s killed so many of the lost that the stink is on her.” She shrugged her tiny shoulders and looked at Jasmine for answers.
 
   “It’s all so frightening,” the tall girl said, as she wrung her hands and unconsciously touched the hilt of her sword. “I wish CeeCee was here; she would know what to do.”
 
   “I miss her too,” Jaime said. “Maybe Maria’s blatant meanness to you guys is what is setting off your demon radars. She hasn’t really been nice to anybody outside of Tracy and Mr. Knight, so I definitely understand. She was a little cute thing the last time I saw her, riding on Mr. Knight’s shoulders and trying hard to be like CeeCee. Now she’s Sarah Connor, the Terminator’s mother...”
 
   “The who?” Koko asked.
 
   “Never mind. It’s an old movie—I mean, story—that I liked as a kid. Come on girls, she’s cool; just a little, hard, you know? She’s been through a lot; a whole lot, you can tell. When she brought up her mom turning, she didn’t even flinch. So you just got to, like, understand where she’s coming from, okay?”
 
   They all nodded with the exception of Koko, who looked at the doorway uneasily. “Whatever you say, Jaime, but I have to trust my instincts. As long as that woman is around here, I will not be sleeping.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Two
 
   Alysia knelt down and touched the ground. The slight tremors told her that a giant was close, but experience told her that it could very well be the demon himself. She missed the powers from Chaos that Lancert had cleansed. With his blood she could feel the lost, hear their whisperings, and track them easily. Now she was limited in her reach. She knew which countries and areas held the V’Kosha that she was meant to kill, but she had no idea what to expect when she encountered them.
 
   Chaos had told her that with every killing would come a change, something added to her physiology or mental capacity to prepare her for the Great War. The first demon had hurt Jasmine, and when she finally killed it, she was granted the ability to travel great distances through meditation. The gift from the second had taken some time for her to figure out. It was a defensive gift: armor would shoot up her arms from the sword, wrapping them in a decorative silver metal. It only went up to her biceps, but danger triggered it, and when she felt the tremors the silver cobwebs climbed her dark arms and wrapped them securely in ethereal gauntlets and vambraces.
 
   She stood on the outside of the Great Wall of China, or what was the Great Wall, and looked around for the source. A few people had seen her walk out from the woods with her sword at the ready, and had run from her as if she were a demon herself. She paid them no mind when she approached the wall, keeping her senses sharp for the thing that she hunted.
 
   When was the last time I ate or slept? I haven’t eaten, slept, or gone to the bathroom in about a week. Have I completely turned into a freak, or am I losing my mind? Her mind went to the letter her father had written, and the sad reality that he was willing to let her go so easily. She thought of Jaime’s relationship with Koko. In a weaker state sometime in the past, she had decided that she liked him. She had thought that with their travels perhaps something would have developed between the two of them, but she had pushed him away, just like her father, and he had found someone nicer to love.
 
   They could never understand what I have given up to save our world, she thought, but how is that fair? I haven’t told them, I haven’t explained it to them, yet here I am feeling sorry for myself when they don’t know. She played her tongue across the top row of teeth to feel the sharpened canines that were a result of the Turevila blood. She smiled to force strength back into her presence. The dwelling on things lost would do her no good in the upcoming fight.
 
   “Fight or flight, CeeCee,” she said out loud. “You had the chance to run several times and you always fought, so here we are. I’m a big girl, and it’s hunting time; moping time can come when it’s all over.”
 
   She found a demolished area of the wall and climbed it masterfully. Upon arriving at the top, she looked around for the source of the shaking.
 
   A woman in a soldier’s uniform was on the wall, looking out at a mass of demons that were wading through the trees surrounding the wall. She seemed calm and when Alysia approached her, she merely regarded her as if she expected her and then returned to staring out at the trees.
 
   “They wait for you to come and challenge their master,” she said evenly, with a thick accent.
 
    Alysia stopped and stared at her with her hand on the Soul Stealer. “How do you know who I am?” she asked, staring at her to see if there were any signs of her being a V’Kosha like one of the lost.
 
   “We are legion,” the soldier said and laughed. “We know that you hunt us to fulfill Chaos’s prophecy. We also know that you are more dangerous than you were before. You broke the spell that Chaos had on you to bind you to the realm of Yalem. Now you are deemed dangerous by everyone, including the ones who would be your allies. A rogue member of the Bloody Garot, one whose head comes at the price of property, slaves, and immortality in the yellow realm.”
 
   Alysia looked around to make sure she wasn’t being tricked into an ambush of some kind. She looked at the woman and decided that she was pretty; she was not an outsider but a Chinese woman that had been converted. Converted to what though, Alysia wondered as she thought about what the woman had said. Legion. The word indicated that she was indeed one of the six.
 
   “So let me get this straight. Chaos knows that I am no longer his and has put a bounty on my head. Easy enough, though it makes me wonder why he hasn’t just come out to get me, unless he himself is afraid of me. Now what confuses me is your timing … you are magically here in the same place as one of the other elites, where you somehow knew I would be.” 
 
   She raised a silver gauntlet up to touch her lip. “So, then you are some sort of demon bounty hunter, which makes no sense since Chaos controls all who he has contact with. So, you were once a sister of the Bloody Garot then, that odd name that I never got the meaning of. What is a Garot, sister?” she asked, smiling at her as she did.
 
   She continued. “On Yalem it means hive, Alysia Knight, like a hive of bees. Bl’dee is our word for Chaos, the usurper king to be. We are Bl’dee G’rowt, you see, and do not call me sister – traitor. You have been tainted, and I must find a way to rub you out.”
 
   Alysia shifted her stance to her rear leg and let her sword hang in anticipation of the woman’s next move.
 
   “You can relax; there will be plenty of time for us to fight. Chaos lied to you about Dibolosa, by the way. She was a glorified babysitter to his brood of hatchlings that you thought represented the G’rowt. Chaos has many groups just like them, led by one of the chosen—one like you and me. Future generals that will lead his little bees into battle with him once the lost are in full retreat back to Yalem. You took over for Dibolosa; I took over for the spear-wielding, Darisa.” She smiled, and shifted her stance to show the pistol resting on her right hip.
 
   “This is all so confusing,” Alysia said. “Chaos sent you for me, but you are one of the six that I’m meant to kill to rid the world of the V’Kosha. I guess it makes sense being that Chaos is behind all of this, but why are you so forthcoming? It’s like you want me to win.”
 
   “Words mean nothing to a dead woman,” the soldier said and nodded towards the pistol with a smile. “Silver bullets,” she whispered with a wink, and then eyed Alysia’s sword as if she wasn’t impressed.
 
   “I bet you expected me to have some sort of old, edged weapon like Dibolosa, didn’t you?” she said. “We would lock swords like ancient swashbucklers, and you would best me with your gifted speed and sword mastery. Not today, traitor girl. Whenever you are ready, we can begin your punishment and eventual death to honor lord Chaos.”
 
   “Wait,” Alysia said.
 
   “Well, this is a surprise. Is the slayer of the lost, Alysia Knight, about to beg for her life?” she said, a mocking look of shock on her face.
 
   “I’d sooner fall on my own sword than bow to any of you,” Alysia replied. “I had a question about Chaos. Answer it for me and we can begin the duel.”
 
   “Hmm, I can’t guarantee that I will answer it, whatever it is, but you can ask me, dead girl.”
 
   “You said that Chaos had many sects, but he sent me to kill six major demons of the lost. Did he give you the same mission … to kill the six? And if so, how many have you killed, and how many other women like you and I are out there hunting them?” she asked, hoping that the sarcastic woman would answer her honestly.
 
   “Only Chaos knows that so I can only speak for myself. My mission to crossover is to eliminate you, not six demons, not saving this pathetic world. It is to kill you—that is it. Now, the other women; I have no idea about their missions, but as you can see, I need you dead. So, how do you say? No hard feelings.”
 
   And she drew her pistol with blinding speed and shot at Alysia’s chest. The Chinese soldier had telegraphed her intent, and Alysia had thrown her arms up to guard as soon as she saw the sudden movement. The bullet wedged itself into one of her gauntlets and the silver material simply absorbed it and kept Alysia safe. 
 
   The soldier began to run backwards, firing erratically when she saw that her shot had missed its mark, but Alysia’s hands were like machine-operated shields, deflecting the bullets that managed to get anywhere near her body.
 
   “Chaos warned that with every lost you felled, your power would grow!” she yelled back at her, and then with a frustrated grunt she threw the gun, snatched up a spear she had kept hidden on the wall, and then whipped her top off and spun to face Alysia.
 
   The movement was so acrobatic and splendid that Alysia immediately knew she was going to be a problem. She charged in and slashed, but the soldier was quick, dancing out of the way of the blade and running back along the wall. She left the spear out so that Alysia would impale herself on pursuit, but the trick was one that Alysia recalled herself trying on Dibolosa. Seeing the intent, she ran and jumped, then cut the exposed spear in half. 
 
   The woman looked back at her with a look of shock and horror, then put up her hands as if she wished to fight her without a weapon. 
 
   “Give it up, girl, you’re beaten,” Alysia said, with the sword held out in front of her.
 
   “You’re good, but I am not so quick to call you my conqueror!” the woman screamed as she rolled forward, picking up the half of the spear that had the blade and stabbing at Alysia’s abdomen. Alysia jumped back when she did this and whipped the sword down in the same motion. The edge caught the woman’s hand and cut her deep between her right thumb and forefinger. She seemed to ignore the pain as she came at her thrusting, trying her best to stab her with the spear.
 
   Alysia was forced to retreat due to her advances and after a while she found that she was back at the area where the wall had been demolished. She was at risk of being forced back into the rubble, where she would fall to her demise. The woman was strong, her offense impressive, and there was little that Alysia could do but block in hopes that she would reveal a weakness.
 
   When the pattern of the spear jabs had become repetitious, Alysia stepped into a particularly deadly thrust, and bashed the pommel of her sword against the woman’s head. The sudden advance stunned the soldier she sank to her knees, holding the bloody gash that was now on her forehead. Alysia kicked her spear hand so hard that she was forced to let it go. As the soldier scrambled to recollect her weapon, Alysia kicked her in the face and then stood over her with the tip of Euphoria on her neck.
 
   “You’re human like me, aren’t you?” Alysia asked.
 
   “Yes, once … human, but now … much more,” the soldier said. She winced from the pain but dared not move for fear of the sword being driven into her neck.
 
   “Why do you fight for Chaos? Tell me the truth!” Alysia shouted.
 
   “Hu-husband. He has my husband,” she replied, relaxing in her defeat.
 
   “Do you know where he is? Your husband, I mean? When you passed his test, where did he tell you your husband would be?”
 
   The soldier shook her head. She had no clue, and Alysia understood her dilemma.
 
   “Get up,” Alysia said, and she kept her sword close to the soldier as she stood up gingerly. “I want to try something.”
 
   Before the woman could react, she slipped behind her and drove the blade into her back, letting it stay there despite her screams as she held her steady to let Euphoria do its work. The energy from the sword made Alysia smile as it robbed the soldier’s blood of all its demonic essence and transferred it into Alysia as renewed life. It felt so good that she didn’t want it to stop but unlike the demons in New York, Brazil, and Haiti, the woman stayed alive and after a few minutes she slumped forward, tired and wounded, but still alive. 
 
   “That’s what I thought,” Alysia said. “Euphoria takes only what is borne of Yalem. Your humanity remains, even though I killed the thing that gave you your power. If I come across your husband, I will let him know that his wife loves him and that she waits for him,” she said.
 
   She wiped the blood from her sword, sheathed it, and then knelt next to the woman to bind her wounds. When she was finished she laid her down, and then looked around to see if she could still sense the demon she had originally been sent to kill.
 
   There was a tugging sensation leading her into the woods and she knew that her answer would be amongst the trees. After the fight that she just had, she would expect to be both winded and jittery—like she’d been when she defeated Dibolosa—but the sword Euphoria had made her strong, so she leaped from the wall to the trees below, and landed amidst a crowd of freshly turned Chinese demons.
 
   She cut a path through them towards the energy that she felt, and they came at her from all angles. But they were nothing compared to her speed and skill as she took heads and impaled bodies while Euphoria, the Soul Eater, drank deep of their blood, making her stronger with every kill. 
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
   It was noon at the barracks and James Knight’s company was still there. Maria had spent the rest of the night with them talking and reminiscing, and by the time it was morning they were all too tired to head out. Jaime took his turn at sleeping and lay next to Koko, but the rest of the group sat at the table telling Maria about Alysia’s change.
 
   “So, she’s some sort of chosen one? That’s what you’re telling me?” Maria asked them once they had finished, and Isobel nodded while maintaining an uncharacteristic frown on her face. “Thirty years. They robbed me—us—of thirty years before giving us something, someone that can fight back against this. I don’t know whether to laugh or to cry about it. Being able to keep my mother alive would have been nice,” she said.
 
   “CeeCee lost her mother, too,” James said, his massive forearms on the table, his chin resting on top of them.
 
   “What about you, little girl? Who did you lose?” Maria asked, jabbing her finger at Isobel.
 
   “I lost my world, and everyone that was once dear to me. My parents are tiny sprinkles of memory on a mind too old to hold unto them. CeeCee is my family now. CeeCee, Jasmine, and of course, Koko,” she replied.
 
   “Too old? I knew there was something funny about the three of you and your pretty sword cases or whatever. Are you demons, too? Something like these damn things we keep having to kill?” Maria asked.
 
   “Something like that,” Isobel replied, staring at her with a smirk as if she dared her to try something.
 
   “You know, you two could be related, you look so much alike,” James Knight cut in. “If I didn’t know either of you, and came upon our camp here, I would assume that Isobel was your daughter.”
 
   Isobel turned to face him and lowered her eyelids, and then pouted her lips to let him know that she didn’t agree.
 
   “I’m being serious,” James said. “It’s freaking me out. When I first met Izzy I almost asked Alysia if it was you, Maria, turned into something like she was.”
 
   Maria forced a smile upon her hard, scarred up face, and then stood up suddenly.
 
   “I kept you all up for too long with the drama and the ‘blast from the past’ chat. It’s good to see you, Mr. Knight, alive and young. If it’s any consolation, I know that I come off as bitter but I want to thank you for everything that you did for me and my mom. I took your words seriously about running when there was danger, and it saved my life until I was strong enough to fight back,” she said.
 
   “I’m betting that it wasn’t demons that hurt you up though was it, baby girl?” James asked, adding a touch of tenderness to his voice when he called her ‘baby girl.’ He saw that it affected her, softened her enough to reveal some emotion, and she stopped and inhaled to stop the tears that tried to work themselves through hard, unused ducts.
 
   “The race of man deserves everything that is happening to this world. You better believe it,” she said, her chin held high and a look of bravado crossing her features. “We hurt our weak,” she said finally, and then grabbed her gun—James’s old magnum—and holstered it on her leg. “We’ll be back in the woods, looking out for you, watching your back at all times. If you need me, just shout my name.”
 
   James stood up and hugged her, but he could feel that she didn’t want to allow herself the sentiment. She had shown too much tenderness already.
 
   “Oh,” she said. “I’m no longer Maria. The Hidden Heroes call me Hope.” She couldn’t help but smile when she said it, and James noticed that her eyeteeth were like Isobel’s, long and sharp. 
 
   She’s been in survival mode for a long time; maybe she filed them into that, he thought. And she stared at him and put on her shades, noticing that he had seen something.
 
   “My teeth scare you?” she asked suddenly, and he looked around to make sure she was addressing him.
 
   “They’re a little crazy, yeah,” he replied.
 
   “When you’re tiny, and vulnerable, and you’ve been taken advantage of a few times … sometimes you have to do things in order to protect yourself,” she said. “Teeth are a little ugly, that they are, yeah, but if a man ever grabs me, he will feel it.” She smiled wide this time, showing fangs and a pierced tongue.
 
   “I’m sorry Mar—I mean Hope. If I could rewind time and take you and your mom—”
 
   “Meh, everybody wants a wishing dragon. It’s nothing, Mr. Knight, just a little ugliness is all. Scream Hope if you need me, or better yet, send one of your demon pixies to come collect. I won’t leave you all if they start swarming. I got a small army of killers in the woods, and we’d be happy for the action.”
 
   She punched his chest playfully and made a mock salute at Isobel, then walked out and jogged towards the trees until she had disappeared.
 
   A large knot of guilt and disappointment took to his stomach, and as he thought back to the cute little girl that he’d called his “little soldier,” he realized that he had not thought about her when they left. Why had they not taken Angelica with them? The trip was dangerous, yes, they had acknowledged that, but both he and Tracy had enough weapons to arm a small tribe when they’d left. Couldn’t they have protected the little family as they travelled out to help Alysia?
 
   Little Maria had gone through the worst of atrocities when she was left alone once her mother turned. He couldn’t avoid the blame in that. He sat with his head inside his hands, feeling sick with guilt, anger, and worst of all helplessness.
 
   “Go get some rest, Izzy. You, too, Jasmine. We did a lot yesterday only to get no sleep. Go on in the back and lie down. I’ll stay up here for a few hours, just in case Maria ain’t telling us everything,” he said.
 
   “You don’t trust her either,” Isobel said, hopping up and leaning on her sword. She wore a large white t-shirt that they had scavenged, hanging over tight black leather pants, tiny black boots, and a red cloak that had seen better days. Her appearance made him think of little red riding hood, and it almost made him smile despite his dark mood.
 
   “Oh, I trust her. I have to trust her. But thirty years is a very long time. Maybe not to you, but it is to me. I don’t know who she works for, who may have her on some sort of leash, or even the motivation going on inside that head of hers. To her, I’m this old man she knew back when she was a baby. She don’t owe me anything despite all that ‘little soldier’ stuff she remembers.” He looked around and then touched his temples, trying to will away the headache that was starting to surface there. “Where are you, Alysia? I wish I had you here to tell me that I’m right.”
 
   Isobel took the hand of the always-quiet Jasmine and walked her back into one of the rooms. Tracy had moved their bed tarps into the room in order to shut out the now bright sun that shone through the hole in the roof. They found a corner where Koko slept and both lay with her to recharge themselves. Back in the main room, James grabbed his gun and went outside to patrol the grounds. 
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
   Deep inside the woods, now littered with the ashes of the lost that had come in contact with Alysia’s blade, a woman in a beautiful, royal blue dress stood inside a clearing. Alysia watched as the shadows coalesced around her, swirling and growing as she went, and she recalled the first demon she had fought. This was a girl just like the one in the barracks, but seasoned, having turned so many people within the area that she pulsed with power as the shadows moved like misty snakes, restless and mischievous.
 
   Alysia examined her features and saw that her ears had points. She looked like a pretty wolf, or maybe it was a fox, complete with tiny, sharp rows of teeth that shone in contrast to the blackness that she wrapped herself in.
 
   “Runaway warrior of Chaos, Alysia Knight,” she said with what sounded like numerous voices, all coated in that same thick accent that the soldier had.
 
   “So you’re considered an elite,” Alysia said, “That’s a surprise. You look just like the girl I killed so many years ago.”
 
   The demon seemed annoyed by her words and the smile dropped and her eyes grew wide. “Interesting outfit for an American girl. Is that a Japanese uniform?”
 
   “It is MY uniform. Japan is its origin, yes, but don’t you worry your evil little head about it,” Alysia replied, confused at the creature’s concern with her Hakama.
 
   “I hate your outfit,” the demon said, “And I hate your ugly Japanese sword.”
 
   “The sword isn’t Japanese,” Alysia said.
 
   “Looks Japanese; that’s all that matters to me. When we kill you and pull out your soul, we will be sure to burn your stupid Japanese outfit. That and the ones who love you, Alysia Knight.”
 
   “The Japanese thing really bothers you, doesn’t it?” Alysia asked, laughing at the absurdity of it all. “Wait, but if you’re a lost from Yalem; what does it matter the origins of my earth outfit or weapons? How are you prejudiced one way here, when it really should be … oh never mind.”
 
   “The vessel that houses us hates the Japanese. You offend us with your presence. Black skin, wild hair, and a Japanese costume. You are a pathetic combination that infuriates us,” the demon said with a cruel snarl.
 
   “You’re one to talk,” Alysia said. She pulled out Euphoria and whipped the air before bringing it up in front of her face. “I learned numerous styles as a girl, some originating here, and yes, some from other countries. The sword I learned was from Japan. Your disrespectful demon tongue will apologize for the insult by the time I’m through!”
 
   She dashed in on the demon, who reacted by sending the shadows into her at full blast. It was like a freezing tornado of blackness as it lifted her airborne, smashing her into the trees as it did. It took everything within her power to keep hold of the sword as she twisted with the mist, and below her the demon was laughing, building on the cycle as it went, until Alysia was feeling a full sense of vertigo.
 
   She wondered how she would get out, but it was hard to think as the cold and the damage from striking the trees was getting worse as she spun. She fought to place both hands on Euphoria as she squeezed her eyes shut against the stinging blackness.
 
   “Euphoria … help!” she muttered.
 
   The sword reacted and the spikes shot out from the handle as they did before when she first took hold of it. She felt herself dying as the tornado beat her like she had never been beaten before. Blood flew from her enclosed hands as the spikes pushed through, and then the armor wrapped itself around her arms, pushing further that it had ever did before. It formed pauldrons, tearing away her top in places to build itself into a bit of a breastplate. As the spikes retreated so did her pain and she began to reorient herself with her position.
 
   She was still aloft in the darkness of the tornado, but the strikes from the trees and debris no longer hurt. She needed the demon’s blood in order to heal, but for the time the deadly shadow spiral was no longer killing her. 
 
   When the demon thought that Alysia Knight had been reduced to pulp, she pulled in the darkness to allow the lifeless body to fall. What she saw instead was an armored Alysia, falling towards her, sword pointed down. The blade impaled her through the shoulder as she crumbled to the ground beneath the weight of Alysia’s fall. Euphoria lit up with power once the blood poured from the wound; it healed Alysia’s battered body and reinvigorated her as she bounced back from the demon’s fallen body.
 
   “Like my new outfit?” Alysia said as she stood up. “This one seems more European, like one of the knights. Is it a more pleasing costume to your demonic tastes?”
 
   The demon rushed back into the woods, pulling the shadows with her to heal her shoulder. Alysia Knight was a lot stronger than she had imagined, and with the energy that she had expelled in the tornado attack, she didn’t have enough to put up a suitable fight.
 
   “Of course, there wouldn’t be a demon fight without a chase,” Alysia muttered as she held the sword aloft and ran after the shadowy beauty.
 
   From out of nowhere demons began to appear. They moved to block her as she picked up speed in pursuit of the woman. It was then that Alysia realized that the shadows themselves were actually demons. It was why her voice seemed to come from several places, and why she referred to herself as ‘we.’ These shadowy demons wanted nothing but to protect their host from the cruel blade of Euphoria, and as they popped up in front of her, Alysia cut and their bodies exploded into cold, black, water-like droplets.
 
   She chased the demon for about a mile before catching her in front of another section of the Great Wall. She looked weak and defeated as she stood, the shadows dancing around her shoulder, repairing her wound. This time Alysia did not hesitate as she dashed in, but out of nowhere the demon produced a beautiful broadsword and parried the strike that was meant for her head. She pulled the demons in so tight that her skin appeared like sooty stone. The other demons hadn’t shown this form, and Alysia assumed that it would act as armor against her strikes.
 
   The two women circled, swords high, eyes locked on one another, looking for an opening. The demon dipped low and backwards, and spun with the tip of the blade thrust at Alysia, who merely stepped back to avoid it. She stepped in quickly and struck high twice. The first was blocked, but the second, unexpected and quick, tapped her on the shoulder, causing some of the black mist to explode into a fountain-like splash. Yes, Alysia thought when she connected, it is definitely her armor.
 
   The demon twirled gracefully, backing away, the fabric hanging from the pommel of her sword spiraling like a dancing blue spirit. She must have been very good back when she was human, Alysia thought, saddened at the prospect that they could have been friends or friendly rivals. She poked and prodded at the demon’s dance, but every time her blade would get near, the broadsword would parry it back with unbelievable strength.
 
   I didn’t expect her to be a sword fighter, Alysia thought, reassessing her situation as she tried in vain to find an opening.
 
   “Screw this,” she said out loud and then sheathed the sword and held her armored fists up in a boxing guard.
 
   The demon spun and dashed in with a speedy slash that should have disemboweled Alysia instantly. Alysia blocked it with her arm and used the other to grab her under the shoulder. She stepped in to the side and shifted her weight, causing the demon to lose her footing and fall on her back, hard. She sprang up instantly and swung the broadsword in retaliation. As she did it cut Alysia on the leg, and it stung like lemon juice fell into the wound.
 
   It had been ages since Alysia had been beaten in a duel, let alone cut by an actual sword. She wanted to dwell on it, look into herself, and figure out how it was that she had allowed a demon to get a cut in. But there was no time; this was the real thing, and dwelling on her mistake would mean death. She ignored the cut and socked the demon in the jaw, slamming one fist and then another before snatching her under the arm once again, spinning away and then slamming her into the ground again.
 
   The demon sprang up, but this time Alysia blocked the sword. She blocked it in a way that allowed her to spin outward, and upon completing her spin, drew Euphoria and cut, deep and true, into the demon’s breast. The shadows exploded and vanished from the demon’s body and she stood up, revealed, beautiful and almost human. The shadows that stuck to her shoulder however, refused to leave their place, trying to speed along the healing as she shifted into a Fu Hu Bu stance, the broadsword high, ready for Alysia.
 
   “It’s kind of sad that you’re fully V’Kosha,” Alysia said, as she held her sword up high and cat-walked backwards away from the coiled demon. “It means that there is no saving you, and I want to save you so bad.”
 
   The demon growled at her in one hundred voices, and she was back on the attack, spinning and thrusting the sword as Alysia violently deflected it. They did this deadly dance for quite some time as the sun settled. It was growing dark and Alysia began to worry that even without the shadows, the woman was better than her in a swordfight.
 
   The armor held its place along her limbs and she realized that it was slowing her down. When the demon came in for a violent yet graceful cut towards her neck, Alysia shoved her sword into the ground. The loss of proximity to her body caused the armor to retreat, leaving her vulnerable, but when the demon dashed in and took advantage, she pulled the sword free and knocked the broadsword back.
 
   “Get out of my world,” Alysia said to her, and shifted her stance forward as she changed her technique. She was no longer traditional in her swings, choosing a more circular, fluid style of fighting that was akin to the Kung Fu that the demon was disciplined in. Circular swings were no longer parried but were made to miss as Alysia spun into a similar dance, cutting when there was an opening and swinging masterfully to force a mistake.
 
   The demon grew annoyed at her mockery and changed her rhythm too abruptly. It was in this moment that Alysia reeled back on one leg, like a flexible stick in the ground bent back to pop someone in the face, then thrust forward with blinding speed, pushing her sword through the demon’s upper thigh, She screamed out and collapsed to one knee.
 
   The victorious Alysia feinted backwards to watch the shadows to see if they could heal her, but there was not enough to finish her shoulder and attend to the knee of her useless leg. Alysia sheathed her sword and exhaled a long, steady sigh of relief.
 
   “My dad, James, would tell me about fights like the one we just had. Those legendary duels where masters of respect would fight one another to the death. Normally a grave wound like the one you suffered is enough for one like me to bow, give you a ‘good fight,’ and walk into the moonlight knowing that you will go on, get stronger, but remember me as being the better. It would be a mutual respect between warriors that have given their all on the battlefield,” she said and hung her head to examine her own leg wound which was now healing itself slowly.
 
   “You are not my equal, Alysia Knight. Your entire existence and bastardized sword style offends me immensely,” the demon said, her voice taking on a feminine edge and her accent thicker than it was before. “Still, it would be untrue to say that you are not impressive, I—we …” She began to retch and shake as if something was taking her over, and from the shadows of the looming night sky, more demons seemed to enter into her frame and she suddenly stopped talking.
 
   “I understand, sister. It was good to at least see some of the real person behind the vessel, and to cross swords with you by this spectacular wall,” Alysia said, and she stood up and used her thumb to open the blade from its guard about an inch. The demon made to stand but her leg buckled and she fell. As she stumbled and used the broadsword to catch herself in the grass, Alysia stepped in and cut her neck with a motion so quick that her head was off before her body could hit the ground.
 
   Ashes and water like droplets of black splattered across Alysia’s face and Euphoria drew the essence in like a powerful vacuum. It lifted Alysia off the ground. The power consumed her, wracking her limbs and breaking her bones to make them stronger. The mixture of pain and healing, equally shared throughout her floating body, forced tears from her eyes as the spikes sprung out. New armor ran the length of her body, from fingers to toes, decorative in its appearance, bright and silver. It became a part of her, digging into her flesh and absorbing into her skin.
 
   The pain was so immense that Alysia wanted to black out, but she held on, watching her transformation so that she could understand the gift that the demon’s life had given her. 
 
   When it was all over she fell to the ground, healthy, strong, and still very much human in appearance. She sheathed Euphoria, dug a hole, and buried the demon’s broadsword. She looked down at the ragged garment that had once been her Hakama, and shrugged apathetically at her appearance. Who will ever be here to judge how I look as I hunt these demons? she thought to herself.


 
   
  
 

Chapter Three
 
   “Have you seen Koko?” Jaime asked a sleepy James Knight as he sat up by the wall.
 
   “No, haven’t seen any of those girls all day,” he replied.
 
   “Why would they up and leave like that?” Jaime asked.
 
   “They were here most of the morning,” James said. “We ate, I had a nice talk with the little one about CeeCee, and, well they probably went off looking for her.”
 
   Jaime walked outside and looked around again, he had done this several times already and an hour before he had searched the grounds, calling Koko’s name as he did. They had been in the barracks for three days longer than they had expected. James wanted to make sure that Tracy was okay to travel, and he was under the illusion that he could convince Maria (now Hope) to come with them.
 
   The rough, brown warrior would check in on them every day, normally around 2:00 pm. She would sit with James for long hours, talking, and then disappear back into the woods before 5:00 pm. It was now 3:15 pm and she hadn’t shown up, so Jaime’s mind began to work at different theories, one of them being that an elite demon had killed Maria, caught up to the three girls, and killed them, too.
 
   Without thinking better of it, he marched towards the area of the trees where Maria would go in the afternoon. He passed the old bones of people who had died sometime in the thirty years after they left the bunker, and he pressed on into the thick woods that surrounded their barracks home. There was no trail like he expected, and he could see no evidence of anyone having pushed through there. The trees grew close to one another so it was hard to maneuver, and after a while, he gave up and returned to the clearing where the barracks and bunker sat.
 
   Where could Maria have gone? He thought about this, wondering if she had left without telling them she was gone. He scanned the ground and saw the impression of her tracks, but they led to the area he had just checked, so it made no sense to assume that she went elsewhere. He walked around the edge of the clearing, looking for anything that was out of place. Once he finally found a trail, it was far away from where he had originally looked, but there was enough evidence to let him know that people had used it recently.
 
   He walked back into the woods, keeping his hand on the butt of his pistol and looking around to catch anything that would try to ambush him. He thought back to the day that they had all left the bunker, thinking that it was the right move since that demon had screamed out Alysia’s name. They were so close back then, but now Alysia was something that he couldn’t understand, and to make it even worse, she was even colder to him.
 
   Koko had become his new target for joking and playing around. She looked Asian, and was pretty; not end of the world and there is no one to compare pretty, but pretty by anyone’s standards. She was young—a point Alysia had taken extra care to remind him of whenever she could—but she was from a different realm; if she was of his world she would be about seventeen. He didn’t see a problem with that, but for whatever reason Tracy thought it was funny, and James Knight, as usual, was a mystery.
 
   It didn’t matter what anyone thought; he really liked Koko. She was quick; like, quick with the wit to catch him on his jokes and lies. She would counter with her own, and the two of them shared something they could not put words to. Oh, how he missed her now, in this thick, cold forest, which was dark, save for the thin lasers of light that beamed down from between the branches hung so high above his head.
 
   He thought about the night when Alysia left with Isobel. He and Koko had kissed for the first time. He had kissed girls before, much more than that, actually, but no other girl had been like Koko. She was different, from her strange bashfulness to the times when she was angry and broke past it to be blunt. He thought—no, he knew—that he loved her, and she was causing him the biggest turmoil on the inside that he had ever faced in his life.
 
   When Debdan turned, which was pretty much the equivalent of death in his eyes, he didn’t know what he would do. They were close; not that close, but Debdan was the reminder of the old world that kept Jaime grounded. Without him, he had given that symbolism over to CeeCee. She was a lot more hostile than Debdan could have ever been, but she was near his age and smart. When she became “Alysia, the half-demon, savior of the world,” he lost her as his avatar of humanity. Life began to lose meaning and hope, the hope of getting something back of the life that he had loved so many years ago. His life had become without hope.
 
   But then in came Koko, the girl of his dreams, during a time when billions were dead, the survivors were so deep into hiding that he felt alone, and the world had gone to hell. It twisted him up. Should he applaud the fate of humanity because it gave him a chance to meet his Koko, or should he wish for the old days, for Debdan to be alive, so that he could be Jaime the bullied loser once again?
 
   He put it out of his mind and pressed on. The woods were beginning to grow darker, and he felt a fear creep into his bones that he could not shake, no matter how much he told himself that it was nothing.
 
   “Go back,” a voice whispered, but he could not tell its source. It sounded like Isobel, except deeper. “Go back Jaime, please go back,” it said, and every ounce of his being wanted to comply. If Koko was in trouble—and that voice very well could have been Koko’s—he wanted to help her. His body and mind feared the strange woods in all its blackness, but love prevails, right? He would use his heart, so filled with love, to reach the voice. If she was in trouble, he would be there, ready to fight ‘til the end.
 
   He pulled out his gun, looking frantically to the left and right as he marched ahead. He could feel the blood pumping into his ears; it was loud, too loud for him to hear the demons or whatever it was that were there. How does Maria walk through this every day? he thought. If she can do it, I can do it, too. He pushed on with more determination, knowing that at any moment he would break through the trees and stumble upon her encampment.
 
   When he pushed into the darkest part of the woods where the voice was cautioning him to stop, he realized his mistake. He had his eyes wide open and was ready for anything, but he had not been thinking clearly. Koko, his beautiful young warrior, and her tiny frame had occupied every inch of his mind. The cold was what hit him first, and then the pain, as several black figures slammed into him from every angle, bruising him and cutting him until all he knew was pain. He saw the mangled body of Koko, inverted and tied to a tree limb, swaying in the near blackness of the clearing. He felt his life passing, and he knew he was in trouble when the love of his life, this young, brave, warrior of the Garot, screamed his name with a blood curdling finality. 
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
   A kick in the gut. That was what it felt like to Alysia Knight as she faced down a tall thin man in the ruins of a castle of what used to be Ireland. The man was a zombie if appearances said anything. His skin barely stretched across his big bones, and the tattered clothing he wore would have been an expensive suit, treasured by a businessperson, back in the days before supernatural creatures ransacked their world.
 
   She slipped behind a pillar of stone as his bullet rang out, and then used her thumb to open the blade from its scabbard the way she always did. She felt the kick again, this time stronger, and she knew instinctively that one of the girls was in trouble. They needed to end this fight, so that she could get back to Isobel, Koko, and Jasmine. She peeked her head out to see what the old redheaded corpse was planning to do, and he fired another shot, barely missing her face as the bullet lodged itself within the rock.
 
   Alysia squeezed the hilt and allowed herself a moment of panic, causing the armor to react and encase her body in its silvery steel. The demon wasn’t expecting this when she popped back out and he began firing immediately. The bullets from his small handgun merely bounced off the armor as Alysia closed in on him. She took his hand off with the swing of her sword as she sped past him, turning as she did to see what kind of damage the cut had done. 
 
   He held the bloody stump, smiling in the way a skeleton does out of no fault of its own. The skin that would have covered his mouth was long gone, and the jagged row of teeth that ran from ear to ear chattered as he looked down at his wound and then back up at her. She waited for him to speak. She was expecting a threat, some kind of warning, or perhaps a loud boast, telling her which friend or family member she had lost in the last few hours. 
 
   He did neither. Instead, he showed her the stump of his hand, which oozed a disgustingly thick, yellow substance that plopped out as if something from within the wound was pushing it out. She watched the ooze as it solidified and reformed into a hand to replace the former one. That’s different, she thought. This one has some sort of accelerated healing power and is able to shoot guns. He leaned down to recover the fallen pistol and Alysia dashed forward and took his head off, screaming, “KIYAH!” loudly, catching herself as she did this because the noise had come from out of nowhere.
 
   She bounced back and lifted Euphoria above her head to see if the demon would explode into ashes. The headless corpse fell to the ground, not far from the area where the head had rolled and it lay there twitching as Alysia Knight looked to make sure no other creatures were sneaking up on her. She wished t she could still hear them; it was the one gift of Chaos’s that she would have kept if given a choice.
 
   The yellow goop dripped from out of his neck just like the arm had done before it and sure enough, a head grew from out of it to replace the former. Alysia rolled her eyes and looked down at the blade. There was no trace of blood, pus or slime from the cuts she had made, and she surmised that the creature in front of her was not a demon like the rest. It was an elite, that was for sure, and her fifth mark for Chaos that would supposedly save the world—though she wasn’t convinced this was true.
 
   She wondered why this demon was so different from the rest, having no shadowy, monstrous body, or misty cold blackness to terrorize its enemies with. It was slimy and zombie-like, though zombies of lore would die once you sever the spine or pierce the brain, she thought. Pierce the brain. She ran in and thrust the tip of the sword into the soft, developing head of the downed demon and pulled it out, hoping to see it explode or give some sort of sign that her hunch was correct. He merely looked up at her and stood, bringing the gun up with him, ready to resume firing.
 
   Think, CeeCee, think! Looking around for something that could clue her in on how to defeat her opponent, she focused her eyes on the figure of the demon and it’s sickly, taut skin that barely covered the bones. He had an awkward anatomy that betrayed his attempt at appearing human to her. The midsection was too round for the skeletal arms and legs, and he could barely move due to it, outside of standing and aiming the weapon.
 
   She timed the bullet, letting the speed of her newfound powers spin her past it. But instead of chopping at the neck like she wanted to do, she disemboweled the demon and then brought the blade back around to cut through his legs. The sound that she had wanted to come from him when she struck his head now emitted from his abdominal as he was split open, revealing a miniature demon on the inside. It looked like a cross between a vampire bat and a large serpent, and it uncoiled itself and took to the air to get away from her as she raised the blade for a killing strike.
 
   Alysia jumped and slashed at the creature as it beat wet wings to escape her deadly stroke, and she barely missed as it got higher and higher. She scooped up the pistol from the discarded corpse and began to fire at it. Her aim was terrible and the weapon was heavy but she kept on firing until it was overheated. 
 
   One of the bullets caught the wing of the creature and it crashed into the woods beyond the ruins. Alysia sheathed her sword and chanced a glance at the corpse. It was quickly decaying as it lay without its host and she wondered how long it had been used for it to be in the useless state that it now was. She took to her heels and ran to where the creature had fallen.
 
   There were bushes all over, and the late hour made it hard to see, but she knew it was still in the vicinity, that telltale pulse coming back to her. She stopped and held her breath to listen to her surroundings. There was an eerie silence that made the air seem thick, but she stood like a statue in anticipation of the wounded creature trying to flee.
 
   When the large wolf came crashing through the woods at her, she wasn’t quite ready for it, as she expected it to be the demon. It was massive, and when it crashed into her she thought that perhaps it was a bear. She placed her armored hand up around its maw to stop the gnashing teeth from finding her face as it brought her to the ground. As she lay beneath its heavy body, she could feel its enormous gut pushing down on her painfully, making it hard to breathe.
 
   He was like a big, shaggy dog with the exception of his eyes. Where there was once the sad, curious life of a wild animal within those sockets, there now was deep blackness. The demon was within it and Alysia knew. She struggled to get from beneath it and close a good grip around Euphoria, but the way the wolf lie, gnashing and gnashing at her exposed face, she was not able to feel her sword.
 
   After a time she gave up on the sword and closed both gauntleted hands around its muzzle, squeezing it shut and digging her fingers into its flesh. The wolf felt the pain and backed up off of her, shaking its head to free its mouth from her grip.
 
   Once her hands were free she found her sword and then thrust it through the stomach of the creature. That audible scream that had come out when the bat flew now came from the mouth of the gigantic wolf. She scrambled to her knees and stabbed it again, stabbing and stabbing in hopes of killing the demon. It was after the fifth stab that the blade struck home, and the wolf’s body tore open as the demon climbed out to try and escape.
 
   “No, you don’t!” Alysia screamed and then cut it in half as it took to the air. The creature became like oil, splashing thickly from her cut, and then the familiar rush of its life energy took her over. There was nothing special about this rush like the one she experienced with the Chinese demon. She wasn’t lifted into the air, and her body didn’t damage itself in order to grow back stronger. What she felt instead was a feeling of release, as if a great weight had finally been lifted.
 
   What was that gift? she wondered to herself as she walked over to the large wolf’s corpse and sat down next to its massive head.
 
   “I wish he hadn’t corrupted you, you majestic creature.” She spoke to it, stroking its fur and feeling remorseful. “They take, and take, and take. That is all that they do; they corrupt our kind, ruin the land, and force us to join their number. Do not hold it against me that I had to run you through. Understand my intent and know that I would never had done that if you were you.”
 
   She stood up and whispered a prayer for the animal, and then jogged back into the ruins of the castle. She climbed the fallen stones to the top of the highest remaining tower, and once there sat down and waited for the moon to rise. 
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    “JAIME!” Tracy yelled as she walked behind James, who was using Jaime’s tracks to try and find him. Isobel and Jasmine hung back behind them, saddened and sickly in some strange new state that had come over them since Koko had disappeared. They pushed into the dark woods, the trail telling a tale of Jaime’s quest a few days before when he had disappeared.
 
   “Have we considered that he and the girl may have eloped?” Tracy asked, glancing back at Isobel to see what she had to say.
 
   “I can no longer feel Koko,” the tiny girl said, and wiped a tear. 
 
   Tracy looked away quickly, knowing it meant bad things for Jaime’s fate.
 
   “Jimmy, stop,” Tracy announced suddenly. “I’m not safe here. None of us are, and we need to turn back.”
 
   “What about Jaime? We can’t leave him behind,” the big man said, but the three girls didn’t look as enthused as he was to find their friend. “Izzy, Jazz?” he called at them, using the pet names he knew they liked. The two girls looked up with tear-streaked eyes and stared at him as if awaiting instruction. “Take Tracy back to the barracks and wait for me,” he said. “Try to contact CeeCee. Let her know that we’re in a lot of trouble.”
 
   “Jimmy, you can’t—” Tracy began, but he touched her face reassuringly and kissed her lips. “I can’t leave our people behind, Trace. It’s not right. I know how to find them, trust me on that, but I need you to be safe, so you can’t come with me.”
 
   Tracy wanted to object and argue to go with him, but she knew it wouldn’t work and would only delay him further. She held the kiss for a long time, and then when she was certain she could handle the separation, she broke away and jogged behind the two girls.
 
   James Knight held his pistol up and pushed forward through the woods. He glanced back to see the last of the girls as they exited the woods and he pushed on into the area that seemed as if it shunned sunlight. When he got to the shadows, he stopped and closed his eyes, letting them adjust so that he could make out the trees and anything strange that might pop out of them. He twisted his watch one click to the right, forcing it to emit a fluorescent light in hopes of picking up on Jaime’s clothes if he was lying nearby.
 
   He followed the path for the better part of an hour until he came to a clearing that was so alien in its appearance that he lowered his gun. It looked as if a bomb had exploded in the woods and left a perfect circle of flattened trees where he stood. It was empty but stunk of rotted flesh, and as he walked out toward the flattened branches, the ground felt soft and made a whistling sound with every step he made.
 
   “What in the hell?” he said out loud, and then glanced around to see if there was an answer to his question.
 
   A number of black figures began to step out of the woods from the far side and he realized it was Maria’s team of men. He eyed them curiously, wondering why it was that they wore masks even though everyone knew that the chemicals that permeated the air were meant to hurt demons and not human beings. Next came Maria; her hair was out and it draped loosely over her shoulders. She was still in the clothes she wore on the first day and every day afterwards, and he wondered where it was that she had her camp.
 
   “Hey, Hope,” he announced as she walked into the clearing.
 
   “Hey, Mr. Knight,” she replied, showing her fanged teeth in a sort of smile.
 
   He could feel the presence of more of her soldiers walking up from behind him. They seemed to be coming from everywhere, pouring out of the woods like freshly strained coffee through a filter. He didn’t bother to look at them, knowing they were there, and he felt a familiar calm come over him.
 
   “Have you seen Jaime?” he asked her, pretending that the numerous masked men that surrounded him threateningly were not there.
 
   “Jaime? Is that the young guy with the Asian girlfriend?” Maria asked, pretending to think about it as she played along with James’s aloofness.
 
   “Yea, that would be him. He came in here looking for her a while ago, but we haven’t seen him and I know that he came in this direction,” James said.
 
   Maria licked her forefinger and kept her smile as she did it. “Mhm, he may have come this way. But as you know, Mr. Knight, these woods are very dangerous. With all the demons running around and whatever else, I think he may not have reached our camp.”
 
   “Where is your camp?” James asked, keeping his eyes locked on hers and refusing to move a muscle.
 
   “We’re set up back here,” she said, indicating with her thumb the area behind her.
 
   “Nice sword,” James said finally, looking at the decorative scabbard that hung at her waist and recognizing it as Koko’s, a weapon she would never willingly separate herself from.
 
   Maria looked down at the sword as if it was the first time she had noticed it. She cocked her head and looked at James Knight as if she was sizing him up.
 
   “One last question,” James said as he kept on staring at Maria with the masked men looming ever closer to where he stood.
 
   “What?” Maria asked, her patience seemingly gone, along with her smile.
 
   “Was that sweet, innocent girl whose name you claim ever inside that wicked body I’m about to burn?”
 
   He didn’t wait for her to answer as he raised the pistol and shot her between the eyes. The men hesitated for a second when it happened and it was all the time he needed to jump, roll, and rob Maria’s fallen body of the sword. 
 
   The men came in at him, unable to open fire due to their proximity with one another, and James Knight used the opportunity to cut them down one after another with Kenjutsu muscle memory that, unlike his daughter, was not the product of organized tournaments. James had been in a situation like this before, but he had been a lot younger and the weapon he had at the time had been a knife.
 
   He caught the first man rushing in by the throat and shifted his leg to go between his as he pulled him violently forward, snapping his leg across his own and then thrusting him backwards into two more. He spun and swung the sword down in an arc, cutting into the hand of one man reaching for him, and catching the face of another who had gotten in too close from the side. He was a maelstrom of fury, and while his moves were not as crisp and impressive as his disciplined daughter, they were strong and effective, and his attackers fell in droves.
 
   The masked men rushed in from all corners, threatening to swarm him, but Koko’s sword was of Yalem and its edge stayed true, helping James Knight keep them off him. While the fighting went on, the form of Maria climbed to her feet and retreated back into the woods. There were tears of pain pouring from her eyes as the bullet pushed further and further into her head. The wound would heal; it always did, but it didn’t make the pain any easier to deal with.
 
   She beat a path through the trees to get to the area of the clearing James Knight had come through. She found the trail and walked its length, heading towards the barracks and away from the dangerous warrior and the demons that were under her control. The bullet had stopped its burying and the healing was pushing it out, so she quickened her pace to reach the outside of the woods, hoping she would be there before her demons finished off James Knight. 
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
   The moon was large, full, and bright amidst the blackish blue of the night above the tower. Alysia Knight crossed her legs, closed her eyes, and clasped her hands, letting her mind go through the ritual that would bring her into the realm of Yalem. The familiar blackness took her over and the feeling of weariness and ultimately sleep made her drift within her own thoughts.
 
   She thought back to a time when her mother was with her. They were in a kitchen, and from her tiny hands she could tell that she was about fifteen. It was Thanksgiving, and she was seasoning the turkey. Her mother, ever the professional, was near the sink, cutting up vegetables and talking to her about doing better in school.
 
   “You will want to transcend me and your father,” she was saying, and Alysia recognized the lecture as the reoccurring one that she would hear whenever she got a grade that was lower than a B.
 
   “Okay, Mom,” she replied, and as she reached for the turkey, it grew translucent. Her hand passed through it and she was back in the blackness, feeling around for something solid. This was the part of the travel between realms that she hated most. When she prodded the air with her hands, there was nothing there, and when she stomped down to feel the ground, there was nothing there, either. It was just the darkness and it would stay for a time before making her unconscious. 
 
   Alysia went to sleep after a few minutes and then woke up in the familiar field of flowers in Yalem. Blue lilies were everywhere, so tall that it appeared as a vast blue ocean, broken only by a bright yellow path.
 
   “Okay, gotta get to the girls … and Dad,” Alysia mumbled as she stood up and dusted off her hands.
 
   She looked up into the yellow sky and then the mountains in the distance. It was always so peaceful there that she wished that she had time to stay and enjoy the scenery. She wondered if access to Yalem would still be open once she killed the sixth demon elite. She hadn’t felt the demon after killing the last one and she didn’t feel it now, which she found odd. I wonder if there even is a sixth demon, she thought as she walked towards the yellow pathway.
 
   When she got to the path, she clasped her hands, focusing everything on the idea of the barracks and the feelings she had for her father. It was always an effort to put other thoughts aside in order to focus, but the worry she had for her friends made it easy and the path began to shimmer the way it did whenever she was returning to the world. The path went from shimmering to writhing and bucking, like a wave of gold, moving as if it meant to throw her from its surface, and before long it did and everything was black.
 
   The darkness appeared again, but this time there was the sensation of floating. Alysia readied herself for what she would appear into and after a few minutes, she was standing in front of a battered stone building—the barracks. It was late evening, and she saw that Jasmine was walking around with her sword out.
 
   “Jazz!” Alysia shouted, and the tall girl glanced at her wickedly before recognizing who it was and running over to give her a hug.
 
   “They killed Koko, CeeCee! She went to go spy on Hope and they killed her. Now your father is there and is in trouble, too. Isobel went to go help him but she hasn’t been back in an hour. I can still feel her, CeeCee, but if I leave Tracy and the baby…” Jasmine said in such a fast bout of rambling that it took Alysia a few seconds to absorb what she was saying and break it down into meaningful information.
 
   “So my dad’s in the woods, captured or in trouble, Isobel went to help him but has been gone for a long time, and Koko is dead,” Alysia said, trying to see if she got it all or if something was missing.
 
   “Yes, we are in a lot of trouble. I tried to call lord Chaos, because Hope seems to be very powerful. He doesn’t respond, CeeCee. I think we are all alone.”
 
   “He will not answer because we have betrayed him,” Alysia said. She ignored the part about the baby; her intuition had told her as much when she saw that her father had chosen to run, looking for safety instead of staying to help her fight. “So you’re guarding Tracy and Izzy’s gone hunting?” she asked and Jasmine nodded. “I can feel her. Wait for me, Jasmine.”
 
   She took off sprinting towards the area of the woods where Isobel’s life force had screamed out to her for help. She came upon the path that led back into the blackness, and she saw traces of blood, Isobel’s blood, splattered across the tree trunks that bordered the path leading back. She pulled out Euphoria and took to the branches, skipping across them with light steps, the way Isobel had taught her to do, a technique mastered by the lord of Chaos. 
 
   She increased her speed, following her senses while pushing aside any feelings of doubt that threatened to slow her pace or loosen her resolve. She came upon an area where the trees had seen combat. There were nicks in the bark, and footprints scattered about the ground. Beneath a mound of fallen leaves lie a red cloak and white dress, and out of one part of the dress was the pale, twitching hand of Isobel.
 
   Alysia fought back against the need to jump down and save her, knowing it was a trap. It would be Hope, this man or woman named Hope that Jasmine had warned her about. She slowed her breathing and probed the air, looking for a demon. It would have to be a powerful warrior since it had managed to kill Koko and wound Isobel in a way that rendered her helpless. She felt nothing in the air as she waited, and could see nothing below her branch. She activated the armor, jumped down to Isobel, and pulled the leaves back to uncover her body.
 
   Since the time when the giants fought outside of her school and brought in the lunacy that was this demon invasion, Alysia had seen her fair share of terrible things. The state that Isobel, her tiny, innocent Isobel was in defied anything she had seen, even in her worst nightmares. It made her heart skip and tightened the already tight armor, and a new pain came forth from her eyes. Hot tears pushed out as she stared down at the mangled, bloody mess that was her friend.
 
   She looked around to see if she could see anyone creeping close. There was no one and it made her very uneasy. Maybe it pushed on to get to the barracks where pregnant Tracy and Jasmine are by themselves, she wondered. Wait, Jaime will be there. Jazz forgot to mention him but he should be there; they would be safe in numbers, and Tracy knows what to do. I need to get Isobel back so that she can heal, with me and Jazz there to help. She can be back to form in no time.
 
   She looked down at the blood-streaked face of Isobel, and the bullet-ridden holes that stayed open in her face. She leaned in close and kissed her forehead. 
 
   “You brave little sprite, you will be alright. We will get you better, I promise you we will, and then we can go somewhere where you no longer have to drag your heavy sword around.”
 
   “Cee …. Cee?” the girl whispered, and more tears fell from Alysia’s eyes as she nodded her head, sat up, and took her hand.
 
   “It’s me,” she whispered to Isobel.
 
   “Gotcha!” a woman’s deep voice said from somewhere behind her and a shot rang out, catching Alysia in the back of her head and sending her spiraling into darkness.


 
   
  
 

Chapter Four
 
   There are men who fight when there is no other option, and there are men who fight because they like it. James Knight was one of the latter when he grew up on the streets of South Florida, knocking other boys out for money and putting the videos up on social media. Anybody who knew “little Jimmy” back then knew that it didn’t take much for him to knock you out. He knew where to hit the boys to hurt them, and he knew that punching your jaw in the right place would put you to sleep. The other kids feared him—they really feared him—because they knew that in a one-on-one, Jimmy would probably win.
 
   Growing up as an orphan being raised by his grandmother, James Knight stayed in trouble. Ask her about it and her Jimmy was a saint, but the kids in the neighborhood knew that there were only two ways to stop a kid like Jimmy Knight: through a bullet, or through an extended stay in prison.
 
   Luckily for Jimmy, his written future of criminality was cut short by the death of his grandmother, and a forced move to Michigan, where he was taken in by his uncle, Colin. Lots of things happened to Jimmy under Uncle Colin. He found a father figure that seemed to know every trick in the book that a thirteen-year-old could pull. He found a military man who loved to box, and Jimmy learned that a punch from an old war man is probably worse than a bullet in the streets. Above everything else, he found someone who cared. Not that his grandmother hadn’t cared, but his uncle could identify with him on just about every issue that he was going through.
 
   Uncle Colin beat him down, educated him, and reinvented him into a soldier. So when it came time for him to join the military and continue a tradition that had been in the family for male Knights, he took it a step above. He became a US Navy SEAL, and though Uncle Colin would never admit to him what it meant to see how far he had come, James saw it in his face every time that he made it back home.
 
   During the intense training and especially on the battlefield, the true essence of James Knight came out. He was a fighter, a warrior through and through. It was a fact that had never changed since his days of bare-knuckle brawls in the street. When the music was on and the gods called their warriors into the circle to dance, James Knight was Gregory Hines in tap shoes.
 
   The bodies of the black-clad warriors who had poured into the clearing to kill James Knight were strewn about in a variety of positions. Some were crawling to get into a better position to die, and others merely looked at him, wondering when it was that he would finish them off. The big man was on a knee in the center, staring up into the dark evening sky trying to suck in air. His lungs were on fire, and his muscles burned from overuse. He leaned against Koko’s blade, trying his best not to topple over.
 
   They had come at him at all angles, but he wasn’t going to die without seeing the face of his children once again—both children. CeeCee would be back and he wanted to hug her, kiss her, and apologize for running. He also wanted to see Tracy give birth to the new girl or boy. He knew his/her name already—though Alysia wouldn’t like it—Kendra if it was a girl, and Kendal if it was a boy. Either way the child came out, it would be the life representation of his former wife. That baby would need a father, one that would teach him how to survive in the new, messed up world they lived in. No demon would take that privilege away from him, and that was why he fought and won.
 
   He looked around at the carnage and tried to suppress a smile. He still had it, the killer instinct that his commanding officers used to praise him to the high heavens for, and the instinct that had brought him so much shame when it came to fitting in as a civilian. He was good at fighting, yes; that had been his reality since the day he was born. But most of all, he was good at killing, a fact no one knew unless they had served with him on the missions he had been given back when he was active. If Maria had known about him, she would not have wasted her army on him. Yet here he knelt, alive, with a sword so stained by demon blood that the blade seemed black beneath the sinking sun.
 
   James stood up and stepped over the fallen bodies, sinking the sword into the spine of a wretch that reached out to him in one last desperate attempt. He made to walk back down the path that had led him to the clearing, but he paused, swaying in that drunken-like stupor of tiredness like a tree about to fall. He had seen the area where Maria had emerged from, and he was curious as to what the camp of someone wicked like her would look like.
 
   He stomped across the bodies, back through the two trees that bordered the pathway from which Maria had emerged. He twisted the bezel on his watch as far as it could go, and he could hear the creatures of the night flinch back from the bright light that shone from his wrist.
 
   He took the arm with the watch and grabbed his own collar like he always did whenever he used it as a flashlight. His right hand gripped the sword that had once been Koko’s and he held it backwards, ready for anything as he stepped over fallen logs and pushed through the brush. A stench hit him, the wind bringing the full force of it through the trees and it was so ripe and powerful in its warm, foul odor that he was reduced to fits of coughing as his lungs begged him to find better air. 
 
   He had only walked for a minute before he came upon what could only be described as a shrine. Well, it was a shrine from the worst horror stories since it looked to be a mountain of naked, rotted corpses.
 
   James Knight removed his watch and clipped it to his chest so that he could hold the sword with two hands. The mountain was an abomination, and he found that despite its horrible makeup, he could not look away. He examined the bodies and noticed that they were not merely thrown on top of one another to form the mountain. Instead, their limbs were interlocked, legs bending in ways they shouldn’t, and arms hooked into other arms to create an object that seemed to be as solid as it was offensive. He looked closer at it and began to recognize some of the clothing. These were innocents pulled from the bunker and murdered to create whatever this was.
 
   His eyes climbed up to the top, where a woman was tied to a black obelisk with strange glyphs dancing on its surface. James shook his head and climbed the smooth slant of the corpse mountain, wincing internally as flesh broke away easily beneath his weight, and the texture of the foundation beneath his steps keeping it evident that he was stepping on dead people. 
 
   When he reached the obelisk he almost fell down. The appalling structure had outdone itself with an even more appalling symbol. Chained to the obelisk, Angelica, the woman he had known as Maria’s mother, had been kept alive somehow. Her eyes revealed the type of ferocity one might see in a rabid animal, wracked with disease. Her dress, the jewelry, and the presence read Angelica, but what was in front of him was a deadly ghoul.
 
   He tried to make sense of it. If that was indeed Maria down there, commanding demons and killing her friends, this could be her mother. Maybe the young girl had lost her mind and was being controlled by her mother’s vengeful spirit … yeah, if this was a comic book, he thought to himself, then flashed his light around to get more clues. 
 
   At the base of the mountain he saw the naked, emaciated body of Koko. He jumped down, his landing producing the gooey snapping of what he assumed were bones, and ran over to her to see if she was truly dead. Her eyes were black, completely black, like bulbs that had been burned out. He felt for a pulse, touched her skin, but Koko was gone and it brought him a deep sadness. He lifted her up and was about to walk out when he saw Jaime. They had started to intertwine his limbs into the base of the mountain but had stopped prematurely, leaving half of his body clothed and hanging out.
 
   The big man flashed the light around to see what else was in the small clearing. From what he saw, there were only trees and whatever evil feared his light. So he made a decision that he knew would not be wise, but he could not allow the desecration to be left the way it was. He sheathed the sword and began the chore of finding dry branches and leaves. He didn’t care if it took him all night, because something inside of him knew that the mountain and the ghoul would need to be removed before he went after Maria. 
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
   Tracy McLeay walked out of the barracks dressed as if she were about to go to war. She had the large rifle that James coveted in her arms, and an assortment of smaller weapons strapped to her legs and arms. She saw Jasmine near the line of the woods, staring into its blackness. The whole situation gave her pause, but when James set out and hadn’t returned for several hours, she knew he was either hurt or worse.
 
   “Everything okay out here, Jasmine?” she asked, and the tall girl threw up her hand quickly to tell her to be quiet.
 
   “Go back into the house, Tracy. Please go back quickly. It’s about to be bad,” she rambled, her hand on her sword and her legs locked into a stance of preparation.
 
   “The hell I will,” Tracy announced, and slipped to the side of the barracks where she had the wall for cover and could still see Jasmine. She lay on her side and flipped the stand on the rifle. If anything came out of those woods to attack the girl, she would be ready for them in an instant.
 
   Maria slipped through the crack of the woods to face Jasmine, and fired a single round at the young girl’s face. Tracy fired back with a few shots of her own, but she noticed that Jasmine had somehow moved before the demon could fire her gun. A noise brought Tracy around as the door to the bunker flew open, and all of the horrors that had sealed themselves away for who knows how long were pouring out to join the fun. She hoped that Jasmine would be enough to hold Maria and spun around to focus her fire on the demons that were hobbling out of the bunker. She got up after they stopped coming for a time and ran into the barracks, locking doors, securing windows and piling up more guns near a window.
 
   Once she was sure that it was secure enough to prevent any nasty surprises, Tracy sat on a chair, secured her elbow, and began firing again on the demons coming out.
 
   “Not my baby,” she mumbled as she shot round after round into them. They were only coming out one at a time so it was easy to pick them off, but after a time she risked a glance to where Jasmine was fighting to make sure she was okay. The tall girl never seemed extremely graceful, but Maria was now fighting her with her own sword, and Jasmine was dodging and attacking in a way that made her seem like a natural dancer.
 
   “Fight, Jazzy, fight!” Tracy screamed, and kept on dropping the demons that were meaning to take advantage of them.
 
   Jasmine had been recruited by Chaos for her skills as a fighter, but she was no sword-trained natural like Alysia Knight. Even Koko had been quite notorious in her home world before Chaos snagged her to join his army. What Jasmine had was spirit, but it was something extraordinary that only came about when the end was truly near and she was forced to act. She parried strokes, moved around in circles, and darted in and out like a seasoned Tomcat that had seen over a hundred battles. It was impressive, especially since she seemed like the weakest of their group, at least to Tracy.
 
   There was more noise from the surrounding forest as two kreples broke through and threw themselves at Maria and Jasmine. The two women answered with quick cuts, killing the creatures instantly, but even more broke through, along with demons, and they were forced to put their battle to the side.
 
   “What the hell is this?” Maria screamed, keeping her sword pointed at Jasmine as she directed the questions to the approaching demons. They all stopped within their tracks and bowed to her as more came through beneath the moonlight, forming a crowd of red and black bodies that knelt to bow as soon as they were close enough.
 
   Tracy had managed to overheat her rifle, but as she looked out, she saw that there were too many for her to realistically deal with. Jasmine and Maria were in the only patch of green free of demons, and they were bowing to her as if she was some sort of newly crowned queen. Maria was smiling, and she held her other arm out as if to embrace the power. Some of the demons began howling and turning into black dust, the dust blew in towards Maria, who absorbed it while laughing as it took to her easily. 
 
   Somewhere off to the side, a pair of demons had managed to grab Jasmine. They held her still while Maria underwent the transformation, and without thinking much about the repercussions, Tracy aimed the now-cool rifle at Maria’s head and fired a single round. Almost simultaneously, an explosion went off, and a tall fire appeared in the woods. Maria spun to look up at the flames, despite the shadows that were whipping everywhere, and screamed loudly out of frustration and pain. The bullet hadn’t killed her, and it would heal in time, but the fire was what did damage to her now that she saw it. 
 
   James Knight, burst through the trees with a shout, carrying Koko’s corpse. He began to fire round after round into the suppressed demons as he moved towards the barracks with much intent. Tracy ran over to the door and let him in, and then locked it behind him as he lay Koko down on the ground.
 
   “I think this is it,” Tracy said to him sadly, trying to keep her tears at bay as she thought of the life her baby would never see, and the pain and the loss that would be for nothing now that their friends were all dead. 
 
   “I didn’t see Isobel when I ran back through to try and catch you before that demon did,” he said, bringing her in to hug her and kiss her forehead. “I’m tired, my limbs hurt, and I’ve been burned pretty badly. But I’m not stopping tonight until Alysia finishes whatever it is she has to do.”
 
   “What do you mean you didn’t see Isobel? What if she’s dead like Koko, or just run off?” Tracy said as she got back to the window and grabbed the rifle.
 
   “You see Jasmine running? No! You ever see Isobel act disloyal to CeeCee? No! Those girls are fighters, and if she’s missing, it means we need to buy her some time to go and find CeeCee!”
 
   He burst through the door with a shotgun in his hands and Koko’s sword at his hips. The demons began to rise and rush to him to protect Maria. It became a struggle of strength and determination as the two of them fought back against the horde. Maria, who had received the gift to become stronger, spread new leather wings and took to the air to hover above them. She focused on the fire and flew towards it, leaving the demons to destroy James Knight, the woman who carried his child, and the last of Alysia’s Bloody Garot. 
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
   Yalem, I’m back in Yalem, Alysia thought when she realized she was back within the food hall that belonged to Chaos. Numerous young warriors stared at her as she stood with Isobel in the center. She looked down at her tiny friend, who seemed healthy and ready as she always did. Alysia wondered how long she had been out from the bullet, and whether or not she had really died and crossed the realms in order to fulfill the promise she had once made.
 
   “Alysia Knight,” a deep voice boomed from the front of the hall. “My greatest warrior and ultimately my greatest disappointment.” It was the lord, Chaos, as he approached them, and in his hand was the familiar shape of the Twilight Sword.
 
   “I see you recognize it, the gift that you allowed a filthy Ert to destroy,” he said. “Have you wondered, dear Alysia, which one of these swords will ultimately save your family, and your world?”
 
   “Can’t say I have,” Alysia replied. She drew out Euphoria and looked it over as Chaos stood in front of her. “Did you bring me here to punish me? To cut me down in front of your Garot and show them that nobody can cross the mighty Chaos, lord?”
 
   “Everything I did for you, I did to help us both, Alysia Knight. I cannot interfere with your world once the lost have taken it; I told you the truth. I trained you to destroy the six champions of the lost, and I told you that it would force them into a state of retreat. That too was true. Yet you listened to an Ert, a champion of Yalem’s oppressive elite, one of the reasons why the lost are the lost!” he snapped, then closed his eyes to compose himself. “You took everything that we taught you, everything that we warned you about, and you threw it away all because a man claiming to be your father told you that I am the bad one.”
 
   Alysia listened to his words and felt ashamed because it was true. She weighed the pros and cons of the Twilight Sword and the help that Chaos had given her. She had become stronger with the Twilight Sword, and Chaos had saved her family with the foods he had given her. Since her alliance with the Ert, she had become even stronger, but she had seen her friends killed, become gravely wounded, and she lost the feeling, the hunter’s sense to track down the lost.
 
   What if Chaos was right and she had allowed herself to fall into a trap planted by the enemy? She thought on how Euphoria had healed the Chinese soldier, the way it healed her when she cut into the lost, and the way it armored her body when faced with too much danger.
 
   “Isobel, I don’t know what to do,” she whispered to the girl, who in turn looked up at her, wide-eyed and helpless with her mouth slightly agape. But Alysia saw a slight shifting of her pupils moving left to right and that was all the indication that she needed however.
 
   “Chaos, enough games. The last major demon is revealed and you grabbed me right before I was about kill it. You have helped but you helped to push your own agenda, to help yourself and your war. You care nothing about my world, my family, or me. You also pretended that I was the sole wielder of the Twilight Sword, that it was some sort of special heirloom, one that would drive the lost back to Yalem.” She laughed and threw her head back in frustration. “The truth is, there are plenty of magical weapons that can make humans like me into something much more, aren’t there?”
 
   Chaos didn’t respond but gave her a slight smile that reminded her of a child being caught doing something naughty.
 
   “You captured these poor kids, gave them a test they could never pass, and you lie to them that they are your chosen, your special corps that will do the greatest good in your home world. Answer me this, Lord. If the home world was so terrible, how is it that your wife lives so luxuriously there while you travel to other realms playing warrior? Shouldn’t she be seeing some sort of desperate situation for you to rectify through this recruitment?
 
   “Don’t answer that; I know. Yalem is actually a peaceful, happy place. You’re probably some secondary prince who thinks he’s owed a throne, and in order to usurp it, you need an army. But of course your army cannot come from Yalem because your brother, cousin, or whomever holds the throne will know what you’re doing and crush you before you have a chance to start your glorious coup!”
 
   “Stop it! Shut up!” he yelled at her, and then drew the Twilight Sword and held it at her threateningly. “You don’t know what you’re talking about, and I don’t need you corrupting the Garot anymore than you have done to Isobel!” 
 
   The room made a rumbling as the warriors began to discuss what was going on between their lord and Alysia. Some had drawn their weapons and inched close, but as they did this Isobel leapt forward with her own sword out, disarming the closest boy and bounced back in a defensive stance, daring him to come forward.
 
   Alysia focused on Chaos. She thought about what he was capable of, and as she drew Euphoria, the silver armor ran the length of her limbs, all the way up to her face. The warriors saw the armor and backed off quickly. Some scurried out of the room and some hid under the table.
 
   “Ert! You’ve become a bloody Ert!” Chaos screamed at her, dismayed at her appearance and Euphoria, which pulsed brightly as its point neared the Twilight Sword. “I thought there was time to save you and have you rejoin our cause, but you have betrayed us, Alysia Knight. You’ve taken three of my warriors, indoctrinated them with the lies of the Erts, and now you stand before me, armored in their uniform, and savage!”
 
   He pulled back his sword and sheathed it, then waved his hand to clear the room. The young warriors rushed out, and before long, the place was empty except for Chaos and the armed women who faced him.
 
   “You’re not completely off with the assertion that I started a coup,” Chaos said.
 
   He paced the hallway, picking up fallen cups, fruits and plates that his warriors had knocked over as they beat a hasty retreat.
 
   “Yalem may seem peaceful and quiet, and yes my wife does live a life of luxury there. But resources there are sparse. Millions of people are starving and made to live off the land, and I know I can give them these things if I was able to take the throne.”
 
   He spun on his heels and faced Alysia. “You have to believe me that no matter what choice you make today, I intend to continue with my plans. Yes, it involves going into worlds and pulling out their greatest warriors, and yes, it involves telling half-truths whenever I need to. There are things at play here that are much bigger than you and I, Alysia Knight. But you will always make it about you, your parents, and your stupid friends, won’t you? Consider the fact that these so-called major demons that you’ve been killing were once very much like you: warriors, chosen, but transformed into something stronger, something that would be able to lead others in a much bigger war. You are here, challenging me now because you are the strongest, despite having an Ert blade and wearing an Ert costume.”
 
   “Izzy,” Alysia said suddenly, as if she wasn’t listening to him. The small girl looked at her and nodded. “Could you go back to my world and protect my family? Jasmine is all by herself against that thing, and while I sit here discussing things with Chaos, I fear they are getting closer and closer to their doom.”
 
   Isobel looked doubtful, as if her place was there with Alysia, facing down the lord of Chaos. But she knew Alysia needed her to help keep her family alive more than she needed her to play bodyguard, so she nodded, sheathed her sword, and touched her hands together to leave the realm.
 
   “Thank you,” Chaos said suddenly, and then motioned Alysia over to sit with him at one of the bigger tables.
 
   She wondered why she should trust him. He could snatch her life with two quick moves, but she wondered about their rules. Maybe Chaos is disallowed from hurting us while we are in this limbo. It could be why he kept a Dibolosa-type around, to do the dirty work for him, she thought. She sat across from him and looked down at her hands. The constant fighting, climbing, and shooting had turned her hands into unsightly shadows of their former selves. She had always kept a manicure, moisturized her hands, and kept them presentable, yet now they looked as if she did construction, or constant yard work without any gloves.
 
   She retracted the armor that covered her face, but left it just below her chin in case the lord chanced a swing at her exposed neck.
 
   “I have a serious question for you, and I want you to answer it candidly, Chaos,” she said suddenly, biting into a plum and ignoring its delicious taste to keep her eyes looking forward. “If you lie to me, I will stay with the Erts and will force you into kumite right here and now. From the way you’ve been acting since I pulled on this armor, you don’t want that, and I can undo many hundred years of work for you and your kind. Am I right?”
 
   “What is your question?” Chaos asked.
 
   “Oh, well, it’s like this,” she began. “You robbed us of thirty years—”
 
   “Your people robbed you of thirty years,” he corrected her.
 
   “What do you mean?” she asked.
 
   “I mean that the earth fought back, and the lost couldn’t evolve. We kept you all frozen until the major demons were in place, but that took thirty years. Thirty years of war and destruction to break the human spirit, thirty years of recruiting more like you to make sure that your world could be saved,” Chaos replied with a sad expression on his face.
 
   “Maria, the little girl who was with us; I know you know who I’m talking about. Is she one of yours? Is she like me? A girl trying to right the world under the illusion that she is our only hope?”
 
   “Yes,” he said finally and took a long drink from a wine glass as if he wanted to drown the memory. “But Maria, or Hope as we named her, was filled with much hurt, pain, and anger. You fell to the Erts because they planted one of their own into the life of your mother so many years ago. They knew my pattern well, and prepared for me through you.” He sighed and drank again. “But Maria was different; she was taken by the lost.”
 
   “What happens when I kill her?” Alysia asked.
 
   “The lost will return to Yalem,” he said matter-of-factly.
 
   “Leaving our world decimated, with people dead and everything wasted? How in the hell is that even fair? We were so advanced … the things we were doing with technology, medical, transportation. We advanced for thousands of years only for a bunch of infighting demons to run us over in their crap. No, that cannot be it. God would not do this to us. This can’t be it. You have to tell me that you can take it back, that you can … I don’t know, reverse time or something and put things back where they were before.”
 
   “Time travel?” Chaos chuckled.
 
   “That’s not funny. How is it far-fetched when you can move between realms, heal wounds through creature blood, and magic up some armor to protect yourself? Don’t act like what I’m asking is far-fetched! The whole world, and this whole lost thing, is far-fetched! So tell me, what’s the big prize in the end for me, for slaying the last master and proving myself the best? Offer up a real reward, or I won’t do it. I swear to God, I won’t!”
 
   Chaos stared at her and clasped his hands. He sat like that for an extremely long time, considering his options and thinking on what to do.
 
   "Silly girl, think about what you're asking. If I were allowed to manipulate time, I would simply go back and steer you away from the Ert who changed you. There is no time travel; the wheel only spins one way and if it can be reversed, well, that would be the gift of gods, now wouldn't it?" Chaos said. 
 
   "So we're stuck, then? Is that what you're telling me? Stuck in a broken world, brought on by your stupid war and your stupid ambition. How is that even fair? Why can't we humans go to Yalem and destroy the place then? How would you like that?" Alysia replied, raising her voice without fully realizing it. 
 
   "Alysia, the lost were coming regardless of anything me or your Ert father could do. It was written in your destiny. You got far in your advancements as human beings, but so have other races. Whenever this occurs, the powers greater than all of us find a way to reset things. You will not lose everything, since people like you and your father will remember, but it will be difficult." He stood up and walked over to his throne. "New monsters will appear once the lost have left, but they won't be as vicious or as plentiful. You will rise as a hero to humanity, but your Kingdom will be built out of rubble and bones."
 
   "What of the war, your war? Will you lose now that you don't have me?" 
 
   "This is where I ask you to rejoin me, Alysia Knight, because our interests do align. See, I aim to destroy the lost, to prevent any more worlds from being destroyed like yours. You could join me, become my warrior, and once I've won, you would become a hero of Yalem. You could bring your family there and live a rich, bountiful life."
 
   Alysia smiled at the thought, "You sound like the devil, making promises you’re barely intent on keeping. Did you make the same promise to all your generals?" she asked, and he stared at her, wondering if her question was serious. 
 
   "Anyway," Alysia said, "I need to get back and complete the circle. The sixth demon has my people held hostage and they need me."
 
   "Will you think on it?" Chaos asked, "Yalem needs you more than you know."
 
   "I will think on it," Alysia said and then pressed her hands together to bring on the blackness. 
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
   The pyre of corpses was covered in orange flames that climbed so high, they nicked the wings Maria used to fly over them. Everything was ablaze: the bodies she had meticulously collected to make the sacrifice, the corrupted corpse that at one point had been her mother, and the trees that bordered it, those sacred trees. The fire would eventually reach the clearing. It would burn up the lost soldiers that had followed her and move on to the barracks, the bunker, and even more.
 
   She landed on a treetop and wept for a time. She had sold her soul to the dark one in exchange for her mother’s soul, but now it was lost; James Knight had seen to that. She retracted her singed wings and walked back through the trees towards the barracks. She would make him pay for what he had done, and then she would take his baby and bring it before the dark one. Maybe there was another way to get her mother back, and a brand new human child might be it.


 
   
  
 

Chapter Five
 
   Alysia Knight opened her eyes to find herself back in the forest where she had been shot as she knelt down next to Isobel’s dying body. Bearing down on her was the dark-haired woman who Isobel called Hope. She shifted her position to hide behind a tree and the woman marched past her as if she hadn’t seen. Alysia moved quickly to get behind her and applied a chokehold, pulling her back. The demon was strong and before long they were crashing into trees and rolling on the ground as Alysia kept it locked and Maria fought to pull her off.
 
   When she finally pulled away, Maria rolled to her feet. She dug out a handgun, which she then leveled at Alysia as she, too stood up from their scuffle. But Alysia rose with her hand on the hilt of Euphoria, and the armor slid up her arms rapidly and covered her entire body, including her face. The bullet from Maria’s gun ricocheted off its surface, and Alysia brought her sword up, then down, knocking the gun into the air and cutting Maria on the wrist.
 
   Maria recoiled from the cut and pulled out a crimson sword. It looked like an Egyptian Khopesh, its half-moon blade ending in a straight line that met the hilt, giving it the appearance of a question mark. She spun with blinding speed and hooked the back end behind Alysia’s leg, causing her to lose her balance. But Alysia bounced back up when she fell, raising her sword above her head, and then walking in a circle to use the trees as extra cover.
 
   They feinted in and out between the trees as they moved back and forth, trying to cut one another. Maria got frustrated, being used to fighting opponents that would stand toe with her, while Alysia used her environment and various other tricks to make things more difficult. She dashed in at one point, swinging her sword as she aimed to remove Alysia’s head, but she met air as the limber girl hopped backwards, dove past her body, and left a cut in her side that she hadn’t anticipated when she swung.
 
   She reeled and swung low, then high, each being countered by Alysia’s blade. She was being outclassed in their swordfight, so she spread her wings and made to take to the air to find Tracy and James Knight. Alysia saw what she was doing and dashed in to feint a thrust, Maria swung low and Alysia spun behind her while swinging, and managed to cut one of her wings off. Maria screamed and fell to her knees and Alysia hacked the other one off with one swing of her sword. 
 
   Maria swung the hooked blade to get Alysia to back off, and stood up to face her as the blood poured from her wingless back. Her eyes grew red with anger and she rushed in on Alysia, pressing her attack with brutal strength. Alysia avoided her attacks by stepping behind the trees and jumping clear; she decided against using her armor in order to keep herself fast and loose. Maria pressed for several moments, and Alysia kept herself defensive, waiting for an opening to present itself. 
 
   When Maria fell victim to a well-timed feint and swung prematurely, Alysia brought her sword down with everything she could muster. It shattered the blade and caught Maria’s shoulder. The woman fell backwards, holding her wound, too exhausted to stand again.
 
   Alysia looked down at her. It would take a single blow from Euphoria to drive her from the world. The lost would be routed and they would take their leave immediately; at least that was what Chaos wanted her to believe. 
 
   “I want to kill you, Maria. I want to take your head for killing Jaime and Koko the way you did. Every ounce of me wants to cut you right now, but I need to know why. Why did you turn into this?”
 
   Maria sank back down into the brush, feeling her strength fade with every passing minute. “I did it for my mother,” she finally said. “They promised me I could have my mother if I did this.”
 
   “You’re a fool,” Alysia said in reply. “You murdered innocents and betrayed your friends all because a demon told you that it would bring your mother back.”
 
   Maria didn’t say anything for a time and then looked up at Alysia angrily. “I’m not the only fool being led around like a puppet by a demon. Look at you, adorned from head to toe in their gifts. Do you think you have those toys for free? Do you think your hands are clean?”
 
   “I don’t fool myself for a second that my hands are clean, Hope—isn’t that the name they gave you? Maybe I should call you Hopeless. I know what I am, and I know who and what I have killed. But the difference between me and you is that I did this for humanity. You did it for a selfish dream, and the blood on your hands will never dry.”
 
   She stepped forward and drove Euphoria into her chest and held it there, letting the blade absorb the darkness and the shadow that had given Maria the strength and power to lead an army of demons. Maria screamed, and fought to remove the blade, even going so far as to touch its naked edge to try and pull it out of her. But Euphoria was like a vacuum for the darkness as it cleansed Maria’s body and nothing she did could remove it as it drained her quickly of her power.
 
   “WHY DON’T YOU KILL ME?” Maria screamed, so loudly that everyone within their vicinity heard it. Alysia could feel the heat of the forest fire getting close as she held the blade firm, wedging its tip into the ground to disallow Maria from escaping it.
 
   When the cleansing was over, she withdrew Euphoria and wiped the edge. She flicked the blade around, then touched the tip of her sheath, ran the back of the blade against it to feel things out, and leaned forward to sheath it fully with an audible ‘click.’ She then stood up and offered a hand to Maria.
 
   “Why did you save me?” the tired woman asked as Alysia led her down to the barracks where a loud raucous could be heard.
 
   “I saved you because you could be saved. I’m not a murderer, and I am no longer a puppet to Chaos and his games.”
 
   They broke through the trees to quite a sight. There were demons exiting the bunker and walking back into the trees towards what used to be the city. In the sky, the bat-things were flying in that direction also, and as dawn broke through the sky, Alysia could see that Chaos had not lied about the departure of the lost once the sixth of the major V’Kosha—who turned out to be Maria—was no more. She closed her eyes in a silent prayer, thanking God for granting her the strength to carry it through.
 
   When she opened her eyes and looked around, she noticed that her father was with Tracy by the barracks wall, and Isobel was looking after Jasmine. Isobel saw them approaching, squealed, and ran over, hugging Alysia tightly as if she refused to let go. She flashed a surprised look at Maria, bounced back and drew her sword, but Alysia stopped her and turned to face Maria.
 
   “The demon that was Hope is dead. Izzy, this is our Maria. She was corrupted for a long time, with a noble mission to save her mother, but it turned her into the thing that killed our Koko. I made her human again, despite my anger, so we must forgive her, Izzy. Chaos is the one to blame for Koko,” Alysia said while looking into Maria’s eyes.
 
   “You can do that, CeeCee? You can turn back the lost?” Isobel asked.
 
   Alysia pulled out Euphoria and showed Isobel the blade. “With this sword, an Ert sword, I am able to drain away the darkness, and if a person is still alive beneath all of it, then yes, I can turn them back.”
 
   Isobel nodded and then touched her own sword reassuringly. Alysia noticed she had shrunk back from the blade of Euphoria and she wondered what it would do to her friends if she tried to turn them. 
 
   “Maria, I think that you should go,” Alysia said suddenly. “It will be hard enough convincing Isobel here that you deserve your life, but my friends and family may not be convinced so easily. Go, and get your life back together, and do what you can for anybody you can find. When things settle down perhaps I will find you. I have plans you will be able to help me with, but that will be much later on.”
 
   The women clasped hands and nodded at one another, and then Maria turned towards the forest and walked back through the trees, away from the fire. As if on cue, it began to rain, a thick, heavy, downpour that came with a wind that threatened to blow everything away. Alysia and Isobel ran inside the barracks where James Knight held the door open for them, and then locked it once they were in.
 
   He walked over to Alysia and hugged her tightly, noticing for the first time the changes that had been done to her body. She was muscular, more than she was before she left, and she had a confidence he could feel just by being around her. Jasmine came up and got her hug and Alysia could see that she was healing from a deep cut. 
 
   She looked over at Tracy, who hung back as if she were embarrassed, so she crossed over to her and hugged her close, feeling the tiny bump that was her stomach when she did.
 
   “I know that I have a brother or sister growing inside of you, Tracy. You don’t have to worry about it,” Alysia said. “I haven’t been the biggest supporter of your union, for obvious reasons, but it’s the biggest sign of hope that there is a baby being born out of so much death and destruction,” she said.
 
   “Hope,” Tracy spat, and then turned her head. “So many lives lost to this mess. I saw the demons were in full retreat; does that mean that it’s over?” she asked, looking at Alysia with big blue, hopeful eyes.
 
   “It is over for our world in terms of the invasion, but I was told that other things will spawn so we’re not totally out of the woods yet. The positive thing is that demons turning us into them and corrupting our loved ones are a thing of the past. Mankind as a whole can start the process of healing and rebuilding, and we have become one of the realms that survived the demon invasion.”
 
   “What about you, CeeCee? What does this mean for you?” Tracy asked, and Alysia looked at her father and wondered if she should tell the truth or give them a palatable lie.
 
   “You all won’t like this, but it was my choice, something I committed to do in order to save our world. There is a war about to take place on Yalem, the realm of the demons, and I must return there to fulfill my duty as a warrior.” She kept on looking at her father to see his reaction but James Knight merely smiled.
 
   “I wish that you could take me with you, CeeCee. Take all of us, to stay together as a family. Things won’t be the same without your face, and life will be empty knowing that during my peace time, my daughter will be in another world fighting for a bunch of strangers,” he said.
 
   “I won’t be fighting for a bunch of strangers. I will be fighting for Isobel and Jasmine’s freedom. I will be fighting to avenge the death of Koko, and I will be fighting to make sure that no other woman or man has to have their life destroyed by the raiding force of Chaos’s lost.” She looked at Isobel to let the words sink in.
 
   “It was him, Izzy and Jazz. It was your lord Chaos that brought the lost here to my world. He did this to recruit survivors like me and Maria, to pit us against one another to see who would be strongest. It is why we must go back and destroy him. The Knights of Ert have given me their power and I want to use it to eliminate this would-be usurper to the throne.”
 
   Isobel looked at Jasmine and then at Alysia. “But CeeCee, we are not free; he can pull us to his side at any time. It would be better for you to kill us, or chain us up during your attack. I don’t want to betray you but the blood of Chaos flows through me and I am his slave.”
 
   The winds blew the tarp from the window and through the glass they could see the trees dancing from the thunderstorm. The fires that threatened to consume them all had been reduced to thick black smoke, and Alysia wondered if Maria had found shelter during it all.
 
   “Come here Izzy, Jazz, come stand next to me,” Alysia said.
 
   The girls stood next to her, and she pulled out Euphoria, ran her palm down the edge cutting her hand open, and then motioned for them to grab the hilt with her. 
 
   “Whatever happens, Dad, Tracy, let us suffer. And girls, no matter how much the Chaos blood fights back, hold on to the blade and don’t let go,” she said.
 
   The two girls gripped the long hilt of the sword and Alysia’s blood coated their hands. The sword vibrated, confused by the touch of enemy hands and the evidence of pain within its true master. The spikes shot out into the three hands. Alysia was used to it so she merely closed her eyes, but Isobel squealed and Jasmine tried to yank her hand back. But the spikes were in and she could not take her hand away.
 
   The fire of the transformation burned Isobel and Jasmine internally and they wailed a cry of pain and suffering that was almost unbearable as James Knight and Tracy looked on in horror. It looked as if Isobel’s brown complexion had turned blue; Jasmine was a pretty purple, and Alysia was all silver from the armor that had taken to her body.
 
   “That is wild,” James Knight said as he hugged Tracy close. She couldn’t talk as she observed what she could only describe as magic come over the young girls as the sword grew black from whatever it was that was being drawn out of it.
 
   When the ritual was finished and the black sword turned silver, the two girls released the blade and collapsed to the ground. Alysia opened her eyes as the armor retracted. She sheathed the sword and knelt to help them up.
 
   “How do you feel?” she asked Jasmine, and the girl held her hand out in front of her and wiggled her fingers. 
 
   Isobel grabbed a mirror and looked at her eyes. The reddish glow was gone and her smile spoke volumes.
 
   “We—we are free, Jasmine. We are free,” she said. The tall black girl looked around in wonderment, her face a mask of uncertainty and fear.
 
   “He will come for us!” she exclaimed suddenly.
 
   “I would like to see him try!” Alysia snapped, whipping out the sword so they could see the blade shine. “I faced down Chaos lord in his own hall with Euphoria. Isobel was there to see the fear in his eyes when it came to this sword making contact with him. He promised me your freedom back when I told him that I would fight in the war for Yalem. I am keeping to my promise and my honor, but Chaos knows no honor. He let you go, but he kept us all as his connected prisoners. What I have done now is to sever the ties. You can be your own people and make your own choices.”
 
   She sheathed the sword and brushed back her curls roughly, then inhaled to calm herself. She looked down at her hand where the spikes had gone through. “Do not fear, Jasmine. Chaos has bigger problems than you and Isobel to worry about right now.”
 
   “Thank you CeeCee,” the tall girl said, and bowed to her before walking back into the bedroom to lie down.
 
   Isobel joined her, followed by Tracy, and Alysia grabbed a chair and handed it to her father. She grabbed one for herself and sat down, their silence broken only by the raindrops that pounded into the glass windows as if they meant to break them.
 
   “I was told that once I finish my duty in Yalem, I would be given status and can move you all there to live out your lives. It could be a lie, since it came from Chaos, but I won’t be fighting for him when I go back,” she said as she took her father’s hand. “With the dangers of the wild, the limited resources, and the constant death that this world presents, I don’t know if you and Tracy want to remain here any longer, Dad. I can ask the head Ert, or whoever is in charge, to put you up while the conflict happens. Yalem is beautiful and peaceful; you can settle down there, rest those old warrior bones, and start protecting our new family.”
 
   James Knight smiled at the thought and looked around as if to weigh his choices.
 
   “You know, when you called me asking for help the day that creature had you on the roof, you were still my little CeeCee. Boy, it took everything within me to ask you to handle it, and your mother was giving me so much hell for babying you. She wanted you to grow up, to be strong like me. College was supposed to do that but for some reason you stayed sweet, adorable, and dependent. I liked it that way; you were always my little girl.”
 
   He bounced her hands and looked around before looking at her with a new intensity in his eye.
 
   “This craziness, this storm that hit us while you were still a young girl in college, it forced you to grow up, baby girl. Even calling you that seems odd to me now because you are the woman we had hoped that you would be. You’re mature, you’re taking charge, and you’re so strong that you told me all that mess about fighting in the demon world. And even though on the surface I want to resist, deep down I know that you’ll be okay.
 
   “Look, CeeCee, we will survive wherever we go, so you don’t have to worry about any of it. The decision to go with you; well, I need to talk that over with Tracy. She has her own feelings about it and we have to respect that. The sort of damage those demons did to the world will take thousands of years to fix, and heat and cold will definitely be a problem. She knows all of this, but your demon world is an unknown. We have to weigh our odds, make a decision, and then we will let you know.”
 
   Alysia nodded and looked outside at the rain. It was starting to flood certain areas and she wondered how long it would continue to pour.
 
   “Go get some rest, Dad. You’ve been fighting forever, your eyes are bloodshot, and you’re struggling to breathe,” she said.
 
   “Where are you going?” James Knight asked.
 
    Alysia got up and unbuckled her sword. “I am going to take in the last bit of humanity that I will be seeing for quite some time,” she said.
 
   Her father didn’t understand but he nodded and walked back into the bedroom to find his bed. Alysia waited for him to leave and then removed her pants and ragged tank top, and the boots from her feet. She walked out into the storm, feeling the water, like magical bullets pinging against her skin. She had always liked the rain, but this felt like heaven, and she ran around the barracks, feeling the wet grass in between her toes.
 
   She thought of Koko, her strongest handmaiden, and of Jaime, who had passed before she could apologize. She remembered their talks and his conspiracy theories, how they assumed it was a manmade thing that produced the demons, giants and kreples. Jaime, her friend, the guy who could have been more. Tears burst from her eyes when she remembered how cruel she had been to the two of them before that fateful day when her father left her the note. 
 
   She fell to her knees, crying loudly. Then she lay on her back, letting the water wash away the tears, the pain, and the memory of everyone that was lost.
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