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      Darren was standing with his gun trained on the mountain lion cubs. His own children had intended to leave the cave, but before they could the mother lion had returned and blocked their exit. Instead, the children had retreated behind Darren. Just a few seconds earlier and they would have been able to leave, but now they were trapped. If Darren failed now his entire family would be harmed.

      Tara and Michelle wouldn’t have understood what was happening. Betsy and Brent weren’t much better, but at least they knew they couldn’t continue sharing their home with these mountain lions. The cubs and their mother had taken over the cave, and although the family and the animals seemed to have come to some modicum of understanding, it was becoming too much. Darren and his family had to squat together in uncomfortable circumstances. The cave wasn’t big enough for them anyway, especially not now that they had to keep their distance from the animals.

      A shadow snaked across the cave wall, looking like a black cloak rippling in the darkness. It loomed over them and was far bigger than the mother lion actually was, but it only served to scare them. Darren knew well how deadly these mountain lions could be, and it only was a stroke of mercy that they hadn’t decided the Dawkins family was going to be their dinner.

      It seemed strange to think that man and beast could come to some sort of agreement, but he supposed it wasn’t beyond the realm of possibility. He’d heard stories of people living in the wilderness coming to an understanding with the animals. There was that woman who lived among monkeys for a while and seemed to build a living, thriving community. Then, of course, there was Tarzan, although that was only fiction.

      But there had been moments when he looked in the eyes of the mother mountain lion and felt a kinship with her. They were both alone, trying to look after their families, and both had sought shelter in this cave. They perhaps had more in common than Darren had with a lot of men. So, as he trained his gun on her cubs he felt as though he had betrayed the silent pact they had made.

      The mountain lion’s eyes gleamed gold in the dim light of the fire. Her body was sleek with tawny fur that was tattered and rough after a day of hunting. She looked thin as well, much as Darren did, he supposed. The beast and man were reflections of each other, although he wondered if she saw herself in him as much as he saw himself in her. His throat ran dry as they looked at each other, locking gazes across the small expanse of the cave, and his hands began trembling. In her eyes he saw shame and imagined he would feel the same if he awoke and saw that she had mauled his children.

      The truth is he hadn’t indented to harm them directly, and certainly wouldn’t have shot them in cold blood right in front of the children. He’d only wanted to scare them into moving, to flee the cave so he and his children could enjoy the home they had made for themselves.

      “Dad? Are you okay?” Brent asked.

      “Fine, Son, just fine,” Darren said.

      This was the moment of truth. He was faced with the mountain lion and her cubs. He easily could shoot them all and be done with it. The animals’ threat would be ended, and they’d also provide him with a good supply of meat. Maybe he wouldn’t feel so gaunt and exhausted after feasting on the mother, but something just didn’t sit well with him.

      He told himself it was just a fragile reminder of humans’ morality. Animals were instinctual creatures and didn’t give any thought about what was right or wrong. He’d been told over and over again by many different sources that to make it in this world, he must surrender that idea of humanity and give in to his animal instinct. To obey the law of the jungle, as though that was the only one that mattered anymore.

      But it wasn’t the only one that mattered. It couldn’t be. There had to be more to life than just mere instinct. Humanity had reached the top of the food chain for a reason, and part of that had to be their morality. If he was on his own, he may have decided differently, but he was with his children. He knew that anything he did would reflect upon them. He was the example they would look to when they grew older. He wanted them to treat the world with compassion, no matter how desperate they were. It was easy to be a saint in paradise, what mattered was how you behaved when your back was against the wall, when everything was against you. That was how heroes were born, that was how men were forged in fire.

      Darren stared at the mountain lion and lowered his gun. He wouldn’t kill them nor drive them out today, not into the wild world where they were at the mercy of man or starvation. He had no ownership of this cave.

      “I thought you wanted to kill them?” Brent said.

      “I did… but look at it from their point of view. We have no hold over this cave, no claim other than we came here first. This is the natural world. This cave should be free for anyone to use. We have to trust them, because they’re trusting us. We don’t own this world, not anymore, we’re sharing it. So, we share it with them. They’re a family, just like us, and I can’t bring myself to send them away, not yet,” he said, hoping he wouldn’t regret his decision.

      The mother mountain lion let out a low, rumbling growl, and swished her tail as she turned away from Darren and tended to her cubs. She had brought back a couple of birds. It didn’t seem like much, considering she had been out all day. It must have been slim pickings out there.

      It still was the middle of winter and, although they were mountain lions, they weren’t necessarily made for winter. Most of the wildlife in the woods either would be hibernating or migrating, and the animals left wouldn’t be enough to sustain them. Darren could adapt to nuts and berries, but this mountain lion couldn’t. They needed meat, and it seemed inevitable that at least one of them would die before winter was over.

      Darren found the thought sobering. So far, he and the kids had been lucky. Hell, instead of losing each other they’d actually found two new additions in Betsy and Tara. But the threats of the post-apocalyptic world meant it was easy to imagine a hundred ways they could die every day. Darren hoped his fate and that of the mountain lions didn’t mirror each other too closely.

      In some ways he thought he should have engaged in a mercy killing, to end their suffering before it became too great, but he couldn’t make himself do that either. Not yet, not while they all still lived. But the cubs were mewing from hunger and their mother was looking tired and gaunt.

      Darren knew all she had sacrificed to get them this far, and she wasn’t going to give up yet. It wasn’t right for him to take that from her. It wasn’t right for him to take away her opportunity to keep her babies safe, just as it wouldn’t have been right for anyone to take his children away from him.

      But the cold wind blew outside, and despite the ever-burning fire there still was a chill that crept into the cave. Perhaps the mountain lions’ presence was a blessing in disguise. It meant the Dawkins were forced to share their body heat.

      Winter was cruel. It always had been Darren’s worst season, but now he hated it with a vengeance. He long since had lost track of the days. He had hoped every new day would bring with it a sign of spring, but he always was disappointed. There was no sign of flowers blooming or birds chirping, only more clouds on the horizon, an endless gray sky that offered nothing but bleakness, and a feeling that they were living on borrowed time.

      As much as Darren wanted to believe they could make it through to spring and build up a foundation for survival, it was impossible to ignore the doubts that nagged at the back of his mind. He knew their chances of surviving for more than a year were slim. Even if they managed to harvest some crops, the next winter would be just as hard. The other option was finding another shelter, leaving this place and finding more people. There was safety in numbers, at least that’s what Darren always had believed. Although he wasn’t sure how true that was anymore given all the terrible things he’d seen.

      Darren wanted some time by himself. So, he sidled away and went to sit by the fire. Brent soon came with him. He really had come into his own recently. Aside from the brief trouble with the flood, Brent had acquitted himself well, and hadn’t been in any danger. The younger girls had wandered off a couple of times, and Darren knew he must keep a close eye on them during the next couple of years. Because the world was big, and if either of them got lost they would be difficult to find. He hated the thought of any of his kids having to face the world alone. He knew that kids were often more resilient than the world gave them credit for. But he couldn’t help thinking of them like the mountain lion cubs, alone and vulnerable, with only their parent to take care of them.

      But, one day, if they all survived these trying times, the cubs would grow into fierce animals, and his children would grow into capable survivors. Someday he would be gone, and his children would be alone. He hoped that day was a long way away in the future.

      Darren smiled at Brent as the teenager sat down beside him. Brent looked uneasily at the mountain lions before turning his focus to his father.

      “Are you sure you don’t want just to drive them out?”

      “For the moment, yes. Maybe I’m just a big softie, but I can’t bring myself to kill them or make them leave. Besides, even if I fire my gun and frighten them into leaving, there’s no guarantee they’ll stay away. I might just anger them, and if they attack, there’s a chance we could get hurt, or worse. I think it’s safest at the moment to let them stay here.”

      “If you say so,” Brent said, remaining unconvinced.

      “Hey, they have just as much right to this cave as we do. If we send them out there, they might not survive.”

      “But they’re mountain lions, Dad. Do you think they’d honestly think twice about eating us if there was no food left? What happens when their mom can’t find anything outside? Do you really think they’re not going to eat us?”

      “I don’t know, but I guess that’s why we have these guns. Look, Brent, I know this is hard for you. It’s hard for me too. I’d love to be rid of these mountain lions and have this cave to ourselves, but the world isn’t that simple anymore. Humans have been thinking for too long that we have a right to everything in this world, and boy have we been brought to our knees. It’s a big wake-up call for us. We have to take stock of how we’re going to act in the future, so we avoid the same mistakes.

      “For a long time now, humanity has bent nature to its will, used it as a tool, and treated it with a lack of respect. I think that has to stop. It’s time for us to see that we’re not separate from nature, we’re a part of nature. It’s been a long time since we’ve had to face that truth. But stripped of our homes and our technology, what else are we but animals? Just because we can speak and think on a higher level than these mountain lions doesn’t necessarily mean we’re better than them.”

      “What does it mean? Surely it has to mean something?” Brent said.

      Darren was pleased with his questions. Brent was at the age now where he was having to ask difficult questions of himself and his place in the world. Darren remembered what it had been like when he was a teenager. The veil of childhood suddenly had been lifted, and he had been thrust into a world that made no sense. Everything he thought he knew had been wrong, and he had to figure out what type of man he was going to be.

      The world had changed, but the nature of man hadn’t. Brent was leaving childhood behind and taking steps to becoming the man he was going to become the rest of his life. It was Darren’s job to usher him along this journey and nurture his progression, to make him aware of the possibilities and give him a strong foundation upon which to build his life.

      “Of course it does. It means we have the responsibility to care for nature, that we have to try finding a way to live symbiotically with the world around us so that everyone, man and beast alike, can benefit. We have to stop thinking about ourselves. We’re just one piece of a very large puzzle, and we have to ensure we leave the world a better place than we found it. We can’t just simply use up everything and expect there to be more, because there won’t be. If we keep treating nature as our personal playpen, we’re not going to get anywhere. A healthy natural world means a healthy us as well,” he said.

      Brent nodded in understanding. Darren wasn’t sure if Brent fully understood what he was saying, but he appreciated that Brent was listening.

      “You might think me crazy for saying this,” Darren said, “but in some ways I’m glad this apocalypse happened.”

      “You’re right, I do think you’re crazy. Did you really want us living in a cave?”

      “No, I don’t mean because of that. I just mean, well, you know how it’s been during the last year or so. It feels as though the two of us lost something, lost our connection. I’ve been working and you’ve been taking care of Michelle as well as your schoolwork. I never wanted to miss out on these years, Brent. I never wanted to make you feel like you were being neglected.”

      “I didn’t, Dad. I know you didn’t choose this. It’s Mom’s fault, really…I just wish that she realized what she was doing, what it meant for us. I never blamed you, though. You were working two jobs, putting food on the table. I just wished there was more I could do.”

      “You’re a good kid, Brent. I just mean, well, I never wanted to be an absent father. And I feel like during the last year we have drifted apart. But this has given us the opportunity to be together again, as a team. I feel like I’ve been getting to know you more these past few months than I did during the entire year before.”

      “Me too, Dad, although I hope someday soon we can find something a bit more stable than this little world.”

      “You and me both, Son,” Darren said.

      Both of them were smiling. Darren put his hand on his son’s shoulder and then kissed him on the head. He tried promising himself he would be more physically affectionate with his son. It was important to show feelings, not just to speak them. Sometimes it was difficult to look at Brent, though. The boy had inherited more from his mother than from his father. There were moments when he scrunched up his nose that he looked exactly like his mother. Then Darren was plunged into the past, where Stacie still reigned.

      But then Brent would do something else and remind Darren that he was his own person, with his own dreams and desires. Darren remembered how small Brent had been in his arms when just a baby, so vulnerable and fragile. Never would Darren have been able to predict what kind of young man Brent would have grown into, but he was a young man Darren was proud to have as his son.

      “I’m proud of you,” he said, wanting to make sure he said it out loud.

      It was so easy to keep things to himself, but he wanted to tell Brent how much he meant to him. Because they never knew how much time they had left on this planet.

      “Thanks, Dad, and if you’re that proud of me, then maybe you’ll let me take the bike out,” Brent said hopefully. Darren rolled his eyes.

      “Again, with the bike,” he muttered under his breath.

      “The storm’s finished now! There’s no good reason why I shouldn’t be allowed out on it,” Brent said.

      “Come on, Dad, you know that it could be good for us. I can go foraging for extra food or go canvassing the area for anything we can use, or other people to join us. I won’t get caught, I promise. At the first sign of trouble, I’ll turn around and come back here. I’m sure I’ll be able to outpace anyone on the bike. It really would mean a lot to me, honest,” he said.

      Darren listened to his pleas again, ready to dismiss them as he had done before. However, as he looked at his son, he saw something else, some flicker in Brent’s eyes. Darren started thinking about why he might want to use this bike so badly. It was practically all he had been able to talk about since Darren had returned with it. Darren hated the idea of loaning it to Brent because of the dangers that lurked in the world. Darren only just had managed to escape with his life when faced with deadly cannibals. He hated the idea of Brent being put into that situation.

      But that was thinking from his own perspective, with the priority being to keep his son safe. Brent had an entirely different idea, and as Darren analyzed that thought process he started to understand why.

      Brent was reaching the age where he was searching to find his own place in the world, trying to reach out and discover new lands that lay beyond his family. In the old world, he probably would have taken a part-time job somewhere and enjoyed having a little bit of independence with his friends. But in this world, he was with his family all the time. Such a thing only ever was going to be stifling. Darren realized Brent wanted the bike so he could spread his wings and prove that he could live by himself.

      The fear of letting Brent go out into the lonely cruel world was strong. It would have been so easy for Darren to refuse Brent’s request, yet again, but that would have been unfair to Brent. It wasn’t Darren’s place to say that Brent couldn’t go out into the world. Darren’s fear was Darren’s problem. At some point every parent had to let their children go, it was for their own good. If Brent never went out by himself, he never would learn what it took to live in this world. Then they all would be worse off for it. So, in that moment, Darren decided that Brent would be allowed to go out on the bike.

      “You know how dangerous it is out there, right?” Darren said.

      “I do.”

      “And you promise me that you’re not going to get into any trouble?”

      “I won’t, I promise. I won’t talk to anyone. I won’t sneak up on anyone. If I see anyone around, I’ll come straight back here,” Brent said, his eyes gleaming with excitement.

      “And you’d better keep track of where you are. Remember to take note of landmarks along the way, and make sure to turn around often so you know what it looks like from the opposite direction. I don’t want you to get yourself lost. It’s easy to get turned around out there. And make sure you look at the ground. The forest can get awfully muddy. If you’re not careful, you’ll get the bike lost in mud.”

      “I know Dad. I will, but does that mean I can go?”

      Darren sighed, still reluctant that it had come to this, but he knew ultimately it was the right decision.

      “Yes, just for a little while. You can go out tomorrow when it’s light, but I don’t want you gone for too long. This is a little test run, and I don’t want you to start thinking it’s going to be a regular occurrence. We can’t take the world lightly,” Darren said.

      “I understand,” Brent said.

      The boy was brimming with excitement, almost jumping out of his skin. He bounced off excitedly to tell Betsy. Darren assumed that was another reason he was so insistent on this, to impress Betsy. Not that Darren minded too much. It was good and healthy that there was a bit of romance in the air. Indeed, he’d recently been thinking it might be nice to have some company through the cold wintry nights. Although he’d already consigned himself to a life of loneliness.

      He spent a little while longer by the fire, looking back at the mountain lions to ensure they weren’t going to make any sudden movements. The mother was sleeping after a long day’s hunt. The cubs were in the mood to play, though. They tugged at her ears and her tail and nuzzled into her stomach.

      “I know how you feel,” he said, sympathizing with his fellow parent.

      Michelle and Tara came up to him briefly to ask if they could go with Brent in the morning. Of course Darren said no. The girls were far too vulnerable to be left to their own devices. He told them that he needed them to stay with him for a super-secret mission that only they could do. They gasped with excitement. He was pleased to see the light flicker in their eyes.

      He didn’t know how much they were aware of the world. In their childish minds this must have been a grand adventure. But he liked that they were so willing to throw themselves into anything he presented to them. Their spirits were uplifting.

      Any time he felt down, or he had doubts, he only had to look at them and feel refreshed. They gave him hope, and as much as they depended on him for survival, he knew he needed them just as much. Without them he was quite sure he would have given into despair a long time ago, and probably wouldn’t have lasted as long as he had.

      Darren sat with both girls on his lap, bouncing them up and down. They giggled and threw their arms around his neck, but then Darren suddenly froze.

      “Girls, go back and play with Brent and Betsy,” he said urgently.

      The girls scurried back, aware of the wary tone in his voice. Darren had heard something outside, something that seemed larger than an animal. He grabbed his gun and listened intently, keeping quiet, hoping that whoever was wandering by would pass without inspecting the cave.

      He heard a low moan, and the scraping of feet along the ground. There was a crack of a branch. He cursed himself for not hiding the entrance better. Since the mountain lions had come in, he hadn’t seen a need to put the bramble back over the entrance as the mother only would going trample over it. Yet now he saw the folly of his decision. Fear clutched his heart as the shadow of a man danced along the ground, and the intruder drew closer.
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      The two girls joined Brent and Betsy farther back in the cave, and soon forgot anything was amiss. Darren wasn’t about to warn them. Hopefully, whoever was out there would pass the cave without investigating it and Darren wouldn’t have to wonder about the dangers of another person finding them.

      Having mountain lions in their midst was bad enough, but Darren trusted them more than he did other people. During the course of this apocalypse the vast majority of the people he had met all had been bad, most notably Bill, who had brought Betsy and Tara to him.

      He couldn’t discount the possibility this person wasn’t evil, though. There were plenty of regular folks just like him trying to make their way through the world in the right manner. Yet, it seemed as though they were few and far between, and the risk of opening themselves up to another person was too great.

      Darren closed his eyes and prayed that whoever was outside would hurry up and move on. The shadow halted and there was a scuffling sound outside. Darren glanced over at the mountain lions, who didn’t seem too worried, but the mother mountain lion was exhausted, and the cubs didn’t know enough about the world to be afraid.

      Darren was all that stood between them and safety.

      He gripped his gun and tried signaling Brent, but his son was preoccupied with the girls. Darren smiled at this scene of domestic bliss. All his kids were playing together as though the world hadn’t fallen apart around them. Sometimes, even in these grim times, life could be entirely normal.

      There was another scuffling sound and Darren’s head whipped around, his eyes peering to the cave entrance. He made no sound and wondered if the person outside already had figured there were people inside. The kids were too far back and weren’t making any loud noises. Perhaps the intruder could hear the fire crackling. If he or she were smart, they’d go away and not chance meeting any unsavory characters. Darren couldn’t take that chance. The person might be smart, but they undoubtedly were desperate and might be willing to take a risk.

      Darren’s throat ran dry as his hands curled around his gun, hating the thought of having to kill another man. The first one had taken such a toll on his soul, he wasn’t sure if he could bear another. He wanted to hold onto the anguish, though, onto the pain, for without it he would be numb to the act of killing. He never wanted it to grow into something that he was used to doing.

      It would have been much easier had the mother mountain lion been up and about. She easily could have prowled to the cave entrance and growled loudly. That would have sent any sane man running away at top speed, no matter how desperate they may have been. Darren shook his head.

      “I guess I’ll have to do this without you. You owe me one,” he muttered under his breath, not that the mountain lion heard.

      Darren rose slowly and moved gingerly so as not to disturb anything that might give away his position. For all he knew the person or people outside had been observing them and just were waiting for him to come out. This could have been a siege. Anger flared within him at the thought that anyone would dare threaten his home.

      He crept a little closer to the entrance and heard a soft voice. He tilted his head to try focusing on the words he was hearing.

      “…Hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom come, thy will be done, as on Earth as it is in Heaven.”

      The Lord’s Prayer. Someone was outside praying, and the longer he listened the more he was convinced that it was only one person. But one person could be just as dangerous as a group, and just because they were religious didn’t mean they were safe. The last thing he needed was some deranged zealot coming into his life, declaring this the end of days.

      But he was getting ahead of himself. There was nothing to suggest this man was such a zealot. (Darren could tell the person outside was a man by the sound of his voice.) Instead, he carefully considered the situation and looked at all his options. The obvious thing to do was to stay quiet and hidden and hope the man moved on. That was the safest option, the one that ensured the least drama, meaning he and his family could remain untroubled by this stranger. It also would keep their food safe and they wouldn’t have to split their already dwindling rations with yet another person.

      However, it also meant the person outside would remain on their own in this cruel world. Darren already had experienced something of what it had meant to travel the world alone. Anyone who had survived this long had proven themselves a hardy person and almost deserved the reward of a warm fire and companionship.

      If he was in their shoes, Darren would want the people in the cave to let him in. He also thought about what he had told Brent, about how they had to be one with nature and try to be the best versions of themselves. Darren didn’t want his life ruled by fear, and it was his fear that was telling him to ignore this man and let him go on his way, shuffling through the darkness and the cold, moving toward a grim end.

      The risk to himself and his children was great, but the risk to his soul was greater. He thought back to the sanctuary he had come across while he had been on his solo journey, about how they had erected a wall and kept people out. He didn’t want to be like them. He wanted to be better, and if this praying man needed help, then Darren supposed that he should be the one to provide it. He looked back at his kids one last time and sighed, hoping these good intentions didn’t lead to hell.

      Darren made his way to the very entrance of the cave, remaining hidden amongst the rocks and the darkness. He trained his gun outside. The world was dark, and he had to squint to try helping his vision adjust. He saw a man dressed in black on his knees, hands clasped together in prayer. The man had short red hair and a curly beard. His eyes were closed, lost in prayer, and Darren thought it strange that someone would make themselves so vulnerable in such a violent world.

      “Hey,” Darren said, interrupting the man’s prayer. The man opened his eyes in shock and rose to his feet. Darren pointed his gun at him. “Steady, stay where you are. No sudden movements.”

      The man did as he was told, holding his hands up in surrender.

      “Of course, my child. I didn’t mean to alarm you.”

      “Who are you and what are you doing here?”

      “I’m JR Hanna and I’m seeking refuge. I’ve been walking for days, perhaps weeks. I’ve been trying to find some kind souls to take me in. Thank the Lord that I found you. My prayers have been answered.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far yet,” Darren said unsympathetically. JR’s head bowed.

      “I’m armed and there are mountain lions in here. If you try anything stupid, you’re going to get hurt. Is that understood?”

      “Of course, of course. Excuse me, mountain lions?” JR asked, tilting his head, his expression twisting into confusion.

      “I know. It sounds hard to believe, but it’s true. They’re in here, and if you make one wrong move, the mountain lions will attack you.”

      “Oh, well, I’d hate to be in a situation like Daniel. What’s your name?”

      “Darren,” Darren said reluctantly.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Darren. I know you must be wary of anyone, but I can assure you I am no threat to you. I’m a man of faith, and I have been searching for a kind-hearted stranger to take pity on a wandering minister. I would like some food and water if at all possible.”

      “Do you have anything to offer us?”

      “Only a kind word and some company, but isn’t that enough?”

      “Are you armed?” Darren said, ignoring the question.

      The minister was quite disarming, but Darren was too skeptical to take anyone at their word. It was easy for people to lie, and easy for people to pretend to be something they weren’t to gain the confidence of their eventual victims. He knew that only the most desperate souls would be in this part of the world in winter, so he was extremely suspicious of this man who claimed to be a minister.

      “I was, at first, but I gave my gun to a woman who had three children. I supposed she needed it more than I did,” he said.

      Darren found this hard to believe. Why would anyone give their gun away?

      “Please,” JR continued, “I’m sure you know how cold it is out here and, from the sounds of it, you have a nice fire crackling away. I’ve had to content myself with wrapping up in my cloak and huddling in whatever place I could find since I’ve been traveling through here. I’ve been trying to make my way to the city, but it seems as though I took a wrong turn.

      “I confess that I’ve never been the best at finding directions or creating fire. I’m cold and hungry, and lonely too. The only thing that’s kept me going is my faith in the Lord. I knew that He would deliver me from evil and help me find a safe place, and He has led me here, to you. Please, sir, please tell me that I am not mistaken.”

      Darren listened to his words and wanted to believe him, but doubt gnawed at him. He couldn’t believe that anyone would give their gun to someone else, but perhaps that was because he never had been a minister. They always were seeking to help people, and a single mother with three children certainly would need help.

      He couldn’t very well turn the man away now, though, not after they had made contact. He imagined the worst thing in this world would be to be given a glimmer of hope and then have it snatched away. Still, he was going to remain careful until he could be sure of this man’s intentions.

      “There are a few rules I need you to follow,” Darren said.

      “Of course,” the minister said with relief, glad to just be shown some mercy.

      “In a moment, I need you to show me that you don’t have any weapons with you. I need you to keep your distance and to not make any sudden movements when you come in. Until I’m convinced that you are who you say you are, you are not to be left alone. I have kids in here, and I’ll be watching you carefully. If you do stay, then I’ll expect you to help out with our daily tasks,” he said.

      “Those all sound reasonable to me. Although, I assure you that I am who I say I am. I took a vow a long time ago never to lie, and I’m proud to say that I have not broken it, but I understand how you must be skeptical. I doubt you’ve had many visitors along this path. Still, it is a sad state of affairs when we are driven to be so suspicious of one another. I long to return to a time when we can pass each other on the street and wave hello, rather than regard each other with suspicion. But I agree with your terms, and certainly can understand why you have these rules in place.”

      Darren wasn’t sure where this man was from, but he couldn’t remember a time when people waved to each other on the street. In the city, people always had been strangers. They were just less deadly than they were now.

      Darren beckoned JR forward. The minister moved slowly, still with his hands raised. As he drew closer to the fire, Darren could make out his features better. He had youthful eyes, but there was a thinness to his hair that spoke of middle age, and the beard hid the lower half of his face. So, it wasn’t easy to put an age on him.

      JR walked with slightly hunched shoulders and there were dark circles around his eyes, signs of life in this grim world. JR smiled at Darren and his eyes crinkled. Darren moved closer to the minister and told him to turn around, lifting up his cloak. JR seemed all too happy to do anything that Darren wanted.

      The man was unarmed, and as he opened the man’s cloak, Darren saw the white collar around his neck. It still wasn’t enough to convince Darren, because this man may simply have stolen a minister’s clothes. But since he didn’t want to lose himself to paranoia, he decided not to let his mind twist those thoughts. Because then he never would trust anyone.

      “I’m surprised you managed to make it this far without any kind of weapon,” Darren said.

      “As I said, I had a gun. I traded it to that woman for a knife and, sadly, the knife got jammed in a tree when I was trying to cut away some bark to make firewood. I did think that a knife would be more useful given the circumstances, but I was unable to muster the strength to free it. I’ve been scavenging whatever I could find, and it’s been harder and harder as time moves on.”

      “How did you brace yourself against the storms?”

      “I had this cloak, and I managed to find some safety in some mountains. I think that’s how I managed to get myself lost, actually. I did have my bearings when I came into the area, and I just about was able to make out the outline of the city. But when the clouds rolled in and the storm hit, I got turned around and really had no idea where I was going. I had to trust my instincts and trust that the good Lord would see me to where I needed to go.”

      “And he led you right to my door,” Darren said.

      “Indeed, He did. And He has kept me safe all this time as well. I knew he would deliver me to a safe place.”

      “I’m glad one of us has faith.”

      A profound sadness came upon JR’s face. He hung his head and seemed to lose his vigor.

      “I’m sure you must have been through much. All the people I have met on my journey have suffered terribly, and it seems I never have been able to do enough to ease their pain. But I promise you that I will do all I can to aid you. You are a Good Samaritan. You can rely on me to do anything I can to help you and the others with you.”

      “I appreciate that. I’m sorry if I come across as defensive, it’s just that we’ve had some run-ins with a few unsavory characters, and I don’t want to have another one. Why did you come on this journey anyway? Didn’t you have a flock to look after?”

      As soon as Darren asked the question, he saw JR wilt. JR leaned against the cave wall for support.

      “That’s something of a long story. Do you mind if we go sit down by the fire? I feel a chill creeping into my bones and I’m worried that if I don’t do anything about it soon it’s going to stay there.

      “I’d prefer to wait until I’m sure about you, if you don’t mind,” Darren said. He felt his heart ache, hating that he was putting the man through this, but he had to make sure.

      “When everything started going dark, I made my way to the church as soon as I could, knowing that people would come there for refuge. Now, you should understand that I come from a small town, not like the city. I had my congregation and we all knew each other, but when I arrived at the church I was greeted with a horrible sight. A plane had fallen from the sky and crashed right into the church. The wreckage was everywhere, and the people who had gone to the church for salvation had been killed. It was horrendous. It is a sight that I will never forget.

      “I felt awful. In some way I felt guilty for all those souls who had lost their lives, but it was small comfort to me in that moment that the Lord had taken them. They were only there because I had made that place feel safe, but it was safe no longer. I fell to my knees and stared at the flaming wreckage, breathing in the smoke and the ash. Others were around me, wailing and crying.

      “Eventually they dispersed, going their own separate ways. Some of them stayed in their homes, others went to find a safe place somewhere else, but I had nowhere to go. You see, I’ve lived a solitary life, and without my congregation there’s really nobody I’m close to.

      “When I gazed at my burning church, which was now just a pile of broken and smoldering wood, a profound realization came over me. I was reminded by a voice inside me that a man does not need a church to preach the word of God. The Lord is all around us. The only thing I needed was faith and love in my heart. So, I rose, dusted myself off, and told myself I was going to continue to do the Lord’s work no matter what. I looked around and knew that the world needed me more than ever.

      “I went to the police station and tried to find aid there. It was empty apart from one officer, who was busy going to quell an uprising of crime. Apparently, people were easily led into sin,” he said, with a heavy heart. Darren thought back to the scenes he had witnessed on that first night and nodded in silent understanding.

      “He thrust a gun in my hand, told me to defend myself, and left me to my own devices. I wasn’t exactly pleased to be holding a weapon, but it dawned on me that the world could be more dangerous than I ever had known. I still harbored hope that the power would be restored. But as the days passed it quickly became apparent this was the new order of the world, and we all would have to adapt.

      “People shut themselves in their houses and boarded up their windows. I tried to gather others to form a community, but nobody wanted to listen, and I grew sad. I thought to myself that I should go where the suffering is greatest. In my mind that would be the city, where so many souls are crying out for guidance. I had seen sorrow, and I could well imagine the destruction that had occurred in the city, what with all the cars and cranes and expensive pieces of equipment that no longer were functioning. I made it my mission to reach the city and preach peace, hoping that when I arrived people would be willing to listen.

      “Sadly, I got waylaid, and confused. However, along the way I met many people who needed my help and it soon became clear that the Lord had set me on this path for a reason. In recent days, however, I have grown more despairing. This winter seems to have lasted longer than any before. Although, in truth, I don’t know if that’s a trick of my mind or not. I’ve found myself wondering where this path is going to end. Then I came upon this cave and yourself, and even though you may not think it, I believe I am here for a reason.”

      “It sounds as though you’ve had a hard time of it,” Darren said.

      “Haven’t we all? I’m sure you have endured your share of sorrow,” JR said. “If you ever want to talk about it, I am quite a good listener.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” Darren said. “Okay, you can come in, but you have to make sure to follow the rules I laid out and try not to do anything to startle the mountain lions.”

      JR went to say something, but Darren turned his back and walked into the cave.
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      “Okay, kids, I have somebody I’d like you to meet,” Darren began. JR followed close behind him and froze when he saw the mountain lions.

      “Th…those are lions?!” he said. Darren looked at him blankly.

      “I did tell you there were mountain lions in here.”

      “Yes, you did, but I didn’t believe you. I thought you were saying that just to frighten me away.”

      “Just keep your distance. They’ve mostly been docile, although I wouldn’t get too close to her cubs,” Darren suggested.

      JR muttered a prayer under his breath and kept to the cave wall, putting as much distance between himself and the mountain lions as possible. The mother hadn’t stirred from her slumber, and Darren hoped she wouldn’t take offence at their new guest.

      His kids looked up at him and were curious about their new visitor. Darren made the introductions, and told his kids that JR was going to stay with them a little while. The younger girls waved to JR, while Betsy and Brent were warier.

      Darren ushered the minister in. He immediately placed himself by the fire and rubbed his hands together, trying to get himself warm. Darren gathered him a little bit of food and water. The minister was eternally grateful.

      “It seems as though you’ve done quite well for yourself here,” he said.

      Darren narrowed his eyes.

      “I’d much prefer to be in a warm house somewhere with central heating and no mountain lions,” Darren said sharply.

      “Absolutely, absolutely,” JR said, focusing on the fire that danced before his eyes. Brent came up to Darren and spoke in a low voice, so that JR couldn’t hear.

      “Are you sure this is okay? I mean, what do we know about him?” Brent asked.

      “I had a quick chat with him. I think he’s legit. He just wants to help people. I couldn’t turn him away. We’ll keep a close eye on him. At the first sign of danger we’ll act, okay? Don’t worry, I’m not going to let anything happen to you or the others,” Darren said.

      Brent nodded. Darren directed him to keep watch over the others while he went to talk more with JR. Darren put the gun down and rubbed his hands, watching as JR wolfed down the food and water.

      “You should have made that last longer, we don’t have much,” Darren said.

      “I guess I was hungrier than I thought,” JR said, smiling weakly.

      “You must be tired too.”

      “I am. Although I think I’ll stay up a while longer, if you don’t mind. It’s been a little while since I’ve enjoyed the company of a friendly face.”

      “I’m not sure how friendly my face really is,” Darren joked, “but I’ll try staying up with you.”

      “Is that to make sure I don’t steal your supplies and run away?” JR asked.

      “Something like that, although to be honest I wouldn’t mind the company either. It’s just been me and the kids here for most of the time. And while I love them, sometimes it’s nice to talk to another adult.”

      “I can imagine. Who else was here with you?”

      “Now, that is another long story,” Darren said.

      When JR made it clear he had plenty of time to hear such a story Darren regaled him with the tale of Bill, and how Betsy and Tara came to be staying with them. JR noticed that Darren seemed haunted.

      “What happened to Bill?” he asked.

      “He died,” Darren said, and from the tone of his voice it was clear he didn’t want to speak about it anymore. Darren ended up regaling JR about all their adventures, including his own when he had left. JR exhaled deeply when he heard about the harrowing experience with the cannibals.

      “It pains me to hear how so many people are led so easily into sin, but I suppose that is what we’ve had to guard against,” JR said.

      Darren found him to be a pleasant enough man and, slowly but surely, he let his guard down. He enjoyed the camaraderie that had been missing from his life ever since he’d been living in the cave with his family. As night settled in the kids went to sleep, but Darren and JR stayed up. Both men had been deprived of adult conversation for quite some time. Darren was especially glad for the opportunity to confide in someone who wasn’t a member of his family, and who wasn’t a teenager.

      “Are you a religious man, Darren?” JR asked.

      Darren gazed into the fire, not wanting to offend the minister, but not wanting to lie to him either.

      “I’ve gotta be honest with you JR, not really. I suppose I used to be when I was younger, and my wife certainly was, but I never really had much room for God. Maybe that’s why my life has turned out the way it has.”

      “I think God has a plan for everyone, even if we don’t know the nuances of it.”

      “People always say that when something bad happens. It always seemed to me as if people are trying to reassure themselves of something. I’m sorry, I don’t mean to talk badly about your faith.”

      “It’s okay. It’s hardly the worse insult I’ve ever received.”

      “In a way, I am envious of you, like I was of my wife. When I used to go to church with her, I looked around at everyone else who had faith and I wished that I could feel something like they were feeling, but my heart was just empty. I suppose my family was good enough for me, and I thought that if God had a plan in mind for me it was going to happen whether I knew about it or not. So, the best thing I could do was to get on with my life and hope things worked out for the best.”

      “That’s all any of us can do, really. As long as we can rest our heads at night and be content that we have been the best people we can be, we know that the Lord is steering us along the right course, even if you don’t believe in him.”

      “I’ve been trying to live by that philosophy ever since we’ve been out here. I know that it’s up to me to set an example for my kids and I’ve been trying to think about what kind of people I want them to be when they grow up. That’s why I let you come in. It would have been easy to turn you away.”

      “Yes, it would have, and you have my eternal gratitude for showing me your hospitality. I only hope that I can repay it.”

      “Well, like I said, we’ll put you to work tomorrow,” Darren said in a light-hearted manner.

      Both men smiled. The fire had warmed them both, although Darren thought the conversation may have had something to do with that as well. Sharing JR’s company made the time go by more quickly, and it helped to distract Darren from the impending sense of doom that roiled in the pit of his stomach.

      “I look forward to it. It’ll be good to toil away and bring something worthwhile from the ground. But tell me, Darren, you mentioned your wife before, yet she is not with you? Did you lose her on the way here? I don’t mean to pry, but if I can make an observation, you have been without counsel for too long. I know there must be much you are holding inside yourself. I know I cannot offer you food or water, but I can offer you my ear.”

      “It’s okay, JR. I appreciate it, but Stacie left me a long time ago. Over a year now, actually, which seems a lot longer than it really is.”

      “Do you think about her a lot?”

      “Some days, most days actually. At first it was hard, not knowing why she left. Looking back on it, I suppose we never had a perfect marriage. But I thought we loved each other, and we tried to give each other a good life. Then one day I woke up and she was gone. She left a note, not that it explained much.

      “I thought that one day she’d come back, that it was just some kind of emotional crisis she had had, but she never did. And now she’s out there somewhere and I really have no idea if she’s dead or alive. I don’t think I’ll ever come to terms with the fact that I’ll never see my wife, the mother of my children, again.”

      “You must have felt abandoned by her.”

      “I did, but the kids have been great. Brent has helped out tremendously, and I’m so proud of him. Even Michelle has done her part. When we had to come out here it wasn’t easy for them you know. I mean, Brent kinda knew what was going on, but it was difficult for Michelle to grasp. We left our home behind and they’ve been a little sad, but they haven’t been a problem for me. I know I can trust them, and they know they can trust me.”

      “You are a good father, Darren, and you should be proud of all you have done for your family.”

      “I hope that’s true. I think it is, but really, I’ve just done anything I’ve needed to do to survive, no more than anyone else has done.”

      “That’s not true, and I think you know it. I’ve seen plenty of people who have let themselves be subdued by the world. You haven’t. You’ve kept your family going, and by my estimation they seem in good health considering the condition of the world outside. You’ve given them shelter, and you’ve protected their innocence. It’s something to be admired.”

      “I appreciate your kind words, but it’s not all been rosy. I’ve done things, things you wouldn’t believe.”

      “Tell me,” JR said gently, trying to coax the truth out of Darren in the way that only ministers could. Darren shook his head and bit his lip, trying to stop the words from coming out of him. But some part of him wanted to confess, wanted to share his sins with this holy man.

      “I…I can’t,” he choked.

      “Yes, you can. I will not sit here in judgment of you, Darren. That is not my job. I am only here to listen, I am here because you can tell me the things you can tell nobody else.”

      “I’ve killed men,” Darren said, his voice cracking with emotion. His words were a harsh whisper and he hung his head, looking away from JR. Admitting it was a hard truth, and he was forced to face the images of those he had killed.

      “Do you feel you killed them in cold blood?” JR asked. Darren shook his head. “Then do you think you should feel guilty?”

      “I…I do not know. I’m trying to tell myself I did the right thing. But I’ve always believed that killing someone is the worst thing you ever could do. I guess I’ve just never liked to think I was capable of something like that. But I know that if I was in the same situation again, I would do the same thing. I killed them to protect my family. I killed them to save myself. But when will it end? Will I have to kill tomorrow, and the next day? How many more people will I have to kill before I’m done?”

      “I cannot answer that, but you are a brave man for facing the most difficult questions a man can face. The fact that you are in such anguish about this matter shows you are a man of conscience. Sadly, that is the price good men must pay for such acts. If your heart was unscarred you would be able to kill with abandon and wouldn’t care anything about these men. Yet, you show compassion for them, even though they are in many ways the embodiment of evil.”

      “But I’m angry too. Angry at this world. Angry at the future my children must face. I’m angry because I must teach them how to do these things as well. Because otherwise someone is going to come along and they’re not going to be able to defend themselves. I never wanted this for them. I never wanted any of this.”

      “No, but you do not deny the truth. I can feel your struggle and I wish I could lighten the burden upon your soul. But believe me when I tell you that you should not despair. You are doing right by your children. You are struggling to be moral, and when the times comes for your reward you will be bestowed eternal life.”

      “Thanks, JR,” Darren said, shaken by facing his confession, and too weary to get into a debate about whether eternal life was really a reward or not.

      He felt exhausted and drained, but he didn’t want to leave JR awake by himself. Although the two men had been talking for a long time, Darren still wasn’t confident about leaving him alone with the food and other supplies there.

      “You know, Darren, even I struggle with my faith sometimes. How can I not when there is so much sorrow around? I have heard harrowing accounts from people like you, many of whom have not remained as strong. I always have tried telling them to be strong and keep their faith, to hold onto whatever shred of hope they can, but it often tires me.

      “I wish I could look upon people and tell them that life was going to be easy, but I suppose if that was the case there would be no reason for me to be here. I think I found you and your family for a reason. You seem in great need of some spiritual healing. And with your permission I’d like to speak with the children, in case they are burdened by anything as well.”

      Darren nodded. Brent especially would like that, for he shared his mother’s faith. JR announced he was going to retire to bed, and Darren was glad, because he was struggling to keep his eyes open. Darren took him to the rear of the cave and showed him the small space in which he had to sleep. JR arched an eyebrow but made no complaints. Darren explained that the mountain lions were taking up a lot of room, and until they moved on this was how things had to be. JR praised him for showing such compassion to the animals.

      The two men went to sleep, and Darren hoped that JR was genuine in everything he said, because Darren didn’t want to have to kill another intruder. The last thing on his mind was the people he had killed, and he found himself asking God for salvation.
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      The following morning, Darren was sleeping soundly, but Brent had awoken early. He was excited to take the bike out, although afraid to leave his father alone with the minister. He hated to think badly about a man of the cloth, but Brent had heard the stories his father had told him and knew that it was possible this man was a danger.

      Brent kept one eye on the minister as he went about his morning business. He considered waking up his father, but then decided that Darren needed the sleep, and that he was old enough to look after things by himself. After all, he had looked after Michelle while Darren had been out working two jobs, and he was capable enough to handle this.

      Brent stoked the fire and looked out to the world, glad to see that the skies were clear and there was no sign of rain. If there had been any hint of it, he was sure Darren would have revoked permission to take the bike out. Brent finally was going to enjoy a small bit of freedom, and he was hoping to find something they all could make use of, plus something a little special for Betsy. He didn’t know if there would be any flowers blooming, but he wanted to find her something nice, to show her how much she meant to him.

      He was gathering the morning dew from the water-gathering system they had in place. They had about half a cup, which he added to the bottles they had stored in the cave. He was so engrossed in his work that he was startled when JR came up to him.

      “That looks like an ingenious system you have there,” Jr said, holding out his hand. Brent took it and shook it.

      “Yeah, it’s just to collect water so we don’t have to go over to the stream every day.”

      “How marvelous. You know, your father was telling me about how proud he is of you. It seems like you’ve been through a lot. I know how troubled you must be, and I just wanted to let you know that I’m here to talk to you, if you would like.”

      “Thanks, but I think I’m okay,” Brent said, wanting to keep as much distance between himself and this stranger as possible.

      Darren had talked about being good people over and over again, but after what had happened with Bill and the others who tried getting into the cave, Brent thought they were better off by themselves. After all, they had everything they needed here.

      “If you insist, but he told me how you used to enjoy going to church with your mother. So, I thought you might like to talk to a minister again, but I won’t bother you.”

      “Wait,” Brent said, “did Dad really mention Mom?”

      “Oh, of course. We had a nice little chat last night.”

      “What did he tell you about her?”

      “Oh, I can’t really share that information. I know we’re not in a church, but anything anyone says to me is confidential. But trust me, he didn’t say anything bad, only that he misses the way life used to be. He mostly spoke about how proud he is of you and the others, about how you’re really growing into a good man.”

      “He’s helped me,” Brent said, smiling. “I’m just trying to do my bit to help him. When Mom left it was tough you know? Dad really struggled. We all did, I guess. I don’t want him to feel as if he has to be alone in this.”

      “I’m sure he doesn’t. But how do you feel? Is there anything you’d like to talk about?” JR asked.

      Brent shifted his weight from one side to the other, unsure if he really should talk about these things with a minister. But there were some things he wanted to talk about that he simply couldn’t share with his father.

      “I guess there are. I mean, I know Dad has his reasons, but I hate that I can’t mention Mom without him getting angry.”

      “That is troubling. I suppose it makes you feel bad for loving her?”

      “It does, and part of me thinks I should. After all, she left us without any warning and she’s never given us any reason for it. But she’s still my mom. I remember all the times we had together, and I just wish I could see her again so she could tell me why she left.”

      “Do you think she ever will come back?”

      “It doesn’t matter what I think anymore. We’ve left home and there’s no way for her to know we’re out here. I wanted to go home in case she came back. I wanted to believe that she might return because of what happened, that she might realize how much she misses us and come back. But Dad says it’s a mistake to go back, that it’s too dangerous.”

      “Do you agree with him?”

      “I don’t know. I guess so, given what we’ve seen and what Betsy said about the city. But I still wish I was there just to see her one more time, just to ask her why she left.”

      “Well, we never can know what’s going to happen in the future or who we’re going to meet. After all, I’m quite sure I never expected to walk into a cave filled with people and mountain lions. I have to say it’s quite remarkable how tame they are.”

      “Oh, they’re not tame. I think the mom is just tired. She goes out hunting most days, when it’s warm, and leaves the cubs here. I like to think that she knows we don’t mean them any harm, even though sometimes I think Dad should drive them away. But I suppose we wouldn’t be very good people if we did that.”

      “Your father has done a good job raising you,” JR said.

      “Yes, he has, and I want to do right by him. I want to show him I can be responsible, and that he can rely on me when he needs to.”

      “I’m sure he knows that,” JR said.

      Brent found he didn’t have much more to say to the minister, although it was somewhat comforting to unburden himself of certain things. JR asked if there was anything he could help with, and Brent soon set him to work. JR kept glancing back at the mountain lions, for which Brent couldn’t blame him. Sometimes it amazed himself that he had grown so used to sharing his living quarters with the beasts.

      Still, he hoped that his father awoke soon, because he didn’t want to be the only person alone with JR. Even if the minister had no ill intentions toward Brent and his family, he was still a stranger, and Brent was wary of anyone who hadn’t proven themselves to his family.
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      Betsy awoke with a yawn and stretched her arms, careful not to wake Tara, Michelle, and Darren, who still were sleeping. She looked around for Brent and, for a moment, thought the worst, but then she saw him near the fire, along with the minister. Betsy was skeptical of anyone in this world, but since he was a minister, she supposed she should trust him. Brent and Darren seemed to, so that was good enough for her. She trusted them with her life, and knew they were far more reliable than Bill.

      Thoughts of spending time with that horrid man flashed through her mind and she shuddered. She wondered if there ever would be a day when she could forget him and what he had done to her father, but it certainly wouldn’t be this day.

      She walked through the cave and kept a watchful eye on the mountain lions and squeezed Brent on the arm. She wanted to kiss him good morning, but although the two of them had grown close, they didn’t have that kind of relationship yet. She wanted to, though, and she was almost positive that Brent wanted to as well. But, it was difficult to steal any intimate moments when they were always in such close proximity to the others.

      It would come in time, though, of that she was sure.

      She announced she was going to hang some of the pans outside, hoping Brent would come with her, but he seemed intensely focused on what he was doing. Instead, JR offered her his assistance, and she was too polite to refuse.

      “Why are you hanging up these pans?” he asked.

      “Because the wind blasts them clean, and it’s easier than taking them down to the stream. They usually get cleaned properly if it rains as well, and then all we have to do is wipe them down and they’re ready to be used again,” she explained.

      “How ingenious! I’m always amazed by people’s ingenuity. It’s really quite wonderful, the little home you’ve built here.”

      “I’m just trying to make it as nice as possible. Darren, Brent, and Michelle are the ones who made this place what it is. We’re just lucky enough to have found them.”

      “I feel the same way. I hope there’s a place for me here. I’ve been wandering for too long. It would be nice to call a place home again.”

      “I’m sure you’ll be able to stay, as long as you pull your weight,” she said, offering him a pan to hang up. JR smirked and nodded, taking the pan.

      “So where did you and your sister come from?”

      “Did Darren not tell you?”

      “Not the specifics,” JR said.

      “We came from the city. It was a long journey here.”

      “I was hoping to get to the city myself, eventually, but it seems as though most people are moving away. Why is that?”

      “People went crazy and started attacking each other. We tried to stay, but it was too dangerous. Better to be out here where people can’t hurt you.”

      “I see. Well, perhaps by the time I get there things will have settled down a little bit. Betsy, are you afraid of people hurting you?”

      “I guess so, I mean, isn’t everyone?”

      “Some are, I suppose, but I don’t just mean the general feeling of dread. I mean the kind of fear that keeps you up at night, the kind you can’t run away, from no matter how much you try.”

      “Then, no, I don’t suppose I am afraid of that.”

      “But you are afraid of something, aren’t you? I can see it in your eyes. It’s okay, Betsy. You can talk to me about it. I want to help you.”

      Betsy felt an uneasy feeling in her stomach as she tried pushing away the dark thoughts that tugged at her mind.

      “I know we can’t always talk to the people around us about these things. That’s why I’m here,” JR continued, his voice soothing and calming. She began nodding. It made sense. She needed to tell somebody, after all.

      “I do have that kind of fear, but it’s not a fear of being hurt by people. It’s a fear of hurting people.”

      “What are you afraid of doing? I hope that I’m not in danger. You’re not about to whack me over the head with the pan, are you?” JR said, trying to make light of the situation, but Betsy wasn’t laughing.

      “No. I’m afraid I’ll be like my mom. I’m afraid that I’ll betray those closest to me, that I’ll lie to people and they’ll give me their love, but I won’t give them anything back except pain. And I’m worried that I’ll be too weak to protect Tara. That if anything was to happen to Darren, that I’ll be like my father and let some bad person, do the things that I can’t.”

      Her voice and body trembled as she gave voice to the fears that had been residing so deep within her. She had wanted to carve them away like meat off the bone. She stood there and, in that moment, for all that she had accomplished in the world, for all the responsibility she had taken on, she looked like a little girl rather than a young woman. She sniffed, and wiped her nose with her sleeve, then turned away, feeling ashamed that she had given voice to these fears. Somehow it made them more real, more possible, and that frightened her.

      “It’s quite normal to be afraid of turning into our parents, especially when they have done so much to hurt us already. The entire human race has that built into themselves, I think. Because we are always afraid that we’ll be like Eve and give into temptation rather than resisting it.

      “But the important thing to remember is we have a choice in the person we become. If we can look at our parents and understand why we disagree with the choices we made, we can become better people. You seem very mature for your age, and I think that you’re more suited to this world than your parents already. Do you think either of them would be here like this?” he asked.

      “No,” Betsy sniffed. “Mom probably would be complaining about things not being done the way she liked, and Dad just would be waiting to be told what to do. At least I’m helping.”

      “That you are, and I know God is smiling down on you for it.”

      “But what if I hurt them? What if I hurt Brent?” she asked, her words choking in her throat.

      “Then you hurt him. Unfortunately, we can’t go through life without hurting people, that is just a part of human nature. So, the first thing you can do is give yourself a break for thinking like that. All we can do is try to do our best with what God has given us. And if we keep working hard, and we keep being aware of ourselves and the people around us, we’ll be doing alright.

      “I’m sure that you’ll do fine in life, Betsy. You have a good foundation here, and you seem to be quite pragmatic. But one thing I wouldn’t do is let this fear stop you from living life and seeking happiness. There are going to be hard times, that’s just the way of the world, but those hard times make us appreciate the good times more. Let yourself be happy. I think each of us are owed that little bit of relief, don’t you?” he said, gesturing to the world around them. Betsy nodded and sniffed again. She felt a little relieved after talking with JR.

      The minister smiled and returned inside.
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        * * *

      

      Darren awoke and yawned widely. His entire body ached and cracked as he stretched it out from side to side, the sinews of his muscles knotted and throbbing with pain. How he wished for a long, hot bath to ease his aching muscles, or a massage with hot coals, anything to give him some relief, but the only thing promised him was more pain.

      He let himself lie there for a few moments, leaving his eyes closed. He heard movement and then suddenly realized that JR must have been awake. Panic flared within him and he shot up, looking around the cave. Fear slashed through his heart as he was afraid that he had been taken in, deceived by another wicked man. He vowed that if that was the case, he never would let his good intentions be the ruin of him again. If anything happened to his family, he would go on a warpath and give in to all the grief and anger…but as he looked around, he saw JR on his haunches talking with Tara and Michelle. Betsy and Brent were deep in conversation by the fire, holding hands, and the mountain lions were sleeping peacefully.

      Darren rubbed his eyes. The rising panic inside him dissipated and his heart returned to its natural rhythm.

      “Ah, Darren, good morning!” JR said, cheerily waving to Darren. Darren pushed himself up and walked to where the others were standing. Tara and Michelle hugged his legs as he approached them.

      “JR just was telling us a story!” Michelle said.

      “I was a youth pastor before I became a full-fledged minister,” JR admitted bashfully. “I do miss the children sometimes.”

      Darren pressed his lips together and began realizing JR was the real deal and had been honest with everything he had said. This was further confirmed when he spoke with Brent and Betsy, and they told him how JR had helped talk them through a few things.

      “It was amazing,” Brent said. “I don’t know how he did it, but he just had this way of making me want to open up to him.”

      “I guess it’s because he’s a minister,” Betsy said, “they have a way of doing that.”

      “It helped me, though. I guess it’s just nice to have a new perspective around here. Don’t get me wrong, I love being with all of you, but sometimes it’s nice to talk to an outsider,” Brent said.

      “Yeah, it is,” Darren agreed. “I actually had a long talk with him myself last night. He seems quite perceptive. I think we might have the right choice in bringing him in.”

      “Certainly, although I think he might need a little more time to get used to the way we do things around here,” Betsy said, giggling as she remembered him struggling with some pots.

      “That will come to him in time. I’m glad he was able to help you out. I know there are some things you might not want to share with me, just like there are some things I can’t share with you. But I hope that you know you can always come to me with whatever you’re feeling inside, and we can talk things through,” Darren said.

      Betsy and Brent nodded enthusiastically and offered him reassuring smiles. There was a calm aura about them all, which was a change from the romantic tension that usually lingered between them. It had never been an awkward tension, just the kind of feeling that arose between people when they had spent a long time together without being able to split off and enjoy some time by themselves. Darren was pleased that JR had had a positive effect on them. It also reminded him that good deeds sometimes did go unpunished.

      “Can I still go out on the bike today? I know JR is here now, but I don’t think you need me to watch him,” Brent said, bristling with nervous excitement.

      Darren peered beyond Brent’s shoulder to the gray skies outside. The air was crisp, and it didn’t look as though a storm was likely to occur on the horizon. The only thing holding Darren back was his own fear, and only he should suffer for that, not Brent.

      “Yes, you can, but remember what we talked about. I want you back here within a couple of hours and don’t do anything reckless. You see something suspicious or dangerous? You turn right back here right away.”

      “Yes Dad,” Brent sighed, but no amount of rules and regulations could have diminished his excitement for the day.

      He grinned at Betsy and pulled her toward the bike, wanting to show her the vehicle of his dreams. Darren had to smile himself, amused that a simple thing like a bike could mean so much to his son.

      “He seems happy,” JR said, sitting down next to Darren.

      “He is. I’ve just given him his freedom. He gets to go out into the world alone without me there to catch him if he falls,” Darren said.

      “And how do you feel about that?”

      “Scared out of my mind. I know what the world is like, and all parts of me want to keep him in here out of danger, but I know that’s not good in the long term. If he’s ever going to be able to take care of himself, he has to start learning now. I feel the same as when I first sent him to school, except that time there weren’t any murderers or cannibals lurking around.”

      “I can’t pretend to understand how you feel because I don’t have kids of my own, but I think it’s brave of you to face this fear and allow your son the freedom to explore the world on his own terms. I’ve seen too many parents who keep their children under wraps for their own protection, but really, it’s for the sake of their own fear, and the children never really amount to anything. I think this is a good gift you’re giving to your son, and he’ll be a better person for it.”

      “I hope so, but it still ain’t going to stop me from worrying until he comes back. I need something to take my mind off it,” Darren said. He led JR away from the cave so the two of them could go chop some wood, leaving Betsy behind to watch the children.

      “Are you sure it’s okay to leave the children with the mountain lions in the cave?” JR asked.

      “They haven’t threatened us yet. I can’t explain why. The only thing I can figure is that she sees that we’re just the same as her. But hell, maybe it’s one of God’s miracles. I’m not complaining, though.”

      “I can see that,” JR said, shuddering as he still hadn’t quite come to terms with being in such close proximity to mountain lions.

      Darren showed JR the best kind of wood to look for, while Darren chopped it up himself. A lot of the wood still was soaked from the flood, but there were some dry pieces and others that were going to dry well. Really, though, it was busy work to keep Darren’s mind off Brent. He tried keeping himself from gazing off into the distance but found it impossible not to spend some of his time searching the horizon for any sign of his son, even though Brent just had left.

      He hated to think it was the last time he ever was going to see Brent.

      “So, you never had children. Is that because you’re not allowed, or because you didn’t want to?” Darren asked, hoping that talking with JR would make the time pass more quickly.

      “Neither. It was because I didn’t have the opportunity. The order I’m a part of is allowed to have children and get married. We believe ministers should not be denied the chance to spread God’s word through an expression of love as well as through our sermons. I always had wanted children and a family, but I suppose it’s not the path God had set out for me.

      “As I said, I lived in a small town and the eligible women there all were snatched up by men with better jobs. I think part of it is perception, you know, like yours, a lot of people think that ministers aren’t allowed to marry. And I certainly wasn’t going to put myself forward. It was also difficult to meet people outside my congregation.”

      “I’d have thought you’d be in a prime position to meet a girl, what with you having a regular stream of people coming to you every Sunday.”

      “Ah, but I couldn’t allow myself to entertain the thought of being romantic with one of the members in my congregation. It seemed wrong somehow, and since the opportunity never presented itself, I walked through life alone. Not that it’s been a bad life. My work has been rewarding, and I’ve been able to rest my head every night knowing that I’ve done a good job.

      “But I look at what you have, and I am an envious man, Darren. You are very lucky. I know you’ve endured your share of sorrows, both before and after the world changed, but you have children who love you, who admire you, and that’s something of which you should be very proud.”

      “I am. In fact, some days it’s the only thing that keeps me going. I don’t know what I’d do without my kids. They make me a better man. I’m doing all of this for them. Without it, I’m not sure I’d have the strength to go on.”

      “Maybe not. Families do provide us with that extra impetus to keep going. We’re always better when we are fighting for something that’s greater than ourselves. For you, it’s family. For me, it’s the word of God.”

      Darren rested on the axe for a moment, wiping the sweat from his brow. The cold air made the physical exertion even harder than it usually was. It stung his lungs as he inhaled deeply, and so regular breaks were required. A nice pile of wood was forming at his feet, though.

      “So, JR, I get that you’re a minister and all, but have you ever had your doubts about God? I mean, don’t take this the wrong way, but I don’t know how you could look around at the world and not have doubts.”

      JR offered him a sly smile and stopped what he was doing for a moment. The minister found a log and sat down, testing it first to make sure it wasn’t going to cave in under the burden of his weight.

      “In my opinion, faith isn’t worth much if it isn’t tested. How can you know the strength of something if it’s never been questioned or doubted? I’ve faced doubt many times over the course of my life. But each time I’ve turned to the Lord and I’ve prayed, and the answer has come to me. Even in the face of complete and utter desolation I’ve been able to find answers through Him. He’s never failed to help me find what I seek, and all I do is try helping others find what they seek.”

      “So, it doesn’t bother you that God’s plan hasn’t given you everything you wanted?”

      JR shrugged. “Who am I to argue with His infinite wisdom? Of course I would have liked a child, but in a way the members of my church were my children and I was able to be a father to them. I have traveled this new world and helped many people who have been in strife. I like to think I have a lot of work ahead of me.

      “I feel as though I am a modern missionary. But instead of traveling to a far-flung corner of the world to spread the Gospel I am wandering through the country, reminding people of that which they have forgotten. I am merely an instrument of God, and I will continue to do my best to be His servant.”

      “But what about the state of the world? Doesn’t it anger you that so many people have died in this crisis?”

      “Indeed, it does, but who can know if this was God’s will?”

      “Isn’t everything?”

      “In some ways, from a certain perspective. I like to think that God took a step back and let His creation have a life of its own and, unfortunately, this has happened. I can’t pretend that I’m okay with it, and when I rise to Heaven, I’ll certainly be asking Him why this had to happen. But there’s no amount of praying that will reverse time. So, we simply must battle on and do what we can to make this world a better place.

      “I mourn the people who have lost their lives, and I weep for those who still are living. I’m quite sure that nobody ever would have chosen to live in a world like this, and some days the future seems bleak, but I have confidence that the Lord will provide, as long as we stay true to ourselves and to Him. He will provide us with the opportunity to make this world better than the last.”

      “I wish I shared your faith.”

      “You don’t have to. I have enough for the both of us, but you are demonstrating my faith with your actions. You are giving yourself to this world, making yourself better, and raising a family that we all can be proud of. I’m not being over the top when I say that humanity would be in a much better state if they all shared your attitude. From what I’ve seen it’s clear that you have things more together than most people. I just hope that when I reach the city, I find people similar to you. I’d hate to think that everything has crumbled.”

      “You know, you don’t have to go to the city if you don’t want to. It’s still going to be difficult to get there, what with the weather being the way it is. You’re welcome to stay here for as long as you like.”

      “I appreciate that, Darren, especially because you weren’t sure of me when I arrived.”

      Darren blanched at this and covered his face with embarrassment.

      “I’m sorry about that. It’s just, you know, you have to be careful in this world. But the way you’ve been with me and the kids…I think it’s exactly what we’ve needed. We’ve been cooped up here for what seems like forever. And even though we love each other, there’s only so much you can take. Having someone else around just gives us that outlet,” Darren said.

      “I appreciate your hospitality, and of course I’ll stay for a little while longer, but I know I’m needed elsewhere. There are people out there who need my help and I will not fail them.”

      JR’s voice was determined and there was a steely look in his eyes. He glowed radiantly and seemed to be filled with the strength of the Almighty. Darren was awed by him and knew that nothing would stand in his way as he sought to spread the love of God and the word of Christ.

      “Well, I hope you can help them the same way you’ve helped us,” Darren said.

      JR gave him a firm nod, and the two men continued doing their work.
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      By the time Darren and JR were done outside a couple of hours had passed and Darren was getting worried. It was about the time when Brent should be returning, but he was nowhere to be seen on the horizon. Darren just about had managed to quell the worry in his heart so far by telling himself that Brent was a smart kid. He was responsible, and wouldn’t have done anything to put himself in danger, Darren told himself. However, as soon as Darren felt that Brent had been gone for too long all that worry overwhelmed him as though a dam had broken. He paced about frantically.

      He bit his lip and wrung his hands together, continually looking at the horizon. He thought about going after Brent, but hated the idea of leaving the girls alone with the mountain lions and JR. As much as he respected JR as a man, Darren didn’t think JR would be as useful if anyone approached the cave. But he knew that the chances of him finding Brent were remote. Brent had the bike and the distance he could cover was way beyond that which Darren could cover on foot. So, Darren was left helpless, pacing around like a caged animal.

      There was nothing in the world he hated more than being helpless.

      His fear started turning to anger toward Brent.

      “I told him not to be gone too long. I told him not to stray too far. I don’t know why that boy can’t just listen to me. It’s only a bike for goodness sake. He doesn’t need to go crazy over it,” Darren muttered to himself.

      The mother mountain lion had gone off again hunting, and Darren couldn’t help but think of the chance that Brent was her prey. He shuddered at the thought of it, at the horrible thought that he might not ever know what had happened to Brent if his son didn’t return.

      Darren’s worst fear as a parent was to lose a child and never know what had happened to him or her. He remembered seeing people on the news who had had their child abducted and his heart always broke for them. He had no idea how he would be able to go on with that thread left dangling, with no closure at all. And now he had to face that possibility himself. If Brent didn’t return, Darren could scour the landscape for him. But even if he spent the rest of his life searching, there was no guarantee he’d actually find Brent, or discover what had happened to him.

      “He’ll be back soon. I’m sure that he just got excited and lost track of the time, or he’s seen something that intrigued him. I bet he’ll be back in a minute,” Betsy said.

      “And it’s not easy to keep track of time. You know what young boys are like. They have a bit of a one-track mind and can get lost in whatever they’re doing. I bet Betsy’s right and he’s just been exploring the world,” JR said.

      “You’re probably right,” Darren admitted, but that didn’t do much to soothe the ache inside him.

      He kept his gaze focused outside and would stay there like a sentry until Brent returned. But he knew that if Brent didn’t come back before it was dark, then all hope was lost. He’d never be able to search for his son because there were others who needed his protection.

      “If he doesn’t come back, there’s only one person to blame. Myself,” he said grimly. JR put a hand on Darren’s shoulder.

      “There is nobody to blame here. You cannot put all the suffering of the world onto your shoulders. You gave Brent the opportunity to go out into the world by himself. Let us not mourn him before we are sure that he is dead. Betsy is right, he most likely got distracted and will return in his own good time. You have raised him to be a young man of good judgment and I’m sure he would not go against your wishes.”

      Darren grunted and turned away from the cave entrance. He busied himself by taking an inventory of the food to see how much more they needed to forage and hunt. The time went by slowly and all the while he choked up at the thought of Brent not returning. Brent was his son, his best friend, and it would be hard to carry on without him. He’d already lost his wife, and there was only so much a man could take.

      Then, he heard movement outside. He strode out of the cave with hope in his heart as he heard the sound of wheels turning against the ground, squishing against the mud and stone. He smiled broadly and ran to meet his son, practically wrestling Brent off the bike with a huge tight bear hug.

      “Dad! Dad! It’s okay! I’m back!” Brent said, trying to extricate himself from Darren’s embrace.

      “What’s the big deal? I wasn’t gone for that long,” Brent said, rubbing his head.

      “You were gone for longer than I asked. I was worried.”

      “Sorry,” Brent said, “I guess I just got caught up in being outside.”

      “What was it like?” Betsy said.

      The others came out to greet Brent as well. Betsy stood close to Brent. The two of them were becoming more obvious with their public displays of affection. It was good to see.

      “Oh, it was amazing! I can’t tell you how good it felt just to be riding along the paths like I used to, not having to worry about a thing,” Brent said, a wistful tone in his voice.

      “I hope you still were keeping an eye out for danger,” Darren said in a warning tone. Brent rolled his eyes.

      “Of course I was, Dad, but I also was trying to take in the view.” He pointed up to the mountains and around the forest. “I rode all around there. I decided not to go back the way we came before. I wanted to see something new.”

      “Did you see anyone else?” Michelle asked.

      “No,” Brent said, subdued for a moment.

      He brightened up again quickly. However, from the way his gaze darted to the ground Darren knew that he was haunted by something and made a point to ask him about it as soon as possible.

      “It was actually really peaceful. I did see some tracks, but they were left by an animal. I didn’t stay around too long to look into all the caves, though. I rode up to the mountains, but I had to stop when the ground became too icy. The bike was sliding all over the place. I tried finding another source of water, but I didn’t turn up anything. I did manage to find these, though,” he said. He rummaged into a bag he had taken and threw them some winter vegetables.

      “Where did you get these?” Darren asked in amazement as he looked at the parsnips and leeks and cabbages.

      “I passed a field. I think it must have backed up onto a farm or something. I was tempted to knock on the door, but I didn’t see any signs of life, so I just left it. But I pilfered these from the field, figuring that the people in there wouldn’t have minded if they’d have gone missing.”

      “We can make some soup out of this. Good job, Son,” Darren said.

      JR took the vegetables from him and, with help from Michelle and Tara, took them to the storage area. The cubs perked up at the movement, but the vegetables wouldn’t be shared with the animals, they needed to be rationed for their next meal.

      Brent beamed with pride after hearing his father’s praise. He took the bike back into the cave, placing it carefully and securely against a rock that was just the right height to hold it in place.

      “I’m looking forward to going out there again,” Brent said hopefully. “There’s a whole lot of the world left to explore.”

      “I’m sure you’ll get your chance,” Darren said.

      The relief he felt upon seeing Brent was euphoric and he was aware how foolish he had been at getting so upset about Brent’s absence. Darren was breathing more easily now that Brent had returned and was remembering what it was like to be a parent. Those were the days when he had to leave Brent and Michelle to their own devices while he went to work. Being together all the time had created a bond of dependency and made him more scared of letting them out of his sight, but it was something he must get used to again. So, it would benefit them all if Brent went out regularly and found more treasures like these vegetables.

      Darren never would have thought he’d actually be anticipating having a hot bowl of vegetable soup for dinner. But at that moment in time it was the most delectable thing he could think of, and warmth spread through his body at the mere thought of it.

      Brent jerked his head back, gesturing to Darren that he needed to talk about something. They moved a few steps away. Betsy came with them. Brent didn’t seem perturbed to be sharing this with her, and Darren thought it was a good sign of trust.

      “There’s something I didn’t want to say in front of the girls because I didn’t want to creep them out,” Brent began, “but I did find some signs of life out there.”

      “Was there anyone at the farm?” Darren asked.

      “No, no, it’s nothing like that. We’re not in danger or anything. I wasn’t lying when I said I didn’t see anyone living. But as I was riding along, I came to a car by the side of the road. From the angle it looked as though it had come to an abrupt stop.”

      “Wouldn’t surprise me if it ran out of gas,” Darren said.

      “That was my thought as well. I went up to the car to see if there was anyone inside, or to see if there was anything useful. But as soon as I reached it, I almost jumped out of my skin. There were people in there, dead.”

      “Do you know what happened to them?” Betsy asked. She reached a hand toward Brent. Darren’s heart went out to his son, feeling solemn that Brent had to witness such a sight.

      “Looked like they were frozen. I tried to open a door to see if there was anything I could do to help, but all the doors were jammed.”

      “Damn. They must have fallen asleep in there and the doors froze shut overnight. They sealed themselves in their tomb,” Darren said grimly.

      “Oh my God,” Betsy said, raising a hand to her mouth.

      “They looked peaceful. It must have happened in their sleep, but it was a horrible thing to see. I just…I thought I should tell you. There are other people out there, but they haven’t been as lucky as us,” Brent said.

      Darren didn’t say anything, but he did give his son a hug.

      “I’m sorry you had to see that,” he said.

      “It’s okay. I had to at some point, and it made me realize just how fortunate we are to still be living. It’s easy for us to think about our lives and worry about the past and everything we’ve left behind, but we just as easily could be dead like them. If we hadn’t found this cave…if we hadn’t followed you, we might not be here to have these conversations.

      “I guess being out there today on my own made me realize how different my life could have been, how different all our lives could have been, and I wanted to say thank you for not letting us be in that much danger. You’ve given us a home, you’ve given us a life, you’ve done everything a father should,” he said.

      The words meant more to Darren than anything else ever could. He felt as though he was going to burst with emotion. Darren had to choke back as he pulled Brent in even closer and hugged him so tightly that Brent actually had to wrestle himself away from Darren for fear that he would be crushed.

      “And thank you for coming back in one piece. I’ll hereby designate you the official scout for our little community. You can take the bike out and try finding out more about the surrounding area. I think one trip every couple of days will suffice, and maybe at some point you can go out farther and expand our reach.”

      “I’d like that,” he said.

      Darren was glad that Brent hadn’t been fazed by the sight of the bodies entombed in the car and knew well that Brent was right. It easily could have been them trapped in a car, but by the grace of God they had managed to steer clear of that.

      Darren glanced toward JR, who was still with Tara and Michelle, and thought about the nature of the divine. Darren still scoffed at the idea that any of this could have been planned. It seemed far too chaotic. That certainly wouldn’t have been any comfort to those who were dead, but his family had been blessed with the skills to survive. So much of this world could be decided by a coin flip, and there were so many things that could have gone another way. There had been many brushes with death, and they had survived so many that it seemed as though there was another force working, a more powerful one than random chance.

      Darren wasn’t arrogant enough to think that he was one of God’s chosen few, but he had suffered tremendously through his life. And for all of that he had continued trying to do the right thing, much like Noah. Darren considered himself to be quite close to that man of legend and myth, the reluctant survivor who was spared from a terrible fate because he was pious and good, while the rest of humanity was cast into the sea. Given what he and his family had been through it felt right that they should be blessed and that, even amid this the bleak, cruel world, they still could find a way to live. It gave him hope that they could progress to a brighter future where they didn’t have to worry about living from day to day.

      They settled about making soup for dinner and seeing how long they could make the vegetables last. Tara and Michelle turned up their noses at the thought of eating these vegetables, but JR told them a story about how vegetables had made people big and strong. He told it with a gleam in his eye, because the last time Darren had heard the stories of Samson, he hadn’t derived his strength from eating vegetables, but it seemed to work on the girls.

      “I thought you said you never lied,” Darren teased.

      “It’s not a lie, it’s an adaptation,” JR said with a smirk. Darren didn’t mind too much. Sometimes you had to tell little white lies to kids. It helped them understand the world a little better.

      A little later on, while they all were huddled around the fire, the mother mountain lion returned. She came back in, limping, looking ragged and sorry for herself. The cubs brightened when they saw her and came up to her, but Darren could tell that something was wrong. She hadn’t returned with any meat. The cubs would have to go hungry tonight. The mountain lion turned toward them and bowed her head, ignoring them as she went toward the middle of the cave and slumped down, crashing with exhaustion. Darren pitied her. For all the joys of his day, the mountain lions were suffering.

      “She looks sad,” Betsy said.

      “I’ll see what’s happened to her,” Darren said, and got up from the fire, turning his back to the heat.

      The cubs looked up at him playfully as he approached. The mother was breathing deeply and opened her eyes to look at him, but she made no sudden movements. Darren moved forward slowly, carefully, not wanting to startle her at all. Although they were living together, he never had been this close to her, and he didn’t particularly like the thought of being in such close proximity to this beast.

      However, he set his fear aside, and with every moment that he was able to stay closer to the mountain lion, his fear subsided. He crouched down and tried to position himself so the light from the fire illuminated the animal, but it was difficult to see in the dim light. It was clear, though, that the mountain lion was bending its leg into its body.

      The closer Darren looked the more easily he was able to see a wound on her leg. It was a deep gash on one of her hind legs, and he was amazed that she was able to walk. He reached forward, trying gently to ease her leg down so he could get a better look. He wanted to help. But as soon as his hand neared her wound the mountain lion snapped her head toward him and roared. The bloodcurdling sound filled the cave and the girls began crying. Darren held up his hands and reared back dramatically, not wanting to get himself hurt by the mother mountain lion, who was clearly in distress.

      “I just want to help you,” he said, but the mountain lion wasn’t listening to him. She glared at him and bared her sharp teeth. Saliva dripped from the top of her jaw to the bottom, and hot, fetid breath washed over him. She didn’t want his help, was too proud for his help. He backed away and left her alone.
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      All through the night the mother mountain lion moaned and groaned, meaning that none of the Dawkins clan got any sleep. Darren listened to her wounded mewling and grieved for her. It tugged at his heart strings and he wished he was able to help. Even a splint might be enough to see her safe through this grim time. He only could imagine the pain that she was in, and it would only have been second to the pain that came with the knowledge of not being able to feed her cubs. With a leg as wounded as the one she had she wouldn’t be able to leave the cave, and the cubs would have to go hungry.

      Darren couldn’t allow that to happen. When the sun rose and the Dawkins family climbed out of their restless slumber, they shared a few nuts for breakfast and talked about the day. Darren glanced over at the wounded mountain lion and sighed. He watched as she staggered up. The cubs were mewling too, but their plaintive cries came from a place of hunger. They nagged and nudged their mother for they didn’t understand the strain she was placing upon herself.

      After a while she moved her head and growled at them, warning them to stop annoying her, but instead of staying prone she tried pushing herself up. At first Darren thought she was going to succeed, and he was willing her to rise to her feet. But when she put weight on her injured leg her entire body collapsed, and she fell with a loud thud. She groaned with pain, and Darren winced.

      There was no way she would be able to go hunt. She hadn’t brought anything back the previous day. He didn’t know how long the cubs could go without food, but they already were giving off warning signs.

      “I think we have a hard day ahead of us,” Darren said.

      “Girls, I want you to go find some walnuts for us. Betsy and JR, I’d like you to continue gathering firewood and maybe search for some wild persimmon as well. There has to be some winter fruits growing on these trees. Maybe we’ve been lucky and the winds have blown some toward us,” he said.

      “I’ve got an idea of what I want to do,” Brent said. Darren assumed that he’d want to go out on the bike again, but what Brent actually said surprised him. “I was thinking I could gather some thorns and make hooks out of them. I might be able to make them into fishing hooks, if we come across fish, or we can use them to hang things up.”

      Darren praised the idea. He couldn’t remember if there was a lake nearby and, so far, he hadn’t seen any fish in the stream. But they needed to be prepared for anything, and the thought of catching fish made his stomach rumble.

      “What are you going to do?” JR asked.

      Darren glanced toward the mountain lions. “I’m going to make sure those cubs get fed,” he said. “I know it might seem strange to you that I’m using our time to provide for these animals, but I look at that mountain lion and all I can do is take pity on her. Those cubs never asked to be born into this world, and if they can’t eat, they’re going to die. But first they’re going to turn to the nearest source of food they can find, which is us. So, I’m not just doing this for them, I’m doing it for us too, and I might be able to get ourselves some meat to go with the stew tonight.”

      “There are plenty of vegetables left in the field as well. I can make regular runs there when we start running out of the ones I brought back yesterday,” Brent said. Darren smiled. He had a feeling Brent wouldn’t have been able to go one family meeting without mentioning his plans for the bike.

      “I think it’s wonderful that you care so much for other creatures. Man does have dominion over the fish of the sea, and the fowl of the air, and over every living thing that moveth upon the earth, after all. And I’ve always interpreted that to mean we have a responsibility to care for everything that exists in this world, no matter how big or small, no matter how harmless or vicious. But please ensure you find something. Because I don’t want us to be eaten by these mountain lions,” JR said.

      “Hear! Hear!” Betsy said, which brought a chuckle from everyone.

      They finished eating breakfast and then made their way out of the cave for a new day of foraging and hunting. Brent and Betsy had the responsibility of keeping an eye on the girls. And after they’d almost lost them once, they were determined not to let Tara and Michelle wander off again.

      Darren took a rudimentary spear they had made, as well as the gun and a knife. He walked out into the forest, deep among the barren trees, his feet cracking the dry leaves that rested on the ground. He walked as gingerly and carefully as he could, not wanting to disturb anything if he could help it. He knew that would help his chances of finding anything that could feed the mountain lions.

      The mother must have been feeling helpless by now, and her heart most likely was breaking. He knew that he was anthropomorphizing her, but he couldn’t help it. Although he was skeptical of mysticism, he was certain that animals had souls. He knew they felt pain and fear just like humans, and right now that mother must have been scared out of her mind.

      The longer they stayed there the riskier a proposition it became because the likelihood of the mountain lion attacking them grew greater. He had hoped that, eventually, when the ground thawed the mountain lion and her cubs would leave for their home in the mountains. Hearing Brent’s account of the state of the mountains made Darren understand why the animals had left the mountains and come down to the lowlands. If the terrain was as icy as he said, then the mountain lions would have been slipping and sliding all over the place, and it was doubtful anything nutritious would live up there. They had been forced down, out of their homes, and once again Darren was struck by the similarities of their stories.

      However, another story came to mind, that of the scorpion and the frog, where they were both on one side of the lake and the scorpion begged the frog to take him over to the other side. The frog was wary, afraid that the scorpion would sting him with his vicious tail. The scorpion promised that he wouldn’t, and the trusting frog let the scorpion climb on his back. They made it all the way to the other side of the lake, but just before they reached the other side the frog felt a stabbing pain. The scorpion had pricked him with his tail. The frog felt the life slip out of him and he turned to the scorpion, asking him why he had broken the promise. The scorpion apologized and told the frog that he couldn’t help it, for it was simply in his nature.

      The story had a sobering moral for Darren to consider. The mountain lion may not mean him any harm, but at some point, her natural instincts were going to influence her, and she would strike out. Because that’s what she was born to do. How he longed for the sweet song of spring to come and thaw out this icy world, to give them hope and relief from the bleak world that had crept into their bones. But first, he had hunting to do.

      He gazed in all corners of the forest, hoping to see some sign of a scurrying animal. He looked overheard, hoping to follow the trajectory of a soaring bird and wait until it landed on a branch to enjoy a rest.

      He saw nothing.

      In the meantime, he made his way to the stream to collect some water, because the morning dew wasn’t giving them enough water for their needs. Especially not now that they had JR with them, and Darren had been leaving small pools of water for the mountain lions to drink.

      He dipped the bottles into the stream and felt the cold water bubble over his hand. He checked for fish, but there were none. Although he thought that perhaps if they followed the stream down, they might find some there, if they hadn’t all frozen to death. The water was icy cold, which was a shame. He could have done with a dip in the stream, but his skin broke out in goosebumps after one moment in the cold water.

      Once the bottles were filled, he brought one to his lips and sipped the cold water, shuddering as it trickled down his throat, like drops of ice freezing him from the inside out. He walked away and continued his journey through the forest, searching the scenery for any sign of an animal, finding it ironic that he was willing to kill one animal for the sake of saving another. Life was filled with contradictions, and he wasn’t about to try figuring them out now.

      Eventually, he heard the bushes rustle and stayed still, carefully taking his time to look for the source of the sound. He soon found it, a squirrel scuttling around, foraging for some food. It wasn’t much, but he hoped it would be enough to satisfy the cubs for the time being. He’d have to find something else, though, if he was going to feed his family and JR as well.

      Darren wondered what the mother mountain lion had been hunting that could have caused her such grievous harm. It was a long, deep slash, and must have been come from one hell of a fight. He hoped that he wouldn’t come across anything like that while he was out here. A squirrel was just about enough for him to handle.

      He took careful aim of his quarry and watched it carefully as the squirrel went about its business, seemingly ignorant of Darren’s presence. He wasn’t going to use the gun because he didn’t want to scare away any other wildlife that was lurking around. So, he brought the spear up and took aim carefully. Using such a heavy spear for such a small creature was overkill, but he wanted to make sure he came back with something.

      He counted to three and breathed slowly, then hurled the spear with all his might. It hurtled through the air and slammed into the squirrel. There was a brief squeal, followed by a rustle as the impact took the squirrel into the bushes. Darren ran toward his target and was pleased to see that the squirrel had been hit. The spear had landed right in its neck. Darren pulled the squirrel off the spear and placed it in his sack. He’d skin it later.

      That was the first animal done. A few more of the same size and the mountain lions would have quite the feast. He continued walking around carefully until he heard voices in the distance. He ducked behind a stump and peered out cautiously, careful not to give himself away. Two men were strolling around with heavy packs on their backs and bows slung over their shoulders. They were laughing and seemed in good spirits.

      Darren found this surprising and was slightly envious of them. They were walking through the world without a care, and it didn’t seem right that people should have their attitude. He was filled with the urge to go up to them and shake them until they admitted why they weren’t gripped with despair or on the edge of madness. What right did they have to be happy when there were so many dead, and so many dying a slow death?

      He wanted to approach them, but he didn’t. He decided in that moment that he wasn’t going to approach anyone he didn’t have to, and only would talk to people outside his family circle if they approached him, like JR. The example of JR certainly made him more amenable to the idea of welcoming strangers into his home, but he wasn’t ready to extend the courtesy to anyone.

      Perhaps it was a misjudgment. Because these people certainly knew how to survive. And they might have been able to lend their expertise to the Dawkins clan. But he wasn’t ready to risk their safety by calling out to two strangers. More than likely he would have startled them, and they would have turned around and skewer him with an arrow from their bow. Or they would take his squirrel from him, and he had worked hard for that squirrel.

      He kept his breathing quiet until the two men faded into their distance, their voices becoming one with the wind. Darren waited until it was completely silent before he emerged. There was no sign that anyone was aware of him. Those two men were living their own lives, and had their own stories to tell. At that point Darren was struck by a profound sense of the world being far bigger than he ever had imagined. It was the same kind of feeling he used to get when he was driving people around; that their lives intersected briefly but they had entire universes within them, universes that he never would be privy to.

      But as quickly as the scope of his thoughts expanded it snapped back to focus on his own life, his own universe. He clutched his spear in his hands and stalked through the forest, trying to channel the spirit of the mountain lion upon whose behalf he was hunting. He ended up finding a few more small animals, and also spotted a wild boar, but the boar disappeared from view before he had a chance to hunt it. He had to be satisfied with the kills he had made.

      He returned to the cave, but stopped before he entered, deciding to skin the animals outside to prevent Tara and Michelle from having to see cute animals being skinned. It was something he’d explained to them before, and something they were going to have to get used to at some point, but he wanted to protect their innocence for as long as possible.

      He’d just finished with the last animal when he heard a terrified scream coming from inside the cave. It was Michelle, and she was in danger.
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      Darren ran into the cave fearing the worst. Of course it was Michelle who had screamed, his little angel, the girl for whom he would give his life to protect. She had a heart of gold. He easily could imagine her wanting to ease the lion’s suffering or make friends with the cubs and try distracting them while their mother was wounded. It would have been easy for Betsy and Brent to get distracted, and for all JR’s kindness, he wasn’t used to being a parent and wouldn’t know how easy it can be for kids to get into trouble.

      Darren came around the corner, but his alarm quickly faded. He found that Tara and Michelle just were playing a game with Brent. He was making them jump by making loud noises. The relief was palpable.

      They greeted him when he returned. Each of them was in good spirits and it seemed as though they all had enjoyed a profitable day. Some stew was bubbling over the fire, although the mountain lion hadn’t moved. For a moment Darren thought she was dead, but her chest was slowly rising and falling. Her breathing seemed labored, though.

      “She looks troubled,” JR said, noticing that Darren was looking at the mountain lion. “I’m not sure how much longer she has left, not if she doesn’t let us look at the wound.”

      “That’s the problem, though, isn’t it? She won’t let us get close. I brought some food for her and the cubs anyway,” he said, and tossed some of the meat by the animals.

      The cubs leaped on it and tore at it voraciously with their small teeth, tearing chunks out at a time. The mother craned her neck and reached out with a paw to bring some to her mouth, but she chewed slowly. It seemingly took a great effort for her to eat. At least she was eating, though.

      Darren’s heart swelled with pity, but he turned his back on the mountain lion to focus on his own family, offering them some meat to add to the stew. Brent took it gratefully and put it on a spit, then let it rest over the fire where the flames crackled and seared the meat. It started to glisten with juice. The heavy smell filled the cave and made their stomachs rumble. If the mountain lions hadn’t already had their fill of food, they likely would have tried joining them for dinner, which was the heartiest one they had enjoyed for a while.

      As they were dishing up the stew, JR bowed his head and started to say Grace. The kids all looked at Darren, who was stunned momentarily. All he wanted to do was eat, but he gestured for them to bow their heads and listen to the minister’s words.

      “Oh Father, who art in Heaven, hallowed be Thy name, thank you for this blessed gift of food for myself, this man, and his family. You put us through trials, and with your guidance we emerge from them stronger, happier, and more proud. We seek dominion over the Earth. We take sustenance from the ground, the animals, the water; all that has been provided by you. Lord, we thank you deeply for every day that we spend in this wretched world. We thank you for giving us the strength to continue, for giving us the hope to look and plan for the future, and for giving us the compassion to help others when we see them in need.

      “I want to thank you personally for guiding myself into the arms of Darren and his family. Against the odds they are proving that people can thrive in this world, and it is a privilege to have been in their company for even just a short time. Now we shall enjoy this meal, and it will fill our hearts as well as our stomachs for we know that we have earned this stew. And all we ask is that you continue to watch over us and keep us safe. Guide our actions and fill us with the courage to do what needs to be done. Amen.”

      There was a murmur of “Amen” from everyone else as the minister finished his prayer. Then, he looked up and smiled at them all and urged them to eat. They heartily tucked into their meal. The stew was delicious. The warmth spread through their bodies. The thick broth slipped down their gullets and left a trail of heat. The vegetables were filling, the meat was nice and tender. It was the finest meal that any of them had had for a long time. It made Darren hope that perhaps in the future they could have more meals like this.

      “How far away did you say the farmhouse was?” JR asked Brent.

      “Not too far, just a little ride up that way,” Brent said, gesturing with his hand.

      “Like I said, there’s plenty more there. I was thinking about doing another run tomorrow.” He spoke casually, as though it was the most natural thing in the world for him to go out by himself. Darren was about to say something about not getting ahead of himself, but he bit his tongue before he did. He didn’t want to discourage Brent, and the vegetables were certainly delicious.

      “I was thinking as well, Dad. I thought that I might get a bit closer to the farmhouse to see if there’s any sign of anyone living there,” Brent said.

      “I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” Darren said as he was chewing on some meat. His mind filled with grim thoughts of an angry farmer seeing Brent as a threat and firing a rifle toward him, or worse. There was no telling what hazards lay in wait for Brent in this world. “We don’t know who could be living there.”

      “But there might not be anyone, and I was thinking that if the place is empty, it could be our new home,” Brent said.

      Everyone’s ears pricked up at this, and they all stopped eating for a few moments. Brent suddenly looked bashful. He hadn’t expected his comment to garner such a reaction from everyone.

      “I mean, it was just an idea I had. We don’t have to or anything. I was just thinking…” he trailed off and slurped down some of his stew, wiping an errant dark drop from the corner of his mouth.

      “No, go on, tell us your idea,” Darren said.

      “Well, it’s just that the house itself seems in pretty good condition and it makes more sense to me that we go where the vegetables and fields are rather than bring them to us all the time. I’d have to check, but there might be a hand cranked well there, which would mean we wouldn’t have to go to the stream all the time for water. And you’ve said yourself that you don’t see us staying here all our lives. It would be nice to have a proper roof over our heads again, and our own rooms.” He glanced at Betsy and the girls as he said the last part. They all seemed to be excited about his idea, although Michelle had one concern.

      “What about the mountain lions? Are they coming with us?” she asked.

      “Let’s decide whether we’re going before we think about what happens to the mountain lions, Sweetie. Besides, they might want to have this place to themselves,” Darren said.

      He couldn’t quite believe he actually was considering leaving the cave. It had been so good to them and kept them alive when they may have died somewhere else. It was sturdy and had endured the storms, had given them shelter from the wind and rain, and it had provided them with enough cover to have a perpetual fire going so they had a constant source of warmth. It never had been perfect, but it had been just right for them, and Darren felt a twinge of sadness at the thought of leaving it.

      “But it’s a good idea,” Darren added.

      “I’ll want to have a look around myself first, but I don’t see why not. Like you said, it might be nice to have a roof over our heads again, and it certainly would be easier to plan for the future while we’re living in a house rather than in this cave,” Darren said. Brent suggested that Darren join him the following day, and Darren agreed.

      With that matter settled they continued eating the stew and then settled down for the night. It seemed that things were beginning to change, as though a new dawn had appeared, and it had coincided with JR’s arrival. Darren wasn’t usually one to believe in miracles, but it seemed as though they had been touched by God. Perhaps it would lead to them having a better life.

      He could hope so, anyway.
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      The following day Darren and Brent got ready to leave. Because there was only one bike, they didn’t think there was much point in taking it. But it did mean they were going to be gone longer than Brent had been previously. Betsy and JR were going to look after the girls, though, and Darren just told them to be careful of the mountain lions. The mother still looked wounded and hadn’t gotten to her feet even after another night’s sleep. The wound on her leg was getting nastier, but whenever Darren tried to get near her, she growled at him.

      “I know I was scared of the mountain lion when I first arrived but seeing her like this only makes the pity inside me swell,” JR said. “It’s difficult to see one of God’s creatures in such pain. I’m supposed to be here to help people through their anguish, but there’s nothing I can do for her. I feel so helpless.”

      “I know, but she clearly doesn’t want our help. I guess we just have to hope that the wound will heal itself, or that we can find a way to treat her while she’s sleeping,” Darren said. JR nodded and pressed his lips together, gazing at the lion with a wistful look in his eyes.

      “I’ll pray for her,” JR said. Darren looked at her and thought she needed a heck of a lot more than prayer.

      He and Brent took a bottle of water each and carried a sack. They set off soon after sunrise. The idea of living and working through the night had been abandoned ever since they had decided to embrace the foraging lifestyle. Darren had wanted to keep it up, but gradually they started to slip back into sleeping when it was nighttime, and without any alarm clocks it was difficult to interrupt the natural sleeping cycle. It seemed as though humans were attuned to waking when it was light and sleeping in the darkness, so that is what they did. However, it did seem as though there were fewer people coming through the forest than he expected. So, they weren’t putting themselves at risk, and the amount of resources they gathered made the risk worthwhile anyhow.

      The air was crisp as he and Brent set off, and the sky was an endless shade of gray, but at least there were no dark clouds on the horizon. The longer it went without a storm the better, as far as he was concerned, and he even started to wonder if it was time for spring to blossom yet. It was so hard to keep track of the days and months. And although he didn’t want to get his hopes up, he did start to think about what they could do when spring finally came.

      “I hope you didn’t mind me making that suggestion. It was just something that occurred to me when I was outside the farmhouse. It seemed silly that there was a house all alone there without anyone living in it,” Brent said.

      “You don’t have to apologize at all. I’m glad you’re thinking about the future of this family. You’re really turning into a man that you can be proud of,” Darren said. Brent turned his head to the side, embarrassed by the praise.

      “I know that your teenage years are pretty difficult anyway, with all the hormones raging around inside your body, but it’s a difficult time for other reasons. When you become an adult you suddenly start to see the world around you in a different way, even a world like this one. Now that you’re older I can start to talk to you about certain things, about decisions we have to make. I’ve been looking forward to it, to be honest with you. Because being a single parent is a lonely role, and I could do with some help in taking the pressure off me.”

      “Sure, Dad, I’ll do whatever you like,” Brent said.

      “I’m glad to hear it. So, what we’ll do when we get to the farmhouse is stay out of sight. I don’t want any nasty surprises, and I don’t want to give anyone a nasty surprise in case they react violently. We’ll be as quiet as possible and stake out the area. If we see anyone, we’ll try figuring out if they look friendly. If they do, we might approach them. If not, we’ll head back and write it off.”

      “I hope they’re friendly,” Brent said, “but it’s not like you to want to talk to people. Usually you’re always telling me to stay away.”

      “I know…maybe I realize it’s time for me to change. I’m not sure we can make it through this world if we keep holding onto that attitude. JR has made me see things differently. When I heard him outside, I wanted to keep as quiet as I could. I was willing him to move away because I was so scared that he would be just like the others who have found us. And yesterday when I was out hunting, I heard two men walk by. They were just laughing, looked like regular guys to me, but I hid from them.

      “At the time I told myself I was right to be cautious because I was alone, and they had weapons visible.  Still ever since then it’s been gnawing at me. I keep asking myself what really would have happened if I had announced myself. I want to believe that people are still reasonable, and that they wouldn’t have just turned around and shot me on sight.

      “I guess it just made me think about how big the world really is, how there are people out there we haven’t met yet who could change our lives for the better, and we should be ready to give them that opportunity. It’s a funny thing about life, I guess…when you’re younger you have such a big circle of friends. It’s easy to just call up people and get a massive group together for a game of football or something. But when you get older your circle dwindles and you become solely focused on your family. I’ve never really understood why that is. But I’ve been thinking that maybe it’s time to change that and start being open to other people.”

      “Are you sure? I agree, but I just know how strongly you’ve warned us against reaching out to people in the past. It’s served us well and kept us safe so far. Are you sure you want us to change that drastically? I mean, JR is just one man. It doesn’t mean that everyone is going to be like him.”

      “No, it doesn’t, but he’s not the only one I’ve met. I’ve spent too long focusing on the bad people we’ve met rather than the good. There are people out there. I found them when I was alone. They were good people and if things had been different maybe I would have invited them back.

      “More help is always better, it makes us stronger. And then if there are bad people, we have more help to defend ourselves. I just…I hate living in fear, and I hate living in a world where I’m forced to look at everyone with mistrust. JR has shown me that it’s okay to trust in people again, and I’d like that to continue.”

      Brent nodded. The two of them continued up to the farm. As they approached the field, they slowed their pace and crouched down behind the fence. The field was long and large, but it looked as though it hadn’t been tended for a while. Brent pointed out where he had pulled up the vegetables, and Darren saw a small part of the field where the dirt had been dug up and roots had been ripped out. There were still plenty of vegetables there, which made him think that the farm was empty, otherwise the farmers would have been gathering this food.

      All was quiet, though, and no smoke was rising from the chimney. The house was framed with willow trees; the naked branches formed a kind of spider web, crisscrossing in front of the gray bricks of the house. It looked gothic and cold, and a chilly feeling trickled down Darren’s spine.

      He nudged Brent and the two of them hopped over the fence and walked up the length of the field, keeping low and hugging the side of the field, although there wasn’t much space in which to hide. If anyone was looking at them, they’d have a good view. But the fact there was no gunfire or other sounds made Darren confident he wasn’t in any danger.

      They made their way up to the house and a stagnant odor greeted them. Darren peeked through a window, but the curtains were drawn. His breath caught in his throat as he crept around the house. He almost was waiting for someone to jump out at him. It seemed wrong that this house would be standing here, empty, when there were so many people looking for shelter.

      They came to the door. It was old and wooden. Flecks of paint flaked off. Brent had had a quick look around the back. As far as he could tell there were no animals on this farm. If there were, they most likely had been eaten, or wandered off. He did report there was a well, though, which did have water, and Darren nodded with approval.

      “It certainly seems like this is an ideal place, but I’m worried it’s too good to be true. These things usually are…there’s just one more test,” he said, and pushed open the door.

      It was unlocked, and as it opened air rushed out, along with dust. The door was sucked inward. Darren grinned at Brent and turned to look inside, but as soon as he did, he was seized with unfathomable horror as he saw a gaunt, pale figure staring at him with a gun resting in his lap.

      Darren raised his hands and ducked, pushing Brent out of the way, pleading with the man not to shoot, but there was no response.

      Upon closer inspection, Darren saw that the man had been dead for a while. His skin was stretched over his bones and his eyes were faded and lifeless. His limp hands cradled the gun, and he stared into eternity, his mouth gaping open, showing yellowed teeth and a dry, dark tongue. Darren gagged as the stench hit him and had to put his hand over his mouth and nose as he moved into the house. Brent did the same.

      “The winter must have preserved him,” Darren said, inspecting the body. Brent kept his distance.

      “I wonder if there’s anybody else here,” he said.

      They wandered around the house but found nobody else. Although as they looked out onto the backyard they saw a cross near a tree. Brent hadn’t seen it the first time he had been out there because he had been so excited to see the well. Darren surmised that it was the man’s wife, and that he had died soon after her, alone in his living room, with his gun trained on the door, watching out for intruders. It seemed such an awful fate for him to die in his chair with only the gun for company.

      “Come on,” Darren said, for he knew what had to be done.

      He and Brent found a shovel, along with an array of other tools, and began digging a grave by the tree. Brent wondered if all this really was necessary, but Darren told him there was dignity in death, and these two should be buried together. They hauled his body out carefully, wrapping it up in a blanket they found upstairs so they didn’t actually have to touch his flesh. Darren was afraid of infection, even though the man was ice cold.

      They buried him silently and the mood was solemn.

      “We should start heading back now. I think we’ve seen all we need to see,” Darren said.

      “Okay, I guess we’re not going to stay here then,” Brent said.

      “Why do you say that?”

      “You just had a tone in your voice.”

      “No, I think this place has potential, but if we move it has to be quickly. I’m sure we’re not the only ones who would like the look of this place. I’m just sad for the man who had to die without anyone by his side. I wonder what the last thing that went through his mind was,” Darren said.

      He shut the kitchen door behind them and walked with Brent back through the field, back to the cave. The farm had everything they ever could want and, in his mind, he already was living there. It would take some time to gather supplies, though, and he even felt guilty for leaving the wounded mountain lion and her cubs. He’d think it over during the night, but he knew he’d have to decide soon. Otherwise, he might lose the chance to have this house for himself.
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      When they returned Brent and Darren told JR and the others about what they had seen. Brent spoke excitedly and gave them a harrowing account of how they had come upon the man in the chair.

      “We laid him to rest, but perhaps you could say a few words if you come to the farm with us,” Darren said to JR.

      The minister bowed his head and closed his eyes, happy to oblige in such a task. Darren imagined that the minister was pleased whenever he got a chance to do what he had been trained to do.

      Darren told them of his plan to move their things to the farmhouse the following day. They all were excited to experience a new beginning. And once again he invited JR to come along with them, thinking it was the least he could do. JR said that he’d come to help them move, but then he would be on his way. Because there were more people out there who needed his assistance.

      “You’re a brave man to face this world alone. I hope you know that,” Darren said. JR offered a modest smile.

      “I am merely doing God’s work,” he said.

      They settled down for the night. Darren hoped that it would be easier for everyone to sleep with the hope of a new home tomorrow, and more space to move around. But he found sleeping difficult, and not in the least because the mother mountain lion was mewing and groaning with pain. These mountain lions almost had come to be a part of the family. It was difficult to think of leaving them here, for with the mother’s inability to hunt, the cubs surely would die.

      The cries of pain were almost too much to bear, but there was nothing Darren could do because the mountain lion only would turn away from him. It broke his heart that she couldn’t trust him enough and suffered, but it seemed as though she was a prisoner of her nature.

      However, JR couldn’t bear the pain. Darren felt him move.

      “What are you doing?” Darren asked in a harsh whisper.

      “I can’t sit by while one of God’s creatures is suffering. I’ve seen how she cares for her cubs, and she deserves the same care as anyone else. You’ve shown that to me in your treatment of her. If we don’t help her, those cubs are going to die, and I just can’t sit by and let that happen. I’ll be okay. I’ll be like Daniel. God will protect me. And I’m sure that once I begin treating her, she will understand what I’m doing.”

      Darren tried pulling him back, but JR already was out of reach. Darren roused himself and looked toward the mountain lion, which was illuminated by the faint glow of the fire. To his relief the animal seemed to be asleep, and was groaning and whimpering, her legs shaking. Maybe she wouldn’t wake up. Maybe it all would all be okay.

      JR walked over to the supplies and wet a cloth with some water. He gingerly moved toward the animal and held out his hand. Darren could see how it trembled. The rest of the kids were sleeping, tired out from another rigorous day. So, he stood alone to watch the horror as JR reached toward the mountain lion with a tender hand, only to freeze in fear when he touched the animal’s wound. The mother mountain lion’s eyes snapped open and it let forth an almighty roar that shook the very Earth and awoke the others.

      Darren gripped the rock in front of him as he saw the animal move more quickly than he believed. Her tail swiped across the ground and she lashed out with her good paw, slamming it against JR’s head. JR cried out helplessly and fell backward, his body landing with a dull thud and crumpling on the ground. The mountain lion roared and dragged herself away from him, into the darkness.

      Darren ran to JR’s side and almost threw up. JR’s throat and face were gutted, with deep gash marks from the animal’s claws. Blood came out in huge gushes. JR tried to speak, but blood bubbled up from his throat and drowned his words. His hand found Darren’s and squeezed it tightly, with all his strength.

      “Damn. I should have stopped you. I should have tried,” Darren said, searching for a way to stem the flow of blood, but JR had lost too much already.

      “I’m sorry, JR. I want you to know that you helped me and my family. You were a good man. We’re never going to forget you,” Darren said.

      He thought he saw a smile on JR’s face, and then JR let go of Darren’s hand. Darren bowed his head. Tears cascaded down his cheeks. He turned to the mountain lion.

      “Why? Why did you do it? Goddamn you! He only was trying to help… he only was trying to help…” then Darren collapsed into sorrow, his entire body shuddering with sobs as the blood from JR’s wounds pooled over the rocky ground like slick oil.
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      Darren was a wreck. He knelt by JR’s body. The life had slipped from his eyes, taken from him by the mountain lion he had tried to help. The minister had done nothing more than tend to the animal’s wounds despite Darren’s efforts to stop him. And in the end, the mountain lion had lashed out, adhering to its nature.

      The animal didn’t know right from wrong. It didn’t think about philosophical matters or consider the ethics of its actions. It wasn’t evil. It just was following its instincts. So when JR had approached with a wet cloth and tried cleaning its wounds, the mountain lion had awoken and assumed it was being attacked again.

      It all had happened so quickly that Darren hadn’t had a chance to prevent it, nor did he have the medical expertise to save JR from the wounds he’d suffered. Perhaps if there had been a doctor around, or a working hospital, something could have been done. But they were in a cave and all alone.

      JR was dead and Darren couldn’t help but feel responsible. Maybe if he had been more insistent on driving the mountain lions off into the wild JR wouldn’t be dead now. It seemed galling, a cruel twist of fate when Darren just had delivered the news of hope to JR, the news that they had found a farmhouse that offered refuge, sanctuary, salvation.

      The noise of the attack was enough to wake the children. They rose and called out to their father, looking shocked when they saw JR’s condition and the blood that surrounded his body. The mother mountain lion had recoiled and was staring warily at them. She placed herself between them and her cubs.

      Darren wondered what was going through her mind. Had she not come to the same level of understanding as he had? Had she not developed the same kind of bond? He’d identified with her over the course of her stay in his cave, had come to see them as kindred spirits, but now when he looked at her he saw the wild animal. They were worlds apart.

      Darren placed his hands upon the rocks around him to steady himself, leaving a crimson palm print. He turned to the children. Brent and Betsy were shielding Michelle and Tara’s eyes from the sight, but it was too late. They’d already seen everything. Blood dripped from the mountain lion’s claws.

      Darren looked down at his hand and once again was taken aback by the parallels between the two of them. His soul twisted inside him, hating the fact that the longer he survived in this world the more he turned into an animal. How long would it be before he ended up hurting someone close to him? He couldn’t bear the thought that he could hurt his children, nor could he bear the thought of losing his identity.

      Darren bowed his head and clamped his eyes shut, trying to wish away the turbulent thoughts that ran through is mind, except nothing worked. His breathing was heavy and his heart hammered in his chest. Sweat beaded on his temples and his hands clenched in anger. This world had taken so much from him but he swore it never would take away his sanity or his humanity. He’d never become an animal.

      But as long as the mountain lions were there they reminded him of what he could turn into, of how fate was a slippery slope and no matter how much he tried to climb he never would ascend, only fall into madness.

      They had to go. There was nothing else to do. He’d indulged the animals for too long, had projected too much of himself onto them. They weren’t the Dawkins family. They weren’t going to take care of him. It only was a matter of time before the mountain lions got hungry enough that they saw Darren and his family as prey, and then it would be too late to fight them off. The cubs were growing and soon they would be big enough to pose a huge challenge to Darren.

      He had to end it before they could grow up.

      He snarled as he rose from above JR’s body and strode across the cave. Brent called out to him, asking him what was happening, but Darren was deaf to everything apart from the voice inside his head. The mother mountain lion recoiled and braced herself for defense. Darren marched over to the supplies and retrieved the gun. Without hesitation he swung it around and pointed it at the mountain lions. As he pulled the trigger Brent and Betsy called out, distracting him momentarily, and the bullet shot into the side of the cave, sending up a cloud of rubble and dust.

      The mountain lions were startled and they high-tailed it out of the cave, swallowed by the darkness. Darren chased after them, firing into the night. He reached the mouth of the cave just before Brent reached him and pulled him back.

      “Dad! What are you doing?” he asked.

      “I can’t let them change us! I can’t let them kill us!” he said, his voice raw, cracking with emotion.

      Brent pulled him back and Darren relented to his son’s gesture. Darren was exhausted and weak. He didn’t want to keep fighting, but fighting was the only thing he knew how to do in this world. There had been so many people he’d had to kill. When would it end? Would it end at all?

      “Dad,” Brent said, trying to focus his father. Darren still held the weapon in his trembling hands.

      “I have to go,” he said, turning toward the mouth of the cave.

      While the mountain lions were out there, they posed a threat. And while they posed a threat Darren had to stop them from hurting his family. But then he looked around at his family and saw how frightened they all were. Brent was in front of him, his face a mask of concern. Betsy was white as a sheet and stood with Tara and Michelle on either side of her. The little girls looked at Darren with wide eyes and his jaw went slack. He knew in that moment they weren’t scared of the animals; they were scared of him.

      The gun dropped from his hands and he fell to his knees. He opened his palms and stared at the blood on them. He closed his eyes and started weeping. JR’s death had brought everything to the fore, all the emotional turmoil that had plagued him since this whole thing had started, and perhaps even before that, with the dissolution of his marriage.

      “Dad,” Brent said.

      There was mercy and emotion in his voice. He too sank to his knees and wrapped his arms around Darren. Darren felt his son’s embrace and allowed the love to pour in. With blood still on his hands, it was heart wrenching for Darren to keep his hands down and not hug his son. A few moments later Betsy and the other girls came up to him and joined in with the hug. They all cried for each other, and for JR, but they also strengthened the bond they shared.

      The cave was filled with the sounds of despair, but eventually one by one they collected themselves. They extricated themselves from the hug and enjoyed the freedom of the cave once more, for now the mountain lions weren’t there taking up most of it. They did avoid the area where JR had fallen, though. Blood trickled from his body, but it did not sweep across the cave, although the smell filled the area and the sight of it brought up horrid visions. Soon after Darren gathered some water and washed the blood from his hands. Then he walked over to Michelle and Tara, who were playing with Applejack.

      “Was the mommy mountain lion evil, Daddy?” Michelle asked.

      “I thought you said it was our friend,” Tara added.

      The girls were the picture of innocence and Darren hated how he had behaved so recklessly in front of them. All he’d wanted to do in this world was protect them and their innocence, but now he realized it was an impossible task. They had seen the savage ferocity of nature first hand, witnessed a man they had trusted die while doing something good. There could be no harsher lesson to learn, and one of his greatest challenges yet was going to be parenting them through this.

      “I thought it was. I hoped it was,” Darren began, speaking patiently.

      He’d found that one of the most difficult things as a parent was forcing himself to sound calmer than he actually was for the sake of his kids. They were so sensitive and didn’t understand the context of different emotions. So, if he was angry at something else, they might take it as being directed at them. So, even though he was in turmoil over JR’s death, he had to remain measured so his kids wouldn’t be afraid of him or think they had done something wrong.

      “But the thing we have to remember is that the mountain lion was a wild animal. I think we got too relaxed in treating it like a pet. There’s a reason animals like her are placed behind fences and cages in a zoo. JR tried to help her, and I’m sure that the mommy mountain lion didn’t mean to hurt him, but it doesn’t really matter what she meant. The end result is the same. JR is dead because of the mountain lion and I don’t want the same thing to happen to any of us. I’m sorry for scaring you, but I have to protect you. And if that means driving off the mountain lion, then so be it,” he said.

      “What’s going to happen to them?” Michelle asked.

      Darren inhaled. “I don’t know. But they’re tough. They’re born to survive in this kind of world. So, I’m sure they’ll make it. And maybe they’ll come back here if we move on, but I’m not going to welcome them back. Now I want the two of you to try going back to bed. Betsy, Brent and I will clean up and make sure the mountain lions don’t return.”

      “Can we say goodbye to JR?” Tara asked.

      “We’ll say goodbye to him in the morning. We’ll do it properly,” he said.

      The girls nodded. He walked over to them and hugged both of them tightly. They really were remarkable girls, and he doubted they knew how strong they were being. For everything they had seen in this new world they had not crumbled into despair, and they had maintained their innocence. Darren wished he could be as strong as them.

      He took them to bed and tucked them in. They looked like two peas in a pod and their eyes were drowsy. He stroked their cheeks and they yawned and fell asleep, leaving Darren to turn back to Brent and Betsy.

      “We have to get this body out of the cave before everything starts smelling, and I don’t want us to have to breathe in the odor either. We might get infected. Also, we need to keep a close eye on the surrounding area. That mother mountain lion isn’t going to take too kindly to me shooting at her. As far as she’s concerned this is her home and I’ve just driven her out. I won’t be surprised if she’s back.”

      Darren feared at some point he would have to go hunting for the mountain lion to ensure the threat was ended. He couldn’t just leave her out there while her anger and hunger festered. He and that mountain lion were linked. And even if they left the cave, he had a feeling she would be able to find him and take her vengeance upon him. But, for now, they had work to do. Darren shoved the gun into his pants where it rested against the small of his back and directed Brent and Betsy to work.

      “I can’t believe he’s gone,” Betsy said, looking down at the dead body. The look of shock was permanently etched upon JR’s face. Darren wondered what had been going through his mind when he died.

      “He’s with his Lord now,” Darren said.

      “I can’t believe it actually happened. I always knew it was dangerous having the mountain lions around, but after all the time we spent together I didn’t think they’d actually hurt any of us. We were just talking as well…”

      Darren noticed how Brent trailed off. It piqued his curiosity.

      “What were you talking about?” Darren asked.

      “Oh, nothing really, just things,” Brent said, casting his eyes away.

      “We spoke as well. I think he talked to all of us. He helped me see things from a different point of view,” Betsy said.

      “He was a good minister. We have to make sure to pay him the proper respect. What happened to him was a tragedy. But I hope the both of you take stock of this and realize that this is the kind of world we live in now. I’ve tried my best to shield you from it, and certainly Tara and Michelle can’t understand the true brutality of it, but this is how things are now. There are no second chances. If you make a mistake, chances are you’ll die. And if you trust too easily, you’re going to get punished.

      “I’ve tried to strike a balance between hope and fear. I’m not sure I’ve succeeded yet, but I hope the two of you learn from whatever mistakes I make. Look, I don’t want to get too maudlin on you, but there are some things we haven’t spoken about that we probably should.

      “If anything happens to me, I want the two of you to take care of Michelle and Tara. Try finding somewhere safe, somewhere away from people you can’t trust. You all have the skills and the knowledge to survive. You’re a good team, and if anything happens to me, I know that the girls are in good hands. I’m proud of you both, and I hope that you don’t have to learn things the hard way, like I did.”

      Betsy folded her arms across her chest and chewed on her bottom lip. There were shadows under Brent’s eyes.

      “Dad, I…I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

      “Neither do I, Son, but sometimes we don’t get to choose the way we go out.” Darren cast his gaze down to JR.

      “Seeing what happened to him reminded me that anything can happen at any moment. The mountain lions might come right back here and maul me to death as far as I know. So, it’s important to not leave anything unsaid between us. We might never get another chance to say it again. So, here it is, Son. I’m sorry that I couldn’t make the marriage work. I’m sorry that I had to make you grow up sooner than you were ready to. There are so many times I wish things had gone differently. So many times when I wish I had done things differently, and I just hope you can forgive me for that.”

      “Of course I can, Dad. It’s not your fault. I’m sorry if you’ve ever felt like I’ve blamed you for anything. I know it was Mom’s fault that she left us and that was her choice. I guess it was easy to get angry at you because you were the one who stayed. I never thanked you for that. You’ve done more than any other dad would do to keep us safe. I know we wouldn’t be here without you. I love you, Dad, and I want to be just like you when I’m older,” Brent said.

      Those words made Darren swell with pride. He and his family never had been that good at sharing feelings, and these revelations brought up a lot of dormant emotions. He’d always known that Brent loved him, of course, but to hear the words being spoken brought about a new sensation within him. Tears welled in his eyes once more and he felt them cascade along the curve of his cheeks. Brent turned away, wiping his eyes quickly, trying to get rid of the tears before they appeared.

      “Can I say something?” Betsy interrupted with a meek voice.

      She stepped forward, with her head bowed submissively and her arms still folded across her chest. The corners of her mouth twitched into a nervous smile and her gaze darted between Brent and Darren, feeling reluctant to interrupt this emotional moment between father and son.

      “Of course,” Darren said in an enthusiastic voice, encouraging the young woman to continue.

      “I know I’ve said thank you before for taking in Tara and me, but I really do mean it. Our lives haven’t been the same since we came here, and I mean that in a good way. Even before the world changed and we were forced to go on the run we never had good role models as parents. Mom was busy having an affair and Dad was never around. I didn’t know what it was like to be a part of a loving home, and then when Bill took over it was…” she shuddered, unable to continue.

      “But then we came across the three of you. And I have to admit that when we first met, I was scared of you. I thought you were going to be just the same as my dad, but you haven’t been. You’ve taught us skills. You’ve treated us like members of your family. And you’ve given us hope that there might actually be a life waiting for us, and that we can be better than we are.

      “I know Tara feels the same way, although obviously she can’t express it the same way I can. But I just want to thank you again for giving us a home. We never had that great of a dad. And even though you’re not technically ours, we still consider you our dad, if that’s alright and doesn’t make things too weird,” she finished, the last few words rolling out of her mouth quickly, driven by nerves.

      Betsy’s cheeks flushed red with embarrassment, but Darren was touched by her words. He smiled warmly at her and walked over to her, placing his hands upon her shoulders.

      “Betsy, that means the world to me. I’m glad I’ve been able to do right by you and make you and Tara feel safe and loved. Of course it’s alright, because I already think of you as my children. I have since you first decided to stay,” he said.

      Betsy flung her arms around him and he felt her wet tears against the nape of his neck. He held her tightly and stayed that way for a long time, until she was ready to let go. He’d been mostly focused on making sure Tara and Michelle were safe. It was easy to forget that Betsy still was young in the grand scheme of things and had emotional needs as well.

      When they extricated themselves, Darren took in a deep breath and wiped his eyes. He was feeling exhausted from the night’s events, both physically and emotionally, but he knew he wouldn’t be able to sleep. There was too much on his mind, and he was too afraid the mountain lions would return.

      “Let’s get this job finished,” he said, and they continued their work.

      Betsy and Brent took on the responsibility of digging a grave outside, while Darren had the morbid task of cleaning the body and the ground around it. The first thing he had to do was to seal the wound, for blood continued seeping out. Betsy was better with a needle, but Darren wouldn’t ask her to do this.

      “Well, JR, I’m really sorry this happened, but I did warn you. I guess you went out doing God’s work, though, so maybe you’re in a better place now. I wish I could speak to you again. I wanted to thank you for everything you did for me and my family. You helped us talk about things we might not have been able to talk about with each other. And I’ve got to say that it was good having another responsible adult around. I wish you could have stayed longer. I’m sorry that I wasn’t able to save you. I know you were always skittish around the mountain lions. You were a brave man to try helping the mother. There aren’t many braver than you.”

      Darren reached over and brushed his hands over the preacher’s face. JR’s eyes were closed. Darren took the cloth and wiped the wound, and then stitched it together with some thread. It was a very basic stitch, but it did the job at closing the wound.

      The blood that had pooled around JR’s body was as thick as oil, and there didn’t seem a hope of him having enough material to soak it up. What he needed was a massive sponge, but anything he had was inadequate. It was a grim thought, but he suspected he might have to leave the blood there to dry. Even collecting it in bottles and taking it outside would have taken far too long.

      The farmhouse was becoming a better prospect by the second. Even though this cave had given them shelter when they needed it and had a lot of sentimental value attached, it was becoming more difficult to justify staying there. With the ground covered in blood it was more like a haunted house than a cave.

      He walked outside and saw Betsy and Brent jump away from each other when they heard him coming. The two of them evidently had been comforting each other and sharing their affection. Although they hadn’t been openly affectionate with each other, their blossoming romance was an open secret. At least Darren considered it so.

      He remembered what it was like to be their age and smirked to himself, assuming they thought they were being far more secretive than they actually were. Of course, the feelings they had for each other were hard to miss for an adult. He doubted that Tara and Michelle had picked up on anything, but to him the attraction was undeniable. It wasn’t hard to understand why they had been drawn to each other, and Darren had no problems with it. The two of them were well-suited and it was only natural that they should seek out romantic affection in such dire circumstances. Indeed, there was a part of him that envied them and wished he had the same chance.

      Despite the wicked part of him being tempted to tease them about it, he merely smiled at them and didn’t make any mention of it. Life was hard enough without him getting in the way. Both of them were blushing and acted awkwardly, so they weren’t doing a good job of hiding their clandestine relationship anyway. They picked up the shovels and started to get back to work. Darren didn’t say anything to them. Instead, he picked up some roots, bracken, and dry leaves, and carried an armful back into the cave. Once there, he deposited it down around the blood, hoping that the new material would soak up some of the red liquid. If not, at least it covered it from sight. He did this a few times, having to adjust the position of JR’s body every time he covered a new area, but eventually the small red lake had been covered up and it made it a much better sight for Tara and Michelle.

      Darren rubbed his hands together, glad that he had accomplished something of value. JR’s body lolled against an upright rock and Darren tried not to stare. It wasn’t the first body he had come across, mores the pity, but it was the first friend that he’d had to bury. As he stared at JR’s body death seemed odd to him. He asked himself why it was that consciousness just stopped when too much damage was inflicted upon the body. Sadly, the person who might have been able to answer his questions about the meaning of life and death was JR.

      Maybe the whole point was that he never would get answers. Life always had given him something to search for. When he had been a young man, he had wanted to know his purpose. When he was older, he had wanted to know how to be successful. When he was older still, he had wanted to know what made a good father, a good husband, a good man. And more recently he had wondered why bad things happened to good people. Maybe everyone had to find their own answers. He hoped that JR had found some semblance of peace and sense before he died.
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      They continued working throughout the night and stopped just before dawn. Betsy and Brent grew tired quickly and retreated to bed for a few hours of sleep, but Darren couldn’t bring himself to fall asleep. He still was worried that the mountain lions would return.

      Now that he had had a few hours to calm down he regretted how angry he’d been when he’d struck out at the mountain lions. Darren didn’t consider himself a man of violence and didn’t want to be the kind of man who was prone to outbursts. He was afraid that he had made an enemy that day, and that the mountain lions never would forget how he had driven them from their sanctuary. Of course he felt justified because they had killed his friend, but the animals wouldn’t be aware of that.

      Darren yawned and sat by the fire, watching the flames dance before his eyes. The children were sleeping peacefully, and silence reigned. His eyelids grew heavy with each blink and he could feel himself succumbing to the warmth. Every time he felt himself nodding off he jerked himself awake and slapped his face a few times, telling himself that he would sleep in the afternoon when Brent was well-rested.

      Darren couldn’t remember the last time he’d had this much time on his hands, yet he felt more drained than when he had been working two jobs. That life seemed so far away. He wondered if any of his colleagues had managed to make it this far in the world. He even thought about the drunken man he’d picked up while working when the power went out, and the other things he’d seen in the city. He remembered traveling, back on that first night, braving the dangers of the city. He remembered the riots, the time in the store when a group of hunters almost had killed him, and the street that had given itself into a lustful frenzy.

      He remembered how scared he had been that he might not even make it back to Brent and Michelle, and the relief he felt when he emerged from the gauntlet and returned home. At the time he had been panicked and the only thought in his mind was to get out of the city and come out here, where it was safe.

      So far, he thought himself largely vindicated. The biggest dangers had come from nature, and once winter had passed and spring blossomed the world would be easier to tame for a few months. They could prepare better this time and the next winter hopefully would go by more quickly. That was the hope, anyway.

      Eventually, morning arrived and the children yawned and stretched out their arms. Darren rubbed the tiredness from his eyes and, in an effort to keep himself awake, took them the breakfast he’d made. His limbs were heavy, and his mind was leaden, but he forced himself to smile.

      He noticed how Tara and Michelle’s gaze immediately turned toward JR and the layer of leaves and bracken that now covered the ground. Darren had placed JR flat on his back with his arms crossed over his chest, and his eyes closed. He had a peaceful look on his face now. The girls went up to him and looked at him with interest. It was the first time they ever had seen a dead body, of course; yet another experience that threatened to destroy their innocence. Darren wasn’t about to stop them from looking. He couldn’t hide them from the truth of the world any longer.

      But, he didn’t have to encourage morbid scenes. He clapped his hands and gestured for them to join him and come around the fire. They tore themselves away from JR.

      “Is he going to stay there the whole time?” Michelle asked as she shoved a handful of nuts into her mouth.

      “No, we’re going to bury him outside and lay him to rest,” Darren explained.

      “Why?” Michelle asked nonchalantly.

      “Well, because that’s the way things are done.”

      “But why? Maybe he’d like to stay here with us.”

      Darren puckered his lips to stop himself from smiling. It always was interesting to see what questions children could conjure from their minds. Michelle had a habit of asking the type of things that challenged him as a parent.

      “Well, you see, Michelle, you know when you leave food out for a long time it goes rotten?” Michelle nodded. “The same thing happens with human bodies. So, we put them in the ground to make sure they don’t go rotten and make us ill.”

      “But some people like to be burned,” Brent said, his eyes gleaming as he stared into the fire.

      “What?” Michelle said in awe.

      “They get turned to ash and dust. That’s how I’d want to go. No, actually, I’d want to be shot into space and drift around the cosmos for eternity, or be buried at sea, like a pirate,” Brent added.

      “I want to be like a pirate!” Michelle cried out, always eager to imitate her big brother. Tara nodded along enthusiastically, purely because she wanted to be like her friend. Betsy placed a hand on Brent’s arm and scolded him quietly for being a bad influence on the young girls.

      “There’s no need for you to think about any of that just yet,” Darren said. “Hopefully, you won’t have to think about it for a long, long time. But once you’ve finished breakfast, we’re going to have a funeral and say a proper goodbye to JR.”

      That brought the mood down a little. Once the girls had finished breakfast Darren instructed Betsy to take them out to find some flowers they could put in JR’s grave. While the girls were doing that, Darren and Brent would take the body to the grave. Darren was taking the legs, while Brent hooked his hands under the minister’s arms. JR’s body was slack and both men grunted loudly, picking up JR’s body on the count of three.

      Brent’s face immediately went red and they both struggled to lift JR off the ground.

      “I never realized people were this heavy,” he wheezed through gritted teeth.

      “We should just count ourselves lucky that JR was a slim man,” Darren replied.

      They carried JR out, his body swinging like a hammock between them, and transported him to the grave that had been dug the previous night. It was a shallow grave, but Darren couldn’t fault Betsy and Brent too much.

      “It seemed deeper last night,” Brent commented when he saw it, looking disappointed in his work.

      “It’ll do the job just fine,” Darren said.

      With another count of three they tossed the body unceremoniously into the grave. It wasn’t a delicate procedure and he wished they could have been gentler, but they had to throw the body into the grave like trash into a dumpster. JR’s corpse landed with a thud and his limbs went askew. Darren’s forehead dripped with sweat and there was a knot in his back, but he climbed down into the grave and arranged JR so he had a modicum of respect, once again placing his hands over his chest in a symbol of prayer. His face looked up to Heaven, and Darren hoped JR was looking down at them and blessing them for the future.

      A few moments later the girls returned with some flowers. They skipped back, but when they saw Brent and Darren standing there with somber looks on their faces the girls slowed their pace, and seemed to realize they had to temper their enthusiasm and wonder. They didn’t fully understand the traditions that informed this behavior, but the mood was palpable and it was easy for them to understand they should be quiet and solemn.

      They had brought enough flowers for everyone, and dutifully handed them out. Darren instructed them to place the flowers into the grave. One by one, starting with Tara, and ending with Darren, the Dawkins family let the flowers fall into the grave. JR’s body was surrounded with color, and one flower fell against his hands, making it appear that he was holding it to his breast.

      One by one, they passed by the grave. When they all had placed their flowers, they stood around the grave and stared down at JR. The morning air was chilly, made even more so by the melancholy occasion.

      “I stand here a sad and frustrated man. JR was the minister. He would have been much more suited to speak on this occasion, but I shall try to do my best. His death was a tragedy and something that I’ll always regret not preventing. He died trying to alleviate the suffering of one of God’s creatures, and I think it’s important we remember that about him. We didn’t know JR for very long, but I think I speak for all of us when I say he made a great impact on our lives. He came to us when we were troubled and offered us some solace. He was a good man with a kind heart, and I am proud to call him a friend.

      “When he arrived I am ashamed to say that I viewed him with suspicion. I was so quick to protect my family that I did not think about my wider responsibility to other people. I hid from him and almost wished him away, but JR stayed and convinced me to take a chance to bring him into our home. He made friends with all of us and was a valuable ally in our war against the world. I never will forget him, and I only hope that in death he has gained peace and is where he belongs, with the rest of the saints, by his Lord’s side.

      “JR, if you can hear me, I want to thank you for everything you have done for us. And I want to apologize that I wasn’t able to rescue you. I swore an oath to myself that I always would try protecting my family from the dangers of the world, but I was not able to protect you.”

      Darren inhaled deeply and blinked back the tears forming in his eyes, although a few slipped past his manly defense and rolled down his cheeks. He wiped them away with a swift brush of his hand.

      “Would anyone else care to say anything?” he asked, his voice cracking with emotion. The four children looked at each other and then Michelle stepped forward to the very edge of the grave and peered down upon JR’s body.

      “Goodbye, JR,” she said simply.

      Her voice was so small and innocent. It was as though she was saying goodbye to a lifelong friend. Darren wasn’t sure why it struck at his heart, but it did, and his body shuddered as tears poured down his cheeks. The other children joined Michelle, stepping up to the grave and saying their goodbyes as well. It took a few moments for them to realize that Darren was crying, for he tried keeping his emotions hidden. They didn’t say anything, but they did come up to him and hug him in turn.

      Darren held each of his family tightly, but looked past them down at JR’s pale body. His skin was as white as snow, and his expression as peaceful as a winter’s night. The line between life and death was slender and far too easily crossed. He placed his hand on his heart to feel it beating, glad to be alive, and bowed his head solemnly. His tears dripped to the ground, landing on the wet leaves and sticks.

      Then, Darren and Brent picked up their tools and began filling in the grave. They shoveled the dirt back into the hole that had been dug. The dirt spilled over JR’s body and eventually covered every inch of the man. The final part of him to disappear was his hands, and the flower that rested upon his body. Then, there was nothing.

      “Will anything grow from him, Daddy?” Michelle asked.

      “Not in the ground, but I like to think that something will grow inside us. It’s like his life planted a seed inside all of us. As long as we nurture his memory and the lessons he taught us it will grow, and we all will be the better for it. We should try being as kind and compassionate as he was, and we should learn to offer each other counsel. We are a family, and I know that sometimes it’s difficult to share our feelings with one another, but we’re all we have in this world. We should try making the effort to open up to one another so we don’t leave with any regrets, or anything left unsaid.”

      Darren looked down at the grave and told the children to go back inside the cave. Then, he picked up the two sturdiest sticks he could find and fashioned them together into a cross. He dug a small hole in the ground using his fingers, and then pushed the cross in tightly. It stood erect, marking the grave where JR was at rest. Darren wiped his hands on his thighs and inhaled deeply, steeling himself against what was going to happen next, for he was sure that this world would offer him some new challenge.
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      As the day passed Darren thought about the future. The excitement he and Brent felt about the farmhouse had been tempered by the events in the cave, and it didn’t feel quite right to leave the area yet. The bracken he had placed on the ground in the cave to help cover the blood had worked, but the metallic smell still filled the cave and it didn’t serve to calm his mind.

      He wanted to leave sooner rather than later, though. He worried that other survivors might see the advantages of having such a shelter and take it as their own. He looked around at the cave and exhaled deeply. It would be difficult to say goodbye to this place. It had kept them safe and sheltered from the elements. In many ways it had been the perfect home for this type of world and leaving it for pastures new was a wrenching thing to do. But progress meant a sacrifice of sentimentality.

      It just seemed a shame that when he finally was ready to leave the cave the mountain lions already had been driven away. He wondered if they would return and take it as their home, or if anyone else would come across the cave. He thought it unlikely. Frankly, he was surprised that more people hadn’t come to this part of the world. He’d always thought of it as something of a hidden secret, but he naturally assumed he wasn’t the only one to be aware of it. And even if he was, he believed that when people started venturing away from the city they would come across this place. But winter had lingered for a long time and he hadn’t seen many signs of anyone breaking free from the city.

      He wondered what that meant.

      Had they already found safety and sanctuary in the city? From what little he’d heard from those who had spent more time in the city than himself it seemed unlikely. But the obvious alternative was a grim one, that there wasn’t anyone left in the city to leave. People would have been driven to desperation and a civil war may well have broken out. Millions could have died…it almost didn’t bear thinking about. The scale of the sorrow was too much for him to comprehend. There were some days when it felt as though he and his family were the last people alive.

      They spent the day gathering more supplies, ready to move, because Darren wanted to leave as soon as possible. Brent was smart enough not to ask to go out on the bike again. With the mountain lions somewhere outside it wasn’t safe for him to go out there. Later on in the day Darren witnessed something that touched him deeply; Tara and Michelle were kneeling at the rear of the cave, away from the fire. They had their heads bowed and their hands clasped together in prayer. They were speaking to JR, and he found that quite comforting.

      In the dim light of the afternoon Darren saw a shadow sweeping across the cave wall. He instantly bristled and alarm bells went off inside his head. He didn’t tell the others about it, but instead rose and crept toward the cave mouth, peering outside. He scanned the horizon, peering into the trees and the bushes, not seeing anything, until light glinted against golden gleaming eyes and he gasped. It was the mountain lion, still with the wounds on her face, staring at him, waiting to make her move.

      It seemed as though his instinct had been proven correct. The mountain lions weren’t going to give up this place that easily. They had returned, perhaps also to take vengeance. Darren steeled himself against the thought of his family being placed in danger, and glared outside. If he hadn’t caught a glimpse of the mountain lion as the clouds broke and a ray of sun had illuminated her eyes, he never would have known she was there, stalking him. The animal was an apex predator, and in a battle of wills between the two of them, there was no telling who would emerge victorious.

      Humans had climbed to the top of the food chain, which technically made Darren the superior predator, but it had been primitive humans who had made such progress. Darren was the product of generations of stagnation, of humanity relying on its technological prowess, while the mountain lion had honed its predatory skills and instincts. She had trained itself to be the perfect killing machine, and already was teaching its cubs the lessons they needed to learn to follow in her footsteps.

      It wouldn’t be long now until they were able to fend for themselves and the mother mountain lion could rest, knowing she had done her duty. Darren still had years until Michelle and Tara would be able to take care of themselves. There was still much he had to teach Brent and Betsy as well. Sometimes the way humans went about things seemed so inefficient when compared with their animal counterparts.

      He tried telling himself that the mountain lion was just there waiting for them to leave, but deep in his heart he knew that she was desperate. She wanted to protect her family just as much as he wanted to protect his, and she had found it difficult to search for food. The last hunt had ended in disappointment for her. She’d returned to the cave wounded, and then she had attacked JR and gotten a taste of human blood…

      Darren looked behind him at the pool of blood where JR had been slain. If he could smell the blood, he was sure the mountain lion could too, for she had a superior sense of smell. She and her cubs would be a slave to their appetites, unable to resist the urge to taste fresh meat. He shuddered when he thought of himself being torn limb from limb, the flesh stripped from his bones by their sharp teeth, their hot fetid breath washing over him, and he, unable to resist their savage power.

      Slowly, the mother mountain lion emerged from its hiding place. The cubs were nowhere to be seen. She must have found another sanctuary for them and come back here to try claiming some flesh. Darren felt sympathy for her as he knew what a strain it was to feed a family, but she couldn’t be allowed to succeed.

      The mountain lion strode forward. Her fur had lost some of the shine that had been present when she first had come into Darren’s life. She looked gaunt and battle-hardened, and her fur was matted to her body and tousled. Darren wondered if he looked in the mirror, he would see the same thing? He’d seen his reflection a few times, in puddles and streams, but never as clearly as he would see in a mirror. He wondered if he’d even recognize himself.

      While these thoughts tumbled through his mind the animal continued advancing. She looked old and wizened. Her paws trod on the ground with all the pride of ownership. When she breathed, her nostrils flared, creating the image of a snarling beast. Darren glanced back and was glad that all the kids were inside. He hissed at them to stay where they were. Tara and Michelle immediately looked scared, but Betsy and Brent maintained their composure and made sure the two younger girls didn’t do anything rash.

      Darren reached behind him and pulled the gun from the small of his back. He didn’t have as many bullets left as when he had embarked on this journey, and unless a miracle happened and he came upon a gun store, he knew there wouldn’t be a way to replace them once they were gone. He curled his fingers around the gun and aimed the barrel at the mountain lion, who didn’t seem concerned that the barrel of the gun was pointing directly at her.

      It soon became clear why. Her target wasn’t the cave itself, but what lay outside. She reached JR’s grave and began pawing at the loose dirt, seeing where it was weakest. At first, she pressed both paws onto the ground and then began flicking at the dirt with her right paw. Her claws were extended, and they dragged the dirt back as though she was plowing it, but Darren became incensed. Not only had she killed JR in the first place, but now she was defiling the grave. There was no doubt in his mind she wanted to drag the body away and take it to feed her family. He wasn’t about to let her show such disrespect to JR, and he strode out of the cave pointing his gun at her.

      “No! No! I will not let you do this! Get away! You hear? Get away! Leave us!” he bellowed, gesturing wildly with the gun to try shooing away the mountain lion.

      Any smaller animal surely would have been ushered away by this angry man wielding a weapon of death, but the mountain lion was hungry, desperate, and proud. She would not be calmed or ordered around so easily, nor would she pay heed to Darren’s outburst.

      She looked at him for a long moment, and then resumed pawing at the ground, dislodging the dirt that Darren had packed over JR’s body.

      “Don’t make me do it,” Darren said.

      He thought about the cubs she would leave behind. They probably weren’t ready to defend themselves just yet, and although Darren had sworn vengeance on them last night, it had been a product of his anger. Deep down he didn’t want to harm innocent creatures. He wanted to be like JR and take care of them, but they made it so very, very hard.

      The mountain lion looked up at him with her solemn eyes. Darren tightened his grip on the gun. Disregarding his warnings, she continued delving into the grave. It was as though she was testing his resolve and declaring him weak, unable to carry out his threats. Darren had many lines he never would cross, but this wasn’t one of them. He wasn’t about to let the mountain lion ruin JR’s corpse and drag it away to use it as food.

      In one breath, Darren pulled the trigger. The gun recoiled, making his hand jerk back. The shot cracked the air and rippled through the area. There was a whimper and a yelp and blood sprayed out. Darren watched as the mountain lion roared and turned away, running back into the forest, blood dripping from its flank.

      He’d hit it, and it was only a matter of time before she bled out. But he thought of all they had been through and how cruel it was for a creature to know it was dying yet be unable to do anything to stop it. The question that troubled him was if he should put the mountain lion out of her misery or leave it to bleed out.

      Brent came up to him.

      “Did you get it?” he asked.

      Darren paused for a moment. “No, not completely. I need to go finish her off,” he said, clenching his jaw.

      It was the least he could do to the creature that had been an uneasy ally with him, until she had gone too far. This action wasn’t borne completely out of respect, though, but also fear. He knew the mountain lion was a hardy creature who may well recover from the gunshot wound and just come back to plague him again. It was better he end it now, before it could go any further.

      “Stay here with the girls. Don’t any of you go outside of this cave. Don’t move until I return,” he said, grabbing Brent by the arm. Brent nodded, determined to follow his father’s orders.

      “You sure you don’t want me to come with you?” Brent asked.

      “It’s better that I do this alone.” Darren pursed his lips and then marched away from JR’s grave, leaving his family behind.

      As well as the gun, he also took with him one of the spears they had fashioned. He passed JR’s grave and noticed the stains of blood at regular intervals, a trail left by the mountain lion mother. It shouldn’t have been too hard to track her down, but he had to be careful. Because even though she was wounded, she still was very capable of killing him.

      Darren walked along the path and entered the forest. His eyes darted up and down, checking the ground to ensure that he was following the path of blood, while also making sure the mountain lion wasn’t nearby, waiting to leap out at him. He held the gun out with two hands, wanting to make sure he didn’t miss if he had to fire quickly.

      Aside from the blood, he also saw where the ground had been trodden by her strong paws. On one side the ground was flattened at regular intervals, while on the other it was dragged around and messier. Darren knew the animal must have been having trouble walking. He’d hurt her more than he realized. Perhaps she wouldn’t pose a threat any longer. He increased his pace, figuring she couldn’t have gone very far, wanting to end this and get back to his family as quickly as possible.

      He walked over fallen logs and avoided sinking into the soft mud, although, thankfully, the flood’s effects mostly had been negated by the cold weather, which had chilled the ground into a solid hunk of mud. When there was a patch of mud free of grass or leaves or sticks, Darren could see the paw prints left by the mountain lion. It wasn’t long before the she came into view. She was dragging herself into a small copse and her cubs were there waiting for her, mewing fretfully.

      Darren felt great pity for her. The great beast was rendered a cripple, dragging her limbs across the ground, faltering and falling. She looked like a defeated champion who had endured one battle too many, and he was the one who had vanquished her. She whimpered in pain and only looked around when Darren strode up to her. He made no effort to mask his approach.

      When she saw him, the mountain lion bared her teeth and her lips quivered as she snarled. She twisted her body so it was between him and the cubs, but he didn’t intend to hurt them. Although, as he thought about it, he wondered if he should kill them too. After all, if he killed their mother, he might as well be consigning them to a long, slow, starving death. Maybe the merciful thing was to give them all peace now.

      Darren raised the gun and looked into her eyes. His finger fell to the trigger, ready to take the shot.
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      The eyes of the mother mountain lion stared back at him and Darren became transfixed, so transfixed that he couldn’t bring himself to pull the trigger just yet. When he looked into those eyes he was reminded of everything that had happened since they had arrived at the cave. He thought about the fear that had seized the family and how they had tried desperately to stay out of the mountain lions’ way. He remembered sharing food with them and how the girls had been fascinated with the cubs. What’s more, he thought of JR’s last act, of how he had tried helping the distressed mountain lion mother. It didn’t seem right that it should end like this.

      “No,” Darren said. “I can’t do it. You might have killed my friend, but that doesn’t mean I have to kill you too. If you die, then so do your cubs, and I’m not ready to let them suffer for what you have done. I’m sorry for shooting you, but you have to realize by now that I’m not going to take the chance of you hurting my family. I know that you’re wounded and you’re hungry, but I can’t give you everything. I can let you live, though. I think it’s what JR would have wanted me to do. He wasn’t a man obsessed with revenge. So, I forgive you for what you did to him.”

      Now that Darren was right in front of her, he could see that the wound he’d inflicted wasn’t as bad as he first had imagined. It was a flesh wound, and perhaps had caused her more shock than actual pain. She would recover from it eventually, although he did not think she would be an effective hunter.

      “I’m going to get your cubs some food,” he said, and left the three of them. None of them made any move to follow him.

      He couldn’t quite explain why he felt such an affinity for the animal. There was nothing suggesting they had anything in common, and yet he felt a bond with her. When he saw her so wounded, he imagined how he would feel if somebody stood over him with a weapon and held his and his family’s lives in their hands. He’d want mercy, so that was the gift he would give her.

      He hoped that once he moved on from the cave the mountain lion wouldn’t be able to find them any longer. But somehow it gave him comfort to imagine a time long in the future, perhaps in five or ten years, when the Dawkins family had made a prosperous home for themselves. And then one day a shadow would creep along a wall, and outside he would see a proud mountain lion, and would know that he had helped them survive.

      Darren crept through the forest, watching out for even a small animal to take back to them, and perhaps one to take back to his own family as well.

      In a matter of footsteps he was stopped in his tracks by a gunshot. Puzzled, he looked down at his own gun to make sure he hadn’t fired himself, and then realized the shot had come from behind him. He turned back, jaw slack, and ran toward the animals he just had left. When he reached them, he heard laughter and three more gunshots, one for each of the cubs. The pain in his heart blazed fiercely. When he saw two men standing over the dead animals Darren raised his gun and pointed it at them. He dropped his spear to the ground as he wanted to hold the gun with both hands.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Darren cried.

      The men turned around and furrowed their brows at him. They both were grizzled and had long beards, making it difficult to determine their ages. One wore a flat cap, the other a deerskin hat, and both of them wore heavy clothes,, protecting them from the elements. They both had rifles slung over their shoulders and carried packs on their backs. They looked alarmed when they saw Darren had a gun trained on them, and both held out their hands.

      “Whoa, man! We don’t want any trouble here. Sorry if you were tracking these beasts, but we thought they were fair game,” the one in the flat cap said.

      “Tracking them?! I was trying to feed them. I was trying to take care of them.”

      Darren’s voice faltered as he cast his gaze down to the mountain lions. The mother’s head lolled to the side, her empty eyes gazing at her cubs. He almost dared not look at the cubs, afraid of the emotions it would conjure up, since he always had linked them with his own children. Their fur was stained with blood and they were huddled together, reaching for their mother.

      Once again Darren was filled with regret, for he felt that if he had been standing there the men may not have fired and the mountain lions still would be alive. Somehow it seemed empty that they should die like this, killed by some random hunters when Darren, who had shared a shelter with them, had offered them mercy.

      “Take care of them? Man, I don’t know how long you’ve been out here, but these are mountain lions. You don’t take care of them, they take care of you, and not in a friendly way, if you get my drift. Listen, are you okay? We can help you. We’ve got food and water,” the man in the deerskin hat said.

      Darren heard the concern in his voice, saw the look in his eyes, and knew what these hunters thought of him. They probably thought he was a hermit, a crazed man who had lost his mind and adopted these mountain lions as his own family after his mind had cracked. Little did they know what he had been through or how much these animals meant to him, and how much they had taken away by killing them so mercilessly.

      “No, no, it’s fine. You’ve done enough,” Darren said, and dropped the gun as he walked away, feeling like something else had been stolen from him.

      He heard the hunters muttering to each other about him, thinking him crazy for believing that these mountain lions were more than animals. But Darren knew better. Darren knew the truth, and these hunters just couldn’t see past the obvious. He heard the hunters bend down and start slicing open the mountain lions, ready to make them a feast. Darren closed his eyes and retraced the steps of the mountain lions back to where he had begun, although as he did so he rubbed his feet to cover up the tracks he left, just so the hunters didn’t think to follow them.

      When he returned to the cave, he slowed his pace and tried composing himself. His kids were there at the cave entrance and looked at him with confusion in their eyes.

      “Did you do it, Dad? Did you kill them?” Brent asked.

      Darren gazed at the children one by one and imagined what they were thinking. Tara and Michelle both looked anxious. They only had seen the mountain lions as pets. Neither of them had been able to comprehend the true, savage power of the great beasts or realized how much danger they had been in. So, they were filled with sorrow at the thought that the mountain lions had been killed.

      Brent and Betsy better understood the way the mountain lions worked and how much danger they posed, but they too had developed an affinity for the animals. It had been hard enough for Darren to tell them that he had gone to put the mother out of her misery, let alone to tell them that random hunters had killed her along with her cubs.

      Darren wanted to be devoted to the truth and honor his children with it, to treat them like mature adults and expose them to the true nature of the world. It was the only way they would grow and harden their hearts to tolerate the unending misery promised by this world, and yet that seemed deeply unsatisfying. The need to protect his kids tugged at his heart and he found it difficult to tell them the truth. There was something more important than the truth, hope. He wondered if it really would be that bad if he told them a little white lie.

      “No. In the end I couldn’t do it. I thought of all we had been through together and, even though I was angry at her for killing JR, I couldn’t take it out on the cubs. I found them and then I let them go to fend for themselves. I don’t know if they’ll make it in this world, but I gave them a chance.”

      Michelle and Tara looked delighted.  They clapped their hands together and jumped up and down on the spot, hugging each other tightly. Even Brent and Betsy looked relieved. Darren turned back to look at the forest and hoped that his kids never would know the truth. As far as they were concerned the mountain lions were still out there, but Darren knew better. At least he had been able to give his family a little bit of hope. It was far too rare these days, but it should be enough to sustain them for a little while yet.

      He went inside and set down the gun and the spear. Then he gathered himself, trying to forget about the way the mother mountain lion’s head had lolled against the ground, and how they all had looked so powerless against the hunters. It was a bad sign that hunters were patrolling this section of the woods. It meant they might come across his family, and there was no telling how cruel they may be. The hunters he had run into seemed like reasonable men, but not all of them would be like that.

      Things had to change. If that was one lesson he took from this, then so be it. Without JR their force was depleted, and the mountain lions had shown how difficult it was to gather food. If the mother mountain lion had struggled to find animals to kill, then it was going to be even more impossible for Darren to hunt enough to feed his family. The sooner they left the better, but it already was getting dark and leaving now would be hazardous.

      Before it got too late, Darren called a family meeting.

      “I know that a lot has happened over the last day or so and it’s been hard to take it all in. I don’t want to put too much on you but I have other news. We’re going to move. I have been thinking about this for a while now. It always was in the cards when winter began to break and spring came. I still think we’re a few weeks away yet, but the timing seems to be good for us to leave now. This cave has stood us in good stead ever since we came here at the start of the new world, but it’s not going to take care of us for too much longer.

      “We need a proper home, one with more privacy and better facilities. We need a garden and fields to grow crops, and a better system for gathering water. We need to be able to make our own clothes and make tools so we truly can master this world. We have done a great job at surviving through this winter with the meager resources given to us and I’m so proud of you all for everything we’ve achieved, but this is only the beginning. You’ve learned a lot about survival and it’s time to put those lessons into practice. Tomorrow morning we’re going to gather as many supplies as we can, and then we’re going to leave this place for our new home.”

      The kids looked at him expectantly. Brent had seen the place, of course, but the girls were excited and nervous in equal measure. Darren described the farmhouse to them and tried making it sound as great as possible. He knew it would be hard for Tara and Michelle to understand how desperately they needed to leave. They weren’t as concerned with the lack of privacy as the others were, especially not Brent and Betsy. He needed to have a separate word with them, and that wasn’t going to be an easy conversation. They all seemed to get excited at the thought of living in a new place, though.

      After witnessing what had happened with JR and the mountain lions this cave was tainted, and Darren didn’t know if they’d ever think of it as a wholly safe place again. Whenever he looked around now he saw JR being slashed to death by the mountain lion and bleeding out over the ground. He saw the hand print his blood-stained palm had made, and the aroma of death lingered.

      He imagined the same was true for his family. It was time for a fresh start. When they had come here it had been therapeutic to leave their home behind. Even though Stacie was still on his mind, being away from their home gave him fewer reminders of her. They were able to embrace the future and become their own people again, rather than being haunted by the ghosts of the past all the time. He hoped that by leaving this place they could have another fresh start, where they could remember JR and the mountain lions without having to feel like they were being haunted.

      They spent the evening eating and talking about JR and the mountain lions. It broke Darren’s heart to hear the girls speak about how they thought the mountain lions would return higher up the mountains and never come down this close again. Each of them had their own theory, but Darren knew the truth. When it came time for him to share his own theory he blanched and tried not making it obvious that he knew what really had happened.

      “I think as long as they’re together it doesn’t matter where they end up. I’m sure that the mother will take care of her cubs and she’ll see that they end up somewhere safe. Just like I’ll take care of you wherever we end up.”

      The girls seemed satisfied with this answer. Brent told them more about the farmhouse. Darren almost warned him against building expectations too high, because it wasn’t as grand as Brent was making out. But it was rare to see Brent so passionate about something now, so Darren encouraged it. He lay against the rock and placed his hands behind his head, closing his eyes and falling asleep to the sounds of his children talking among each other. It was a sweet sound, and it lulled him to sleep quickly.

      He was drained from everything that had happened since he’d returned from the farm and, quite truthfully, he just was looking forward to it all being over. He looked forward to sleeping in a proper bed again and looking around at four walls rather than gray, jagged rock. He wanted to see a proper fireplace rather than just a collection of wood and kindling near a cave entrance, and he wanted to look through windows, not through a wide open entrance to the world, where anyone could walk through if they were determined enough.

      Many nights had passed in this cave and it was strange to think that this might well be the last one. It had indeed served them well, but like all good things it had to come to an end. Maybe someone else would come across this place, look at the remnants and wonder who had lived here. They surely would notice the hand print, but it would be a mystery to them. Darren thought about finding some way to write a note for whoever found this cave next, but he decided that it might be better if the whole thing was left a mystery.

      With that thought, he fell asleep and slept through the night, not waking until the morning sun spilled into the cave.

      He yawned and stretched out the cricks in his neck and back. Sadly, this had become something of a ritual for him ever since he had started sleeping in the cave. He wasn’t sure the aches ever would go away fully. He stood up, placed his hands on his back, and pushed his stomach out, making his body arch. He let out a sigh of relief. He certainly had slept better than when they all had had to huddle together to give the mountain lions their space.

      He was happy to see that the children were awake and getting ready to go gather supplies. He was tempted to separate Brent and Betsy to talk with them, but then decided to leave it until later and talk with them together. It already was going to be awkward enough anyway without him having to repeat the experience more than once.

      After breakfast he gave them their assignments and they went out into the world to forage and gather supplies to keep them going. The mood in the family was one of anticipation, which vindicated Darren’s decision. After JR died and the mountain lions had been driven off, it would have been easy to fall into despair, but instead they had made a positive decision and were living as JR would have wanted them to live.

      Whenever Darren was near the cave, he found his gaze drifting toward the grave, though, wishing that JR could have survived the attack. He also wished that JR’s grave could have come with them. It seemed wrong to leave him all alone out here, but at least the grave was marked so that others could pay their respects.

      They spent the entire morning outside and when lunchtime came they returned to the cave to share food and drink. Darren announced that they were going to be leaving that afternoon. He ordered Tara and Michelle to have a nap so they were fresh. There was already too much for them to carry and he didn’t want to have to carry them both (even though he knew inevitably he’d be spending much of the journey with at least one of them in his arms). They protested, but eventually didn’t have any fight against his wishes. They retreated to the back of the cave where they soon fell asleep. Darren tucked them in with thick blankets and then rubbed his hands, returning to Betsy and Brent, getting ready to have the awkward conversation.

      The two of them were deep in conversation themselves. Darren recognized the look in their eyes; the way they would have assumed the world was melting away and the only thing that mattered was their love and emotions. They’d feel so strong they would be able to take on the world, and they probably thought that nothing would tear them apart. It was a feeling that Darren had known well in his youth. Although, as the wheel of time had turned, it became less of a force, and love after his teenage years became more of a tempered thing. No less deep, but far less intense.

      In recent days he wondered what it would be like if and when he fell in love again. Would he fall completely and utterly in love without hesitation if he met the right person, or would he always be guarded because of the taint that Stacie had put upon his soul? He decided that he’d never know until it happened, and that may never happen. It had taken him long enough even to open himself up to the possibility that he could love again. So, the thought of falling in love was still something far into the distance.

      There was a time when he had felt confident he never would love anyone as much as he had loved Stacie, although she evidently had not felt the same way.

      Still, it was not time to think about his own love life but his son’s. Brent was a charming boy who had a brooding nature, which often attracted the fairer sex, even if on most occasions he did not realize how fierce their attractions simmered. Brent only had had one serious girlfriend during his teenage years, but it had been a chaste affair, and Darren had been confident that nothing untoward had happened between them. However, he still had had the talk with Brent, and it had been an entirely awkward affair.

      Throughout his life Darren had tried encouraging an open and honest relationship between children and parents. He wanted the opposite of what he’d experienced in his own household. He had grown up rather alone, having to teach himself about sex and girls and how to act like a man, which went a long way toward explaining why it had taken him many failed attempts to woo a wife. He didn’t want Brent to go through puberty alone, and even though the subjects were awkward, it was something that simply had to be done. After all, Darren thought, who was Brent going to turn to talk about these things if not his father? He well could imagine what stories and tall tales Brent had heard from his friends. It was better that Darren cut those off before they worked their way insidiously into Brent’s mind and gave him the wrong impression of what sex was like.

      But now Betsy was involved too, and that gave the talk a different dimension. Darren hadn’t imagined he’d be having this conversation for a number of years yet, until Michelle grew older, and he had no idea if Betsy had had this talk with her parents. She had proven herself to be a responsible and intelligent girl. She’d handled herself well in all the circumstances that she’d found herself in, even before Darren had known her and, like Brent, had devoted her time to looking after her younger sibling. However, Darren was well aware that such common sense and intelligence could be thrown out the window when it came to matters of the heart, especially between teenagers. He wanted to approach the matter delicately so they wouldn’t think he disapproved of the pairing, but also set ground rules. Because he was still the responsible adult, and it was his duty to look after their wellbeing, even if they resented him for it.

      “Hey guys, are you okay?” he began. They jerked their heads to meet his gaze and blushed. They had no doubt been sharing secret sweet thoughts and had lost their awareness of the surrounding area.

      “Yeah, Dad, we’re good,” Brent said, with a smile on his face.

      “Listen, let’s sit down,” Darren said, gesturing to the area where they usually sat for dinner. Darren ran his hand over his head and sucked in his breath.

      “There’s no easy way to go about this. So, I’m just going to get it over and done with and hope that we all can come out of it alive. I need to talk to you about whatever’s going on here.” He waved his arms between them. Brent rolled his eyes and threw his head back, while Betsy cast her gaze to the ground and tucked her hair behind her ear.

      “Dad,” Brent whined. Darren held up his palms.

      “I know. I know. Believe me, this is more awkward for me than it is for you. In fact, I’m a little surprised it didn’t happen sooner. I applaud you for finding some happiness in this forsaken world, but I wouldn’t be doing my duty as a parent,” he looked at Brent, and then shifted his gaze over to Betsy, “or the responsible guardian if I didn’t have this conversation with you. I’m not going to come down hard on you, but there are a few things I’d like you to keep in mind.

      “The first is your own safety. If you’re out there foraging for supplies or keeping watch, you need to be aware of your surroundings. We all know how dangerous this world can be. I know you’re young and you think you’re invincible, but believe me, nothing could be further from the truth. It only takes one moment, one lapse of judgment, for everything to fall apart, okay?”

      Brent and Betsy nodded. Brent looked glum and resigned to having this conversation with his father. Betsy was hiding a smile. It may not have been as tortuous for her since she wasn’t having this conversation with her own father.

      “Now, secondly, I want you to keep in mind Michelle and Tara. They’re still young and they don’t need to be exposed to any displays of affection. Let’s keep it PG-13, okay?”

      “We haven’t done anything like that!” Brent exclaimed, his face turning a deep shade of red.

      “I know,” Darren sighed. “I’m just making the boundaries clear for you. I know that it’s probably been frustrating for you, shut in this cave without any privacy. I appreciate that it’s been difficult for you to have your private moments, but that’s going to change when we’re in the farmhouse.

      “My current plans are for us each to have our own rooms and for Tara and Michelle to share, but I don’t want you to get comfortable and make any rash decisions. Just keep in mind that other people share the world you inhabit and, believe me, the walls are a lot thinner than you imagine.”

      Brent put his hands in his lap and Betsy stifled a giggle as she looked over at Brent.

      “I really appreciate this, Darren, and you can rest assured that Brent and I will do as you ask. We won’t let our natures get the better of us,” she said.

      “Thank you for saying that, Betsy, and that leads me to my next point. This is the part none of us particularly wants to talk about, but we’re going to have to talk about it anyway. Now, look, I’m not going to get involved in your relationship. So, I don’t even know if you’ve had this discussion yet and, quite frankly, I don’t want to know. That’s your business. So, just listen to what I have to say and file it away for whenever you need it.

      “When it comes to sex, I want you to be careful. I want you to be responsible. And I want you to be safe. You are both smart kids and I am proud of you both, but I know how hormones and desire can play havoc with the mind. It happens to the best of us, and sometimes you just think you can’t live without tearing off each other’s clothes--”

      “Dad!” Brent cried, throwing his hands up in the air. This time Betsy wasn’t able to stifle her laugh at all and she almost doubled over with the snort that erupted from her mouth.

      Darren frowned and gestured an apology. Perhaps he had gone too far. This kind of thing was more difficult than it seemed. “My point is that I’d like you to come to me so we can go scavenging for medical supplies if you need them. And to try remembering that all your actions have consequences. Even if, in the heat of the moment, that gets lost in everything else that’s going on. We’re barely surviving as it is and we don’t know what the immediate future is going to hold for us. The last thing we need is another mouth to feed, if you get my drift.”

      Brent cringed and Betsy suddenly was silent. It was clear they hadn’t fully thought out what being in a relationship meant, which was understandable. They were kids. Darren hoped he hadn’t put too much of a dampener on their feelings for each other. It was important they know that some things couldn’t be taken back, though, before they realized it too late.

      “I don’t want to be a downer, but it’s important to keep these things in mind, and I wouldn’t be doing my job if I didn’t tell you. Now, the other thing is that I know if the world hadn’t changed, you’d both have your friends to talk to about any problems you’re having. And it’s fine if there are some things you don’t think you can talk about with each other. I want you to know that you can come to me with whatever bothers you and I promise I won’t reveal it to the other person. I can offer you advice. I can just listen. Whatever you need. I am here for you. I want you both to be happy. I think it’s wonderful that you’ve found each other. And there, I’ve said my peace, so I will leave you to it.”

      Darren slapped his thighs and stood up, feeling like Betsy and Brent were hoping he would leave as soon as possible. He nodded at them and then left them to themselves, even though he didn’t really have anywhere else to go or anything else to do. He heard Brent and Betsy muttering to each other, and then Betsy giggled again. No doubt they were laughing at his ineptitude, but at least he had planted the seeds of the ideas in their minds. That was all he could do. Their lives were theirs to lead. He only could give them the tools they needed to best prepare for the coming storms.

      When he looked at them, he remembered how young and innocent he and Stacie had been, how simple life had seemed before adulthood came along, with all its financial responsibilities and parenthood and having to keep up with a car and a house and all the bills. Darren wondered what he would say to his younger self if he could go back. Would he warn younger Darren not to go through with that life, to choose a different path? Looking at Brent and Michelle, he knew that he wouldn’t have done anything differently. No matter how much sorrow there was in his life, the mere fact of their presence made all of it worthwhile.

      “Only some years until I’ll be having this conversation again,” he sighed to himself as he thought about how Michelle and Tara were going to get older.

      There were a lot of years that had to pass yet. By that time it might be the case that Betsy and Brent were expecting a child, if Brent was anything like his father. The thought that one day he could be a grandfather filled Darren with immense hope, and was almost enough to bring a tear to his eye.

      “Please let us live that long,” he said, lifting his face toward the sky. The gray clouds drifted by without saying anything as he pleaded for mercy. He had no idea if the heavens listened to him or not.
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      Tara and Michelle slept for a couple of hours before Darren woke them. They blinked slowly and yawned, as annoyed at having to wake up as they had been to go to sleep in the first place. Once they regained their senses they were fine, though, and were excited when Darren told them that it was time for them to go.

      While the girls had been sleeping Darren, Brent, and Betsy had gathered together everything they needed to bring with them. In some ways they had a lot less than they had brought with them to this place, but in other ways they had more. The bags they had brought with them had been filled with cans of food and bottles of water, but those all had been used up. Instead, they had filled the empty cans with nuts and berries and other things they had gathered to eat. They also took with them the tools they had made and their dirty clothes, which were tattered and looking the worse for wear. At some point they would have to find new ones, especially for Tara and Michelle, who were growing quickly, and even now, the clothes they were wearing didn’t seem to fit.

      Brent carried the spears and knives in his bag, while the others divided up the rest of the gear. Tara and Michelle had the lightest bags. Michelle still had Applejack after all this time, and the small wooden pony that Darren had carved for her as a birthday gift. He’d intended to make one for each of the children as a Christmas present, but so much had happened that he’d lost track of time. It was one of those things that had slipped away from him. He made a vow to finish that project once they reached their new home, even though Christmas surely had passed by now.

      When he looked up at the bleak sky he was filled with frustration. In this new world he had lost track of the days and wasn’t sure which month it was, but it seemed as though many moons had passed, and spring should be coming. Winter had been hard and, quite frankly, Darren was tired of it. The sooner spring came, the better. It would lead to summer and the warmth would give them solace. There would be a wider variety of animals to hunt and there would be more opportunity for things to grow. But, at that moment, winter seemed perennial, and he just wanted it to be over.

      Once they had gathered up all their things Darren told them to make one last check just to be sure they hadn’t left anything behind. He didn’t want to risk coming back here. While they did that Darren took a last lingering gaze around the cave. He remembered when he first had found it, way before the world had ended, and how he had been so excited to share this secret spot with his family.

      As it happened, Stacie had met his enthusiasm with derision. He should have known they weren’t meant to last when he brought her to the cave and she turned up her nose, unable to see the wonder that greeted them. When he talked about having a family outing to this cave she shook her head vehemently, put up a hand, and marched straight out of the cave, not even willing to discuss the matter. Darren had been left standing there alone. Over the years the cave had become his secret hideaway, the one place in the world where he had been able to leave everything behind and focus on himself. It had symbolized freedom, and it had taken care of him and his family.

      He’d miss the jagged rocks and the uncomfortable ground. It wasn’t the ideal place to live out a wintry apocalypse, but it had been home, and that meant a great deal to him. He put out the fire for the last time, stamping out the dying embers. The brittle leaves and twigs he’d used as kindling crunched under the weight of his boot. Then they left the cave for somebody else to use.

      It was with great shame now that he thought back to the mountain lions and wished he hadn’t driven them off. If he hadn’t given in to his anger, they would be able to reap the benefits of this place. They wouldn’t have been so vulnerable as to fall prey to the hunters he’d encountered. More blood was on his hands, but he vowed to make sure it was the last of it.

      Brent wheeled the bike out and Betsy stood by his side. Tara and Michelle stayed close to Darren. He had one bag on his back and was holding another, carrying the greatest weight.

      “Say goodbye to the cave, girls,” he said.

      “Are we ever going to come back here?” Betsy asked.

      “Maybe we’ll visit now and then, but we’re going to have a new home,” Darren replied.

      The girls waved to the cave and the Dawkins family moved away. They walked back along the path they had walked so many times before. But this time, instead of venturing into the forest and toward the stream, they moved away, back along the path that Darren, Brent, and Michelle had traveled the first night of the apocalypse. Back then, Darren had been filled with fear and trepidation. It seemed as though they were going to be hunted to the ends of the Earth. The night had been dark and full of terrors and, in truth, he hadn’t imagined they actually would make it this far.

      There were always so many things that could go wrong, so many threats to their lives. They’d survived wild animals, wild men, fevers, floods. Nothing had taken away their lives yet, and now they were beginning a new chapter, one that was going to start with hope rather than fear.

      They left behind the shelter, but took with them all the lessons they had learned during their time living there. They took their fortitude and their determination. They took their strength and skills. They were better, hardier people than when they had entered the cave, and they were a closer group as well. Darren felt as though he knew his kids better. He’d watched them grow and endure things that no kids should have had to endure. He’d help them through moral crises and tough decisions, and had seen how they all protected one another.

      He knew himself better as well. For so long it felt as though he had lost himself, since he had lost everything except his kids. When Stacie left she had taken his dignity with her, and it had taken him this long to get it back. His confidence and self-belief had been eroded when she left. He wondered if he could be a good father, if he had any worth. But he had proven himself to be a survivor while many other more successful people had lost their lives.

      The Dawkins family was the future of humanity. If it was ever to survive and take its place as the apex species in the world again, it would have to reflect the attitudes and behavior displayed by Darren and his children. It had to embrace the virtues of hope and inspiration, not the sins of hatred and violence.

      Darren had witnessed how easily the human race could fall prey to their flaws. He’d seen men desperate to cause harm to other people because their own lives lacked purpose and they didn’t know how to handle their fear. He’d met cannibals and thieves, but among them there were other people he’d encountered. He’d met people who had offered him a glimpse of hope, a glimmer to suggest that out there were other people like him, just ordinary people struggling against the tide of despair. They all were in it together, even if they felt alone.

      The chilled wintry wind whipped around them as they left the cave. The path before them was long, and they all faced forward, ready to meet their destiny. Betsy and Brent walked ahead, deep in conversation with each other and always in close physical proximity, while Tara and Michelle each took one of Darren’s hands. He walked slowly to keep pace with them and kept giving them encouraging comments, not wanting to see them become disheartened at the long journey. And, as always, he gazed around at his surroundings, looking for threats. It had been something of a habit for him. He was glad to see that nothing was on the horizon.

      The farther away they got from the cave and the closer they drew to their new home, the more anxious Darren felt. He started to feel the same as he had felt all those nights ago; that they were leaving one safe home for something new, something uncertain, and it wasn’t clear if it was going to work out for them. Darren didn’t share his fears as he didn’t want to unduly worry his children. And, once again, he lamented the fact that JR wasn’t with them. It would have been a relief to speak with another adult.

      Occasionally they heard a noise close to them, but it turned out to be the brief rustling of a bird. There weren’t any signs of other humans, and that was a great relief to Darren. It was also a relief to know there were animals and birds around to be hunted. As much as he liked living off the land with nuts and berries, he longed to have a steady diet of meat, and he looked forward to planting his own vegetables as well. The fields were ripe for plowing and when he thought about what he could grow his mouth watered. He could grow potatoes and enjoy their versatility. He could almost taste the sweetness of carrots. And if he grew tomatoes, they could make some nice sauces to give their meals flavor. It promised to be a tasty time for all.

      After a while, as Darren had assumed would happen, Tara and Michelle started to whine that they were feeling tired and wanted to be carried. Darren had managed to delay them for a while, but then he had to relent, since they were dragging their feet and barely making any progress. Darren whisked Michelle up into his arms, but he couldn’t hold Tara as well as the bags, so Brent and Betsy helped her onto the seat of the bike.

      Now, when Michelle had been swept into Darren’s arms, Tara had pouted with envy. But now that Tara was on the bike it was Michelle who was envious, and they agreed to swap positions regularly. So, as they walked along Michelle and Tara would switch places and they would express great joy whenever they were on the bike. Brent made it fun for them by wobbling the bike, making them scared that they might fall off. Sadly, it wasn’t possible to teach them how to ride yet, since there were no training wheels.

      In moments like these it was easy to forget that they were living in a post-apocalyptic world. They were simply a family out for an afternoon stroll, just like old times. It was idyllic in a way, and when the farmhouse came into view they all rejoiced.

      The farmhouse still looked grim and gloomy, as though it harbored memories of death and despair. There were no signs of life in it. Brent and Darren had buried the farmer they’d found inside, a man who must have died a long time ago, alone. Darren was glad that at least that fate wouldn’t befall him. Whenever he died he wanted it to be while he was surrounded by his loved ones, by his family, and he wanted to look upon them and know that he had given life to the world.

      “There it is,” he said, pointing. Tara, Michelle, and Betsy only had heard Brent’s account of the farmhouse, so it was the first time they had laid eyes on it.

      “It looks scary,” Tara said, burying her head into Darren’s neck. It was Michelle’s turn on the bike.

      “I know it looks a little dark right now, but it’ll be different when we’re in there and we’ve had a chance to spruce the place up a bit. I think you girls really will grow to like it, and you’ll get to share a room with Michelle so you won’t be lonely. You can have sleepovers and you can look out of the windows at the stars at night. And you even have a yard that you can run around and play in,” he said, trying to make them see that it wasn’t all going to be so bad. It allayed the girls’ fears somewhat, but they still were uneasy.

      Brent didn’t help either when he said, “And there are ghosts in there. We found a man who used to live in that house and he’s still there.”

      The girls cringed and Betsy slapped him on the arm.

      “Brent,” Darren said, frowning at his son. Brent shrugged and offered an apologetic look.

      “There are no such things as ghosts, and there certainly aren’t any ghosts where we’re going to be living. This house is our new home and we’re going to be completely safe here,” he said. “We won’t even have to go to the stream because there’s a well. So, that means we can have regular baths as well!”

      The girls rolled their eyes at this and shook their heads, which was preferable to them being scared about ghosts. Darren had to insist on them having regular baths, and a regular bedtime. They’d been getting too used to living without a proper schedule, but once they were in a proper home it would be easier to develop a routine.

      Betsy opened the gate and Michelle got down from the bike, while Darren dropped Tara to the ground. Now that they were at the house they seemed to have gathered some new energy and ran up to the door. Darren called after them to stop because he was afraid that in the hours since his last visit someone else had found the farmhouse, but nobody raised any alarm.

      The girls ran up to the door, but didn’t open it until the others had joined them.

      “Welcome to your new home,” Darren said.

      He opened the door and showed the others in. The place was still cold, and the gloom hung inside like an old shadow. The air was stale and it would take a little while for them to breathe life into it.

      They deposited their bags in the kitchen and then Darren gave them the grand tour. He showed them their rooms; he would have the master bedroom, which was the biggest room in the house. It had a double bed, a wide closet, and a desk with a mirror. Darren caught a glimpse of himself in it and chuckled to himself, surprised that he did actually recognize himself behind the wiry beard and the tousled hair. The closet was filled with clothes. They weren’t things he ordinarily would find himself wearing. But they were sturdy clothes that would serve him well when tending the fields, and there was plenty of material to be used to make new clothes.

      The floor creaked under their weight. The uneven floorboards were smooth wood and the girls looked around with fear whenever the house made a noise. Darren reassured them that it was just the wind and the fact that the house was very old. But even he had to admit that these noises were going to take some getting used to, especially in the night, when everything was dark.

      The room closest to the main bedroom was a room with twin beds, and this was going to be the room for the girls. They jumped on a bed each and claimed it for themselves. The walls were faded, and Darren wished he had some paint so he could make the place brighter. It was something that had to be put on the to-do list.

      The next room was Betsy’s, which was small, but it would suit her purpose. If the couple who had lived here had had any children, they hadn’t been here for a long time. Darren wondered if the couple had stayed here in the hope that their children would return. He felt pity for them, but he hoped that they would be honored to know that their home was giving shelter to his family.

      There wasn’t another bedroom upstairs, but there was a storeroom that had some old furniture in. They were going to convert this into Brent’s room, and Darren was going to build him a proper bed. It was going to take some time, so in the meanwhile Darren said Brent either could sleep with him or on the couch downstairs. Brent chose the couch downstairs.

      There was a bathroom upstairs with an old cast iron bathtub. The girls cowered in fear of this as they knew what it meant. There was also an attic, but there didn’t seem to be a ladder to get up there, so they left it alone for the time being.

      They went back downstairs and spread out, exploring the kitchen, living room, and dining room. The younger girls went straight into the living room and started to open all the cupboards, searching for toys or books or something. They found some board games, which certainly would help pass the time. They also found some books, although turned their noses up at them because none of them had pictures. Darren took a look at some of them and decided that he’d read some of them, but most of them weren’t his style either.

      In the living room there was a couch and two chairs. By one of the chairs was a newspaper rack filled with newspapers and magazines, and beside the other one was a crochet project that likely never would be completed. In the dining room there was a wide table and cupboards filled with crockery. It seemed like a miracle to actually sit down at a table and have a proper meal.

      They rooted around the kitchen and found cutlery and other utensils and, most importantly, candles. They lit them immediately to clear the air and offer light. The flames flickered and were placed in lanterns all around the house. The place already was starting to look a little less gloomy.

      Brent called to Betsy and offered to show her outside, an invitation she gladly accepted. While they were going that way, Darren shouted out to them to gather plenty of water. Brent scowled a little at this, and Darren surmised that Brent only wanted to go out to spend some time alone with Betsy. But it was important for him to remember that his duties never ceased, and they all had to pull their weight. Thankfully, Brent wasn’t one to make trouble, so he didn’t attempt to resist. He just sullenly slumped his shoulders and stomped out of the house.

      Tara and Michelle were happy enough running around wildly, and Darren was happy to let them explore. He’d had to keep a close eye on them all through this new world so far, for fear that they would wander off and never be found. But, now that they all were located in this house, Darren was more at ease with letting them have more freedom.

      “But make sure you stay inside the house. If you want to go outside, then you have to come find me first,” he made sure to tell them before they ran away. He heard their footsteps flutter up the stairs as they went to their room, and breathed a sigh of relief that the house was so loud. It made keeping track of them so much easier.

      He looked around the kitchen and realized that he was all alone. A wave of relief washed over him. He actually was able to enjoy some time alone to himself without having to leave his family behind. His solitude always had been important to him, but it had been sacrificed when he decided to raise a family. Kids demanded so much that it was almost impossible to get any time to himself, and in the cave everything had been suffocating.

      He hadn’t realized how much he’d missed solitude until now. In a way, the entire world had been his, and yet he still had felt stifled. The small cave barely had been large enough to house them all, and even though it opened out onto the whole world it made him feel trapped. But now he was in an actual house with actual rooms and actual doors. He kicked back, clapped his hands, and smiled with delight. Things couldn’t have been better.

      Darren further had investigated the kitchen. He’d looked into the cupboards on the previous visit, but this time he looked more thoroughly and was amazed to see there was still some food left behind. It was mostly canned food the farmer hadn’t gotten around to eating, but it would make their lives a lot easier. There were also things like flour and honey and herbs and spices, things they actually could cook with. There were even stock cubes, so he could make some broth, and his stomach rumbled at the thought.

      He wanted to have a good look around the house before he started unpacking, so he left the bags where they were for the moment. But he did light a fire in the kitchen, and another one in the living room, to generate some heat. He made his way into the living room and shook his head when he saw the disarray that Michelle and Tara had caused. Perhaps the sparse surroundings of the cave had been a blessing after all.

      Darren sighed as he picked up the books and started placing them back on the shelves, looking at them more carefully. Some of them had notes inscribed in them, little love notes from the husband to his wife and vice versa. Darren smiled at this, and upon investigating further he found a large leather-bound book on a high shelf, which had been out of the girls’ reach. Darren pulled it down and it opened, revealing itself to be a photo album. There were black and white photos that seemed to date decades past, and then color photos from more recent times.

      Darren sat himself in a chair (enjoying the comfort it offered) and flicked through the photos. What he saw was a history of a family completely unknown to him. There were pictures of lovers together, and then of the lovers getting married and having children. He saw the baby pictures and witnessed the children grow into adults as the original loves became settled into their roles as parents, until eventually a new generation was born and the family expanded.

      To see the course of these people’s lives captured in these snapshots was humbling, and it reminded Darren of what was truly important. These people wouldn’t have remembered the arguments they had or the times they’d been annoyed with each other. They would have remembered the happy times, these times. They would have remembered the special occasions that they shared with one another and that each of them was a part of each other because of the memories they had made and the experiences they had shared.

      Darren felt privileged to look upon them. While he knew the reality was likely more dramatic than the idyllic scenes presented in this pictures -- he knew families often were plagued with arguments and disagreements, some of which lasted far too long -- he was glad to get a glimpse of what made these people special. He hoped that the children still were out there somewhere, living well and remembering their parents and grandparents. He looked at each photograph carefully, wanting to give them the proper respect they were due.

      When leaving his original home, Darren had been forced to leave his photograph albums behind. He’d been tempted to take them, but they only had been able to take the essentials. He wondered if anyone had come into his home and looked at pictures of their family. The links between humans were so powerful, and yet everyone was so far apart.

      A tear spilled from his eye onto the page he was looking at. He wiped it away with his thumb and then put the album back where it belonged.
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      Darren spent the rest of the day becoming better acquainted with his new surroundings. He took stock of everything in the house and made a mental list of things he needed. He looked in the room that was going to be Brent’s and found a small ladder, which he dragged out to below the attic. The rest of the furniture in there seemed to be no good for anything anymore. But he thought if he chopped it up, it would make a good basis for Brent’s bed. They’d have to make a mattress out of something as well, but that was a problem for later. Making the bed was the immediate issue.

      He looked up at the attic with curiosity. He didn’t know what mysteries it held inside. He got up on the ladder and reached toward the door, not fully understanding how he was supposed to get into the attic with such a short ladder. He assumed there was a longer one somewhere else, perhaps in the shed that stood at the foot of the backyard. However, when he pulled the attic door down it brought with it a narrow stairway that reached to the floor. Darren put his hand on the one railing and tested it. It certainly seemed sturdy enough.

      In the room beside him he could hear Tara and Michelle playing. Brent and Betsy were still outside. He carefully walked up the stairs and made sure that each step was able to bear his weight. The steps were made of thick wood and whoever had built them had done a good job. When Darren ascended to the attic his eyes widened in amazement. Unlike the rest of the house, this place didn’t have a gloomy feel to it.

      It was a wide-open space, with paintings and wooden carvings all around. It evidently had been used as a kind of hobby room, and it seemed to be stretched over the entire span of the house. This would make the perfect playroom for Tara and Michelle, and a way for any of them to get some time alone if they needed it. The windows were wide, and they let in a lot of light, even though most of it was just from a gray sky. Darren walked over to the large windows and gazed out toward the city. Through the rolling gray clouds he could see the outline of the city, its proud skyscrapers still standing tall.

      If he had stood here a year ago he would have seen the buildings illuminated by glittering lights and watched as planes soared through the sky. In his heart he felt pangs for the city, and couldn’t help but be curious about the state of it.

      In front of the windows hung dream catchers and glass ornaments. These caught the light from outside and cast pretty patterns onto the floor. Darren almost considered rearranging the sleeping arrangements to give someone this room as a bedroom, but it felt far too special for anyone to use. This had to be an area for all the family.

      After a quick investigation he found some paint and brushes. He was happy about that as it would allow him to begin painting the walls of the house to give it more color. He brought down the paint and brushes and closed the attic door using a pole that he noticed was resting along the railing of the stairs. Then he announced to the girls the place he just had found. They wanted to see it immediately, of course, but he told them they could look later.

      They went downstairs to the living room and saw that Betsy and Brent were coming in with a bucket of water. Darren told Brent to boil some and then pour it into the bath so they could start getting washed. The girls wailed, but Betsy told them to stop making a fuss and get clean.

      “We’re in a house now, and we have to look our best. We’re not wild people any longer,” she said.

      Darren approved of her words and as she spoke he rubbed his own beard. The last time he’d seen himself in a mirror had been when he’d gone out looking for new sources of food and water. He’d changed his clothes and been in other people’s houses, but that seemed like a long time ago now. This felt like a big, lasting change, and he wanted to do something to commemorate it.

      While Brent got the water, Darren unpacked all their equipment and put it away in the kitchen, before he went upstairs to the bathroom with a pair of scissors he’d found and a razor. Thankfully, the man who had lived here before had kept a well-stocked medicine cabinet. As well as shaving foam and razors it was filled with aspirin, antibiotics, painkillers, and cough syrup. These were more valuable than ever as they couldn’t be made by regular people any more. Darren nodded approvingly and whispered a thank you under his breath for the man who had left them these things. Once again he was struck by how lucky he was, having found this place after so much time had passed. It was a miracle that nobody else had come across this place.

      But then his mind grew sober. Perhaps they had, he thought, but they had come at the beginning of the new world when the man who lived here was still alive. Maybe he had driven them off, or they had been too scared to approach. Darren estimated that the man had died during the winter, the cold temperature turning his blood to ice, and perhaps nobody had dared come inside for fear of facing the wrath of the homeowner. Darren never would admit that death was a blessing, but in this case, he was quite glad that the owner of this house didn’t have the chance to turn them away. If they had been forced to find somewhere else to live, he didn’t know what he would do.

      Carefully, he snipped the thick ends of his beard down close to his chin, and then placed some shaving foam on his face. Without any running water he had to rely on the cup of water he’d brought up with him, and dipped the razor in, dragging it down his face. The hair fell off in thick clumps, looking like tumbleweed in the sink. Darren stretched his face this way and that, pulling the razor down until he could see the flesh underneath. He got a cloth and dabbed the remnants of the foam away from his face, then looked at himself in the mirror.

      Taking away the beard had taken away years from his face. He looked young again, and he almost gasped when he saw himself in the mirror. There were still a few too many lines on his face, and his hair was streaked with gray, but his clean-shaven jaws proved that he was still a civilized man underneath all of his wild mess. He wasn’t a complete monster.

      Darren gathered up the hair in the cup and took it downstairs, ready to throw it away. The kids almost didn’t recognize him when he reappeared. He used it as a reminder about why it was important to have baths and stay clean.

      The fires in the house were burning nicely and the candles had filled the air with scents of vanilla and lavender. They made some broth using the stock cubes and added some herbs and spices, along with cabbage and other winter crops from the field. The soup was hearty and flavorful and satisfied their hunger. The evening was cozy. After dinner Betsy played a board game with the girls before they went to bed.

      Darren and Brent were in deep discussion about their plans for the future, and what they wanted to accomplish with the house. Brent told Darren about the tools he’d seen in the shed and that the surrounding land was ripe for them to cultivate. All they needed was spring to come and they could begin planting their seeds. There were plenty of tools that Darren could use to carve wood as well. Before it got too dark, he went outside to gather as much as he needed to make a start on Brent’s bed, although he decided that could wait until morning.

      Darren sat in the chair and read a book after Tara and Michelle went to bed. Betsy and Brent had found an old puzzle book and were trying to figure out a crossword, occasionally asking Darren for the answer to some tricky clues. In time they all went to bed in their new house, and Darren had to get used to sleeping on a bed again. He wasn’t sure if the mattress was unusually soft or if it just happened to be that he had been used to a rocky surface, but it took him a little while to get used to having a pillow underneath his head again.

      During the night he was only awoken once, when Michelle came into his room sniffling. She climbed into bed with him and wrapped her tiny arms around his body, crying that she missed the cave. Michelle was sometimes a sensitive child and didn’t always take change too well. Darren comforted her and while she was in her Daddy’s arms, she fell asleep soundly. To Darren’s dismay she took up much of the bed, even though she was so small.

      The morning light poured into the room and Michelle was in much better spirits as the daylight fell upon her. She had to explain to Tara why she wasn’t in bed when she woke up, and the two girls were happy to go off on their own. The five of them had breakfast and talked about their plans for the day. Betsy was going to take Tara and Michelle for a little exploring in the nearby area so they could figure out what food they could expect to gather. Brent wanted to take the bike out exploring again. Darren was in a good mood so he saw no problem with this, although his same provisos as before were in place. He didn’t want Brent to go off for too long on his own. Brent agreed reluctantly, and then shoveled down the rest of his breakfast so he could get going.

      While they all were all out of the house, Darren decided to get on with some projects of his own. He made a start on Brent’s bed and managed to fit together the frame. The samples of wood he used from the storage room already had been disassembled and it was quite easy for him to fit them together. He also started to paint the girls’ bedroom, making a pretty canvas of sunshine and flowers.

      The following couple of weeks were spent with these projects. When the girls realized what he was doing they wanted to help as well, and he saw no reason why they shouldn’t have a hand in painting their own room. As a result, the picture was the combination of three distinct styles, which were apparent at varying heights. The girls could only reach so far and had been given a section each of the wall upon which they worked. When it was finished, however, it was the perfect joining of the three styles, and everyone rejoiced in how good it looked.

      Darren’s section was filled with vibrant colors and a lush landscape. He had wanted to create a kind of fantasy version of the real world so that the girls could fall asleep dreaming of wondrous things and a better future. He wanted their dreams to be filled with hope even if their real life wasn’t.

      Tara and Michelle shared much in common, so it wasn’t surprising that their paintings were similar. Tara had painted representations of each of them, and on the other side Michelle had painted the mountain lions and JR. In the middle was the cave that had been their home, and both girls had contributed to it. Michelle’s looked more like the cave, but Tara’s half had an expressionistic quality that showed great potential. Darren made a note to encourage this side of her in the future.

      Now that they had a proper home he thought that it would be easier to manage the girl’s development. He wanted them to have an education and planned to start teaching them about all sorts of things when he had the chance.

      He had a secret project he was working on away from these things, though, something that nobody else was allowed to see until he was finished. He holed up away in the attic late at night when everyone else was asleep and spent time on his secret. It took him a while to get everything perfect, but when he did everyone was amazed with what he had made. He’d been carving small objects for them just like the one he had made for Michelle.

      “Think of these as late Christmas presents, or housewarming presents,” he said when he presented the gifts to his children.

      Michelle already had one, of course, but she didn’t seem to be put out by the fact that she didn’t receive a gift. It was a testament to her maturity. Tara had received a carving of the three mountain lion cubs. They all were lying on their back with their paws up in the air. The detail on them was impressive and Tara was thrilled to bits. Michelle instantly compared the carving she’d received and they started making a story about them. Betsy received one that was made in the image of the mountain lion mother. Darren intended it as an affectionate reference to how Betsy acted like a mother to Tara and Michelle and watched over them, but also to Betsy’s inner strength and pride.

      It felt good for Darren to pay tribute to the mountain lions in this manner, to ensure that none of them ever would forget them. Still, the children believed that the mountain lions were still out there somewhere, and Darren decided he wasn’t going to disabuse them of that notion. To Brent, he gave the carving of a bicycle, and Brent laughed when he received it.

      Brent had fallen in love the first time he’d seen the bike, and his love had not diminished with familiarity. He went out every day for a ride for a few hours at a time and already had mapped quite a lot of the surrounding area, pinpointing a few areas that could be ripe for exploration. So far, he hadn’t seen any sign of people either. Each member of the Dawkins family had their own small role and they all were happy with their purpose. Eventually, Brent’s bed was built, and they found an old mattress in the shed, which they cleaned and made as good as new. Once those projects were completed Darren found himself at something of a loose end.

      All of his time in the post-apocalyptic world had been spent worrying and searching for new ways to survive. It was rare that he ever had any time simply to enjoy and be content and to exist. For at least a year now he had been on the edge of sanity every moment of every day as he tried providing for his family. First he had been working two jobs and worrying that he wasn’t being a good father to his children. Then he was trying to make sure they ate every day and survived the cold winter and all the threats nature threw at them. This was the first time in a long time when he actually was able to exhale and not feel tension pressing on his chest. His mind was light, and he found that it was blank. He didn’t know what to do with himself.

      Until winter ended there was nothing he could do to maintain the house. The house needed little maintenance, and he almost felt guilty for doing nothing. The days were long and he soon found himself reading for hours on end, but it didn’t seem like he was doing enough.

      He spent a lot of time in the attic, gazing out at the city. Then one day he was in there with Brent.

      “You know, if anyone deserves a rest it’s you. You’ve done so much to get us this far. It’s okay if you take a little break before spring comes,” Brent said when his father lamented his lack of purpose. Darren’s gaze was locked outside, looking toward the city.

      “I have to go back there,” Darren said in a hollow voice. Brent looked at him blankly.

      “What?” Brent asked.

      “I need to go to the city.” Darren stood up, possessed by this sudden clarity that told him he had to take one last trip to the land he had left behind. Brent was aghast and furrowed his brow. He stood up too, as if to stop his father from doing something rash.

      “What are you talking about? You’ve spent so long saying that we can’t go back to the city. You’ve heard what people have said. You know that it’s not safe. Why would you say you need to go back there?”

      “I have this feeling inside. I look at that place and I feel it calling to me. I know it seems strange after everything I’ve said, but I have to know what it’s like. I have to see it for myself, just to understand what the chances are of us ever moving back there. Or whether we can expect people leaving the city and flooding this area. Besides, there are certain supplies we should get that we can’t make ourselves.”

      “Like what? You told us when we left the city that most places would be ransacked and we had to get out into the wilderness to be safe. Dad, I’m a little worried about you. This is coming out of nowhere.”

      But it wasn’t coming out of nowhere. Darren listened to the worried pleas of his son and looked into the expression of concern etched onto Brent’s face. Darren walked up to him and placed his hands reassuringly on Brent’s shoulders.

      “I promise you I’m in full control of my faculties. This isn’t some crazy plan of mine borne from the fact that I’ve had a lot of time to myself since we’ve come to this place. I’ve actually been thinking about it for a while. I’ve wanted to go back, but everything I’d heard put me off. But I think the time is right now. We need to know the status of the city so we can better prepare for the future.

      “I’ve been thinking a lot about this and for most of our time together I’ve been so focused on my family that I’ve almost forgotten about the rest of the human race. It’s important for us to see if anyone has made any headway in forming a new society. If they have we don’t want to be left behind. When I spoke to you about supplies earlier I meant things like food and clothes. Those are the things that people are going to want to take first. I’m talking about things like paint, more tools and supplies, shoes and socks, and lots of soap, things that weren’t high on the list of priorities when people were scrambling for their lives. If I can get some, we’ll be set for the summer. I need to do this Brent. You all can look after yourselves now. I know it’s risky, but I think the benefits outweigh the risks.”

      Brent wasn’t convinced, and neither was Betsy when Darren told her what he was planning. She looked at him as though he was crazy. As the person with the most recent experience of the city she wondered what possessed him to want to go back there. Darren found it difficult verbalizing the feeling that thrummed inside him.

      “I think I’ve come to terms with the fact that I’m an explorer and now that we’re here I don’t have anything to explore anymore. I want to go back to the city just to see if there are any other people like us,” he said.

      “And what if you find people who want to hurt you? Dad, come on, you have to see that this isn’t necessary. If I suggested this you’d be telling me to stop what I’m doing and take a long hard look at myself. You only told me to take risks that were worth it, and I’m not sure this is one,” Brent said.

      Darren was pleased to see the two of them taking on more responsibility and was proud they actually were standing up to him. But nothing they said was going to dissuade him from this course of action. He knew deep inside that he had to do this one thing. Brent and Betsy soon realized they were fighting a losing battle.
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      Tara and Michelle didn’t understand why Darren was going either, but he promised them he’d return soon. Brent and Betsy had anxious looks on their faces and he could tell they wished they could say something to stop him from taking this course of action. Darren reassured them that everything was going to be fine and he’d only be gone a day or so. And once he returned from the city they would have a better idea of what the rest of civilization looked like.

      To Brent’s chagrin, Darren took the bike, but Darren explained that it would take him a long time and, really, it was Darren’s bike to begin with. It wasn’t as though Brent could go anywhere anyway, for in Darren’s absence he had to remain to look after the house. Darren looked at his family before he left and waved them goodbye, then he set out on his adventure.

      He was unable to resist the feeling that possessed him, and was certain he was making the right decision. He would return to the farm soon enough and with more information regarding the city, and hopefully a few more supplies. He just wanted to see what had happened to the city in his absence, and if there was any hope of society being rebuilt. For all he knew a glorious new regime could have risen up like a phoenix and fixed the mistakes of the old world. If so, he wanted his family to be a part of it.

      The air was chilled and there was a faint mist hanging in the air. The horizon in front of him was hidden by a veil, and it felt as though he was traveling into the unknown. Darren harbored doubts about whether this was the right thing to do, especially since the kids had been so vehement in their disapproval. But he had set out now and he wouldn’t be satisfied until he had found what he was looking for.

      He rode the bike slowly. The wheels turned smoothly against the ground and he was able to make good time. He peered in front of him just in case there was anyone lurking, waiting to take advantage of a lone traveler. Darren had brought his gun too. There were only a few bullets left in it now. He’d have to try finding more of those as well.

      It had taken him a long time to get used to the silence in the world. He’d never realized how much ambient noise there used to be, whether it was the soft hum of electrical appliances, the busy roar of cars as they whizzed by, or just the sound of people existing. It was as though he was living in a ghost world.

      As he drew nearer the city he hadn’t encountered anyone else, or any animals in fact. When he reached the suburbs he stopped riding and took a moment to look around at the neighborhood. This wasn’t his neighborhood, but it was similar. The houses all looked the same, and they mostly looked well-kept. There weren’t any signs of life, though. Some of the doors were hanging open, whilst others were nailed shut. Some had graffiti painted on them, and as he got closer he could see blood stains on the driveways and sidewalks. He could well imagine there were violent crimes being committed out here, and it made him glad that he had chosen to leave when he did.

      He peered into a couple of windows, but saw nothing, so he continued on his journey into the heart of the city.

      Still he heard nothing.

      The road into the city was long and straight and it was peppered with cars. They were scattered about at askew angles and must have been there since that very first night, when all of them were rendered inert. He felt for his own car, which had been left at the side of the road. He’d intended to return and pick it up when everything had blown over, but there was simply no use for it now. He smirked as he thought about how he had relied on his car so much, yet now it meant nothing.

      Most of the cars were empty, but occasionally he did get a fright when he idly cast his gaze down and saw a face staring back at him. They were empty, pale faces, the lives already claimed by Death. It still was a chilling sight, though. They must have thought they were safe here, but the cold had got them, or maybe they had starved. Darren rooted around a few of the cars but, as expected, he didn’t find anything. They already had been stripped of anything beneficial. He slalomed through the cars and wondered where all the other people had gone. There must have been at least a thousand people on this road alone, and he hadn’t seen enough in the cars to account for them. Most of the cars had been left abandoned, with their doors ajar.

      The city loomed before him, its buildings towering into the sky, rising through the faint mist like a plane through the clouds. Street lights stood on the sidewalk like useless soldiers, and trash blew across the streets. The buildings were ominous in their silence and Darren wondered what secrets the city was hiding. He slowed his pace and breathed a little less easily as he made his final approach, for the city may well have been a city of death.

      He was tempting fate by coming here, he knew that, but he was confident in his ability to escape harm. At the first sign of trouble he would turn tail and ride away as quickly as he could. In the mist it would be easy for him to lose anyone pursuing him, and they’d never know where to look for him. If it became desperate and they did chase him longer than he presumed they would, he still had his gun, and he would lead them away from the farm. No matter what, nothing would happen to his family.

      An old gate was being blown by the wind and clanked repeatedly. Darren heard a shuffling of feet and then another sound, one that he couldn’t quite place. He stopped riding and bristled, expecting to find a person standing before him, but a dog pattered past, with his tongue lolling out and his leash dragging across the ground. It was amazing to Darren how animals managed to survive in this world and yet people found it such a struggle.

      Then he thought of the mountain lions, and he knew that the reason people struggled so much was likely because they posed a danger to each other.

      Apartment blocks rose on either side of him and he was cast in their shadow. These didn’t hold any interest for him, though. He imagined that if a society had been set up again it would be in a larger part of town, with big open spaces and important buildings. Besides, there were no signs of life or death apart from the dog he’d seen.

      He was approaching a park, and beyond it was the way to the shopping district, which was where he wanted to go. He decided to go through the park since it was the shortest distance. He kept his eyes and ears peeled for any signs of life. He didn’t want anyone to shoot him without speaking to him first, so he made sure his words were ready to be spoken.

      The park was large and green, and reminded him of the place in which he now lived. But this was a tame world compared to the wild forests of his home. The park had a large lake, with empty boats bobbing near the shore, still tied to the dock. There was no point using them, Darren thought, because there was nowhere to go. The lake didn’t lead anywhere, but traveling by boat was quite a good idea, and he stored it in his mind for the future.

      Like the rest of the city he’d seen, it didn’t look as if there had been any activity here for a long time. But then he saw something that piqued his interest. It was a vague shape, but something that seemed unfamiliar to him. There were few monuments in the park, so it wasn’t one of them, and it definitely wasn’t a tree. It looked like a small hill, but it was completely out of place based upon his memories. So, he moved closer to investigate, being ever cautious not to disturb anyone who might be around.

      Then he got close enough to make out the details of this hill and what little color was left on his face drained away. He set the bike down and let it fall to the ground as he walked up to it and craned his neck back. The hill was at least double his height, probably more, and made up of dead bodies.

      They had been flung in a heap and were all twisted and joined together. Their faces were pictures of terror and fear and surprise, although some were calm. Some eyes were open while others were closed, and some faces couldn’t be seen at all because of the position of the bodies.

      Darren started counting to see if he could estimate how many there were, but he soon gave up. It was an impossible task. The hill looked dense as well, all the bodies packed together tightly. His heart broke when he saw so many people having lost their lives, but as he looked at them more closely he realized that not all of them had died from obvious wounds. Some had just died.

      The death toll this world had exacted was too high, and it was clear he was in the minority. He wondered how many people around the world were even still alive. Earth was a barren rock again, the spread of humanity had been thwarted and now they were an endangered species.

      As he moved around the hill to take account of the corpses his jaw hung open and his eyes were wide. Then he caught site of something else. There was another hill a little farther away, and then another still after that. So many dead, just piled here like trash. It didn’t seem right. It didn’t seem humane, and Darren almost wanted to find a shovel and start digging a grave for each of them to give them a proper burial.

      Then, he heard whistling.
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      Darren ran back to his bike and picked it up to ensure it wasn’t stolen, and then drew his gun. He was already tense thanks to seeing the bodies. He wondered what kind of person would hang around so much death. The air was stale around the bodies and he almost choked when he breathed. Then the whistling grew louder. Darren saw a figure draw closer. He wheeled something behind him and then flung a few more bodies onto one of the piles. He was wearing a thick jacket, gloves, and his face was covered with a red scarf.

      At first, he didn’t see Darren, but when he did his shoulders went slack and he shook his head. He walked up to Darren and pulled the scarf away from his mouth.

      “And what the hell are you pointing that thing at me for? Do you really think I’ve got anything you want?” he said.

      “I…I’m just defending myself,” Darren said.

      “Well, you’ve got nothing to fear from me. That’s the truth. So, put that away before somebody gets hurt. I’ve lived too long to be wounded by a stray bullet,” he said.

      Darren found himself putting the gun away. The man grumbled to himself and then beckoned for Darren to come help him. Darren was so numb and so taken aback by what he was seeing that he ended up following the man’s commands, and helped him throw a few more bodies on one of the piles.

      “What is this place?” Darren asked.

      “This is the great place where everyone goes after they die. Some would call it Heaven,” the man said, and then chuckled at his own joke.

      Darren didn’t think it was a laughing matter, though, and the smile fell from the man’s face. He furrowed his brow at Darren and his countenance turned more serious.

      “This is where most of the people in the city end up. I got tired of walking around seeing all the dead littering the streets. So, I made it my mission to clean up the mess. I didn’t have very many options, so I decided to put them all here.”

      “But there are so many…” Darren gasped.

      “Yep, and I’m finding more every day. At first it was just people who had died because of accidents, like from car crashes and so on, but then came the wars and after that--”

      “The wars?”

      The man looked at Darren strangely. “Where have you been hiding yourself? I would have thought you’d know about the wars.”

      “I’ve been away. I thought I’d come back to see…to see what happened to the city.”

      “Well, as you can see not much has changed. In the few days after the world went dark people started grouping together in factions. There were some people who thought they should be in charge, and they started fighting over territory. Seems pretty stupid if you ask me. But I guess they had nothing better to do and people were going to fall into old habits.

      “I stayed away from it myself. Found myself a nice little hole and just waited for it all to blow over. But a lot of people got caught in the crossfire and the streets were lined with blood. After that, though, came a time for peace. The faction that won set up new laws, which most people abided by, and there was actually some semblance of order restored.

      “When winter came in, though, things were different. The new leaders had made certain promises they couldn’t fulfill, and when winter came there wasn’t enough food to go around, or sources of heat. People were huddled together and freezing to death. They started fires all over the city, without knowing how to control them. A lot of fires got out of hand. If you go over that way, you’ll see the charred buildings,” the man said, pointing east.

      “Then, of course, people became more desperate and they started believing they wouldn’t make it through winter. People became greedy and didn’t like the rationing system. They started making noises about breaking away. There was more fighting and the new leaders just couldn’t keep control. Fear and panic, you know, those are two of humanity’s greatest flaws.”

      “So, all these people froze and starved to death?”

      “Oh no, I wish that were so. Panic and fear might be two of the worst flaws, but they’re not the worst. That would be ignorance. These people are frozen now thanks to the winter, and that helps somewhat with the smell, but they were very much alive.”

      “So how did they die?”

      “They all chose to. Ignorance and stupidity. You see, when it became clear that the leaders weren’t going to be able to maintain control there was one man who rose up. He told everyone why all this was happening. It said it was because we all had angered God and this was the great punishment, like the Great Flood from the Bible.” The man shook his head and spoke with obvious derision.

      “Now, I’ve got to believe there are easier ways for God to go about doing these things. But people seemed all too eager to punish themselves for their perceived sins and this man worked them all up into a frenzy. I quickly had enough of it and left, as did a few others.

      “I suppose the rest were so desperate to find some meaning or purpose to all of this that they were eager to believe whatever they were told. They started to pray and chant every day for salvation, but the winter only got colder. It left them with one inevitable end. The leader told them they had to make the ultimate sacrifice and do God’s will.

      “He told them that if they accepted they were unworthy to live they would be called up to Heaven. So, one morning they gathered around City Hall and they all killed themselves. They never thought what it meant for people like me, did they? So, I’ve been cleaning up that mess ever since. Still, it’s not like I’ve got much else to do.”

      Darren was stunned to hear how so many people had thrown away their lives for nothing. This false prophet had led them all into a dark place. Darren thought about JR, wishing the minister had been able to talk to these people. Maybe he could have given some of them some hope.

      “I came back hoping to see if society had been rebuilt.”

      The man barked a laugh. “Maybe try coming back in ten years. Then you might see some difference. No, this city is done for now. There’s nothing left here for anyone. I see some people now and then, but they’re all broken, and by the time winter ends I doubt there’ll be anyone left to make a start of it. I’m just doing what I can while I’m alive. I need some kind of purpose. Otherwise, I’ll go crazy,” he said. He flung the last of the bodies onto the pile and then left Darren, whistling cheerily.

      Darren stared at the bodies and wondered how many were left around the city. Would this man’s task ever end? He had come to find hope, but only had found despair, and a knot twisted in his stomach.

      He took his bike and moved away from the piles of bodies, trying not to think about the scale of death. It was so big it was difficult for him to grasp, and he suddenly realized the only society being rebuilt was the one he was making. He was responsible for the survival of the human race, both in his actions and in his teachings. The future rested with him.

      He spent the rest of the time in stores gathering the supplies he needed. And then he left the city, vowing never to return. His family were glad to see him and he hugged them all tightly, tears slipping through his eyelids even when they were clamped tightly shut. He told them all that he loved them and later he told Brent and Betsy what he’d seen. They looked as numb as he did, and for a few days after that Darren didn’t know what to think. The fact that so many people had given up their lives when he had fought so fiercely was incomprehensible. He just had assumed that everyone would have fought as hard as him.

      A few days later, though, something miraculous happened to shake him from his stupor. He heard the chirping of birds, and the temperature was warmer. Flowers had blossomed and color had returned to the world. It was spring, the sign of a new beginning. Darren took his family outside and began planting the seeds for the future.
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