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 Part One 
 
      
 
    An Apocalypse Begins in Silence 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 1—Day One 
 
    Saturday Afternoon, March 7 
 
      
 
    Digging was slow and dreadful. The ground, cold and hard, only reinforced Solomon’s immeasurable torment; the thought of placing his wife’s body in such a lonely, uncomfortable place made him retch. He’d toiled over her grave for the latter part of the morning, delaying the moment when he would have to lower her pale, stiff body into the damp clutches of the earth. Only one day earlier, there had been no conceivable notion that he would have to bury his thirty-five-year-old wife in his backyard. But the time had come; he could procrastinate no longer.  
 
    They’d been exposed to the world and the dangers that now existed in it. Although the world had become suddenly larger, its vastness now offered suffocation through enforced self-imprisonment in your own dwelling. All that remained of the only world that he cared for now stood beside him, staring down at the flat sides of the earthen hole, carefully dug and cleared of any loose pebbles or bits of roots. It was as clean and neat as a dirt hole could be. 
 
    “Wait, Daddy,” Emily shouted as she ran back inside through the open patio door. Before her father could protest, she explained, “Mommy needs a pillow.” 
 
    This compassionate sentiment from his six-year-old choked his throat and forced a sobbing Solomon to his knees, the handle of his shovel the only thing holding him partially upright. Her strength and thoughtfulness welled a peculiar melancholic pride within him. Emily shouldn’t have to deal with this amount of tragedy while still so young. It tortured him to feel so helpless, unable to take any of this away and make it better—like it used to be.  
 
    Used to be—also known as Thursday, the day before the world crumbled. When they’d laughed together on the sofa, watching television as they devoured cookies fresh from the oven. One day later, and the whole world had been transformed into unimaginable, chaotic despair. 
 
    If only they could have lived Thursday forever. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 2—Day Zero 
 
    Friday Morning, March 6 
 
      
 
    Solomon Parrish woke on time, which meant early, as he normally did from habit. After showering and dressing, he looked over at the bundle of covers hiding his sleeping wife, smiling as he thought of her resentment of early risers. His wife, Marion, worked from home and, being a night owl, wouldn’t start her day for another hour or more—not until well after daybreak. ‘When normal folk shake off the cobwebs,’ as she always joked. 
 
    He poked his head through the half-open door of his daughter’s room. At six year’s old, Emily was already halfway through first grade. Where had the time gone? He wiped a tear from his eye; sentiment holding him in the doorway longer this morning before he finished getting ready to leave for work.  
 
    Situated on the outskirts of the southern town of Sparland, Solomon’s cozy suburban subdivision was aptly named Halcyon Place. It was idyllic—far enough removed from the inherent bustle of downtown, but still close enough to benefit from the conveniences of urban living that fingered out from the city’s center. Their neighborhood was older than most that had sprung up over the past decade in Sparland.  
 
    Halcyon Place traded modern day amenities for larger plot sizes and an absence of homeowners’ associations. These days, it was a rarity to find homes situated on acre-sized lots with generous surrounding yards. Being a mature neighborhood, with its origins in the eighties—a time when they built homes to the tastes of the owner, each house was unique and followed no mandated architectural standards. It was an eclectic place, which had been a major draw for the Parrishes. 
 
    This morning was unusually clear; there was not a drop of fog to fuzzy his headlights. A slow breeze kept the air unsettled, bringing an extra chill along. March in South Carolina meant springtime, brisk mornings were brief, turning into comfortable days as soon as the sun peeked above the pine-tree horizon. 
 
    6:15 a.m. His strict routine-heavy mornings paid off, keeping him on a punctual schedule. However, once on the road, Solomon noticed an unusual quietness. The roads were abnormally devoid of activity: there were no cars or dog walkers. Strange indeed, he thought, but it was a Friday, and in his experience, the busiest weekday mornings tended to be Tuesdays and Thursdays.  
 
    He hadn’t quite figured out the slowdown on Wednesdays, well, not yet anyway; although it was a topic that he frequently entertained himself with during his half-hour morning commute. He thought of many things during this time, never paying much attention to the radio broadcasting eighties music on low volume in the background. Questions of life and the mysteries of the universe he swore he would solve while stuck behind the wheel for an hour a day, if only to satisfy his own curious mind.  
 
    This morning’s conundrum of the barren roads was an entertaining riddle for him, as a long week of meetings still weighed on his normally upbeat spirit. Constantly solving problems for others had become a tiresome burden. The oddity of this morning was indeed a welcome break from monotony, leaving him determined to solve this little mystery. 
 
    So, he began his deductive reasoning. Nothing in particular alarmed him as yet. The roads were usually less busy on a Friday, this much he conceded. And, thanks to his earlier-than-most habit, they were always comparatively empty when he headed into work. Solomon made it a point to get to the office exceedingly early; sparse traffic was just another benefit of his self-induced rigid schedule.  
 
    Today, though, seemed much different. 
 
    This was no everybody-stayed-home or it’s-a-holiday-weekend Friday. No. This became creepier by the minute; the closer he got to the city, the stranger things became. There was not a single car. Not even one. No school buses. No joggers. No delivery trucks. Hell, even the convenience stores and gas stations were dark. They were always open. It was something he’d taken for granted, but now they weren’t, he noticed. 
 
    Solomon’s first reaction was to create plausible excuses. Power outage? No, the streetlights were on and the traffic lights were working. Holiday? No, he would have known. Time change? No, that only happens on a Sunday. Did he have the wrong time? No, his car radio, phone, and watch all agreed: 6:40 a.m.  
 
    Lights from signs and parking lots, all things controlled automatically, were working just fine. It seemed it was only the mechanisms that required a human hand that were not. 
 
    6:45 a.m. He entered his office building—at least his keycard still did its job. Both the lobby and hallways were dim, illuminated only by the security lights, which they never turned off. No sign of his coworkers, in fact, no people anywhere.  
 
    Truly alarmed by this point, he called home. Were his wife and daughter okay? They had to be. Didn’t they?  
 
    Solomon usually dressed in the bathroom so as not to wake his wife. As Emily’s bedroom was across the hall from theirs, and she always slept with the door open, he had to navigate in the dark and step lightly to avoid waking her, protecting her rest as well. Having two light sleepers in the house was a bit of a curse, or so he’d always joked.  
 
    When his wife didn’t answer her cell phone, he knew something was awry. She always kept it charging on her nightstand. Something was off. Although, at the moment, he had no idea what.  
 
    Not wanting to waste another moment, he ran to his car, leaving his coat and lunch behind. Panic set in based on an unfounded hunch that something was terribly wrong in the world. And as he jammed the accelerator toward home, priorities began to change.  
 
    It seemed the world, for all intents and purposes, had failed to start its day. People weren’t traveling, moving to-and-fro, eating, heading to work, getting their children off to school; all the normal hustle and bustle of everyday life was nonexistent.  
 
    Constantly redialing his wife’s number, Solomon paid little attention to anything else on the trip home. Each time, his call went unanswered. Most attempts returned an ‘all circuits are busy’ message. Every fifth or so try, the phone rang through, but no one picked up.  
 
    The miles flew by at a furious pace as he topped triple digits more than once on his drive home. Roads continued to be empty, with Solomon passing only a few other oncoming cars, all traveling at similar maniacal paces. Whether or not the world had collapsed did not matter, Solomon’s concern was only for his wife and daughter. Finding out what had gone wrong beyond his own tiny world seemed inconsequential. He could not make it home fast enough. 
 
    With instant thumping dread, he pulled into his yard. On the side steps underneath the carport, little Emily sat, head on knees, and arms wrapping her own trembling legs. On seeing her father’s car, she ran straight at it, causing him to stop only halfway into the driveway. Reddened eyes peered from a tear-stained face. The only sound he heard was his daughter’s sobbing screams of “Mama.” Solomon dropped to his knees and scooped her up, asking her over and over what was wrong.  
 
    “Mama won’t get up.” 
 
    Still holding her in his arms, he strode inside with swift steps, heading straight to the master bedroom, already expecting the worst. His legs hollow and his chest heavy, Solomon lowered his daughter by the door before crossing to his wife’s side of the room. Anxiousness and trepidation swirled inside him as he approached the bed. On reaching it, he melted to his knees with a blast of devastation. 
 
    Pulling back the covers, he found what he’d most feared: his wife was dead. The coldness of her skin turned his stomach, removing all hope of life. Questions filled his mind, crowding out the shock. 
 
    How did this happen? Why did this happen?  
 
    He wondered if she’d died before he left for work. This thought sickened him. Maybe he could have done something…Maybe she’d been in distress. And he’d left poor Emily alone to deal with the unimaginable. Solomon collapsed onto the corner of the bed as his legs finally gave out. 
 
    “She won’t get up, and she’s so cold, Daddy,” Emily said. “I tried to make her warm so she’d be okay.”  
 
    “I know, honey, and I’m so sorry.” Solomon choked on his next words. “But Mommy…Mommy’s dead.” Being matter of fact was the only response he could manage, as more sensitive, elaborate words were held captive within a haze of utter shock. 
 
    Noticing Emily’s bright yellow blanket that she’d brought to warm her mother, it was all he could do not to lose what little composure remained. Solomon embraced her and carried her from the room, closing the door behind.  
 
    Repeatedly dialing 911, he was met each time with the familiar and frustrating ‘all circuits busy’ message he’d encountered all morning. But he persevered, determined to keep occupied, no matter how fruitless the task.  
 
    Helplessness consumed him as he and Emily cried into each other’s necks.  
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    Shock. Grief. Despair. These overwhelming emotions ravaged Solomon Parrish. He felt suddenly alone in the world, as if he were insignificant without his wife. He knew he needed to replace grief with resolve, needed to be strong for Emily. His one remaining duty in life was to protect their…his little girl. 
 
    After much crying and numerous failed attempts at contacting emergency services, or anyone for that matter, Solomon made a hard decision. He knew he needed to mentally prepare Emily for what they must do.  
 
    “Sweetheart, the phones aren’t working, so we need to take Mommy to the hospital ourselves.” 
 
    “Can they make her better?” 
 
    Solomon swallowed hard, gathering what courage he could. “No, baby. But they can make her…comfortable.”  
 
    Even six-year-old Emily knew something was wrong with this situation. How often did one have to think about what to do with one’s deceased? Usually, an ambulance is called, death is verified, and a morgue or funeral home is involved in planning the funeral. Those left behind only have to deal with the loss, which is enough in itself. Now, it seemed, that was no longer the case.  
 
    “Oh.” Emily’s face dropped again, her tiny fragment of hope depleted.  
 
    After sitting in silence for a while, Emily pointed at the television on the living room wall. “Even the TV’s broken. None of the channels are working; that’s the only thing it shows.”  
 
    Solomon lifted his head from his hands and studied the white letters on a red ticker, scrolling center screen. The only news from the outside world now entered his home as a simple looped message transmitted on the emergency broadcast system.  
 
    The message read: A suspected viral outbreak has been reported worldwide. Early estimates place fatalities at over eighty percent. Stay indoors and avoid contact with others. Disease type and transmission methods are currently unknown. Updates will be issued via the emergency broadcast system as they become available.  
 
    It was sparse information, but at least it demystified why the world seemed empty: people had either died or were hiding in fear. Although it explained how his wife had died, it did nothing to ease the wallowing pain or to help him understand. Why her? Why not him, or someone else? An angel on Earth, she deserved to be alive more than anyone else he could think of. He would have gladly given his own life if it could have brought her back. Emily needed her mom; it was that plain and simple. It wasn’t asking much to want a child to have their mother.  
 
    Solomon rubbed his temples as he did his best to explain what the message meant. “Sweetheart, Mommy died from a virus. They say this sickness made people all over the world…die. I know this is hard for you…for both of us because we loved Mommy so very much—”  
 
    Emily’s eyes welled and her mouth bunched tight before she buried herself in her father’s chest in a futile attempt to escape from her sorrow. “It’s not fair,” she sobbed into his shirt. “Why did Mommy have to die?”


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 3—Origin 
 
    August 26, 1985 
 
    Wellbourne, Utah 
 
      
 
    10:05 p.m., local time. A small meteorite impacted the earth in Utah. Little more than a brief flash of light across a vast black sky, its arrival was an ostensibly insignificant event as its mass was less than two pounds on its eventual discovery. But for many years, something sinister simmered in the unseen particle-level world. A germination of microscopic entities traveled and spread via human contact and by floating on the currents of the wind.  
 
    After several decades of dormancy—a sliver of time in the grand scheme of the universe—an invisible threat loomed, passing genetically to further human generations, waiting for a full population infection before maturing in a synchronized fashion. 
 
    Its purpose was as straightforward and intolerant as that of any living organism: survive and reproduce. Whether this was an engineered attack or simply bad luck, no one could possibly know. While it might have been fascinating to some inquisitive minds—the few that remained after its initial wrath; nonetheless, it was irrelevant to the immediate generation of survivors.  
 
    An efficient killing machine, the unseen invader had a single purpose, which it executed with deadly precision. After infiltrating its host, the virus-like organism spurred into the human body’s involuntary systems, meticulously replicating itself in order to accomplish a not-so-simple task. Learning its host’s systems, it ultimately discovered a facile way to kill. Once its human host achieved REM sleep, it simply blocked the signals that control the body’s involuntary systems, silently and effectively ending life. 
 
    The origin of these microbes, whether they were a result of anomalous bad fortune or a planned eradication of the human race by other-worldly beings, was immensely significant, with obvious implications for the continuance of humanity.  
 
    As unfortunate as either scenario was, the latter suggested an extraterrestrial species would soon arrive to inhabit their new home. A planet free of indigenous competition, gained through an effortless war without risk of casualty, one already waged far in advance by an unseen autonomous army.  
 
    If that were the case, then any hope regained by a downtrodden, nearly eradicated human race would be short-lived.  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 4—New Order 
 
      
 
    This was not like the popular horror flicks of Hollywood: no blood-thirsty zombies or plague-induced frenzies. No one vanished into thin air or other dimensions. No pilotless planes or driverless cars caused mayhem and destruction. People merely fell asleep and never awoke. It was as simple, and as complicated, as that.  
 
    This was, in some ways, worse than any of these scenarios, causing a different kind of chaotic panic. It’s the actions of people after the event that create and define a post-apocalyptic world. The ones left to cope, to pick up the pieces and forge a new path forward are responsible for shaping a new life beyond the dismal situations surrounding them. This is where the true character of humankind surfaces. 
 
    The virus, known by different names around the world, was most commonly called the Death Sleep or the Night Reaper. At first, most believed it to be airborne, causing many to stay inside, boarding up their homes and avoiding contact with others at all costs.  
 
    Its first victims were those in the eastern time zones. The wave of death followed the sun’s journey, flowing with the earth’s shadow like a nocturnal stalker, sweeping through a full revolution of the sleeping planet. 
 
    Those in Western Asia and Europe had the most time to prepare, albeit only a few hours more of vague information. This, however, only seemed to incite panic, triggering violence and looting well before nightfall reached. Many attempted to stay awake while others refused to believe the reports. Billions more died. 
 
    Symptomless people went to bed, never to wake again. It was as uneventful as dying could be. But it was also tormenting for some; those aware of how the affliction functioned faced a slow gamble with death. Humans became terrified of sleep, fighting it for days, sometimes lasting as long as two weeks before fatigue forced them to slumber. Some who slept did wake again.  
 
    It seemed the initial infection took its toll within the first couple of weeks, claiming more than five billion lives in that time. For obvious reasons, the total could only be estimated, as those remaining were stricken with grief and fear. Too few people were left to care about statistics; they had more immediate problems to contend with. 
 
    It started with finding ways to cope, to deal with the massive losses experienced by virtually every remaining human being. Everyone knew someone who had succumbed to the Death Sleep.  
 
    Others became indirect casualties, those incapable of dealing with the unbearable grief of losing their children, siblings, friends, parents, or spouses. Countless people took their own lives in the hours that followed. They had no purpose, no reason to carry on, there was little point in continuing a struggle that offered no reward.  
 
    Many others died at the hands of their fellow man, casualties of violence and rage—stemming from fear and panic. The clashing of neighbors and merchants usually boiled down to those protecting their property or trying to take the property of others.  
 
    The world went to hell in a pathetically short time. 
 
    Then, it became more about what to do now instead of focusing on how and why the disease came and seemingly went with such ferocity. For those who remained, it became a battle for simple survival as they dealt with the instant challenge of meeting their basic human needs: food, clean water, safety.  
 
    The modern world had been built around electricity. It controlled all utilities; everyday necessities, those taken for granted. Without motors to pump and filter, water couldn’t flow or be purified. Once the water tanks and towers ran dry, nothing functioned to refill them. Natural gas couldn’t be delivered without power for harvesting and storing. Actuators and mechanized valves controlled by computer-operated systems were rendered useless. In low-lying areas, sewage couldn’t be pumped and move along its complex treatment process without pumps and automated gates and lift stations.  
 
    Once power failed, the real trials of modern civilized man would begin.  
 
    Many had assumed its availability was endless and uninterruptable long term. Sure, everyone had experienced minor utility issues and outages during storms. But there had always been the option of traveling to where power was still available. And it always came back on. People trusted in that.  
 
    Human crews were no longer available to keep the coal plants firing or the hydroelectric dams operating. The wild card of nuclear power plants was even worse. Chemical reactions didn’t stop, heat continued to build, and meltdowns became inevitable. Even backup power generation systems were designed around relatively short-term reliance. 
 
    Beyond that, even the most robust and redundant systems still relied upon human intervention at some point. It was like the dead man’s switches on trains; every mechanical and electrical system required a human hand to initiate their operation. Someone to monitor, reset, refill, repair, operate manual valves and overrides. Without people to manipulate, control, and maintain these things, they’d soon be rendered useless. 
 
    All of these factors transformed life on Earth in a cataclysmic succession, rapidly making the outside world terrifyingly different. As explosions and gunfire replaced the commonplace sounds of televisions and phones, the smell of burning and decay overpowered the spring blooms.  
 
    Staying alive became the new reality in the impending never-ending battle for survival.


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 5—Preparing for Chaos 
 
    Saturday Morning, March 7 
 
      
 
    Time lost its meaning; the night passed as Solomon stared at the ceiling of his daughter’s room. His ‘sleep’ consisted of fighting back the tears that demanded release. Every time he glanced in the direction of his closed bedroom door, he’d choke back the sobs that would wake Emily. She lay nestled against him, both needing each other’s comfort like never before.  
 
    Panic took hold as he realized the implications of what had reportedly taken place on a global scale. He feared the ultimate breakdown of society, which would inevitably threaten their own welfare. It was essential to prepare for what may come.  
 
    Solomon used the drudging hours of the night to create a mental checklist of priorities, tasks that needed to take precedence over everything else. This cerebral task kept his sorrow compartmentalized, distancing him from the reality of loss. 
 
    At least the utilities were still on, for now. The lights randomly flickered several times, but the electricity was still being supplied, either by luck or by automation. And the water continued to flow, with normal pressure and clarity. These were good signs, but Solomon knew these conveniences wouldn’t last. Not for much longer. Not without human beings to make decisions and perform repairs when things went wrong.  
 
    He knew that when the power finally went out, the inevitable and rapid regression of society would begin. 
 
    Early the next morning, Solomon kept himself and Emily busy preparing for the unavoidable—a total and permanent blackout. Electricity, water, and natural gas could no longer be seen as automatic conveniences.  
 
    They filled every available container with water, gathered flashlights and brought in camping gear from the carport storage—sleeping bags, lanterns, and a camp stove, being what he figured were most important. He kept devices charging—from rechargeable lanterns to his electric razor—even plugging in things he didn’t normally use, such as his electric toothbrush. Might as well take advantage of the electricity while still available, he figured. Solomon especially made sure he plugged in his and Marion’s cell phones—just in case communication was somehow miraculously restored. 
 
    Their busyness also served another purpose. Both needed to pause their overwhelming grief, if only for a few hours. Solomon shied from the obvious issue confronting them: Marion required a burial and they needed closure. It was now clear there were no emergency services, and certainly no funeral homes available. The risk of exposure to anything beyond their little private world was too great. So, he needed to handle this problem himself, in the only way possible.  
 
    “Emily,” he said while checking their supply of canned goods, “how about you help me pick out one of Mama’s favorite outfits…and maybe some jewelry.” 
 
    “Why, Daddy?” 
 
    Solomon stopped his counting and sat on the kitchen floor beside her. “Sweetheart, we need to give your mom peace. And the only way she can have that is by giving her a proper goodbye. Since there’s no one to help right now, how about we perform a special funeral service for her?” 
 
    Emily stared at the floor before speaking. “Okay. But we’ll keep her close to us, right, Daddy?” 
 
    “We’ll pick out a spot together, somewhere in the backyard, maybe next to her favorite tree.” 
 
    “The one that has pink and white flowers in spring?” 
 
    “That’s the one. Your mom loved that little dogwood.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 6—Closure 
 
      
 
    They spent the remainder of Saturday afternoon outside near Marion’s grave, comforted by the full sun in a wispy-clouded sky. Spring had always been his wife’s favorite season, a time when all things started anew.  
 
    Caught up in his grief, Solomon had little time to worry about airborne pathogens. It was good for Emily to be outdoors in the warmth of nature, anything to distract her from her excruciating loss. If he were truthful with himself, he’d have to admit to wishing they could both join Marion, so they too could be at peace. Together.  
 
    Their future terrified him. Solomon could well imagine the dangers that existed in this new world. Threats that became multiplied when a lone parent needed to care for and protect a young child.  
 
    An immediate dilemma they faced was the inevitable trip to gather supplies. Taking her or leaving her, both contained inherent risks. Emily had already been traumatized by waking up alone in the house to find her mom had died and her father had left for work. When he thought of her enduring that on her own, he physically ached with nausea and a tightness formed in his chest as if his lungs were clamped in a vice. 
 
    Taking a long, slow breath to calm himself, he thought of Emily and his duty to protect her. Of ways to mitigate the risks they now faced. He refocused his mind, determined to formulate a plan for their long-term survival. It would be most dangerous in the first few weeks after the virus, not because of the affliction, but because of the people. No way would he risk going out into the world too soon. Ration supplies. Hunker down. Stay out of sight. These were the rules he knew would be the new normal. 
 
    For him to eventually leave home in search of supplies, Emily would have to be kept safe. He needed to be certain of her well-being. For her to accompany him was not a viable option; he knew there were too many chances for something to go wrong.  
 
    Solomon came up with the idea of constructing a safe room in their house, using the dead space under the stairs. A place he would make as comfortable and as secure as possible. They’d built the hall closet into the tallest portion of the triangle formed by the staircase, but it didn’t make use of all the available space as it narrowed. Solomon planned to cut open the wall inside the closet to take full advantage of the unused area.  
 
    Using a small handsaw, he cut the drywall panel inside the closet to about midway, removing approximately half of its inner wall. This formed a small rectangular opening roughly two by three feet, which Emily could easily crawl through. With a minimal amount of contortion, it was large enough for him to fit through too, allowing him access to complete the interior amenities. One of Marion’s long overcoats hanging in the closet concealed the hideout’s entrance. 
 
    To try to convey normality as much as possible, Solomon involved Emily in decorating her new hidden room. A small flashlight, a handful of chemical light sticks leftover from Halloween, her favorite pillows and blankets. They even draped her princess sheets on the walls to give it a personal touch. Her stuffed animals and a small plastic crate filled with her favorite books all found a new home in her secret hideout. A few snacks, some bottles of water, and she was set.  
 
    At first, Emily seemed excited by the idea of having a playroom, but Solomon remained apprehensive. He feared she didn’t fully understand the room’s purpose, and his intention to leave her alone in it while he scouted the neighborhood. 
 
    “This will be your safe place while Dad goes out to get us some things we need,” he told her, watching for any signs of fear or resentment of the idea.  
 
    “But I don’t want to be alone, Daddy.”  
 
    Unwilling to insist on her obeyance, the reaction he’d feared sank him. She’d already been through so much. In a way, he was actually relieved; he too was fearful of being separated from her, not knowing if she’d be safe. 
 
    “It’s okay. You don’t have to stay here alone if you don’t want to,” he offered. “I won’t ever leave you alone again, baby girl.” 
 
    “But I can still play in it, right?” 
 
    Her adoring gaze brought a grin to his face. “Of course you can, sweetheart.” 
 
    For now, they had a respectable supply of canned goods, cereals, rice and pasta, and their ceramic water filter would provide almost unlimited clean water.  
 
    Solomon had been pleased with himself for buying the filter a year earlier. By using it to fill their coffee maker and sports bottles, and provide countless glasses of drinking water, it had saved them money. Originally having bought it for selfish reasons—to avoid lugging in heavy cases of bottled water week after week—he was even happier with the purchase now. He could still remember convincing Marion they should spend the three hundred bucks on it. Bottled water tastes plasticky, he’d argued; his last selling point had won her over.  
 
    At this latest memory of his wife, Solomon grew warm; he missed every interaction, no matter how trivial. 
 
    Once they’d depleted their stored water supplies, rain collection would become their primary source, with stream and pond water an alternative during dry spells. A small natural retention pond ran along the perimeter of their subdivision, bordered by a walking path with a little bridge that was a favorite feature for many residents. Conveniently located right behind their house, that little body of water was a godsend. All these sources of water, once passed through his filtration system, would provide an unlimited supply for drinking, cooking, and even personal hygiene. Solomon felt confident he had the issue of water figured out. 
 
     Solomon knew being in control of something was a necessity in this upended world. Life had irreversibly changed; this sad fact was inescapable. From the heavy silences all around to the gouging pains of grief within. Every moment haunted.  
 
    Smoke plumes rose in every direction—from wispy white curls of smoke to the darkest, thickest towering plumes—the entire earth seemed to be burning at present. 
 
    Manufacturing plants, constantly in operation, now had heat processes in unsupervised motion; their chemical reactions going unchecked. In turn, the resulting explosions caused residual damage, from busted pipes of stored petroleum and fuels and a myriad of flammable substances used in everyday manufacturing processes. Those fires burned indiscriminately: buildings and cars, fields and forests. 
 
    While retrieving more tools from his small workshop under the carport to complete the finishing touches on the secret room, Solomon heard traffic noise for the first time in days. Either he hadn’t been paying attention before or there just hadn’t been any activity, but now there was an undeniable flurry of commotion.  
 
    Several vehicles were leaving the neighborhood, and as the Parrishes’ house was situated near the subdivision’s only exit point, he witnessed a caravan of sorts. Cars, minivans, pickup trucks—all piled high with belongings. Solomon counted seven vehicles in total that seemed to be traveling as a group. Back seats were bursting with boxes and clothing, suitcases and plastic containers filled the trucks’ cargo beds, and roof racks were stacked to capacity. 
 
    The spectacle was both puzzling and troubling. Did these people know something he didn’t? Should he and Emily be leaving too?  
 
    Information. That’s what they needed right now—news of the outside world. He remembered he had an old camping radio he’d bought years earlier but never used. It was the type that could be powered by batteries, or in their absence, wound up with a tiny handle to generate enough juice to operate for an hour on a single charge. Rummaging through his workshop room under the carport, he located the radio along with other long-forgotten items.  
 
    After a few spins, the radio crackled to life, broadcasting nothing but static on every FM station. Solomon switched to AM and immediately heard a man’s voice. He tuned it and thumbed the volume to maximum.  
 
    “A mysterious virus with a ninety percent mortality rate has claimed countless lives worldwide. All data indicates that although the virus is contagious, those still alive have an immunity to the strain. There is no need to fear human contact as exposure already exists in the environment. Normal emergency assistance is no longer available. Until government is restored, please assist your fellow man as best you can. God be with us all…This is a recorded message.”  
 
    After a three-second pause, the message repeated. 
 
    This news only invigorated his initial plan. Marion’s parents lived too far away for him to risk traveling to them, and besides, if they were still alive, they’d find a way to come here, to check on their daughter and only grandchild. Stay put and continue to prepare was his committed plan. His sole focus was to keep Emily safe. 
 
    Solomon planned to meticulously scout his neighborhood, beginning with the neighbors immediately to the right and the left. If there were survivors, they could band together to be stronger. If everyone was dead and their house deemed empty, then he would take what supplies and semi-perishable food he could find; anything to delay facing the awfulness he imagined must be taking place in the more populated areas.  
 
    He figured five, maybe six houses’ worth of food would last two disciplined people for months. 
 
    But plans seldom go exactly as people envision. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 7—Plans Change 
 
    Sunday Morning, March 8 
 
      
 
    A sudden thought slapped Solomon with a terrifying realization. What if there were scared and helpless children out there all alone? Based on the experience of his own daughter, he could only imagine their torment. He’d been too numb before to think about the plight of others. The thought of a child alone in a house with dead parents sickened him, spurring him to accelerate his plan to search the neighboring houses. 
 
    He tried to think which of their neighbors had young kids. He was disappointed with himself for not knowing more about the families that lived nearby. Even though most of the folk he’d encountered, including their immediate neighbors, were older and retired, he recalled seeing kids on bicycles, freely running up and down the sidewalks on many occasions. Now he realized how much he’d taken the street activity for granted. He made it his mission to locate them all. 
 
    Emily, of course, was too young to play on her own; plus, as she was home-schooled, she hadn’t interacted with many other children. Solomon and Marion had always been over-cautious parents, isolating themselves and their only child from the world, partly due to their over-protectiveness and also because of their introverted personalities. Although always friendly and polite, neither of them had been the type to seek out playgroups or other clubs and organizations. Solomon now tasted the bitter regret of their isolationist natures. The benefits of a support network in such dire times weren’t lost on him.  
 
    He decided all he could do now—what he must do now—was help whoever needed it, trusting in his own human decency. Solomon knew he couldn’t rescue all the children in Sparland but hoped there were more like him, people compassionate enough to care about other survivors. He could at least attempt to aid others in need, people right here in his proverbial backyard.  
 
    He checked his watch: 5:20 a.m. Although too early to wake Emily, he knew she’d want to help in any way she could. Marion would have done the same, and no doubt she would have come up with the idea sooner. Solomon turned a quick smile at the thought of his wife’s compassionate voice as she said, ‘Go help as many people as you can. Especially the children.’ 
 
    “I will, my love,” Solomon mumbled before drifting back to sleep. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 8—Door to Door 
 
      
 
    The power failed sometime during the night, having remained on much longer than he’d predicted. During the morning, the electricity briefly returned, but only in vacillating surges, sparking lights and motors into action, only to jerk away their power once again. This determined struggle lasted less than fifteen minutes, one final whimper before being rendered inert and useless. The electronic blips and the lights’ flickers offered a poignant reminder of a world beyond—a world now in chaos, connected by miles of cables and pipes—as they signaled the simultaneous beginning and end of the modern era.  
 
    The power outage added another layer of urgency, reinforcing that it was time to search house-to-house. Imagining a sobbing child’s increasing terror as the room they cowered in was plunged into darkness brought tears to his eyes and made his heart lurch all the more. It was a desperate call to action.  
 
    After losing Marion, he’d thought he had nothing remaining to hurt, to pity; nothing left to care about besides Emily. But he knew Marion would say this was no time to be selfish, to wrap up in a cocoon and hide from the world. She had been the epitome of compassion. There were scared and lonely people out there; some were likely kids.  
 
    If the team of Solomon and Emily could offer any assistance to those in need, they would. Solomon was excited to share his plan with his daughter, knowing the idea would make her happy as well. Emily had inherited her mom’s compassionate nature and fiery spirit, making her the perfect teammate.  
 
    Once they’d opened all the shades and curtains in the house, taking advantage of the abundant spring sunshine, they readied themselves for the day. The jugs of water had already come in handy. Handwashing, face washing, brushing of teeth—all the little things once taken for granted—now required extra effort. They downed a quick breakfast of cereal, intentionally using the last of the cold milk. Everything in the fridge would soon spoil. They shifted what they could into the freezer, eating the food in there would be the priority today. 
 
    Deciding he’d mark off the houses as they checked them, Solomon needed a map. With her ever-present enthusiasm, Emily fetched her colored pencils while he grabbed a handful of paper from the printer. Solomon drew a rough sketch outlining the streets of their neighborhood as best he could from memory. The rest they would fill in as they went.  
 
    Once he’d pointed out where they lived, Emily drew a tiny house on the map. On this, she wrote HOME before sketching a small rectangle near the lollipop-shaped tree she’d added to the backyard. Solomon’s throat constricted as he watched his little girl draw with care. He knew that special tree represented the dogwood in the backyard.  
 
    Emily paused and studied her work, then carefully wrote MOM, adding tiny angel wings to both M’s. Once finished, Emily looked up at her dad, eager for his approval.  
 
    He smiled back at her. “I love it. It’s perfect.” Solomon sniffled before clearing his throat. He was not yet strong enough to dwell on the riling anguish. He needed to stay busy; they both did. “You ready to go?” 
 
    Emily hopped to her feet and smacked her dad a high five. “Yep! Ready to go.” 
 
    Clearing five houses was their goal for the day. It was just an estimate, based on the assumption they’d check one house every thirty minutes or so. Solomon decided to start with their adjacent neighbors: the Bisbees and the Malcoms, figuring it would be quicker to cut through their yard and go directly to their doors. 
 
    “We’ll go to Mr. Malcom’s house first. You remember our rules, right?” Solomon asked as he donned a large backpack. 
 
    “Stay quiet, stay close, and listen to Daddy.” 
 
    “Very good, baby girl.” 
 
    Although still early, the morning light was already rushing the day ahead. Having lost the benefit of electricity, Solomon decided to start and end their searches early, making full use of the daylight.  
 
    They slipped through a gap between the squared hedges Mr. Malcom kept immaculately manicured. Solomon had spoken to him occasionally; he seemed to be constantly toiling in his prized yard—planting, clipping, weeding, fertilizing or raking away leaves. He sure loved his yard. But Solomon understood. The old man was alone, had been since his wife’s passing five years ago.  
 
    Solomon could relate to staying busy, doing anything to keep grief and loneliness at bay. It was a daily battle, one he felt would never end. He knew he’d taken his connection with Marion for granted, from sharing the most mundane daily interactions to the deepest of conversations.  
 
    He glanced down at Emily, squeezing her little hand a bit tighter. “Daddy loves you; he always will. You know that, right?” He knew his words were born of sentiment, from thoughts of loss and loneliness, and that most likely Emily wouldn’t understand his random question. But he also knew every moment on this earth was precious, to be cherished. Now more than ever. A long and safe life was far from guaranteed.  
 
    She simply smiled back and dipped her chin. 
 
    The empty backpack flopping on Solomon’s shoulders—waiting to be filled with medicines, canned food, and any other necessities they came across—they walked through the narrow carport to the house’s side door, not knowing if Mr. Malcom was alive or dead. The old man’s Cadillac was parked underneath, where it stayed undriven most of the time. Their neighbor rarely left home. 
 
    Solomon rapped loudly on the outer storm door. If they were going to startle the man, he’d rather do so before they attempted to enter. Any one of his neighbors could own a gun. Everyone who’d heard the news would undoubtedly be on edge, ready to shoot at the slightest disturbance. 
 
    “Mr. Malcom? Mr. Malcom?” Solomon shouted repeatedly. “It’s Solomon Parrish from next door. Are you okay?” His knocking and shouts went unanswered, making an awkward situation even worse.  
 
    How long to wait? Should he break in the door? What if the man had a gun and started firing?  
 
    These were all questions Solomon didn’t have answers to. What he did know was he wouldn’t risk Emily getting hurt.  
 
    “Sweetie, go hide behind the car. Daddy’s gonna go inside to see if it’s safe.” 
 
    After opening the storm door, he peered through the rectangular glass pane in the entry door. Inside it was dim and quiet, with no sign of movement. Solomon knocked harder and then tapped the back of his hand on the glass, his wedding ring producing loud, sharp raps. Nothing. 
 
    Solomon called out once more for good measure and then took the screwdriver from his back pocket. He struck the glass pane with its metal shank, shattering it after a few attempts. Even now, breaking into someone’s home made him uneasy, knowing he was about to invade their private space. After clearing the jagged glass from the edges of the frame, he folded his arm inside to unlock the deadbolt.  
 
    Glancing back at Emily, he gestured, palm downward. She nodded and shifted lower behind the front end of the car.  
 
    “Mr. Malcom, it’s your neighbor. I’m coming in…” No answer.  
 
    A stagnant odor swirled in the dim kitchen: a mixture of old coffee and pungent pine fragrance. Already creating a yellowing stain on the worn vinyl floor, a puddle of water radiated from the refrigerator. Solomon called out several more times before signaling Emily to join him inside, not wanting her out of his sight for too long.  
 
    Without looking back, Solomon gathered Emily close as they headed down a short hall that opened into two larger rooms. Just as they broke the plane of the den and dining areas, a large pile of magazines spilled from a narrow sofa table and fell into a sliding heap in front of them. Emily screamed as both froze in their tracks.  
 
    Solomon shielded Emily, concealing her behind him as he gazed around the crowded room filled with paintings and photographs on every wall, shelf, and table. The only illumination came from sunlight seeping around the heavy velvet drapes.  
 
    Out of nowhere, a shadow of movement appeared near their feet. Something bumped into Solomon’s leg, causing him to lurch sideways and push Emily off-balance. Once he realized what it was, Solomon exhaled in relief.  
 
    “We’re fine; it’s just a scared cat. Are you okay?” Solomon studied her face, trying to ascertain how well she was coping with all this fear and surprise.  
 
    With a grin, she nodded back at him. “I’m not afraid of a cat.” 
 
    After instructing Emily to stay in the den, Solomon headed to the back of the house to check the remaining rooms. A modest home, which didn’t appear to have been updated for several decades, the furniture and carpet showed their age. He passed a small bathroom and a bedroom that looked untouched, complete with a neatly made bed stacked high with throw pillows. At the end of the long hall stood the final unexplored room, presumably the master bedroom. Solomon steeled himself for what he felt certain he’d discover. 
 
    The old walnut-stained door eased open, as it no doubt had tens of thousands of times before, releasing a biting stench of mustiness and decay. There lay Mr. Malcom in bed, covered and undisturbed, looking as if he might easily awaken at any moment to start a new day.  
 
    Admittedly, if one could choose, it was a peaceful way to go. But the real tragedy for these poor souls was that they’d been given no warning, no indication that they wouldn’t live to see another day. Nothing to encourage them to finish important works or to say the final meaningful, heartfelt words to those they loved.  
 
    Peaceful? Yes. But still, a life stolen too soon.  
 
    Leaving the man to his eternal rest, Solomon closed the door and returned to Emily. They searched the remainder of the house, with him mentioning nothing of what he’d found in the bedroom. He sensed she knew anyway—the closed bedroom door and his scowl divulging the answer to her unasked question. 
 
    They loaded their backpack with canned beans and fruits, an unopened bag of brown rice, several cans of protein shake, and packets of instant oatmeal. Emily hung a bag of tangerines over her shoulder and filled her arms with boxes of cereal. 
 
    “Dad,” she said on their way out the door, “what about the cat? Won’t it be hungry?” 
 
    “Well, maybe we can take care of it for Mr. Malcom.”  
 
    In the laundry room, Solomon found a bag of dry food and the cat’s empty food and water bowls. Emily helped fill the bowls for the ravenous cat, who lost all fear once the food clanged into its dish. 
 
    “We can check on it tomorrow, okay? Let’s take this stuff home and then try another house.”  
 
    The thought of having a pet to take care of made Emily smile. As they left, she stopped to mark a red crayon X over the little square representing their neighbor’s house on her makeshift neighborhood map.  
 
    “On to the next one!” she said, waving the map triumphantly over her head. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 9—Contact 
 
      
 
    After adding the new items to their stockpile at home, they went to the neighbors on their left. Solomon was ashamed to admit that he couldn’t remember much about his adjacent neighbors. Harold Bisbee—at least he thought that was the man’s first name—had only interacted with him in passing, usually while they were both were doing yardwork or when rolling their trash bins to the curb.  
 
    A retired civil engineer who kept to himself, Harold had always been cordial whenever their paths crossed. Solomon knew he’d recently divorced his first wife and quickly remarried, a noticeably younger woman if his memory served him correctly. Solomon had scarcely seen her around. 
 
    Mr. Bisbee and his first wife had an older daughter together; Solomon recalled seeing the young woman visit in her vivid yellow sports car a couple of times a month. He’d guess she was in her mid-twenties. Harold had once complained to Solomon that ‘Skye spends all her time and money on that damn car.’ Solomon recalled this because it was rare for his neighbor to share anything of a personal nature.  
 
    The garage door stood open, which wasn’t strange; it usually was. Solomon paid attention to such mundane details, noting things like garage doors—who left them up and who kept them closed. Although he didn’t have a garage himself, he was sure if he did, he’d definitely be a door-down type of guy. Such inconsequential minutiae kept his brain active and alert and had provided entertainment for his curious mind all his life.  
 
    As they approached, he took note of the single vehicle in the garage. Mr. Bisbee’s pickup truck; the other spot was vacant. 
 
    Distant echoes of gunfire interrupted the mid-morning stillness. Single shots, randomly spaced. Solomon counted five or six before all grew quiet again. Gunfire was not a familiar sound, and why someone might be shooting propagated a new worry. Although he was more concerned with how far off the shots were than the reason behind the shooting. The ‘why’ was as simple as someone was either attacking or defending. Nothing he could do about either. He judged the distance as best he could—maybe a mile or less—and kept his ears tuned for any change in proximity. 
 
    The scare with the cat had made him recognize the need to carry his own handgun at all times, not knowing what might be encountered in this new, troubled world—a world still trying to figure itself out. Humanity would either become drunk on freedom and chaos or would commence restoring its own natural order. Either way, he refused to allow his little family to become a victim. He patted the bulge under his long-sleeved Henley shirt, relishing the confidence the gun tucked under his belt provided—an equalizer of those less powerful.  
 
    As Solomon and his daughter turned to enter the Bisbee’s garage, a flurry of barks assaulted their ears. A small pack of four dogs ran through the front yard in a frenzy, seeming to run without any real purpose or direction.  
 
    Their leader, a white bull terrier, instantly found a purpose when he eyed the two curious humans standing near the garage. The dog growled low snarls as if communicating new orders to his followers: a young boxer and two other short-haired hounds. As one, the rabid pack ran straight for them. 
 
     Solomon hoisted Emily into the back of the pickup inside the garage then leapt onto the rear step and swung one leg inside the truck’s cargo bed. Before he could get his right leg to safety, the pack leader cinched down on his pant leg then shook it with powerful jaws.  
 
    Emily screamed in the background while the other three dogs, invigorated by the fear and commotion, barked and jumped wildly at the sides of the pickup. Wanting nothing more than to taste fresh blood, they appeared to be trying to impress each other by being the most aggressive. Solomon yanked his leg free, a patch of his jeans sacrificed to the bull terrier’s mouth. 
 
    The dogs couldn’t quite make the jump into the truck bed, even though it seemed they would die trying. They scratched and flung themselves against the pickup’s smooth metal body, repeatedly knocking themselves backward. Even after slamming hard into the concrete, it seemed they would not be deterred.  
 
    Solomon drew his pistol before turning to his daughter and raising his hands to his ears, mouthing for her to do the same. Aiming the gun toward the front lawn, he fired a single round. Amplified by the enclosed space, the shot rang in his ears. The explosive sound ended the canines’ frenzied attack, sending them running down the street and out of sight. 
 
    He turned to Emily and studied her carefully. “Are you okay?”  
 
    Emily stood, her resilience astounding him once again. “Those dogs were too crazy.” Her brave smile faded as she pointed to her dad’s leg. “Dad, you’re bleeding.”  
 
    In the heat of the moment, Solomon hadn’t realized the pack leader had scraped his skin when his pants ripped away. Solomon jumped down and lowered the tailgate. He propped up the injured leg to survey the wound.  
 
    “It’s not bad, honey. Daddy will be fine. I just need to clean it and put a Band-Aid on it.”  
 
    Although he spoke with confidence, the logical part of his brain expressed more concern. In this new world, any wound had to be taken seriously. Infection was a real threat; a simple visit to the health clinic was no longer an option.  
 
    “Come on, let’s go inside and see if there’s a first aid kit.” 
 
    Without hesitation, Solomon broke down the door, knowing the earlier commotion would have been enough to alert anyone still alive inside. His deduction was confirmed as soon as the wood splintered under his heavy kick—the odor of death was becoming all too familiar.  
 
    Pausing at the doorway, he pulled Emily’s sweater up high on her face, instructing her to keep her mouth and nose covered. Inside, an abundance of bright morning sunshine funneled from every direction; it was a house built around the grand concept of expansive, uncovered windows. This plentiful light and the assured confidence of knowing what he would find propelled him straight toward the bedrooms, from where the pungent odor emanated. 
 
    The house was laid out in a ‘tee’ configuration, with the master bedroom essentially built within its own wing. The great room made up the heart of the floor plan, with spare bedrooms, bathrooms, and a home office configured off a long hall.  
 
    Before going deeper into the home, Solomon rummaged through the bathroom vanity cabinets and dug out a bottle of hydrogen peroxide and a metal first aid kit, scuffed and scarred with age. After draping his leg over the edge of the tub, he rolled up the torn leg of his pants and poured a generous amount of antiseptic over the slicing gash. It wasn’t deep, but the length of the cut concerned him. 
 
    After this hasty self-aid, he moved to the last remaining area: the master bedroom. Peering into the room, he eyed the body of a man dressed in a suit, posed with arms across his midsection, just as one would expect to see the deceased laid out at a funeral. The shocking scene immediately sent Solomon running back toward the kitchen. Someone had attended to this man after his passing, which meant someone must be here, still alive. He could have kicked himself for his lack of caution; he should have followed his own rules of vigilance and awareness. He’d not been careful, and now his daughter could be in danger.  
 
    “Emily,” he cried out as he sprinted into the kitchen.  
 
    She’d disappeared! A cold sweat broke out all over this body, and he struggled for breath as his throat squeezed tight.  
 
    A ruckus of heavy objects crashing to the floor sounded from the corner of the kitchen before Emily emerged from the pantry, holding what remained of an armful of cans. Startled by his frantic shouts, she must have dropped the rest. 
 
    “I’m right here, Daddy.”  
 
    “Oh, thank goodness.” He slid to his knees in front of her and grabbed her in a tight hug, causing even more cans to fall.  
 
    She stepped back, tiny lines forming on her delicate forehead, communicating her confusion at her dad’s panic, but she immediately set about picking up the dropped cans rolling about her feet. “You’re weird sometimes, Daddy.” 
 
    “I know, but you still love me,” Solomon told her as he helped gather the last few cans. He quickly jammed them in the backpack until it was straining at the seams. “I think we have enough—”  
 
    A distant vibrating noise caught his attention; any mechanical sound easily noticeable in this quieter new world. Growing ever louder, the noise moved closer.  
 
    The rhythmic rumble of a heavily tuned engine reverberated off the long windows, causing an instant surge of panic in Solomon. The daughter: Skye! Had she survived and returned to check on her dad? Given that they’d never officially met, if she caught them inside the house, there was no predicting how she’d react.  
 
    The car pulled into the empty spot in the garage, its bright yellow hood visible through the kitchen door. A door he’d visibly damaged when breaking in, meaning she’d instantly be on the defensive. 
 
    Knowing they were in danger, Solomon grabbed the backpack and Emily’s hand before darting toward an alternative exit. He recalled seeing sliding glass doors leading onto a back patio from the master bedroom. Through this, they escaped into the high-walled backyard.  
 
    The clamor of rapid footfalls could be heard from inside. The daughter, undoubtedly alerted by the busted door, was busy searching the house.  
 
    They found themselves in a small landscaped yard, clearly designed as a peaceful retreat, complete with a rock garden and a koi pond centered in the flagstone patio. A number of the fish were already dead, and the water had grown stagnant from lack of filtration.  
 
    Comprehending the potential seriousness of their predicament, Solomon lifted his daughter, not willing to risk a stumble of her young legs. Booting open the ornamental iron gate, he clutched Emily tight as if walking a narrow ledge on a high rooftop. He refused to do anything that might risk her well-being. 
 
    There was no way they could go home yet; that would entail crossing in the line of sight of the house they’d just escaped. Solomon decided to continue heading away, using the intermittent cover of the backyard fences and greenery of the neighbors’ yards. He set Emily back on her feet as soon as they’d rounded the corner of a stockade-style fence surrounding the backyard next door.  
 
    They continued past the end of the tall fence to where it abruptly ended, changing into a chain-link fence surrounding a minimally landscaping yard. Without warning, a large dog charged and jumped at them, nearly clearing the top rail. Its massive body struck the wire with such force that it bounced backward, sending the canine sprawling on the barren ground, where ruts had been cut into the dusty yard by the dog’s incessant pacing.  
 
    Recoiling behind her father, Emily shrieked.  
 
    No doubt due to hunger coupled with the anxiety of missing its owners, the beast was crazed. Thrust into a life without owners, domesticated animals were also experiencing the same flipped-up world, with no one to feed or play with them, or to take them for walks. The animals dealt with their trauma in different ways. This one snarled and salivated, barking and leaping at the fence as if wanting to plow a hole through the stiff metal wires.  
 
    Solomon feared the commotion would attract the unwanted attention of Skye Bisbee, who’d already be on high alert. He scooped Emily back to his chest and darted beyond the fence to take cover behind a shed two houses down.  
 
    After what seemed like an eternity, the dog’s relentless barking eventually subsided. Solomon checked their surroundings, flipping his attention around both corners of the building. After satisfying himself they’d not been followed, he grabbed his daughter’s hand and they skirted around the house to cross the street for added safety.  
 
    “You alright, sweetie?”  
 
    “Yep,” Emily said, peering over her shoulder, “I bet that lady’s mad at us for breaking her door.” 
 
    Her comment struck Solomon with guilt. “We’ll make it right, honey. But maybe tomorrow, after she cools off, okay? Right now, we need to get home.” 
 
    “Good. I’m starving after all this running,” she said. 
 
    Solomon chuckled, admiring his little girl’s courage. “Well then, young lady, let’s go eat!” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 10—A New Group 
 
      
 
    After their close call and the dog bite, Solomon felt it was best to regroup and stay inside for the rest of the day. As they headed toward home, circling a wide arc around the Bisbees’ place, he heard a persistent barking, intertwined with a faint but distinct and unmistakable wailing. A child?  
 
    It sounded like a frantic child’s calls for help. Or so Solomon thought, but it could have been his guilty conscience after not having found any children yet. A look passed between them, telling him Emily heard it too, before their heads turned in the direction of the pleading screams and mad barking. Without knowing the source, they ran toward the sound. Whoever it was couldn’t be more than a block away; the sounds were too distinct.  
 
    Cutting through a yard filled with pine cones and tall sprouting weeds, they spotted wild movement in a short pin oak that bent and swayed under the weight of the small boy dangling precariously from its branches. A pack of dogs, the same foursome from before, surrounded the helpless child, who looked to be around eight or nine years old. The boy’s arms and legs were wrapped around skinny branches, his back barely out of reach of the pack’s snapping teeth. 
 
    This time, Solomon didn’t aim for the grass. He fired two successive shots, knocking the ragged leader sideways. After letting out a pained yelp, the dog expired. His third shot struck another hound in the front leg, sending him squealing and limping away. The other two dogs ran off in separate directions.  
 
    As if he could hold on no longer, the boy loosened his grip and fell to his back with a groaning thud. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Solomon ran to help the wiry boy sit up.  
 
    The boy’s dirty face was streaked with tears, his nose and mouth crusted with the remnants of neglect. Littered with grass and bits of leaves, his black hair stood out from his head. At any other time, this would speak of an afternoon spent roughhousing in the yard. But this ragged appearance came from a different era, and it broke Solomon’s heart when he thought of the time this child must have spent alone and terrified. 
 
    His eyes instantly brightening, the young boy looked up at them, then, his face twisting, he threw himself into Solomon’s chest and sobbed. Emily tried to calm the boy by asking his name. 
 
    As his weeping subsided, he responded, “Daveek.” 
 
    “Where do you live, Daveek?” Solomon asked. 
 
    The trembling boy pointed over his shoulder at the two-story brick home behind them. “My parents are…dead. I…I couldn’t stay there any longer.”  
 
    “I’m so sorry, Daveek,” Solomon said. “How about you come with us so we can help you…and get you fed.” 
 
    Daveek nodded, a glint of relief illuminating his eyes.  
 
    “Do you need anything from your house?” Solomon asked. 
 
    “No,” he responded, pointing to a backpack a few yards from the tree. “My stuff’s in there. Those dogs came at me so fast…didn’t know what else to do but climb…” 
 
    “You did great.” Solomon offered. 
 
    Emily pulled the map from her small backpack and sat cross-legged on the ground. Solomon stood back and watched, immediately filled with a warm glow when he saw Emily add Daveek’s house before handing the paper to the boy.  
 
    “You can write your name here,” she said, indicating the new box she’d penciled. Emily showed him where she lived and pointed to the spot that marked her mom’s resting place. Although they were both noticeably saddened by the image, Solomon realized it was a therapeutic experience for them too.  
 
    “Hey!” a ragged voiced yelled from behind them. He turned and saw Skye Bisbee jogging toward them, waving her arms as if she were hailing a taxi. She’d undoubtedly been alerted by all the noise.  
 
    “Don’t I know you?” Squinting her eyes at Solomon, she pointed with a slow shake of her finger. Beads of sweat gleamed above the multiple piercings in her narrow eyebrows, and her chest heaved as she fought to regain her breath.  
 
    “I’m your neigh…your dad’s neighbor…Solomon Parrish.” 
 
    Solomon bent to gather their things. In his haste to help Daveek, he unwittingly dropped his backpack, and some of the canned goods spilled onto the grass.  
 
    “What happened to your leg?” Skye pointed to the torn patch on Solomon’s bloodied jeans. 
 
    Solomon hesitated, attempting to size her up. “Dog bite.” 
 
    Skye stared at the dropped foodstuffs on the ground before reaching down to pick up an item. Rolling a can of Goya beans in her palm, she commented, “Funny. Thought my dad was the only one that ate these things.” She planted the can in Solomon’s reluctant hand. 
 
    “Can’t afford to be too picky anymore,” Solomon responded, keeping his eyes locked on hers as he searched for any clue of where her insinuations might be headed. 
 
    “That’s strange. Because somebody just broke into my dad’s house, stole food from the kitchen, and wait for it—used the first aid kit.” Skye stepped toward Solomon, staring him square in the eyes. Adjusting her long, oversized shirt, she exposed a fixed-blade knife affixed to her black, metal-studded belt. “Don’t suppose you’d know anything about that, now, would you?” 
 
    “Nope. We’ve just been looking around the neighborhood, checking if anyone needed help…and lucky we did.” Solomon gestured toward Daveek. 
 
    Skye turned her attention to the disheveled little boy. “You okay, big guy?” 
 
    Moving closer to Emily, Daveek nodded. 
 
    Emily gazed up at her dad with wide, unblinking eyes, looking like he’d committed the unforgivable. Solomon had lied, and his daughter knew it. The weight of her stare made him uncomfortable, but he hoped she’d eventually forgive him. Gripping her shoulder, he tapped his fingers in a secret, unrehearsed signal he prayed she’d understand. Loosening her stare, she focused on the ground instead. 
 
    “Well, I’m glad you were here to help him. Do me a favor and keep your eyes open for any strangers hanging around.”  
 
    Solomon nodded as Skye turned back toward her dad’s house.  
 
    “How about you? How are your parents?” he asked. 
 
    Skye didn’t bother turning around. “Rather not talk about it.” 
 
    “Remember, if you need anything…anything at all. We’re right next door.”  
 
    Skye waved an arm high over her shoulder and continued walking. Solomon understood her misery and desire for solitude.  
 
    “Let’s get off the street, guys.”  
 
    The trio turned toward home, with day three of surviving an apocalyptic world nearly over. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Part Two 
 
      
 
    The Inevitable Collapse  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 11—Worst Fears 
 
      
 
    All through the night, Solomon struggled with guilt; he knew he needed to make things right with Skye. It was too small a world now. Every decent person was important, and his instincts told him Skye was compassionate—her desire to assist with Daveek proved that.  
 
    Solomon set two goals for the following day. Most importantly, the search for children in need must continue, and at a much faster pace. And at some point, he needed to overcome his pride and tell Skye the truth. He had a strong suspicion she already knew and was simply waiting for him to confess.  
 
    The next morning, Daveek contributed to Emily’s ever-growing map by providing them with information of all the neighbors he knew, both with kids and without. Her map was quickly becoming an evolving art project to which details were constantly added.  
 
    Daveek had two friends in the neighborhood, and he marked their locations. He told them he’d already knocked on one friend’s door but had received no answer. After scribbling ‘Lorenzo Richland’ atop a long house on the map, he added two palm trees to the front yard. He’d been on his way to check on Benny, his other friend, when the dogs ambushed him. Benny Freemont lived with his parents and his sister, Mia, in a cul-de-sac on the outer loop of Azalea Drive. 
 
    Before heading out on another search mission, Solomon and the children went next door to check on Emily’s newly adopted cat, which she’d named Fuzzle. She was excited to show her new friend, Daveek, her pet.  
 
    Fuzzle seemed content, although still wary of the strangers invading its house. But as soon as the food hit the bowl, the cat’s timidity diminished, and it allowed Emily to approach. Once Fuzzle had eaten, they left the cat to its day, Emily assuring it they’d be back again tomorrow. 
 
    “Let’s take the car this time,” Solomon suggested as he held the back door open for them. “I need to stay off this leg as much as possible…Besides, there may be more wild dogs running around hungry.” 
 
    “Or cats,” Emily said, eliciting a giggle from Daveek. Solomon grinned down at his little comedian. 
 
    The two kids piled into the back seat and sat pointing at the map they’d spent so much time working on before bedtime.  
 
    Once it grew dark, Solomon normally only burned a candle or two for such activities, insisting on conserving the ones they’d collected. Although most were plain white candles, there were some fragrant, and a few decorative ones, never truly meant for use.  
 
    The rechargeable lanterns and flashlights were usually off-limits; he’d positioned them strategically around the house in places such as the bathroom or the kitchen, for easy emergency access. Flashlights had become a valuable commodity, used only sparingly to save their last remnants of charge.  
 
    But last night, he’d allowed the kids to color and draw for as long as they’d wanted, no longer so concerned about batteries now he knew he could get more from neighboring homes. It was encouraging to witness Emily and Daveek’s bonding, each needing the other as a diversion from this dark and lonely new reality. 
 
    As he drove along Azalea Drive at a snail’s pace, he carefully observed each home, checking for any signs of activity. They passed several homes with unique features, which the children were quick to point out and record as nicknames on their map. They assigned names such as ‘Glasshouse’ for the Bisbee home, with its cascading ground-to-ceiling windows, and ‘Tree House’ for one with an elaborate playhouse built in the side yard. 
 
    Benny Freemont lived in a split-level rambler-style home painted a vibrant blue: the shade of still water reflecting an empty sky. A fluorescent green bicycle sat propped against the front steps—presenting a formerly typical neighborhood scene.  
 
    Solomon parked in front of the closed garage door. “How about you and I go to the door?” Solomon said to Daveek, “Since the family knows you.” 
 
    Busy sketching the outline of the house on a new sheet of paper, Emily kept her head down. Inspired by the mapmaking, she’d launched into a new endeavor of drawing houses. “Can I stay in the car, Daddy? I want to finish my picture. Plus…” Emily motioned for her dad to come closer before whispering, “I don’t want to smell any more stinky houses.”  
 
    Solomon’s heart warmed at the purity of her innocence as he watched her toil away on her design, the tip of her tongue poking out the side of her mouth. The untainted wholesomeness of the moment made him smile. “Sure, honey. We won’t be long, okay?” 
 
    She nodded without looking up, focusing instead on erasing the angled lines of the roof on her drawing to start over. “Okay.” 
 
    When Daveek’s and Solomon’s loud knocks on the door and windows went unanswered, Solomon rattled the front doorknob; to his surprise, the door was unlocked. After pushing it open, he paused before taking a step. The unpleasant stench that Emily had just mentioned wafted out, striking them full in the face. Daveek turned back and stood at the side of the front stoop, coughing and gagging.  
 
    After assuring Solomon he was okay, Daveek called out for his friend. “Benny, it’s Daveek…You in here, man? Mia?”  
 
    They both called out repeatedly, listening intently for any response. But the house remained still and dark, only misery and loss emanating from within. 
 
    Wielding his flashlight, Solomon turned to Daveek. “I’ll go in. You stay here and keep an eye on Emily for me.” 
 
    From where he stood in the family room, he could see the kitchen and dining area, and the staircase stood immediately to his right. Judging by the layout, Solomon figured all the bedrooms must be upstairs. After taking a deep breath of fresh air from the front doorway, he headed up, skipping steps to save time.  
 
    Upstairs, all the doors along the short hallway were closed, but he guessed there were no more than three bedrooms. Wanting to get through this as quickly as possible, he knew hesitation was his enemy. He pushed open the first door, the beam of his flashlight directing his eyes.  
 
    The master bedroom. Two dead parents. The overpowering smell forced him to slam the door shut as he gagged into his sleeve. With his arm still covering his mouth and nose, Solomon charged ahead, wanting to get this ordeal over and done with.  
 
    He opened the next door—a linen closet. At the end of the hall was the bathroom, its door partially shut. Bypassing the other two remaining doors, he headed straight for it. Not sure how much more death he could witness, especially a child’s body firsthand, he wanted to rush and procrastinate at the same time. The bathroom door creaked open when he shoved it with his flashlight. Empty. 
 
    His breaths came short and choppy, causing his heart to thump faster. Sweat beaded on his forehead and neck, triggered by an overwhelming uncomfortableness he wished he could escape.  
 
    The last two doors—Benny’s and Mia’s—both prominently displayed colorful signs with their names. He turned the knob on the first room, smiling a little as he read the sign: If Your Name’s Not Benny, Keep Out. He eased it open, shining the white beam of light ahead to crack open the darkness. The bed stood empty. No unpleasant odor inside. Thank goodness.  
 
    Wanting to get the tormenting anticipation over with, he repeated the process with the girl’s room, rushing even faster this time. He pushed the door open and scanned the frilly room decorated wall to wall in happiness and kindness. From a collage of cute baby animal posters to a collection of princess figurines, it was evident love had lived here. 
 
    Having prepared for the worst, Solomon exhaled and relaxed his shoulders, grateful he’d encountered another empty room. He had no desire to find a child’s body. Ever.  
 
    Solomon returned downstairs and headed outside. Waving to the two children, who sat on the car hood, he called out, “C’mon. It’s clear.”  
 
    Waiting for more information about his friend, Daveek remained where he was. 
 
    Although relieved he hadn’t found the children dead, the alternative, of them being alone and afraid in this enormous world, felt just as terrifying for Solomon. He wanted to stall for as long as possible, hoping they were just playing outside somewhere and would turn up at any moment. 
 
    “No sign of Benny or Mia.” Solomon left it at that, unwilling to mention the parents. “Let’s load up some stuff from the pantry.”  
 
    As the three reached the front stoop, a four-door silver pickup cruised past, its windows too dark to see inside. Its oversized tires sat under a lifted suspension, giving the truck an even greater presence as it towered past. Suspicious of everyone, Solomon sat a hand on the reassuring pistol still tucked under his belt. The vehicle continued on, moving at a near crawl. 
 
    “Get inside, guys,” Solomon instructed with a firmness that left no room for protest. 
 
    He continued to watch the truck until it disappeared around a bend, waiting until he was satisfied it wasn’t coming back. When he attempted to close the front door, the kids begged for it to stay open, expressing a desire to have access to fresh air.  
 
    Solomon rummaged through the pantry, indiscriminately dumping armfuls of canned goods into the large plastic tote he’d brought along for just that purpose. The children stayed near the front door, their faces pinned toward the street, wanting to keep the depression of what the home held behind them. 
 
    Satisfied with the food haul, Solomon lugged the overloaded tote to the car and heaved it onto the front seat. They all agreed to look for Benny and Mia, knowing they may well be hiding outside somewhere, possibly nearby.  
 
    “We stay together. We’ll go only two houses down on either side, and then we’ll head back in the car, even if we don’t find them. Understood?” Solomon instructed.  
 
    “What if they come back and we’re not here?” Daveek asked. 
 
    “A note!” Emily spouted. 
 
    “Great idea, honey.” 
 
    Daveek grabbed a sheet of paper, and Emily stuffed a blue crayon into her dad’s hand. Solomon scribbled a note, mentioning Daveek and giving directions to their house. Emily insisted her dad draw a map showing their house and the street where they lived. He took a few moments more to draw a rough sketch, using the landmarks of the nearby water and community entrance as points of reference. 
 
    This done, they headed down the street together, calling out for Benny and Mia every few steps. Solomon kept an eye out for the truck, gripping the pistol hidden under his shirt.  
 
    Coming from inside a short picket fence one house past Solomon’s pre-determined search limit, a puppy’s weak yaps caught their attention. Before he could tell them to wait, the curious children ran ahead to get a glimpse of the pup.  
 
    Reaching the fence first, Emily reported, “It’s just a puppy, Daddy. A little brown, fuzzy-wuzzy puppy.” Her face lit up with a pure smile of delight. 
 
    “I think he’s hungry.” Daveek pointed to the overturned bowls near the back door. 
 
    Happy for the attention, the puppy wagged his tail uncontrollably. There was no question of not helping the little brown fuzzball. After jumping the fence, Solomon turned and lifted the children over. 
 
    “I’ll go inside and find some food,” Solomon told them.  
 
    Both kids were now down on their knees, letting the pup lick their faces, totally enamored of their new friend. Only a small portion of the backyard was fenced for the puppy, the remainder blended into the woods that abutted the rear of the property. The homeowner obviously loved all things yard and garden—precisely edged flower beds surrounded every shrub and ornamental tree, and a half dozen birdfeeders and birdbaths sat randomly scattered on wooden posts.  
 
    Although the screen door was locked, a quick, hard tug broke its flimsy latch free, giving access to a screened patio filled with hanging baskets and planters of herbs and vegetables. He rapped hard on the glass-paneled back door. As expected, no response came from within. Before resorting to breaking the glass, he wiggled the knob just to be sure. No such luck. Solomon grabbed a small garden spade leaning on a nearby wall and used its handle to shatter the pane, requiring several blows to turn cracks into a rainfall of shattered glass. 
 
    His first instinct was to use his sense of smell to establish the condition of any occupants—a gruesome new reality. A foul smell equaled a high probability of it being safe to enter. When the unmistakable odor assaulted his nostrils, it produced a strange mix of unpleasantness and relief. Knowing the house was unoccupied gave him the confidence to move about freely. He felt a twinge of guilt for becoming increasingly callous in death’s presence. 
 
    As he walked past a breakfast nook tucked into a bay window on his right, Solomon pictured the homeowners sitting there watching the birds’ activity just outside. He searched the kitchen, thinking of the logical places one would keep pet food. Soups, coffee, flavored oatmeal, rice, and grits filled the pantry, neatly stored in clear, labeled canisters. Everything in the house was neat and tidy, organized to the point of obsession. Maybe the laundry room. It seemed unlikely someone this meticulous would store human and pet food in the same space. 
 
    His instincts were right; on entering the laundry room, Solomon noticed categorized stacks of beef, chicken, and lamb canned dog food. After selecting a can of chicken, he returned to the kitchen and fumbled through several drawers to find a can opener. Realizing the sidetrack of this pet rescue mission had taken longer than anticipated, Solomon became anxious; he was worried about the children being outside alone. 
 
    As soon as he stepped into the covered patio, his throat closed tightly and his stomach clenched. The kids and puppy had disappeared. Dropping the dog food, he shouted for them—his voice barely distinguishable as words. He ran frantically toward the street before pausing briefly and holding his breath, listening for the whimpers of the puppy or the children’s giggles. Refusing to allow any other thoughts to surface, he could only hope they’d run off to play with the little dog. If anything had happened to them, he couldn’t bear it. 
 
    Sprinting down Azalea Drive, he passed two, three houses. Four. No sign of them anywhere.  
 
    Panic consumed him as he ran, yelling for them repeatedly while his eyes darted back and forth, searching for a hint of his daughter’s light blue sweater. She loved that sweater embroidered with little butterflies along the sleeves and around the collar. Marion bought her that sweater. Her mom bought her that sweater.  
 
    And now Emily had gone missing under his care—under his watch. 
 
    When the suspicious-looking silver truck from earlier appeared directly in front of him, moving much faster than before, his worst fears screamed to life in an instant. His gut churned and adrenaline coursed through every tissue in his body. Decision time. Were the kids in the truck or was its presence merely a coincidence?  
 
    He wasn’t willing to gamble their lives, not out of hesitation or fear of being wrong. No. This truck was going to stop for him.  
 
    He positioned himself in the middle of the road. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12—Emily & Daveek 
 
      
 
    Daveek turned, trying to figure out why the incessant chatting had stopped. He realized he hated the silence even more. Emily was nowhere in sight. 
 
    He would have given anything to hear her voice again.  
 
    An awfulness swarmed his insides. He was older than her, and it was his job to watch out for younger children. His parents had told him so for as long as he could remember. While it had been a chore to run around after little cousins, who’d merely seen him as a slightly older playmate rather than a rule-enforcing adult, he’d appreciated being seen as the responsible one. 
 
    And now something awful had happened to his new friend, and it was all his fault. 
 
    Emily had insisted on moving the puppy, wanting to let it run outside its small backyard area. But as soon as its paws touched the ground, it had been off and racing. The absence of a fence had invigorated the little pup—it had been able to explore and smell things previously only seen from a distance. Trees, bushes, the house next door, and the enticing tires on the car parked in the driveway. The more Emily called and chased, the faster the excited pup ran.  
 
    When the puppy disappeared through a thick row of hedging separating two yards, Emily ran around the front to cut it off while Daveek took a shortcut through the bushes. Halfway through the leafy wall, he stopped and turned back after being repeatedly pricked by pointy leaves.  
 
    By the time he made it out to the street, Emily stood on the curb, staring at a tall truck idling in the middle of the road. He called out to her, but the engine’s rumble drowned out his petrified voice. His heart pounding, he watched her climb onto the step rail before the passenger door opened and someone yanked her inside. The door slammed shut, and the truck sped away.  
 
    Daveek ran after it as best he could but soon realized it was no use. He cut back across the lawns to find Mr. Parrish. He’d know what to do. 
 
    Bricks of guilt weighed on him as he ran. Emily had been taken, and he was to blame. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13—Everything to Lose 
 
      
 
    Solomon stood his ground in the center of the road as the truck headed straight for him. He thrashed his arms above his head in a crossing fashion, but there was no response; the truck didn’t even slow its pace. Solomon pulled the pistol from his belt, brandishing it with a wave of his hand. The engine ramped, screeching the truck’s knobby tires as it mounted the worn pavement beside him. As the truck sped past his planted stance, he felt a whoosh of air. 
 
    His heart stopped for several beats before his instincts kicked in, and he screamed, “Stop!” as loud as he could. His muscles tightened and released in rapid succession, his body awaiting a command. 
 
    Solomon’s legs dashed a few steps after the truck before a familiar voice froze him, liberating part of his anguish.  
 
    He turned and saw Daveek running at him full speed, his face conveying pure panic. “They’ve taken her!” he screamed, pointing at the truck rounding the corner in the distance. These were the worst possible words Solomon could have heard. His daughter was the only precious thing left on this planet, and now he’d been robbed of her by the vilest of monsters.  
 
    Solomon knew there was only one way out of Halcyon Place. Azalea Drive formed the main loop of the neighborhood, and its exit went directly past his house. Realizing there was no point in going back for his car—parked back at the Freemonts’ house, it was in the opposite direction of where he needed to head—he made a split-second decision and ran. Realizing he had to get to that intercept point first, he knew his only chance of beating the truck was if he short-cutted it across the neighboring properties. 
 
    His legs raced like never before, his arms pumping as he gripped the pistol tighter, holding on to the one thing that could save his little girl. His brain automatically guided sprinting strides through bushes and shrubs, leaping him over boundary-forming brick knee-high walls and circumventing fences that presented too much of an obstacle. Feats that would never have been attempted before became automatic responses, performed without a second thought or the slightest trepidation.  
 
    As he crossed Holly Lane, his senses tuned to the far end of Azalea where it looped back toward his house, which was only two properties down from the exit of Halcyon Place. Between houses and trees, he caught a glimpse of the truck as it straightened out and accelerated toward its escape. He heard the engine’s loud revs as he crossed into the final yard that separated him from the road.  
 
    Carrying too much speed for the sharp corner, the truck slid under hard braking and veered into a yard, taking out a section of picket fence and obliterating a mailbox. Solomon gained precious seconds as the truck maneuvered through the debris, reversed, and drove back onto the street.  
 
    Solomon pushed harder, running faster than he’d ever thought possible. He needed to reach that exit street first. As he entered the homestretch of the last hundred yards, he panicked. What exactly was his plan? How was he supposed to stop a speeding truck? It wasn’t like he could just shoot at it, not with his daughter inside. His legs churned as his mind raced, still grasping for solutions.  
 
    He was certain of one thing: if that truck got away, he would never see Emily again. It was this realization that formed his next actions. Drawing his pistol, Solomon centered himself in the street, standing almost directly in front of his own home. Only a few hundred yards separated the truck from escaping onto the highway, taking away his daughter forever. His chest heaving, he raised the pistol level and aimed for the front of the truck, hoping he could hit its tires. 
 
    With his hands shaking, Solomon acknowledged the massive gamble he was about to take. Sweat rolling into his eyes, he steadily increased the pressure on the trigger, finalizing his aim for the driver’s side tire. But before he could shoot, a throaty, high-revving rumble followed by the squeal of tires sounded over the approaching truck’s engine.  
 
    As if shot from a slingshot, Skye’s yellow Mustang reversed from her dad’s garage, aiming straight for the street, directly in front of the kidnapper’s vehicle. Solomon watched in astonishment as Skye’s car went from rapid acceleration to hard braking, sliding across the street to cut off the pickup in a perfectly timed fashion.  
 
    Just as taken by surprise, the truck’s driver braked and veered in a futile attempt to avoid imminent collision. The Mustang’s rear end slammed squarely into the side of the truck, just past the rear tire, crunching metal and fiberglass together in an explosion of mass and matter. It struck with enough force to spin the pickup ninety degrees, both vehicles ending up crosswise in the street as their engines sputtered to a stop. The truck’s driver attempted to restart his disabled vehicle, its engine emitting a famished whine as it fought to crank over.  
 
    Solomon had instinctively sidestepped as the violent dance of the vehicles commenced. Time slowed as he absorbed the scene in front of him. The smell of rubber and gasoline prevailed in the warm midday air. Looking over at the Mustang, he noticed Skye leaning motionless against her steering wheel.  
 
    Aching for a sign that Emily was okay, he headed over to retrieve his little girl. The sound of coughing and wheezing came from the pickup’s cab before the driver’s door flew open, and a haggard man tumbled out, his rifle clattering to the pavement beside him. Blood trailing from his pallid, wrinkled temple, the disoriented man planted the rifle’s stock on the ground to prop himself upright. Staring directly at Solomon, he struggled to raise his weapon.  
 
    There was no need for Solomon to contemplate his next decision; for him, hesitation no longer existed. He aimed his pistol at the loathsome creature wavering in front of him. The one who’d tried to rip his last reason for living away from him, who’d defiled his daughter’s innocent experience: the simple happiness of playing with a puppy. This man, this beast, had destroyed that, replacing it with an irreversible and permanent fear. 
 
    Sighting his muzzle at the man’s chest, Solomon pulled the trigger. As the bullet’s impact slammed him back against the truck, Solomon shot twice more. Releasing his weak grip on the rifle, the vile man slid forward, coming to rest face down on the rough pavement. 
 
    Solomon’s thoughts returned to Emily. Was she okay? Had the man hurt her? Had she survived the crash? Why hadn’t he heard her? 
 
    He rushed to the truck’s door and his heart sank. “Emily?” The cab was empty.  
 
    What if the man he’d just killed hadn’t taken his daughter after all? Maybe he’d just been trying to flee for his own sake. Perhaps Daveek had been mistaken. Doubt and second guesses flurried within him. 
 
    Just as he began to question his sanity, he heard a voice, one he didn’t immediately recognize thanks to the shock of the situation. 
 
    Skye stood in front of her battered car, rubbing her neck. “She’s fine.”  
 
    Daveek rushed in from down the street, using the last few steps to slow his pace. Bending at the waist, he dipped his hands to his knees. “I ran…as fast as…I could, but…” he sputtered between heavy breaths, “I got lost.” Spotting Emily, he grinned, and his breathing went from desperate gasps to a long exhalation. “Whew! I’m glad you’re okay.” 
 
    Emily stepped from behind Skye, streaks of tears already drying on her pointed cheeks. “Ms. Skye’s car is so cool! Did you see how fast it went?” 
 
    Skye and Solomon could only look at each other and laugh. He ran to Emily and scooped her into a tight hug. “You’re not hurt?” 
 
    Emily shook her head. “No.” She wrapped her arms around his neck, sobbing as she explained what happened. “He…asked what I was doing…I…I told him I was looking for my brown puppy…” Pausing to wipe her teary face with her sweater, she took in several deep, sniffling breaths. “He said he’d just found a brown puppy and he had it in his truck…h-he told me to come get it…” 
 
    “It’s okay, honey. You’re safe now,” Solomon assured her. “None of this is your fault.” 
 
    Skye came up to them and placed a comforting hand on his daughter’s back. 
 
    Emily exploded with another burst of tears. “I’m so sorry, Daddy. I wasn’t very smart.” 
 
    “You don’t have anything to be sorry for.” Solomon paused. “Just don’t ever do anything like that again, okay?”  
 
    “You don’t have to worry about that.” Emily’s sunshine smile formed again on her tear-stained face as she wiped her nose and eyes with her sleeve. “Dad, we have to go back for Sammie. It’s my fault he got out.”  
 
    “Sammie, huh? You named the dog already?” He grinned. “Of course you did!” 
 
    Emily beamed with pride. “Yep. Now we have a cat named Fuzzle and a dog named Sammie.” 
 
    “Okay, okay. We’ll go back. I promise, sweetie.” Solomon turned his attention to Skye. “Are you okay?” 
 
    Skye slowly rotated her neck. “I’ve been through worse.” 
 
    “I hate to imagine worse than this…” Shifting Emily’s grip on his shoulders, Solomon freed one arm. He grasped Skye’s shoulder and fell silent, choking on his next words. “Thank you. What you just did for Emily tells me everything I need to know about you. I am forever in your debt.” Solomon wrapped Skye in a trembling one-armed hug, unable to hold back the sobs stemming from panic and relief. “Thank you so, so much for stopping him.” 
 
    Skye acknowledged the sentiment with a subtle nod. 
 
    He stepped back, creating a comfortable distance to look her in the eyes. “I have to confess, I was the one that broke into your house. I want to apologize.” Solomon studied Skye’s face, trying to gauge her reaction. All he could do now was be sincere; the rest would happen as it may. “I didn’t think anyone was left alive inside.” Realizing the awkwardness of his explanation, Solomon added, “I’m deeply sorry about the loss of your father.”  
 
    Expressionless, Skye stared at Solomon for what seemed like an eternity, to the point of intentionality. Then, as if flipping a switch, she released a small grin and let out a chuckle. “Man, it took you long enough to admit it. You do realize I already knew, right?” 
 
    Embarrassed, but relieved that he’d told her the truth, Solomon slunk his head down. “I was never a decent liar.”  
 
    “Or thief. I mean, who steals Goya beans for Pete’s sake?” Skye retorted. 
 
    Skye volunteered the use of her dad’s truck so they could go back to look for the pup. It was a feel-good mission they all needed, something to bring a bit of lightheartedness to their day.  
 
    “Hop in, everyone. Let’s go find a lost puppy named Sammie!” Skye exclaimed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14—Blockade 
 
    Tuesday Morning, March 10 
 
      
 
    That incident deeply affected Solomon. Early the next morning, he went next door to see Skye. He knocked on the door he’d both destroyed and repaired. He’d reinforced it last night as a show of goodwill, using lumber left over from his deck repairs last fall.  
 
    The twin barrels of her shotgun poked through the small crack the door was allowed to open. Without seeing her face, he heard her crackly voice from the darkness within. “Something wrong, Solomon?” Skye pushed the door wider, puzzled by his early morning visit. “How’s Emily?” 
 
    “She’s fine. Sammie snuggled with her all night. That little dog’s probably the best therapy for her right now.” Solomon said. He was still feeling antsy after the nightmare event, his feet and hands refusing to keep still.  
 
    “Do you think you could get that thing running?” Solomon pointed to the disabled silver pickup still sitting in the street, holding the dead body of the kidnapper. To avoid the kids having to witness the gruesome sight, Skye and Solomon had lifted the man’s corpse into the back of his own truck yesterday evening.  
 
    His unexpected question caught her off guard, and it was early yet, still in the twilight of morning, her mind and body still in the fog of broken sleep.   
 
    Solomon jabbed his thumb over his shoulder. “I want to park it sideways at the entrance to Halcyon Place and put his body in the driver’s seat with the window down.”  
 
     Skye opened her mouth but didn’t speak immediately, still attempting to catch up with Solomon’s thought process. “Some sort of blockade?” 
 
    He shook his head. “More than a blockade. A warning…like the head-on-a-pike kind” 
 
    Fully alert now, Skye saw the pain and anger in Solomon’s eyes. “Well…okay then. Give me a few minutes, and I’ll see what I can do. It probably just tripped the fuel switch. That’s what happened with my car.” 
 
    After tinkering for a while, Skye fired the truck to life. They both jumped in and maneuvered the truck until it sat crossways in the roadway, partially blocking the entrance to their subdivision.  
 
    As they muscled the stiff body into the driver’s seat, Solomon asked her an unexpected question, “Where’s your mom? If you don’t mind me asking?” The ill-timing of his query seemed lost on him. 
 
    “I’d rather not talk about her. She’s just gone, alright?”  
 
    Skye left him to it and busied herself with siphoning gas from the truck’s tank. Using a long plastic hose with a bulb-type pump attached, she filled two small gasoline containers they’d brought along for just this purpose.  
 
    Solomon continued to manipulate the rigid corpse—so stiff that it planked from the floor to the headrest as if trying to avoid a seat of nails. Solomon’s apparent indifference to handling a dead human shocked Skye. She helped him as little as possible, wincing and turning away more than once, refusing to look at the man’s gray, leathery face. 
 
    Solomon rolled down the driver’s side window, displaying the decaying body as a warning to all who might think of entering their neighborhood. As he finished posing the dead kidnapper, something in the cab caught his attention. 
 
    “Skye! Look at this.” Solomon held up an object, but with the glare on the windshield, she couldn’t tell what it was.  
 
    She made her way to the passenger side, avoiding the driver’s side at all costs. When she saw what Solomon dangled out the window, Skye let out a gasp. It was a superhero action figure, the large, poseable kind. Reaching for the toy, Skye shook her head slowly. “No. Please no.” 
 
    Solomon dug around in the back seat. “It’s definitely not Emily’s. And there are more toys back here. Stuffed animals, trucks…all new stuff. Most of them haven’t even been opened.” 
 
    Skye grabbed Solomon’s arm to halt his search. “Does he have his wallet?” 
 
    At first, her reasoning seemed lost on Solomon, but he soon seemed to grasp her intention. He fumbled through the man’s pockets and pulled out a brown leather bifold. “Ha! Still carrying it around out of habit, I suppose.” He slapped it into Skye’s outstretched hand.  
 
    “We might need these too.” Solomon jingled the man’s keys from the ignition. The keyring held multiple keys—the thought of each key’s potentially despicable purpose only offered more angst.  
 
    “Do you think he’s taken more children?” Solomon asked her.  
 
    They both knew there was only one way to find out. 
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, they piled into Solomon’s car, puppy and all. There was no way he’d leave the children alone and unprotected. Knowing Sammie would be a distraction, Solomon had been determined he shouldn’t accompany them, not wanting to risk a repeat of before. But Emily insisted, and as usual, Solomon lost the battle of wills with his daughter. 
 
    So, Emily and Daveek sat in the back, playing with Sammie and some of the new toys from the truck. Solomon had debated giving them the toys, but in the end, he’d decided some joy had to come from the recent madness. Anything to help the kids feel normal again. 
 
    To find their destination, they needed an old-school map, and Solomon knew just where to get one. About a mile away, there was an older, less modernized convenience store. He’d stopped there frequently to buy gas and remembered seeing an old rack holding maps and postcards by the door.  
 
    Except for the occasional dog running across the roadway as if it were recess, the streets were deserted. Even though smoke plumes rose thick in the distance, and their chemical stench could be faintly detected, the air around them remained clear. Whatever had been burning had now been consumed, leaving only smoldering remains and smoke that could last for days.  
 
    As they drove into the small gas station’s littered parking lot, they noticed the storefront door had been smashed in, looters dropping everything from soda bottles to chip bags everywhere. Inside the store, some genius had broken open the cash register, looking for cash that was now worthless. Other than that, it seemed cigarettes, beer, and even lotto scratch-offs had been the most popular targets. 
 
    “Do people actually think they can eat a scratch-off?” Solomon questioned aloud. “Stay here. I’ll grab some jerky and chips.”  
 
    “And candy!” Emily added. 
 
    “No problem.” Solomon smiled back. “For both of you.” 
 
    He went back and forth, returning with armfuls of snacks and drinks. He then snagged several maps—city, county, and state. He didn’t feel the need to concern the kids with the full reasoning behind the map business—the less they knew the better 
 
    “Too bad there’s no hot coffee though,” Skye said. 
 
    “Right,” Solomon agreed.  
 
    After spreading the city map between them on the car’s center console, they tried to locate the kidnapper’s address from his license. In the back seat, the kids were busy trading candies and snacks, discussing which ones were their favorites. 
 
    Skye found the street first and slid her finger back to their position on the map. “Less than five miles from here.” 
 
    Looking as determined and worried as Solomon felt, Skye rested the stock of her dad’s shotgun at her feet, holding its double barrels like a staff. Her knife sat prominently sheathed on her studded belt, located for easy access. They’d stashed the rifle they’d taken from the dead kidnapper between the seat and the center console; its barrel pointed downward at the floor.  
 
    Solomon still had his 9mm tucked in his belt. Although he hated having to kill at all, he felt no remorse for what he’d done. The man had made his despicable choice and suffered the consequences; his life seemed insignificant against the backdrop of what he’d attempted. The thought of children locked away in some stranger’s house enraged him; it could just have easily been his own daughter. If there was even a remote chance that they could save another, they’d do whatever it took. Both were now prepared for the worst. 
 
    This new world required new scruples. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15—A Rescue 
 
      
 
    Located just outside the historic district of the city in an exclusive part of town, Pacer Street was filled with spacious and stately homes. At one time or another, they’d been restoration projects for those who enjoyed putting time and money into preserving well-constructed houses. Having withstood countless storms, these homes had sheltered generations of families under their towering three-story-high roofs. Dormers and columns, balconies and wrap-around porches were the norm. 
 
    The address on the driver’s license brought them to a massive gray brick mansion, its four grand dormers conspicuous against their backdrop of a red slate tile roof. Manicured ivy majestically adorned the side of the house, contrasting beautifully against the dull brick. It was the sort of house that stared back at you, and the longer you gazed, the more it formed an expressive face, presenting a mental image of an emotion, perhaps reflecting your own psychological state at the time. This place frowned with a scowl from hell.  
 
    Landscaping trailers and small earth-moving equipment crowded one end of the long horseshoe-shaped drive, blocking it completely. Obviously in the midst of a makeover, the property’s treeless front lawn stood barren of any grass, with new sod and sprinklers awaiting installation. Yet another project that would never be finished.  
 
    A detached six-bay garage, built with the same stony bricks, fully consumed the side yard, flaunting the estate’s abundance and opulent excess. A gothic-looking black-iron chandelier draped over the front stoop, suspended from a long ornamental chain, drawing attention to the home’s towering double mahogany doors.  
 
    As they pulled up in front of the wide stone steps, both Skye and Solomon remained silent. With no time taken to prepare a detailed plan—they had only one goal: to rescue anyone in need. 
 
    As he and Skye stepped from the car, Solomon stressed to Emily and Daveek once more, “Make sure you stay put. Keep the doors locked until we get back.”  
 
    When Daveek stuck up his thumb in acknowledgment, Emily giggled, quickly mimicking the gesture. Sammie crawled higher in her lap and licked her face when she giggled, causing her to laugh even more. The sight of it made Solomon smile; she always made him happy.  
 
    He knew it would have been safer not to bring the kids at all, but he was still too paranoid, frazzled even, to consider leaving his little girl at home alone. At least here, he reasoned, the children were only a few steps away.  
 
    As they approached the steps to the front door, they heard the distinct sound of a young child’s whimpers, drowning out the gentle hammering of a far-off woodpecker. Without hesitation, they sprinted around the side of the house to where the horseshoe drive connected with the garage. The sound bounced off the mansion’s high walls, making it difficult to pinpoint its origin.  
 
    Looking up, Skye pointed to a third-story window. “There!” 
 
    The sharp points of the window’s jagged glass panes formed a stark contrast between the darkness within the room and the warm light of morning outside. A tattered window blind slapped a slow rhythm against the frame far above the ground. The faint sobs and whimpers continued, although their source was still unseen.  
 
    Skye ran to the side entrance into the main house and used the stock of her shotgun to smash the door glass. As she bent her arm inside to unlock the door, Solomon looked to his right, his eyes drawn to a stream of linen entangled in the shrubbery under an expansive picture window.  
 
    Stepping closer, he almost collapsed at the gut-wrenching sight. The space between the house and the bushes contained the body of a young boy, a pool of dried blood staining the smooth river rocks that mulched the garden bed beneath him. The unnatural contortion of the boy’s body made it excruciatingly obvious he was dead. A haphazard rope of tied bed sheets and curtains lay strewn around him, draping the boxwoods like some ominous bohemian decoration.  
 
    “No. No. No,” Solomon moaned as he stood and stared, transfixed by the poor child’s frightful expression—his lifeless eyes wide and unseeing, his mouth agape. He knew he would never be able to erase the red-streaked gaze of this innocent child from his memory. It would remain there forever, tormenting him—along with everything else now foul in the world.  
 
    Stooping over the boy, he verified what he already knew: another senseless death. After straightening out the child’s body with unnecessarily gentle carefulness, he slowly unfurled one of the sheets, preparing to cover him. When footsteps stirred Solomon from his trance, he turned and saw Skye emerging from the house, a small girl clutching her around the neck.  
 
    Skye noticed the scene that commanded Solomon’s attention. “Solomon? Is he…?”  
 
    Lowering his head, he shook it gently. “She okay?” 
 
    “I think so. Just terrified out of her mind at the moment.” Skye kissed the girl’s head. “But you’re safe now, sweetie. Okay?”  
 
    Without speaking or turning her head, the child inhaled a few sniffling gasps. Clearly exhausted from the ordeal and the continuous crying, she kept her face hidden in Skye’s neck. 
 
    “Anyone else?” Solomon asked. 
 
    “No. It was just her and the boy. The pervert had them locked in an attic room, and he’d barricaded the door from outside. The window was their only way out.” 
 
    “Let’s get her out of here,” Solomon said before taking one last look at the sheet now covering the boy. “Should we…?”  
 
    “It’s only right. He doesn’t deserve to be left in this wretched place.” Skye said. 
 
    Skye took the little girl to the car and introduced her to Emily and Daveek.  
 
    Daveek smiled. “Hey, Mia! Where’s Benny?” 
 
    The young girl, who appeared to be only three or four years old, just stared at him in silence. Although showing no emotion, she petted Sammie when he climbed into her lap. It was as if the little pup sensed her sadness.  
 
    Daveek looked through the back glass of the car, watching as Solomon approached, carrying the weight of death in his arms once again. Covering his face, Daveek began to sob. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Daveek,” Skye said as she gently patted his back. “Benny tried to save her.”  
 
    Skye moved to the rear of the car and opened the trunk for Solomon. Placing the boy gently inside, he whispered, “You were a courageous young man. Thank you for trying to help her.” 
 
    Solomon looked upward into the darkening sky and closed the trunk as rain began to pelt the ground. 
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    After returning home, Skye managed to pry some detail from the rescued girl. It was as the adults suspected: Benny had fallen to his death trying to save his little sister. Solomon was glad they’d brought the boy’s body with them; a burial would help give Mia some closure. It also shook him even more, etching the image of Benny’s horrific expression permanently into his memory. 
 
    Mia told them how he’d broken the window and tried to climb down using the sheets, but the knots had come loose and he’d fallen. She’d called down to him, but he hadn’t answered and hadn’t moved.  
 
    After losing both of her parents, Mia had now lost her only sibling. Life could be exceedingly cruel. 
 
      
 
    Mia struggled with the retelling of her ordeal, wringing and intertwining her fingers as if the fidgeting were somehow a coping mechanism to aid concentration. “The mean man saw us playing in the yard. He asked Benny if our parents were around. Benny told him they were dead. Then he asked if we had other family.” 
 
    Skye took hold of Mia’s anxious hands. “It’s okay, sweetie. Take your time.” 
 
    “Benny told him about Uncle Kal…He lives at the beach. We go there every summer.” 
 
    Skye helped Mia finish the story. “But the mean man lied, didn’t he? He told you he’d drive you to your Uncle Kal’s house, but he didn’t.” As Mia nodded, Skye wrapped her in another hug. “We can take you to your Uncle Kal, okay? You can trust us. We promise we’ll never let anything else bad happen to you, alright?” 
 
    ___ 
 
    While Mia rested, Solomon returned to the Freemont house to dig three graves for her family. Although the earlier heavy rain had helped to soften the soil, it remained physically demanding work. However, it was the only act that could ease his troubled mind; his physical weariness paled in comparison to all the senseless loss they’d experienced. He wanted to do something tangible for the poor little girl who’d endured so much. 
 
    That evening, once Mia had finally eaten, the group returned to the Freemonts’ home. Solomon had already buried the bodies and marked each grave with the family member’s name, written in black marker on small wooden crosses he’d fashioned out of scrap wood. Emily and Daveek sprinkled the grave tops with flowers from nearby yards. By causing them to focus on everyone they’d lost, the ceremony became a therapeutic experience for them all.  
 
    Their tears soaked into the freshly dug soil, becoming part of the earth once again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16—Outreach 
 
    Wednesday, March 11 
 
      
 
    Skye and Solomon both knew the minuscule likelihood of Mia’s uncle still being alive. If he were, wouldn’t he have traveled to check on his family by now? However, they decided to make every effort to locate him, starting with attempting to find an address for him at Mia’s house. Although she tried, she couldn’t remember anything definitive about where he lived. All she could remember was that he lived near the beach and how much fun she’d had there with her family. 
 
    They had another mission as well: to check on Daveek’s other friend—Lorenzo. In the chaos following Emily’s abduction, they’d never made it to his house. They decided to check the Richlands’ residence first, planning to take everyone with them, so they could keep them safe in the car as before. One adult would stay with the kids at all times while the other investigated inside.  
 
    That was the plan. 
 
    Once everyone was loaded and ready, Solomon made his way toward the car, but, as a sudden hot wave of lightheadedness overwhelmed him, he collapsed before making it to the car door.  
 
    He awoke to find himself stretched out on his sofa, a damp washcloth covering his forehead from temple to temple. The hot swarm that had dizzied him had vanished, replaced by a comfortable chill.  
 
    “Welcome back,” Skye said as she removed the washcloth from his face. Solomon made a feeble attempt to sit upright.  
 
    “Whoa. Hold on there.” Skye pressed down on his shoulders. “You need to stay still. I don’t feel like picking you up again. You’re a lot heavier than you look.” 
 
    Gritting her teeth, Skye rolled up his pant leg. “Your wound’s festered.” She wiped his painful leg with a damp towel. “When did you last dress it?” 
 
    Solomon had to admit he couldn’t remember. With his attention focused on more immediate and critical issues, he’d ignored the dog bite after his second bandage application. All he knew was that his leg throbbed, the pain radiating from his ankle and encircling his lower leg all the way up past his knee. The intense agony now commanded his full attention.  
 
    “You need antibiotics. There’s no other way around it,” Skye stated bluntly. “And I have an idea where we might get some without a lot of fuss—” 
 
    “Where?” Now he’d become consciously aware of it, Solomon’s pain had intensified. He was ready for drugs. No doubt the signals had been there all along, but the mind focuses on what it needs for immediate survival. Now that things had settled somewhat, his body forced him to pay attention, as mind and body worked in remarkable unison.  
 
    “Okay, hear me out,” Skye said. “The Skylark Assisted Living Center.” 
 
    “A nursing home?” Her suggestion confused him. 
 
    Skye remained excited with her idea. “Well, assisted living, but close enough. It’s only a few miles away, and they’d keep a stock of commonplace medicines—” 
 
    “—and it probably hasn’t been looted because no one else is likely to think of it. Smart.” Solomon sat up slowly. “So…how do you know about this place exactly?” 
 
    “I had a grandmother that lived there for a few years…until her passing,” Skye said. “No. Lie back down.” She propped a pillow under his leg. “The kids can stay here with you. This will have to be a solo mission for me.” 
 
    “Fine. But promise me you’ll go check on the Richland kid first,” Solomon pleaded.  
 
    Skye nodded. “Sure.” 
 
    Although he disliked the idea of her going alone, Solomon knew her decision was logical. In his current state, he’d only be a hindrance. It made sense for him to keep the kids here in the safety of the house.  
 
    “Skye?” Solomon said as he took her hand. “Thank you.” 
 
    After giving his hand a quick squeeze, she departed. 
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    Keeping her promise, Skye headed straight to the Richlands’ residence, following the directions on the children’s carefully drawn map, which showed two oversized palm trees marking the yard. Skye took her own car, preferring to drive something with a bit more power. Apart from its banged-up trunk and non-working taillights, the car was mechanically sound. Its throaty revs soothed and reassured her.  
 
    Fast cars had interested her ever since she was a little girl, when she’d chosen to play with Hot Wheels cars instead of dolls and other traditional ‘girl’ toys. However, Skye disliked the ‘tomboy’ label, a term she considered demeaning and offensive.  
 
    Her father had allowed her to be herself, which in turn, had distanced her from her traditionalist mother. She’d loved her father for allowing her to be an individual, and it saddened her that her mother had not.  
 
    As promised by the children’s colorful map, two large palms bordered the corners of the single-story ranch.  When exiting the safety of the car, the dull metal barrels of her shotgun poked out first; she’d been on edge since their run-in with the kidnapper. No one, no matter how innocent or law-abiding they might once have been, could be trusted. Not anymore. 
 
    A colorful egg-themed flag flapped on the porch column, celebrating the season it would now signify in perpetuity. Skipping steps, she hurried herself along. Her repeated knocks on the bright red door went unanswered; not a peep of sound came from within. Discovering the door was locked, Skye cupped her hands to the narrow side glass and peered inside—picture frames and knickknacks lay about in disarray. Either someone had already ransacked the place, or the occupants were just plain messy. 
 
    After shattering the door’s sidelight with the stock of her shotgun, Skye reached inside to unlock it. Pausing for a moment, she sniffed the air drifting through the busted opening; her nose detected an unpleasant odor, but not one of death. It was more of uncleanliness—the smell of old garbage perhaps.  
 
    The absence of the familiar stench of death presented a couple of possibilities. Either no one had died here, but someone might still be around, lying in wait for an unsuspecting victim to enter their trap. Or the place might simply be abandoned.  
 
    Her mind raced with wild possibilities, and if it hadn’t been for the urgency of obtaining treatment for Solomon, she might have proceeded with more caution. But, based on the chaotic state of the house, she hastily decided to make a quick sweep of the place, just to make sure Lorenzo hadn’t been left alone and scared. 
 
    Inside the house, drawers had been emptied, closets held only empty hangers, and clothing lay strewn across the floor. The pantry had been stripped bare. These people had packed and left in a hurry. Perhaps they had family elsewhere they needed to check on, or maybe they’d simply left in a frenzied panic.  
 
    A photograph hanging in the hallway caught her attention: a smiling woman and a boy, both in gaudy festive sweaters. The boy looked to be no more than five or six in the photograph. A few other snapshots lay scattered on shelves and bookcases, left behind in the haste of packing. All displayed the same woman and boy at various ages. Lorenzo must be the only child of a single mother.  
 
    Lorenzo’s room had been cleared out as well, suggesting they’d both survived. Skye hoped that was the case and they were somewhere safe. She smiled down at the little snapshots again, grateful that neither had been left without the other. It seemed to be the first and only happy ending for the families in this neighborhood. 
 
    She left the house, content in the knowledge that no one had died here or been left alone to suffer. She knew the others would be relieved to hear some good news for a change. On her way out of Halcyon Place, Skye stopped in at Solomon’s house to let everyone know what she suspected had happened. “It looks like they packed and left in a hurry. I’m sure Lorenzo and his mom are fine.” 
 
    Her news was well received and seemed to lift the children’s flagging spirits. Death and loss had left everyone exhausted. Skye knew Solomon was worsening when he could only manage a feeble smile in acknowledgement of her findings.  
 
    She told the children to take care of him while she went for help. “Make sure he drinks lots of water.”  
 
    Emily made her chuckle when she gave a crooked salute with her tiny hand. “Yes, ma’am.”  
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    Skye berated herself for not thinking of the poor souls at the nursing home sooner, especially as she had firsthand knowledge of the place. But she’d had more personal and immediate concerns—like dealing with the death of her father and rescuing helpless children.  
 
    As she approached the turnoff to the nursing home, her mind wandered to memories of her countless Sunday visits; she’d usually come at least twice a month to see her grandmother. Her dad’s mom, she’d been the only surviving grandparent that Skye had formed a relationship with. After her grandmother’s mind started to fail, the place had become depressing, clouded with unpleasant memories toward the end. She’d never imagined she’d return. 
 
    This nostalgia for her grandmother stirred memories of her mother. But, unready and unwilling to deal with that at the moment, she quickly pushed these away. That was for another time and another place. Although she couldn’t help but wonder if her mom was okay. Wherever she was. 
 
    She walked across the empty parking lot, choking on the heavily smoke-infused air. Today’s gusty winds were undoubtedly fanning new, unchecked fires in several directions. Recent rainfall hadn’t been enough to quell spring’s initial dry spell, which, no doubt, would have exacerbated the intensity of any flames.  
 
    Plastic bags and leaves piled high against the sliding glass doors of the care facility’s entrance. Pressing her palms on the thick glass, she tried to push them sideways, but they wouldn’t budge. Skye peered inside at the small waiting area—it was just as she remembered, minus a receptionist. The only light filtered in through the front windows, projecting an eerie shadowbox impression onto the walls within.  
 
    A metal park bench sat nearby, positioned under the shelter of the wide, canopied entrance. Skye slid the bench toward the right-hand door, lining it up with the middle of its framed glass. Leaning into it like a bobsledder, she picked up her pace, gaining momentum as her heeled boots dug into the brick walkway.  
 
    A reflection ahead made her look up, causing her to stumble forward against the bench as it slowed. 
 
    The doors slid open. 
 
    A silver-haired woman stood in the narrow gap between the open doors. Tucking her hands into the big pockets of her burgundy nurse’s smock, she asked, “May I help you?”  
 
    The woman’s calmness astounded Skye, who’d fully expected to be yelled at for trying to break in. Instead, the woman stood relaxed and still, her entire face radiating a warmth, centering around her welcoming eyes and natural, unprompted smile.  
 
    Skye wiped invisible perspiration from her forehead as she smiled sheepishly at the woman through the opening. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize there was anyone here.” 
 
    Opening the door wider, the woman motioned Skye inside. “Do you need help with something?” 
 
    “Yes, but not me. My…friend has an infection from a dog bite. I was just looking for antibiotics for him.” 
 
    “I’m sure we’ll have something here to help your friend. What are his symptoms? How much has it spread?”  
 
    “High fever. Lightheadedness and fainting. Almost his entire lower leg is discolored and swollen.”  
 
    “Sounds like your friend needs an IV and plenty of rest and fluids. But you’ll need to get him here. Oh, I’m Karen by the way.” 
 
    Skye took her offered hand and gratefully squeezed it. “Skye.” The woman seemed equally as fascinated and relieved by the existence of another friendly face.  
 
    “How many people are here with you?” Skye asked, looking up and down the hallway, checking for a bustle of activity. 
 
    “Initially, seven of the forty-eight residents survived,” Karen explained. “But I lost two more within a few days. I couldn’t keep up with everyone. And when the emergency generator ran out of fuel, it made things even more difficult. I’ve used the last of our oxygen supplies, and Ms. Brenna needed her weekly dialysis treatment—of course no one’s alive to transport her, much less operate the clinics.” 
 
    “So, no one came back to help you? I mean…you’re the only one that…?” 
 
    “Cared? Perhaps. Or maybe everyone else died or had too much to deal with themselves. I didn’t have anyone anyway, so this has been good for me…you know, to have something to focus on and keep me busy. Stops me thinking about the empty world out there,” Karen explained as Skye followed her down the hallway. 
 
    “How have you managed?” Skye asked. 
 
    “I moved the deceased to the west wing and sealed the doors to keep the other wings livable. That way we still have access to the kitchen and dry storage…the infirmary and the day room. It’s worked out well so far,” Karen explained before busying herself with changing the bedding in one of the rooms.  
 
    “You’re truly remarkable—for what you’ve done here.” 
 
    Folding her arms, Karen leaned against the wall and studied the ceiling, finally pausing in her work. She took a deep breath, and Skye figured it must be the first break this lady had taken in several days. At that moment, Skye regarded Karen with awe. She was an angel in a world devoid of light; her selflessness outshone a thousand dark souls. This remarkable woman had stayed to comfort those who remained, helpless and alone. 
 
    “Our biggest concern at the moment’s water,” Karen admitted, jumping right back into a quickstepped march down the hall to the next room. “Luckily, we had a water delivery two days before everything went to hell. We have six of those jugs left, maybe thirty gallons’ worth, which should last another week or so. But with no running water, we’re going to run out of usable toilets before long. Since we can’t flush them, we’ve been rotating through the available bathrooms and closing them down afterward. There’s only six of us left, so it’s not too bad yet. We have dozens of bathrooms.” 
 
     Skye chatted with Karen, filling her in on the ordeals they’d endured thus far and what little she knew of the outside world. When she mentioned the three children, Karen’s expression transformed, lighting up with a smile that bloomed across the delicate lines of her face. “I adore children,” Karen said, her eyes beaming with delight.  
 
    Karen pressed Skye for more details of Solomon’s leg, seeming concerned he’d been left alone with the children in his debilitated state. When Skye described Solomon’s infection in detail, Karen’s smile faded, and her expression returned to an attentive stare.  
 
    “Please, bring your friend here straight away. From what you’ve said of his symptoms, the only proper way to treat him is with an immediate IV antibiotic infusion. Besides, I believe the company would do us all good,” Karen said. “The children won’t pose a problem here. As you can see, it’s a safe facility.” 
 
    After thanking her profusely, Skye left, promising to return within the hour.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17—Recovery 
 
      
 
    The needle didn’t hurt a bit, proving that either she was incredibly proficient, or he was too out of it to notice. The bed alone was a huge relief, greatly reducing the pressure of his burning leg. That magic liquid dripping into his veins also provided powerful reassurance as it supported his body in its fight against an invisible invasion. Moreover, a burden had been lifted, knowing Emily wouldn’t have to face this terrible new world without him.  
 
    He heard the laughter of the three children as they ran around outside his room, enjoying the freedom of the wide-open spaces. For them, this was a new and exciting place to explore.  
 
    The children and puppy also enjoyed playing in the interior courtyard, which was surrounded by the four wings of the facility. With hardscaped paths winding around lush planting beds, and benches and birdfeeders adding to the park-like tranquility, the area formed a little oasis: open to the sky above as it shielded them from the world beyond.  
 
    The sound of Sammie’s scratching paws and cute yapping barks filled the building; laughter and the patter of feet formed Solomon’s lullaby. Thanks to this new and trusted environment, for the first time in a long while, Solomon dozed off with a relaxed expression and an uncrowded mind. 
 
    ____ 
 
      
 
    Skye busied herself refueling the generator by draining fuel from abandoned diesel trucks in the neighborhood, using whatever containers she could lay her hands on for its collection. Two vehicles alone rewarded her with over twenty gallons—enough to run the generator for several hours.  
 
    Once she’d fired up the generator, the overhead lights flickered to life in rapid succession, reviving the dormant building. Controlling lights with wall switches—such a simple act, once taken for granted—invigorated everyone.  
 
    By shutting down the circuit breakers that supplied non-critical infrastructure—including all of the west wing—she managed to electrically isolate the building’s four wings. This load shedding saved fuel, allowing longer generator runtime, and enabled much-needed air conditioning to operate in the occupied spaces. 
 
    Restoring the electricity and air conditioning rejuvenated them all. The kids became engrossed in the dayroom television, watching DVDs brought from Emily’s house. They were even able to make microwave popcorn. Life almost returned to normal inside their isolated little world. 
 
    After the recent successes of rescuing children and finding medical treatment for Solomon, Skye was on a euphoric high. Indulging her innate need to fix things, getting the generator up and running had been equally rewarding; keeping her mind occupied helped to push out the terrible realities of an uncertain tomorrow.  
 
    The dwindling pile of full water jugs inspired Skye—organizing a water supply became her next self-appointed mission. And she knew just where to find at least a dozen of those precious blue bottles.  
 
    A mere eight days earlier, before everything went to hell, Skye had worked at a local car dealership as an automotive technician—or a mechanic as she’d liked to tell people, purely to see their reaction. She’d either received stunned looks of disbelief that such a petite young woman would pursue this career or the cliched condescending, disapproving looks from others.  
 
    The dealership had a storeroom full of water cooler bottles along with coffee, tea, and other snacks intended for waiting customers. Their general manager had been insistent on keeping the complimentary refreshments well stocked.  
 
    Now that things were more settled at the nursing home, she decided to head over to her old workplace to bring back the water and snacks—and, most importantly, her tools.  
 
    Working on the generator and vehicles had reminded her how much she missed her tool chest. Filled with thousands of dollars of invaluable tools and gadgets amassed over many years, it would undoubtedly come in handy in this new do-it-yourself world. She’d already planned to give the generator a thorough going-over, knowing it was essential for preserving the modern conveniences to which everyone had become accustomed—vital for the occupants’ lives as well as a source of comfort and morale.  
 
    So, she set her mission, with drinking water and tools as her main objectives. But Skye also toyed with a hidden, more selfish, agenda. She contemplated shopping for a replacement Mustang while she was at it.  
 
    Hers was quite dented, after all.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18—Risks 
 
      
 
    Although Skye observed no one on the road during her ten-minute drive—except for the roaming dog packs, which appeared to grow wilder and more prevalent every day—she resolved to be cautious.  
 
    Reaching her destination, Skye drove around the low barrier gate that secured the large lot filled with pristine vehicles in vibrant colors. New pickups dominated the front row, with sedans and SUVs filling in everywhere else. The used car lot lay on the side, next to a sprawling seven-bay service department. That area had been her domain—her wheelhouse—the one place she’d felt comfortable and in control. 
 
    Much of a car dealership’s security is based on bright lights, alarm systems, and cameras recording from every angle. But with the absence of electricity, all that had been rendered inoperative.  
 
    Fortunately, Skye had access to the safe where the vehicles’ keys were kept. Technically, only the general manager and a few of the senior staff were supposed to have access. But, as the technicians often had to grab keys out of it for car preps and repairs, the managers had shared their codes to avoid the hassle of having to open it for them several times a day. The safe was housed in a special room with a steel door.  
 
    Skye had the keys to the building and the code to the safe.  
 
    She knew her decision to trade her car for a new one was frivolous and not at all logical. The sensible option would have been to use her dad’s pickup, load the supplies and tools, and return to the nursing home. Straightforward. Simple. But the silence of this new world created an unimaginable loneliness, a stillness and an abundance of time, an emptiness that screamed to be filled. Anything that highlighted that you were truly alive became a powerfully motivating force. 
 
    So, instead of a pragmatic plan, Skye decided to load everything onto one of the lot’s new pickups and drive it back to the home. Then she would return in her dad’s old truck and trade her battered car for a newer model.  
 
    After stopping her once-prized yellow car in front of an empty service bay, she peeked through a window in the roll up door to scope out inside. All clear. Using her substantial collection of work keys—to numerous doors, toolboxes, and lock boxes that held customers’ keys—she unlocked the door to the service department. Then, she manually raised the bay door just enough to drive her car inside. She figured it was the least she could do for the car that had been her companion for so long.  
 
    To put it out to pasture here seemed somehow fitting. It would be safe and secure, away from the elements—and this was her former workplace, the place where she’d spent so many long hours. Here, a piece of her would always remain. 
 
    Gravity did its work when she released the chain, bringing the bay door crashing back down to the ground. She intentionally made a racket, in case she wasn’t alone; she’d sooner confront a threat in the open space of the service area rather than in the tight confines of the interior offices.  
 
    Shotgun in hand, she headed for the storeroom situated halfway down the corridor that connected the showroom with the service department. After unlocking the door, she grabbed the little dolly kept for toting the water jugs to the customer waiting area. She’d helped with this task numerous times, but now she was responsible for taking them all, and not just to the cooler, but to a new truck of her choice. Skye rolled the water jugs and cases of snack items to the rear bay. Now all she had to do was pick a truck from the plentiful supply, one suitable for this new, post-apocalyptic world.  
 
    Next, she headed to the secure room, where they kept the electronic key safe that housed the coded key fobs for every vehicle on the lot. Fortunately, the lockbox had a battery backup, so she punched in the memorized combination and flipped through the keys hung double-sided on its interior panels. She knew exactly which one she wanted first: the fob with a limited-edition chrome Mustang medallion. After she’d slid that into her jeans pocket, she flipped through the truck keys, looking for one for a pickup with appropriate towing capacity and four-wheel drive, to ensure they were ready for anything.  
 
    She closed and locked the safe room out of habit, chuckling when she realized there was no longer any need. Eager to check out her new ride, she headed out to the main showroom, where it proudly sat center stage. She’d eyed it every day since they’d delivered it, never imagining she might eventually own one, especially brand new off the floor.  
 
    But that was before. Now, despite the circumstances, it was exciting to know she was the new owner of such an exclusive car and would be driving it in a matter of hours.  
 
    Before heading outside to bring the new truck around to load all the items, Skye took a moment to appreciate the shimmering gloss of her new Mustang Bullitt; its aggressive lines and commanding stance shouted muscled speed. A spontaneous idea hit her, and with it, a tingle of excitement. She unscrewed the dealer plate from the wide-profile rear bumper, placed it on the nearest desk and grabbed a permanent marker. Using this, she wrote SKYE in bold black letters on the rear of the plastic plate.  
 
    She stood back to admire her handiwork displayed on the cherry red muscle car, officially claiming it as hers. Perfect! “I’ll be back for you later.”  
 
    As she headed over to unlock the showroom doors, a police car pulled up to the front walkway. Her heart pounding in her mouth, she ducked behind a sales display filled with brochures of overly happy families vacationing in their new vehicles.  
 
    What the hell? Were the police still active? And why patrol a car dealership of all places? 
 
    Her questions were answered soon enough when two young males pressed their faces to the storefront glass. The morning sun’s angle made the glass mirror-like when viewed from the outside. Dirty and unshaven, with long hair and no uniforms: these were no cops. One wore his long hair knotted in a high bun on the back of his head, while his dusty looking partner used a wide red bandana pulled across the top of his narrow forehead to tame his locks. Bun Man wielded a long crowbar, easily half his height, the other carried what appeared to be the police cruiser’s assault shotgun.  
 
    Headband Man also wore a police gun belt outfitted with tactical gear hanging loose around his thin hips, much like a cowboy in an old Western movie. Dressed in ripped jeans and faded T-shirts, they appeared to have gone for a grungy, tough-guy look.  
 
    Both failed to pull it off. 
 
    Skye entered full panic mode, her lungs sucking down air in anemic, choppy spurts. Peering through the gaps in the brochure rack, she watched them walk around the corner of the showroom, apparently heading for the side entrance.  
 
    She took the opportunity to dart to the back, not caring if they saw her or not. Her shotgun was still in the safe room; she could clearly picture it propped against the wall. Her preoccupation with the car had disrupted her usual attentiveness. Angry with herself for not keeping the gun with her at all times, she promised herself that if she got out of this, it would be the last time she failed to keep it close. 
 
    The sound of glass shattering echoed down the corridor behind her, but she didn’t look back, focusing instead on getting to her trusted double-barrel, the one thing that would even the odds. The long, straight hall left her exposed, but her only option was to keep going. Reaching the safe room, Skye fumbled with her keys, trying three different ones before finding the one that fit.  
 
    “Hey!” came a shout from the showroom.  
 
    As rapid footfalls slapped through the corridor, Skye still refused to look back. Stumbling into the safe room, she slammed the door behind her, hoping it would buy her precious moments to figure out her next move. Raucous whoops could be heard through the steel door: the only thing separating her from men with bad intentions who stood mere inches away. 
 
    What exactly was her next move? It had been smart to go for the gun, but dumb to be essentially trapped. Only one way out of this room, and with the aid of Bun Man’s crowbar, those two would eventually get in. Thudding kicks pounded the door, causing the frame to shudder and dust to fall on her head from the ceiling tiles above.  
 
    The siege had begun. 
 
    Skye positioned herself against the far wall, training her shotgun’s double barrels on the door as she waited for it to burst open any second. Her eyes adjusted to the darkness of the safe room, only thin wedges of precious light leaking around the doorway. She heard the word “crowbar” from one of the men, and soon after, steel hammered against steel, detonating the room with explosive vibrations. She only had two shells, the ones that were chambered, having expected and hoped she’d not need any at all.  
 
    As the pounding and prying continued, Skye fought to calm herself with deliberate, slow breaths, wondering if she could really shoot another person. It was something one viewed differently when there was time to consider the act. Fear and doubt panicked her even more. Was there an alternative? Surely, these guys wouldn’t listen to reason. Would they? 
 
    “We’re comin’ for ya, hun!” Their antagonistic shouts continued as the door weakened by the second, ready to crash open in defeat any moment. 
 
    Throwing back her head, Skye groaned her frustration, and the tilt of her neck triggered an idea. Of course! The ceiling was a false grid, with only tiles separating her from the expansive distance to the roof deck above.  
 
    Without hesitation, she climbed onto a bookcase and used the shotgun to push one of the tiles upward, creating a pseudo escape route. She monkeyed to the top of the shelving unit and glanced into the dusty darkness of the ceiling cavity. Locating the top of a wall at chest height, she pulled herself through the gap she’d created and balanced longways on its narrow ledge. While bracing herself with one arm, she carefully used the shotgun barrel to reseat the tile, thereby concealing her exit. Although she’d not placed it perfectly, it was too late for anything else. The door flew open below, smashing into the wall.  
 
    She froze in place, afraid to even breathe. White beams of light danced through the thin gaps in the ceiling grid. 
 
    “Where the hell did she go?”  
 
    There was nowhere to hide in the room. She heard the shelving unit topple below as the men tossed everything in the room, bewildered by her apparent disappearance. Maybe they thought the shelf concealed a door?  
 
    They began to argue. 
 
    “Are you sure she came in here?” This man’s voice sounded different than the irritating tone of his partner. It was deeper in pitch, slower in rhythm.  
 
    Their footsteps faded back to the hall but soon returned.  
 
    “This was the room—I know what I saw, Brian.” 
 
    “So where is she?” 
 
    Then, as she hid in the darkness, precariously perched mere feet above dangerous men who seemed to lack any form of morality, the worst possible thing happened. Everything went silent, leaving her with only guesses. She could visualize them pointing upward, finally solving the easy riddle of how she’d escaped.  
 
    Sweat dripped from her face and arms, the beads hitting the top of the tiles like pellets, their sound magnified by her fear. A dragging sound came from the hall. Were they bringing something else to climb up? 
 
    There was no time to lose; she became more vulnerable with every second of hesitation. Frantically groping around in the darkened space, her hand landed on a steel pipe, about two inches in diameter, running horizontally just over her head. The fire sprinkler pipes. The realization provided further inspiration. Using them to lift herself into a standing position, Skye slowly directed the gun toward the danger below. She could only hope they moved on with their search. 
 
    “Give me that!” one man ordered the other.  
 
    As ceiling tiles flew upward, poked by the long reach of the crowbar, light penetrated her refuge.  
 
    “We’re going to find you—come out, come out,” the other man taunted. 
 
    It was hard to watch everywhere at once; they had the advantage of light to see by and stood on solid ground. The hook end of the crowbar snagged near her shoes, forcing her to adjust her stance. Using the flickers of light as best she could, she straddled the fire sprinkler pipe and slid away from the men as far as possible without losing her balance.  
 
    Skye knew the adjacent room belonged to her former boss—the service manager, Eddie. She formed a mental picture of his office: the bookcase that housed his drag racing trophies, the small desk in the center of the square room. 
 
    As one foot dangled over dead space, she propped the other against the wall, barely supporting any weight. Her limbs trembled with fatigue as wet hands made her grip fade. The dust swirling in the disturbed air settled on her perspiring skin, forming a thin layer of mud.  
 
    Deciding she couldn’t wait any longer, she used the best guess of her memory to picture Eddie’s cluttered desk somewhere below. As she attempted to use the gunstock to knock the ceiling tiles away, the weapon slipped from her sweaty grip and clattered onto the furniture beneath. Swiping for it in a delayed reaction, she tilted off-balance and toppled in a thunder of commotion. As the sharp edges of the ceiling grid slashed her arms and face, searing pain shot through her body, followed by hot trickles of blood. She landed in a heap on the paper-strewn desk, which scarcely broke her fall.  
 
    Temporarily stunned, Skye gazed at the sunlight permeating the glass window-wall of Eddie’s office; the silhouette of a man stood out against the bright backdrop of indirect sunshine filtering into the hall. The man wiggled the doorknob, eager to meet his elusive prey. 
 
    As Skye fumbled for her weapon, a top section of the glass wall shattered. An arm reached inside for the latch. She rolled off the desk and grabbed the wooden stock of her shotgun from behind the desk’s chair.  
 
    The door erupted inward, its handle lodging in the linen-papered wall. Her legs shuffled in a blurred frenzy until she felt the bookcase at her back. Jittery fingers searched for the guard that housed the double triggers. The feel of the tiny steel levers providing some comfort within her immense terror.  
 
    The squealy man with the bandana came at her. “You ain’t gonna shoot—” 
 
    Eddie’s office flashed with the explosiveness of a bomb. 
 
    The man flew backward like he’d been yanked by a rope and slammed against the corridor wall. As his bloodied body slid to the floor, his bandana sank down his brow to permanently mask his eyes.  
 
    Skye realized that, in her panic, she’d fired both barrels, leaving her with an empty gun. She expected the other man, who she assumed was Brian, to launch his attack; but instead, there was only silence. Had he run after seeing her kill his partner? Desperate for a clue to the other man’s intentions, she remained still, allowing her ears a chance to clear after the booming gunshot. He’d either left, not wanting to risk being shot himself, or was planning his next move, completely unaware that her gun was now useless.  
 
    Skye stood on trembling legs after being awkwardly cramped in the ceiling for so long. But more so, she was overcome with the shock of having taken a man’s life, whether he’d deserved it or not. Ignoring the bloody cuts along her forearms and the burning gashes in her thigh and forehead, she lifted the front of her T-shirt and wiped the sweaty red mix from her face.  
 
    Light from outside illuminated the hallway as she stepped closer to the doorway. Skye reached down to touch the ribbed handle of her knife, ensuring she still had a usable weapon handy. Keeping hold of the shotgun, to use as a deterrent or as a club, she stopped just shy of stepping out of the office. Her eyes focused on the revolver still holstered in the dead man’s gun belt: latched snug in its holster, it would be impossible to snatch free quickly.  
 
    Spotting the long crowbar her attacker had dropped, she figured it was close enough to grab without exposing her body. She remembered the other man was carrying an assault shotgun. She moved the chair—the one she’d sat in numerous times when meeting with her boss—out of her way and reached for the crowbar, figuring she could use it to hook the gun belt and drag it close enough to grab the revolver.  
 
    As she pulled the crowbar toward her, a voice yelled down the hall, “Girl, you’re gonna pay!” It was Brian, his deep voice cracking under the strain of his shout. While he’d appeared more reserved when compared to his squealy partner, now he seemed unhinged. No footsteps followed his threat; it was as if he were waiting for her to emerge. She knew she must take action. 
 
    Skye dropped to her knees and extended the hooked end of the crowbar, attempting to snag the dead man’s belt. If she grasped the crowbar at its very end, there should be just enough length to reach it without exposing her hand. Keeping the bar low, she eased its hook to within a foot of her target. The length and heft of the bar made it impossible to hold steady, its trembles matching those of her hand.  
 
    As she repositioned to double her grip, the bar shuddered with violent vibrations, flashes of metal bits sparking into the hallway as the building echoed with another thundering gunshot. The impact stole the crowbar from her hands, jolting it into a half-spin six feet farther down the hall, completely out of reach.  
 
    Trapped and defenseless, Skye knew she needed to make a move before the man grew bold and attacked. Only two options sprang to mind, neither one without risk. The first was to make a run for it through the swinging door to the service bay, load more shells and shoot the bastard when he gave chase. The other option was to go for the revolver on the dead man’s waist. Although closer, it was also snapped into its holster, which would make it time consuming to free.  
 
    For either plan to be a success, she had to make sure she didn’t get shot in the process. A distraction was needed, or a shield. Or maybe both. 
 
    Skye looked at the tall bookcase, mentally measuring it against the doorframe.  
 
    This could work!  
 
    Moving with haste, she dumped the trophies and framed photographs from the shelves and tugged on the bookcase. Although heavy, it was no match for her determination. She inched it toward the door, betting it would be easier to slide once its feet left the carpeted office floor and hit the smooth tiles of the hallway.  
 
    Brian was up to something—she heard the sound of racks and chairs being tossed about in the showroom. Shouted rants of cursing sandwiched his violent outburst.  
 
    This was her opportunity.  
 
    Skye propped her shotgun near the door, lined up her shoulder on the bookcase and heaved, grunting with an explosion of unbridled force. The unit’s base caught on the threshold, and being top-heavy, it toppled to its side and landed squarely across the corridor. 
 
    Two shotgun blasts rang out, shattering the little square window in the repair area’s swinging door. The bookcase hadn’t landed exactly as planned, but it would have to suffice. Skye dived behind her wooden shield, reaching for the police revolver with outstretched arms. Another blast smashed into the back of the cabinet, splintering fragments of wood and bits of gypsum off the wall. If Brian moved closer, his next shot could easily penetrate her battered shield.  
 
    With focused hands, she snatched the heavy revolver free, adjusting her grip as she rolled to her back. Firing a blind shot over the top of the shelf, she hoped to stop the man’s charge. The large handgun kicked like a mule, forcing her to double grip to regain control. 
 
     She peered through the gap between the wall and the shelf, searching for her target. Seeing no one, she decided to retreat to the repair bays, where she would have better cover and he would have only the single door to approach through. After grabbing her shotgun, she slid it down the hall toward the service entrance.  She volleyed three more shots down the hall and immediately high-crawled through the stainless-steel door, scooping up her double-barrel on her way past. As the door swung closed behind her, it was peppered with metallic explosions. He was still coming. 
 
    Gripping her shotgun, Skye sprinted to her car to retrieve the box of shells off the passenger seat. She dumped the spent shells from the chambers and loaded fresh ones in their place. The forgiving aim of the shotgun provided extra reassurance. To the left of her car, the service pit offered the perfect shooting point—essentially a concrete foxhole. After scrambling down, she positioned herself in the corner and rested the shotgun at floor level, training its barrels on the entrance door.  
 
    The door burst open, swinging freely on its heavy hinges. Holding her aim, Skye sank her head low. The door pivoted back and forth until it fell still, but no one entered. Holding her breath, she waited, her heart pounding as she thought about killing for the second time. All went quiet with the settling of the door. She checked left and right to ensure she wasn’t being flanked from the outside, but, confident in the sturdy construction of the roll up doors, she felt safe enough. Beads of sweat itched her forehead. Her chest threatened to explode as she waited in agony for something to happen. 
 
    As her arms shook with the fatigue of holding her firearm steady, the door burst open, immediately followed by flashes of blaring gunfire, echoing in the vast openness of the bays. Skye pulled only one trigger this time. Not ducking or flinching, the man was struck with a partial hit. He came straight at her. At close range, the foxhole became a liability. She lined up her final shot. The two duelers fired simultaneously, pellets of metal sparking against the steel grates over her head. Her shot blew out his knee, toppling the screaming man to the concrete, where he writhed in pain. He lifted his shotgun and aimed at her fortress.  
 
    Another shot rang out. The man’s face went blank and he lay, unmoving on the oil-stained concrete. Skye peered between the railings—Solomon stood in the doorway, holding a steady aim on the downed man. 
 
    Skye scrambled from the mechanic’s pit. “Solomon? What the hell are you doing here? How…how did you know where I was?” 
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked without responding to her questions. He stepped forward and embraced her like an old friend before gripping her shoulders and examining her as if to ascertain the source of the blood on her arms and face. 
 
    Skye nodded. “I’m fine…just a few scratches. The other two are a lot worse off than me.” 
 
    “Karen told me where you were headed. You took longer than I was comfortable with.” 
 
    “I had it all under control,” Skye assured him. 
 
    “I know you did.” He smiled at her. “I know all too well.”  
 
    They leaned against her old Mustang, saying nothing as their breathing leveled and their trembling hands calmed. Skye broke their silence, eager to get moving and leave this place and its unpleasant recent memories behind. 
 
    “Well, since you’re here, you might as well make yourself useful,” Skye said, pointing toward the row of new trucks outside. “How about you fetch our new truck?” She tossed him the key fob. “I’ve got a Mustang I need to test drive.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19—Connection 
 
      
 
    As soon as Karen saw Skye’s wounds, the older woman took control of the situation. “Come with me, dear.” It would have been futile for Skye to protest. Karen whisked her into a treatment room and ordered Solomon to bring hot water from the kitchen. He found a large stainless-steel stockpot and boiled some of their stored water on the large commercial stove.  
 
    After cleaning Skye up, Karen dressed every scrape and cut. These days, every injury was potentially life threatening and had to be treated as such. Although not the same as a hot shower, the warm sponge bath still invigorated after such an intense day. 
 
    Thanks to Karen’s tender care and her near-death experience, Skye’s emotions threatened to break through her tough shell. As the contrasting emotions swirling inside her converged, tears formed in her eyes. She’d gone from experiencing the violence of evil brutes to the purest compassion of a warm human being.  
 
    Noticing her tears, Karen seemed to understand Skye’s inner turmoil. After she’d washed and disinfected and dressed the last scrape, she wrapped her in an encompassing hug. “Everything’s alright now,” Karen assured her. “You’re surrounded by love.”  
 
    “Thank you,” Skye said. “But I should really go help Solomon unload the supplies.” 
 
    “No, no. He’s had his rest. Now it’s your turn, young woman,” Karen instructed. 
 
    Skye was secretly relieved to be given a pass—she felt utterly drained, and understandably so. She’d been through a harrowing ordeal, exhausting her both emotionally and physically. Following orders, she claimed a patient room as her temporary quarters and indulged in a long, uninterrupted sleep.  
 
    ___ 
 
    Solomon finished unloading Skye’s multiple chests of tools along with the snacks and bottles of water from the dealership. Their haul had filled the bed of the new truck, supplying them with enough water for another week—two if they made an effort to conserve. Not that conservation was a priority, as there were so few humans left to consume the resources. It was not so much a lack of abundance, but more the logistical burden of constant resupplying, which would take many hours and much effort to sustain. But low population also meant a loss of mass production, and eventually and inevitably, this would become the paramount issue.  
 
    When it was time for everyone to sleep, Solomon chose a room close to the dayroom, which the children had claimed as their permanent campsite. After using it for activities by day, they transformed it at bedtime with mattresses and sleeping bags spread across the floor. Sometime during the night, he ended up dragging his mattress out and planting it next to the dayroom’s emergency exit doorway, wishing to remain as close as possible to Emily. He would never get over the terror of nearly losing her; he’d struggled to sleep ever since.  
 
    He didn’t see Skye again until early the next morning. Dressed in an oversized sweatshirt, she padded into the dayroom and plopped down on the sofa, tucking her legs underneath her as she sat. 
 
    Solomon sat up on the edge of his mattress, his eyes captured by her figure bathed in the soft twilight seeping through the gaps in the drawn curtains. Noticing a marked difference emanating from her presence, he did a double take; and for the first time since meeting her, he truly saw her. She sat there, absent of piercings and makeup, her dark hair flowing outward in enticingly natural disarray, its unrestrained ends drifting in all directions.  
 
    Her kindness, courage, and compassion had drawn him to her before, but now, there was something significantly more. An attractiveness surrounded her like an aura of enchantment. Her wholeness was magnetic. 
 
    The children were still asleep, taking up their favorite places on the floor. Not wanting to wake them, Solomon pointed down the hall and whispered, “Be right back.” She nodded. 
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    When Solomon returned with two steaming mugs of coffee, she couldn’t contain a grateful smile. They headed down the hall and sat in the main lobby to enjoy the coffee they’d both been craving. As Solomon handed her one of the hot cups, he cleared his throat. “Wow. You’ve certainly made a change—you look…radiant.” 
 
    Skye faltered, unsure how to respond to Solomon’s unexpected comment. Her desire to alter her appearance had originated from a newfound freedom, one that didn’t include the need for recognition or compliments from others. A release from such expectations: it was an exhilarating epiphany.  
 
    She ran her fingers through her untamed hair. “Uh…thanks. You know, all my life I’ve tried to portray my individuality, wanting the world to see me as someone who isn’t afraid to be different. It was an effortless, nonverbal way of making a statement. I achieved this through my tattoos and piercings…and weird hairstyles…so many weird styles.”  
 
    Skye turned to look directly at Solomon. “But when I woke up this morning, I realized that if there’s no longer a society to prove myself to, no need to announce, ‘Hey, I’m different and proud of it!’ then the few people that remain can just see me, without any filters or distractions to steer their preconceived notions. I don’t need my appearance to speak for me. Not anymore. Now I can finally be…me.” 
 
    She stared at Solomon, waiting for a reaction, a hint that he related on some level. “Do you understand what I’m saying?” 
 
     “I absolutely do. We’re all free to be ourselves now. Before, it was something people touted, but now, sadly, we are truly free to be us, without the hindrance of judgment.”  
 
    Skye smiled, delighted that he understood her new philosophy. “Freeing, isn’t it?” 
 
    It was one of those rare instances where two people consciously see the other for the first time, in an alignment of desire and instinctual attraction. One where time became powerless to move forward, not while their eyes were locked and their thoughts so attuned, speaking longings and truths blazoned with penetrating mesmerism. A moment that could just as easily have passed, departing as an afterthought of what might have been. But their moment did not mist away, didn’t dissolve into nothingness.  
 
    Incapable of conveying the depths of attraction that had already been kindled, words no longer mattered. Without speaking, they left their empty cups behind and stole into the nearest room, where they reveled in the lusts of mutual pleasure, far removed from their reality. As passion ousted hopelessness and grief, replacing stress and fear, raw self-indulgence smothered away their unease. Fulfilling their pure, unadulterated emotional and physical desires, they replaced the emptiness of the outside world. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20—Need to Know 
 
    Sunday Morning, April 5 
 
      
 
    Solomon thought about the only people he still needed to check on—Marion’s parents. An only child, he had no surviving parents; his mom had passed away more than ten years ago and his dad more than twenty. The rest of his family weren’t close, contact with any cousins, aunts and uncles was almost nonexistent. But Marion’s parents had always been the jewels in their lives. They’d even retired to the low-country coast from Connecticut shortly after Emily—their only grandchild—was born, just to be closer to them. Still in their twenties, Marion’s two brothers hadn’t even begun to think about settling down yet. 
 
    Emily’s grandparents, Henry and Elaine Murdin, lived less than three hours away along the coast, but when factoring in the risks involved, it equated to so much more. Although they lived on a relatively sparsely inhabited coastal island, reaching them necessitated crossing more-populated areas, ones that would inherently have saturated problems. 
 
    But he had to know if they were okay. And Emily needed to be close to a part of her mother once again, to receive comfort from the two people who loved her as much as he did. But realism sank his gut; surely if they were alive, they would have made it here by now to check on their family. That they hadn’t shown up yet troubled Solomon. It suggested something was wrong. There was a good chance they hadn’t survived. 
 
    Being unable to check on them was deeply frustrating; all the conveniences of modern life had been stripped away. The easy option of an automatic phone call or effortless text to find out the most basic information of ‘Are you okay?’ was no longer available.  
 
    Solomon felt powerless and insignificant. Everything he’d spent so much of his life working hard for—finance, loans, and possessions—had now become meaningless. Money had zero value. The power had realigned overnight, taking away all advantages wealth previously held.  
 
    Food. Shelter. Safety. These basics were all that mattered now. The ability to adapt, invent, build, and repair—anything that helped one acclimatize to this new world—had become invaluable due to simple necessity. Pure survival creativity was now imperative. The instinctive drives for food and water were powerful motivational forces with the ability to morph normal behavior into a focused ferocity.  
 
    The cushioned world all had once taken for granted no longer existed. Accepting this made him realize their current lifestyle wasn’t sustainable, not long term. Maybe a year at best, he figured.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21—A Dangerous Journey 
 
    Tuesday, April 7 
 
      
 
    Spring flaunted itself with a morning warmth that previously would have been appreciated. The once-pleasant sunlit breezes that swept through were now ruined, carrying only horrid and ominous odors. The smell of destruction, death, and decay wafted into every crack and crevice, as if its only desire was to be inhaled so it could be experienced and reacted to with revolted responses.  
 
    Maintaining distance from large concentrations of people was key but forming a tightknit small group was also necessary for survival.  
 
    Marion’s parents lived in an almost perfect location—a coastal Sea Island, far removed from the city. With the ability to cultivate vegetables and raise livestock, and access to an unlimited supply of food from the ocean, that lifestyle would be sustainable and offer the children a future. It was the future Solomon imagined for his new little family, albeit on the idealistic, utopian side of reality. But hope must exist for human will to flourish.  
 
    Although the exact nature of their group’s future wasn’t certain, Solomon recognized the numerous real threats in the present. Besides the new perils that traveling presented, heading to an island without confirming his in-laws were okay was a huge risk in itself. What if another less-than-friendly group had taken over the property? What would their options be then? They didn’t just have to get there; they also had to be prepared to accept whatever they found when they arrived.  
 
    Holding on to hope, he prayed that Emily’s grandparents were still alive and unharmed, for obvious reasons and some selfish ones as well. He wanted Emily to have a small piece of her mom back. And only her grandparents could give her that. 
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    Karen’s last patient died on March 24. It seemed ironic, but no less sad, that the patients who died last were already on hospice care; those the world had expected to die first. Nothing about this virus—or plague, or whatever you wanted to classify it as—made any sense.  
 
    After getting over the initial shock of losing those close to them, people now had the time to reflect, and the survivors’ biggest questions were simple: Why not everybody? Were certain people just lucky—if you wanted to call it that? Was there an endgame or purpose in nature? Or was this just some random, cosmic mistake? Although logical questions, it remained an enigma. But the living had to live, to continue surviving and rebuild a new world.  
 
    Giving up was not an option their group considered, so they prepared for their journey. A potentially dangerous one. A trip that only a few weeks ago, they would have made without a second thought. But now, the stakes were higher, dangers multiplied, and everything had become more difficult.  
 
    They headed off in their caravan of just two vehicles: Skye’s flashy Bullitt—because you need speed in a scout car, or so she justified—and the new four-door, four-wheel-drive pickup. It towed a camping trailer filled with books, clothing, and boxes of foodstuffs stacked floor to ceiling. The bed of the truck held camping gear, two generators, a dozen jugs of water, five gasoline and eight diesel containers. They used handheld two-way radios to communicate between vehicles.  
 
    The pull-behind camper had been Karen’s idea. There were several in Halcyon Place to choose from and they’d picked the most outfitted one their truck could tow. 
 
    Solomon drove the pickup, with Karen and Mia joining him in the cab; little Fuzzle rode in the camper to ensure his all-important privacy. Emily and Daveek, of course, begged to travel in the ‘race car’ with Skye. Sammie wriggled his way in there too. Skye had become somewhat of an idol to the children.  
 
    Nature had begun to claim back its territory with head-spinning rapidity. Leaves and dirt littered the roads; once-manicured lawns grew wild in the spring sunshine. Deer, no longer afraid of asphalt that previously carried intrusive vehicles, bravely wandered with reckless abandon, gorging on tender shrubs and the untouched lush grasses of abandoned yards. Dogs roamed as packs again, hunting together, allowing instinct to guide them on their singular mission of finding food.  
 
    As they passed through the ghostly main street, the ‘Open for Business’ signs displayed in the storefronts bothered Solomon. This was nothing new. Even before all this happened, one of his pet peeves had been the neon lights proudly proclaiming ‘Yes, We’re Open!’ when, clearly, they were not. 
 
    “Why can’t they just flip the sign or unplug the lights?” Solomon had complained to Marion on numerous occasions.  
 
    She’d simply smiled at him, quietly acknowledging his obsessive perfectionism. “They’re probably just lazy or forgetful, honey,” she’d respond, knowing if she didn’t give him an answer, he wouldn’t let it go. Now many of the signs had been permanently extinguished; others left displaying a lie.  
 
    As they drove past the historic homes near the old downtown, an unusual sight caught Solomon’s attention. “Poor man.” Solomon spoke over the radio. 
 
    They gazed in silence as they passed a man cutting his lawn, riding his mower at a glacial pace as if wanting to prolong his task. A few days after the Reaping, they would have deemed him foolish, maybe even insane. But now, they recognized his need for normal activity, anything to occupy the mind and anchor the body to reality in light of recent events. Would he be better off using his time and fuel resources on building a sustainable future?  
 
    Probably.  
 
    But still, they understood.  
 
    Their first stop would be the grocery store, a place Solomon had avoided since the Reaping. Like a watering hole in the grasslands, it would attract all sorts of danger. Until now, they’d been content with whatever they could scavenge from their neighbors. But as logic prevailed, they realized it was necessary to stock up in bulk while they could.  
 
    Prepare for the long game. 
 
    As he’d expected, the store had been targeted hard and early. Using a car as a battering ram, someone had plowed into the front sliding doors, leaving their frames bent and flattened inward and sparkles of shattered glass panels littering the sidewalks and vestibule. Shopping carts lay discarded in all directions. A half dozen abandoned vehicles sat vandalized in the parking lot, two completely burned out. This no doubt explained some of the dark smoke they’d seen pluming early on.  
 
    They parked close to the entrance, avoiding the extensive debris field as best they could. Except for circles of buzzards gliding overhead, the world outside was still. They’d not heard any gunfire in days. Plumes of smoke were rare. Distant barking and the crunch of glass underfoot were the only sounds at present.  
 
    The plan was for Skye to safeguard everyone outside while Solomon made a quick sweep inside.  
 
    “I’ll go see if anything’s left,” Solomon said. 
 
    Reaching the door, putrid currents of sourness and rot forced Solomon to pause and affix a bandana around his face: a technique he’d adopted early to subdue the gagging odor of death. This smell was easier to deal with. The stench of a rotting corpse was impossible to forget. Not only the acuteness of it, but the realization that someone’s life had ended and they were now wasting away—never to breathe, think, or talk again—twisted one’s mind. Compared to that, he’d take the smell of a souring refrigerator any day. 
 
    He’d made it no farther than the checkouts when a tumble of cans down an aisle froze his footsteps. Darting in its direction, he kept his pistol raised and ready. His flashlight illuminated long aisle after aisle. All were a mess. Boxes and cans lay strewn on the floor, covering them beginning to end.  
 
    The clink of a metal can rolling along the tiled floor reverberated for a few seconds and then fell silent. Solomon zeroed in on the section from which the disturbance originated. Steadying his pistol, he swung around the end of the aisle and was confronted by a streaking shadow, magnified by his flashlight’s beam. He sidestepped to center his aim down the aisle then lowered his pistol in relief; it was a just a resourceful raccoon. The plump little fellow screeched and scampered away from him, scattering more canned goods in its wake.  
 
    Relaxing his shoulders, Solomon loudly exhaled, pleased with himself that he hadn’t fired a panicky shot at the animal; this proved that his reflexes and instincts were getting sharper by the day. 
 
    As he walked back to the front of the store to give the all clear, he heard shouts coming from outside.  
 
    “Keep your hands on the wheel!” A man had a handgun pointed at Skye through her half-open car window. Daveek and Emily could be heard screaming in the back seat. 
 
    Solomon waved his arm at Karen and Mia, motioning for them to stay put. Crossing in front of his truck, he kept his gun trained on the stranger. “Drop your weapon!” 
 
    The man’s head jerked toward Solomon. Seizing the opportunity, Skye swung her car door open. It collided with the man’s knees, knocking the gun from his grip.  
 
    Solomon prepared to shoot as soon as he was sure of his aim. The kids were too close for him to take any risks. He wanted to place himself between the man and the children. Skye was already out of her car, and with a kick, she sent the dropped gun skittering across the pavement. 
 
    “Uncle Kal!” Mia’s voice shrilled across the parking lot. 
 
    Caught off guard, at first Solomon didn’t register what Mia was yelling. Skye bent down and picked the little girl up mid-stride—her legs still flailing.  
 
    “Uncle Kal. Uncle Kal,” Mia called repeatedly.  
 
    Solomon relaxed his aim. “Mia, this man’s your uncle?” 
 
    Tears streaming down her flushed cheeks, Mia nodded. When Skye lowered her to the ground, the little girl jumped into the man’s outstretched arms. 
 
    “Oh, Mia. I’m so glad you’re okay,” the man said, embracing her in a long hug. Kal turned to face them with Mia in his arms. “I’m Kal Freemont…Mia’s uncle.” Kal took a long pause before continuing “I called by the house…and saw…”  
 
    Sobbing loudly, Mia shook her head before burying her face in his neck. Both Skye and Solomon relaxed their stances and stared at the littered pavement around their feet. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Mia,” Kal consoled, “but we’re gonna be okay. Alright?”  
 
    Mia peeked up at him and gave the tiniest of nods. 
 
    “We’re all so terribly sorry,” Solomon added.    
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22—News 
 
      
 
    “I read the notes you left at the houses,” Kal explained. “I came to the nursing home and saw your vehicles pulling out. It looked empty, so I followed you.” Kal turned to Skye. “Sorry about pointing the gun at you; you were the first vehicle I came to…I was just trying to protect my niece.”  
 
    “No worries. Believe me, I understand…all too well,” Skye responded. 
 
    Solomon had forgotten about the notes—one left at Mia’s and the other they’d left at his house, with directions to Skylark. The first note had been more of a gesture encouraged by Emily, giving Mia hope that her uncle might come looking for her. Neither Skye nor Solomon had expected him to still be alive. 
 
    Kal explained the world he’d escaped from. “Look, it’s different everywhere. Some places are safe and…well, others are just plain scary. From what I’ve experienced, you should avoid the cities at all costs.” Kal waved his arms as he talked, the sides of his jaw pulsing with tension as he relived the chaos he’d seen. “There are those out there who are enjoying this new world—this lawlessness. Some people are just plain…evil.” 
 
    Hungry for information of places beyond their town, the other adults listened to him with interest. None were encouraged by Kal’s account of conditions elsewhere. Their earlier nervous trepidation about traveling quickly transformed into full-blown fear. 
 
    “These survivors were once the outliers of society, the ones who didn’t belong in a civilized world. But now they control it using fear and oppression; by employing pure violence. In this new world, the aggressive have become leaders in their own little fiefdoms, and the weak have chosen to join their groups out of self-preservation. It’s either join or be killed,” Kal explained. 
 
    “We knew there was random violence, but we had no idea it was that bad,” Solomon said. Placing his hands on his head, he stared up at the clouds in shocked disappointment. 
 
    “We’ll find a way, Solomon,” Skye said, resting a hand on his shoulder. She looked back at Kal. “And the interstate? It gets bad, how far down?” 
 
    “They’ve blockaded the interstate about twenty miles out of Charleston. It took me by surprise. By the time I realized what was going on, they’d boxed me in. They took everything: my food, survival gear, radio, and my guns and ammo. I was lucky I survived it, and even luckier I didn’t have anyone I cared about with me. They’re killing anyone they deem to be a threat. They took wives, girlfriends—” Kal swallowed hard, choking before he continued. “They took kids, man…they took damn kids…”  
 
    Karen jumped in to console this time, embracing him in a hug. “It’s okay. Take your time.” 
 
    Kal cleared his throat and continued, “I was lucky; they got distracted by someone shooting from the car behind me. I just started running. Kept running into the wood line. I headed along the edge of the roadway, staying out of sight. Several miles later, I came across an abandoned car, got it working, and drove to my brother’s house—that’s where I got the gun. I knew where he’d stashed it, he hid it, even from his wife. Angela would have never approved…God rest their souls.” Kal crossed his chest and lowered his forehead to his pinched fingers. 
 
    “I am so sorry for your loss. We’ve all experienced so much grief. We shouldn’t have to deal with these…these gangs of human garbage on top of it.” Solomon paused before asking a burning question. “It can’t be like this everywhere though. Right?”  
 
    “This same basic hierarchy saturates the urban areas all over the country. Possibly all over the world. Entering any urban area’s a bit of a crapshoot,” Kal explained. “They’re attracting people looking for resources, which, in turn, attracts human predators and other lowlifes.” 
 
    Solomon interrupted, “And how do you know all this?” 
 
    “Shortwave radio—ham radio,” Kal explained. “I’m just a novice though. My girlfriend, Linda, she is…was the expert. She had years of experience—it was her favorite hobby. The irony is she was the prepper, but she was the one who died. I only know what I learned from watching her. Listening to her shortwave radio for days made me realize how bad things are everywhere. After burying her…and my parents, I decided to check on my brother—my only remaining family.” Kal broke down again as the reality of his grief sank in. 
 
    “I’m so sorry for all your loss,” Karen said, ever the empathetic one of their group. 
 
    “Thank you. I really appreciate that, and I want to thank you all again…for watching out for Mia,” Kal said. 
 
    After that brief pause, Solomon continued, “What about the backroads to the coast?”  
 
    Skye nudged an elbow into his side. 
 
    Kal picked up on the cue. “It’s okay…I’m okay.” He continued telling them what he’d learned of the outside world. “Even some of the rural areas are just as dangerous. Many of those people—the ones who survived—were folk who valued their privacy and freedom to begin with. Now, with this virus thrown into the mix, they’ve become paranoid recluses. Distrustful, ready to kill anyone who enters their property, without a second thought. These folks relish natural order. They’ve grown up in a world where self-sufficiency is seen as a virtue. It’s considered a badge of honor to test their mettle.” 
 
    “So, you’re saying the only safe place is suburbia?” Skye asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “My point is, if it’s safe here, which it seems to be, this is the best place to be,” Kal said as he shifted Mia in his arms. “You have to focus on those you love that are around you—especially these kids.” Kal wiped at his eyes and smiled. “Fortunately, there are a lot of good people left too; they’re organizing shelters and checking on loved ones for people far away. It’s all being coordinated through the radio. That’s the key to rebuilding a civilized world. Communication leads to cooperation.” 
 
    It seemed evident that the ideal place was, in fact, their own neighborhood. The area they knew well—a place they all understood. Kal offered to look for another ham radio operator in the area and use their equipment to make a plea for someone to check on Emily’s grandparents. So, they made their decision. The nursing home would become their stronghold, their headquarters, and new home.  
 
    Kal and Mia jumped in his commandeered car, and they formed a mini caravan back to Skylark. They parked the vehicles in the back lot near the delivery area, keeping any temptation out of sight of any passersby. The place needed to retain its present look of abandonment.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23—Realizations 
 
      
 
    As the bleak news of the outside world sank in, the adults unanimously agreed to fortify Skylark, to hunker down and make it as livable and as sustainable as possible. They knew the bodies in the west wing needed to be dealt with.  Reluctantly, they finally completed the gruesome and laborious task, burying all the deceased patients under a patch of ornamental trees that bordered the side of the building. 
 
    The next several days consisted of team supply runs, using the new truck to bring in stockpiles of foodstuffs and cases of water. Stores had been looted, but none picked clean. The biggest threat they encountered was animals—both wild and the newly wild varieties. The earlier violence of man seemed to have fizzled out—locally, at least. For now. Maybe the violence had spread farther, thinning itself by necessity.  
 
    One of the primary resources needed to maintain a civilized lifestyle was fuel. Not only was it essential for powering the transportation required to collect other necessities, but it also provided the energy to give them all-important electrical power. With electricity, they could use appliances and tools to help build and repair other indispensable items.  
 
    In a bid to keep Skylark’s generator running, Skye had secretly been toying with the ambitious idea of commandeering a tanker truck. She’d already formulated the idea of installing hoses to gravity feed fuel into the generator’s fuel tank. Keeping the tank full would be as simple as turning a hand valve. The same system could be used to refuel the pickup. She’d purposely chosen a diesel pickup at the dealership for this very reason. Once they’d checked a healthy supply of fuel off their list, they could begin to think about other long-term solutions for everyday necessities.  
 
    Finally, she pitched her idea to Solomon.  
 
    He reluctantly agreed. “Okay, but only if we don’t stray too far…If we don’t find something nearby, we scrap the idea. Agreed?” 
 
    “Agreed,” she replied. 
 
    “Wait, can you even drive an eighteen-wheeler?” he asked. 
 
    Skye had to admit she’d never driven a semi-trailer truck but reminded him of her mechanical aptitude, “If it’s got wheels and a motor—I can figure it out.” 
 
    They planned to head to a petroleum distribution company twenty minutes east, in the industrial area near the interstate. The company supplied fuel to the area’s gas stations and local manufacturing plants. Believing Kal’s account of roadblocks, they agreed to only travel as far as they needed to reach the distributor. Its exit was still dozens of miles from the roadblock Kal mentioned.  
 
    They decided to travel on the interstate, out of a need born of haste and a large dose of curiosity. Both were experiencing the same need to know if there was any traffic, any activity at all. They felt compelled to alert any travelers they encountered, wanting to warn them of the dangers they were heading into. 
 
    Solomon pulled onto the on-ramp and paused at the interstate’s edge as they gawked in both directions. Silence. Far removed from the normal nonstop bustle of traffic, the roadway was desolate. Although expected, its condition still shocked them. The camouflaged pavement hid beneath the natural scatters of nature. Other vehicles were simply nonexistent.  
 
    Cars had obviously traveled the route—wheel tracks visible down the center of the double lane, where their tires had swept a path clean. A roadway designed for millions of cars per year had been reduced to a single lane roadway, quickly transforming into a rustic country road. 
 
    Driving down the interstate, they didn’t pass a single moving vehicle. 
 
    Leaves and dust swirled behind them, the truck easily parting the unrelenting covering that would soon deliver a permanent erasure of the roadway. Solomon drove at a fast clip, but far from the eighty-mile-an-hour speeds of the previous world. Vigilance was needed to avoid wildlife, no longer frightened away by the never-ending roar of traffic. 
 
    He slowed as they approached a vehicle in the emergency lane, both scanning inside the compact car for a clue of what might have happened to the driver. The car stood empty, indicating it had most likely been abandoned prior to the virus.  
 
    They kept moving, passing another two more vehicles suffering from mechanical failure: a minivan propped on a jack with its front wheel removed, and an abandoned trailer with a mini-excavator as its payload—both of the trailer’s left-side tires were flat.  
 
    Curious about the stories behind these abandoned vehicles, they wondered whether their owners were alive or dead. It appeared the few travelers who remained to drive the interstate had already looted and plundered any lonely vehicles they encountered, leaving the telltale sign of gas tank covers flipped open, after having siphoned the tanks dry. 
 
    As they approached a truck weigh station, they almost missed seeing the gift they were looking for, parked in the long, narrow lot. The pull-off area of the station contained exactly what they were looking for: a fuel tanker. There were two other eighteen-wheelers, one a flatbed with a load of immense steel I-beams, the other a newer-model truck with a white unmarked trailer. 
 
    “Could it be?” Solomon asked, pointing at the tanker. 
 
    “Well…it is carrying diesel—according to its placard,” Skye observed. “Question is—is she full?” 
 
    Solomon braked hard, the tires skidding on the leaf-strewn pavement. He threw the pickup in reverse and backed onto the entrance of the weigh station.  
 
    They checked the cabs of the tanker and the trailer truck for the inevitable corpses. The smell was evident from a dozen paces away.  
 
    Solomon pointed to the rear of the trailer. “Let’s see if this guy was hauling anything worthwhile.” 
 
    Using the long crowbar that she’d snagged from the dealership, Skye levered the padlock. After a few grunting pries, the hasp popped free. “Figured it’d come in handy.”  
 
    They tugged on the metal handles, turning the rods that secured the trailer’s doors. As Solomon slowly pulled it open, Skye peered inside, hoping to find it full of groceries. They stared at the cargo for a few seconds, then turned to each other and burst into laughter. It was filled with electronics—televisions and computers mostly.  
 
    “Any other time, we would have been rich!” Solomon joked. 
 
    Although they were disappointed, their laughter helped minimize the sting of coming up empty on a food jackpot. Turning her attention to the fuel tanker, Skye climbed up the short ladder to the top and flipped back the lid to check the fuel level. 
 
    “Well?” Solomon asked as she purposely left him in suspense. 
 
    Maintaining a deadpan expression, Skye closed the lid and climbed back down, not once making eye contact with him.  
 
    “Empty?” Solomon guessed. 
 
    Skye grinned before embracing him in an ecstatic hug. “Jackpot, baby! Full to the brim!” 
 
    “Awesome! Let’s remove the driver and get the cab aired out.” Solomon playfully jabbed back at Skye for messing with him about the fuel, “I’m glad you’re the one driving that thing. I’ll be busy enjoying my new-car smell.” 
 
    With a wink, Skye delivered a gentle shove to his chest. “You’ll pay for that later.” 
 
    Solomon climbed onto the sidesteps of the rig and grinned at her before smashing the passenger side window to unlock the door. Gagging, he had to step back to the ground after opening both doors wide to ventilate the cab as best as possible.  
 
    They located the rotting corpse in the small sleeper cab. Fortunately, the driver was in a sleeping bag, making it a bit easier to move the body. After a few back-and-forths for fresh air, Solomon maneuvered the zippered bag closed. Working together, they lifted the body out and placed it inside the nearby tractor-trailer.  
 
    “Let’s give it a few minutes,” Solomon suggested.  
 
    They took a break, each gulping down a bottle of water while the breeze purged the cab. As an indistinct drumming noise grew louder, they looked at each other in puzzlement. Their full attention moved toward the interstate.  
 
    A motorcycle entered the on-ramp and approached the scales at high speed, slowing only when it reached the parking area of the station. Solomon and Skye instinctively readied their weapons and took cover behind their truck, which they’d parked parallel to the fuel tanker. 
 
    The rider circled them in a wide, slow arc, close enough for them to spot an automatic rifle strapped to his back. The helmetless man wore dark goggles, and a black bandana covered his nose and mouth, making it difficult to gauge his intentions. Skye got the distinct impression he was scoping them out, trying to figure out if they were alone, and whether or not they had weapons. 
 
    Solomon looked over at her. She’d positioned herself near the hood with her trusted shotgun while he propped his rifle over the bed of their pickup. “What do you think? Threat?” 
 
    “Maybe,” she said. “Or just a weirdo being nosy.” 
 
    “Guess we’re about to find out,” Solomon said as they watched the man halt his bike about fifty yards away and kill its engine. The man slid his goggles onto his forehead, pushing back the tufts of his buzz-cut hair. Snatching his bandana to his neck, he exposed a scruffy brown beard.  
 
    He approached with his palms facing them, his assault rifle still slung on his back. “Easy there, folks.” He continued to ease toward them with his hands outstretched. “I’m not here to hurt you. Just need you to understand that whatever it is you’re thinking; you need to forget it. Just get back in your fancy pickup and head on out. These trucks don’t belong to you.” 
 
    Skye looked at Solomon and shrugged, not understanding what demands the man thought he could make. He was alone and didn’t have his weapon drawn. They had theirs trained on him from two directions. 
 
    Solomon straightened and moved closer to the end of their pickup while keeping his gun aimed at the stranger. “And I guess you’re going to explain how these are your trucks?” 
 
    Throwing back his head, the man forced out a dramatic laugh, “I get it. You have yourselves some guns, and you probably know how to shoot a bit. Hell—you may even have shot someone by now.” The man pulled a cigarette pack from his jacket pocket, ignoring their commands to remain still.  
 
    “One more move, and I’ll turn you into ground meat,” Skye shouted. 
 
    The man lit his cigarette and took a few puffs. “Don’t worry, missy. I’m no threat. But I have a lot of friends you really don’t want to meet. Since you’re a rookie in this new world, you get a pass today. I’m going to turn around, get on my bike, and radio my crew about the fuel I’ve found. Our fuel. I suggest you get out of here before they arrive.” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about, asshole?” Solomon asked. 
 
    “You’re dead right—I am an asshole.” The biker tossed his cigarette in Solomon’s direction and forced another laugh. “And I’m one of the good ones.” 
 
    Crackling static came from the direction of the motorcycle. Solomon noticed the CB antenna attached to its rear.  
 
    The stranger turned and headed toward his bike. “Last opportunity to get gone.”  
 
    Solomon aimed his rifle and fired; the motorcycle’s fuel tank erupted in an explosive burst of flames. Covering the back of his head with his heavy arms, the stranger dived to the ground.  
 
    Skye froze, surprised by Solomon’s rapid escalation.  
 
    Solomon held his aim on the biker. “How about you get gone.” 
 
    The man scrambled to his knees, crawling a few feet before stumbling into a clumsy jog back toward the interstate. As they watched the man trot farther and farther away, Solomon finally spoke, nodding to the tanker. “Can you get that thing started? I have a feeling we won’t be safe here much longer.” 
 
    “No kidding,” Skye said as she jumped into the cab. “I’m already on it.” She fiddled with the truck’s controls, not noticing Solomon get into his pickup until the sound of it peeling off grabbed her attention. “Hey! Where are you going?” Skye shouted, despite it being impossible for him to hear.  
 
    She watched as the pickup effortlessly caught up with the trotting man. The stranger turned toward the truck as it pulled alongside. Solomon’s arm extended from his window, and a single muffled pop echoed off the tree line, barely audible over the cold protesting rumble of the tanker’s diesel engine.  
 
    The man hunched forward and collapsed to the ground. 
 
    As the truck’s engine warmed and smoothed out its rhythm, Skye watched Solomon drive slowly back toward her. He climbed onto the sidestep of the truck as its massive engine purred away. Blank and somber, Solomon’s eyes begged for a response of approval. As Solomon continued to stare at her without seeing, Skye remained rigidly planted in the seat, stuck within her own haze of shock. 
 
    Finally, Solomon’s trembling lips parted, and he spoke, “If he would have told…”  
 
    “You don’t have to explain—you did the right thing.” Skye patted the accelerator, revving the engine toward its operating temperature. “C’mon, let’s get out of here. I’ll drive as fast as I can and figure it out as I go.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll follow you…just in case…” 
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    Solomon lagged behind several times on the return trip, paranoid that the motorized gang was in hot pursuit. This fear reinforced his decision to kill the scout. The man would’ve pieced together enough information about them and the truck to enable his gang to eventually track them down. That wasn’t an option. His daughter and new family came before all else, including the lives of others. Anyone posing an obvious risk, or even a perceived one, had to be taken down. 
 
    Their journey ended uneventfully, with no further encounters or signs of being followed. Once back at the nursing home, Skye backed the truck with precision to the rear of the nursing home, hiding it from view of the main road. The lot was getting crowded, and it required some shuffling of vehicles to make it all work.  
 
     “So, what part of what happened out there do we share with the others?” Solomon asked as they prepared to go inside.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” Skye said, grabbing his hand. “You did the right thing. I think it showed courage.” 
 
    Solomon gently turned her to face him, leveling his eyes on hers. “You don’t see me as some cold-hearted murderer, do you?” 
 
    Studying his face, Skye clasped his shoulders before bringing her forehead to rest against his. “I’d only be worried if you weren’t upset right now.” 
 
    He kissed her forehead. “Thank you.”  
 
    When they shared the good news of their fuel discovery with the group, the children were more interested in exploring the cab of the big truck. What impressed Mia most was that Skye could drive such a huge machine, this only added to her mystique in the impressionable young girl’s eyes.  
 
    Although Solomon and Skye warned Karen and Kal of the ruthless gang that was obviously roaming, they deliberately omitted the detail of Solomon killing their scout. They hadn’t known them long enough to anticipate their reaction.  
 
    Vigilance must now be preached and practiced daily, instilling it into the little ones was especially important. Simple things, such as following the two most important house rules. Rule number one was never go anywhere alone. The second rule was to always keep your senses tuned for anything out of the ordinary. If something doesn’t feel right, tell someone immediately. Stay alert to stay alive. Even children must be responsible for their own safety now—this new world demanded it for their continued existence. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24—Knowledge 
 
    Friday, May 8 
 
      
 
    The truth is difficult to ignore, impossible to forget. Their run-in with the highway marauder, obviously a scout for a large and dangerous group, solidified Kal’s warning, and the collective decision was made to remain in the Skylark Assisted Living Center. It was sturdily constructed, had a generator capable of powering the entire complex, ample rooms and storage galore for supplies, even a flat roof that was useful in many respects—from providing a sentry point to upgrading their water collection and solar water heating system.  
 
    Their rain collection methods became increasingly sophisticated as they used powered sump pumps to transport water from the collection barrels to a large plastic tank on the roof. From there, Solomon piped water to a few chosen bathrooms, letting gravity feed the water to the sinks and toilets. Routing a separate plumbing line from black metal drums on the roof provided them with hot showers. Access to these simple amenities boosted everyone’s morale exponentially.  
 
    A gravity-fed plumbing system meant they didn’t have to operate the generator nonstop; instead, they shut it down at night and only ran it during the day, using its energy more effectively. When they fired it up in the morning, everyone began their chores of cleaning, cooking, or working on projects that required power tools. They restarted the air conditioning, refilled the water tanks, and recharged batteries.  
 
    But what sold Solomon on Skylark, more than any of these other things, was its secure interior courtyard. For the children, it was a fantastical place where their imaginations could run free. And for the adults, it was the one place they could relax and enjoy the sunshine, sit on one of the benches or swings, drink their coffee, or even take a nap in the shade. All could be done without any foreboding or trepidation—their claustrophobic grasp didn’t exist inside those four walls.  
 
    Discovering Kal’s former occupation as a high school principal set the wheels of thought in motion for Solomon, and he gathered the group in the dayroom to discuss his idea. He surveyed their faces; though weary, none wore a look of worry or despair. This was a medley of unique people, ones that perhaps wouldn’t have met under different circumstances. They were a family now; one filled with a camaraderie that strengthened every day.  
 
    Before addressing them, he took a moment to reflect on the struggles everyone had endured to get to this one safe place.  
 
    There was Karen, the compassionate, selfless nurse, who’d dedicated herself to helping others when no one else would. Even though she’d recently lost her last patient, she had given him diligent care until the very end. Despite his bleak prognosis and lack of proper medication, she’d ensured an abundance of comfort until his natural life ended. She’d done her absolute best, sacrificing so much to aid the helpless, knowing she would inevitably lose them all. Her character was impeccable and virtuous, and her kindness inspired everyone. They all regarded her with the greatest of respect.  
 
    The newest member of their group, Kal, was an educator with strong and loyal ties to his family. His perseverance in making the dangerous journey to check on them demonstrated his grit and altruism. Solomon knew the addition of a trustworthy and capable person was a valuable gain; these qualities were hard to come by in such a distrustful world. His presence strengthened their group. 
 
    He then looked at Skye—the most courageous person he’d ever met—a mechanical savant with a complex and beautiful soul. Her brilliant spirit flared like the tips of a wildfire, making her enticing and attractive, passionate and fierce. He’d become permanently intertwined with her, a weakness he embraced, finding love in a desolate world meant everything.  
 
    And then there were the children.  
 
    Little Mia, who’d been through so much trauma, shone brightly now, her uncle’s presence gradually disintegrating her shell of despair. She’d begun smiling more and talking without encouragement. Such resilience in someone so young was a true inspiration.  
 
    As hardy and happy-go-lucky as ever, Daveek was eager to help and a natural leader for the younger girls, whom he considered his little sisters now. He thrived on learning new things and watched everything Solomon and Skye worked on, already showing great promise as a problem solver.  
 
    And, his daughter, Emily—she continued to be the joy of the room. Never lacking a smile, she had a natural ability to cultivate laughter in those around her. Quick to sense tension in a room, she excelled at gauging others’ frames of mind. Solomon could hide nothing from her swift intuition.  
 
    Emily threw her arms in the air as she sat cross-legged on the floor. “Well, Daddy, what’s the big ’nouncement?” Her cheeky outburst made everyone laugh—a wholesome sound. Emily grinned at the smiling faces around her before winking at her father.  
 
    Solomon made an exaggerated bow. “Apologies, m’lady. I shall begin.” Solomon’s playfulness instantly morphed, changing to straight-faced seriousness. “We all have our strengths, and we all have value that we bring to this team…this family.” 
 
     He choked momentarily on his own sentiment before continuing. “After all that’s happened, and the remaining potential for things to go wrong, we need to arm ourselves with things beyond weapons. It’s important we build a sustainable future, and this can only happen if we increase our knowledge. We need information crucial to keeping us safe and fostering our skills. And”—he focused on the children—“this will give you kids an opportunity to have some fun as well.” 
 
    “What is it?” the children chimed. 
 
    “We’ll go to the library to get all the books we can find on first aid, agriculture, gardening, shortwave radio, solar energy, and anything on survival techniques.” 
 
    The kids stared at him with puzzled looks, not understanding most of his words.  
 
    “Let’s not forget the library has games and tons of fun books? Even music to listen to,” Solomon added. 
 
    Their eyes brightened. “Yay!” 
 
    “Great idea, Solomon,” Karen said. “It’s probably also the safest place on the planet—the one building no one would break into.” 
 
    The adults chuckled, recognizing the sad truth in her quip. The vote was unanimous; everyone agreed it was smart thinking. A temporary respite from the confines of the nursing home: the books and games would occupy the kids for hours while the adults stockpiled any reference materials necessary for their long-term survival.  
 
    They loaded into the big pickup and made the short trip across town to the county library. As anticipated, the doors and windows were still intact; no one had tried breaking in here. Wanting to keep the moisture and critters out, Solomon was reluctant to smash the glass on the front door. Instead, Skye used the crowbar and pried the door enough to pop the lock. Once inside, Solomon paused to inhale the smell of paper and ink, letting the calming odor soothe his soul. 
 
    They made a multitude of selections. On the practical side, the adults chose books that outlined rain collection systems, water purification methods, and the efficient use of solar energy for heating and pumping water. They piled on thick books teaching gardening in raised beds and greenhouses, even hydroponic and ecosystem farming. They grabbed how-to books on hunting and dressing wild game. Books that outlined vegetable canning and food preservation were also imperative.  
 
    The old ways were new again. 
 
    Of course, there were many books of alternate value—stories to occupy the mind and stimulate the imagination. Science fiction books, whose storylines didn’t seem so far from the life they were now trapped in, were a favorite of Solomon’s. Skye filled a cart with epic fantasy novels, proclaiming she’d finally have time to read series after series in their entirety. Kal chose adventure and thrillers, while Karen stuck to her list of classics she’d vowed to read once she fully retired.  
 
    With books available for every age group, the children had the most diverse choices: colorful page after colorful, textured page of discovery and adventure. They added DVDs, puzzles, and games to the rolling cart. Kal picked out age-appropriate books for teaching the children. The adults agreed the kids’ education must continue uninterrupted.  
 
    They returned to their new world survival fortress with their treasures. Their group had become a family, bonded by the commonality of the life stories they shared and the future they would face together. The mutual support offered an invaluable sense of security and confidence that was irreplaceable.  
 
    Now satisfied with their own self-sufficiency, they vowed to become a resource for other survivors. Kal declared he would assemble a shortwave radio station to broadcast messages and eventually be able to receive news and information from around the world.  
 
    The kids were particularly excited by their plan. “We’re going to be a rescue team,” Daveek proclaimed, wearing a smile as large as his face. “Yay!” The children all joined in, cheering and clapping.  
 
    And so, a semblance of routine crept in after a cruel and abrupt ending. Earth had been rebooted, and in time, there would be no demarcation of urban, suburban, or even rural areas. Borders and sovereign nations no longer existed as the planet inevitably reverted to its own flawlessly defined order and nature reclaimed its territory, exerting a severe and supreme dominance.  
 
    It was now their tribe’s crucible, to weave into the bitter fabric of this world’s new order as they staked a claim on a sustainable, civilized life. The decisions and actions of the remaining human race would define Earth’s future as people navigated their way through this post-apocalyptic world. There had to be hope for a rekindled life beyond the dismal situation that currently encompassed them. In time, humanity’s true essence and character would emerge.  
 
    One thing was evident—normal was yet to be defined. 
 
      
 
    -THE END- 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 (ALTERNATE ENDING/EPILOGUE) 
 
      
 
    Their routines settled, a controllable future was now imaginable. Each night, they went to sleep absent of the worries that had swarmed a few weeks prior. Shelter, food, water, security—all abounded. And they now had arguably the most precious survival commodities of all: family, compassion, and camaraderie. All these provided both the measurable and intangible comforts that now existed. Rest became easier each successive night. 
 
    As the group slumbered through the sultry night of a cloudy southern summer, all within their own levels of peace, a new threat emerged overhead in the vastness of a starless sky.  
 
    Curious lights energetically danced. Seeming to experiment with competing colors and intensities, they provided an unwitnessed display of epic proportions. A multitude of piercing dots alternately faded between glows of crimson and indigo before streaking below the thunderheads of a hanging cloud curtain. Abruptly, they halted in choreographed unison, forming a speckled belt stretching between the dark horizons of night. The lights dimmed to a delicate glow before eclipsing into silent darkness. 
 
    Tomorrow would bring a different world. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Thanks for reading! 
 
      
 
    Please consider leaving a review on Amazon, Goodreads, or Bookbub. 
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