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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Darren awoke, aching all over. His trek to the city had taken a lot out of him. He lay on a sheet of wood, a sleeping bag pulled over him, while Brent and Betsy looked after the kids. He only just had returned from venturing out to find food, although the amount he had brought back hadn’t been enough to make the trip worthwhile, not after what he had been through.

      The world had changed over the past few months. A violent storm had caused an electromagnetic pulse and rendered all the electrical equipment impotent in the area, likely the country, perhaps the world itself. Darren had no way of knowing how extensive the damage was. He only was concerned with making sure his family was safe, a family who had two recent additions to it.

      Betsy and Tara had proven themselves to be hardworking and determined, and they fit in well with himself, Brent, and Michelle. He was glad his children had friends of their own age to help them through these difficult times, although Darren himself was feeling the burden of responsibility. The welfare of these children fell to him, and if anything went wrong there was nobody else to blame.

      Although he was surrounded by them every day, since they were holed up in a small cave that had become their home, his position as the only adult was a lonely one. Brent was growing up quickly, but there were so many nuances to the world that Darren couldn’t share.

      Unfortunately, the only person who had come close to becoming a friend was Bill, the man who had been caring for Betsy and Tara. Bill turned out to be a villain, and Darren had ended up having to kill him to keep the kids safe.

      Reflecting on that memory wasn’t something Darren liked to do. The nature of this world had forced him to be more savage, tapping into the primal energy that had been dulled by modern society. Without the safety blanket of modern life, he had had to regress into a predator, a hunter, protecting his own tribe.

      It meant he had done a lot of things he wasn’t proud of, most of them on his recent journey to the city. But, he also had been faced with people who reminded him he was still human. There were lines he hadn’t crossed, lines he never would cross, such as eating human flesh.

      His stomach churned as he thought about his encounter with those bloodthirsty men. How he had been forced to kill three of them, with another dying from a crash. They had hunted him like prey, and then tried chasing him when he fled. But he had proven himself a survivor, emerging unscathed. At the time the adrenaline and fear coursing through his body made him shake.

      He promised himself he wouldn’t tell the kids about the horrors he had seen, for he wanted to protect them as much as possible. However, he didn’t know how long he would be able to keep that promise. The thoughts stabbed at his mind. He needed to unburden himself to someone; he only wished that it didn’t have to be his son. Brent already had seen too much darkness in this world.

      Darren curled up into a fetal position, bringing his knees into his chest. How much more could one man take? He’d seen his wife leave him, his job fall apart, and then a year later the world followed. Now he was living day by day, struggling to survive in the bleak winter.

      Their food supplies were dwindling, and the wider world offered no hope. When he embarked on his search for food, he had hoped he would find some salvation. Somewhere, people would have banded together and created a safe place for people just like him. But he only had found selfishness and woe.

      There had been a few people in similar situations, but each of them had had their own problems to worry about. They all were going in different directions. Everything he’d seen pointed to a grim reality. All the bad people had joined together, and all the good people were scattered around the country. Nausea rose within him as he thought about the street that had been firebombed and was completely black. In the back of his throat he still could taste the ash, and he coughed violently.

      On that first night, when the world had gone dark, he never could have imagined how grim the world would become. He saw terrible things that night, of course, as people lost their minds in the chaos, but part of him had hoped humanity would pull together. It didn’t seem as though that was happening, and Darren found himself with just his family for support.

      With what Darren had seen in the world there was little in the way of anticipation for the future, especially since the coldest days of winter were ahead. With all that had been happening there had been no way to track the days. So, he had no idea if Christmas already had come and gone. For all he knew today was Christmas Day, not that there was much in the way of joy to be had.

      The wind swirled outside and he tried not to let his soul be crushed. Even if they managed to survive the winter, what world was left for them? It was easy to envisage a world in which they could plow the fields and grow crops, harvesting food to see them through the next winter, but the reality was far different. They had little in the way of equipment and danger lurked in every shadow.

      When Stacie had left him and he had lost his job he at least had some measure of control over what to do next. He worked two jobs and made sure the kids still went to school and were fed. But now it seemed as though he was flailing, fighting against the current.

      No matter what he did death’s inexorable pursuit was going to end eventually, and not with him on the victorious side. He knew he couldn’t cheat death, but he hoped he would be able to stall it long enough so he could provide a good foundation for the kids. As long as they continued living he could die a happy man.

      It always had been said that it was unnatural for a parent to outlive their child, and for Darren that was true. He’d lost so much, but through all of it he had kept hold of his children and their love for him. If he lost that, he didn’t think he could go on. Perhaps then he would turn into a monster, like so many other people had.

      These stormy thoughts tumbled around his mind, careening off each other in complete and utter chaos. There seemed to be no respite, not even sleep, for although his body was exhausted, his mind was alive with these dark broodings.

      It got to the point where he kicked the sleeping bag away and grunted in frustration, only to realize he had caught the attention of everyone else in the cave. Tara and Michelle looked a little scared, while Betsy and Brent had concern etched upon their faces. Darren was gaunt, and there were dark circles under his eyes.

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      “I just need some sleep. I’m going to go outside and try clearing my head. You just carry on with what you’re doing,” he said.

      He walked back to the fire and felt the rising heat comfort him. He closed his eyes and breathed in the warm air. But the smell of smoke only took him back to that charred part of town, the tainted shadow that showed the worst of humanity.

      When he opened his eyes he was transfixed by the fire. The shades of orange danced before him, alluring in their brightness, their heat. He almost could imagine how the people, anarchic and frightened, would turn to this natural weapon and turn it on their own kind, would revel in the inferno, gripped by madness.

      “Dad, are you alright?”

      Brent’s young voice cut through Darren’s thoughts like a butcher’s cleaver through meat. Darren blinked and pulled his gaze away from the fire, turning to face his son.

      “I’m fine,” he lied, his voice hollow and hoarse.

      His stomach had been warmed by the soup they had shared upon his return, but it griped for more. It was a feeling he had been getting used to, a feeling he constantly needed to guard against, since they had to ration their food to last them as long as possible. Even if they were disciplined, he wasn’t sure their food supply would last them the months they needed it to. Sometimes he wondered if they should just gorge themselves on what was left. At least they would go out with full bellies.

      “Are you sure? You don’t seem to be the same since you’ve been back.” Brent’s face was a picture of earnest concern.

      Darren smiled at him, proud of the young man he was becoming. Hell, in some ways Brent already had become a man. But could he handle knowing the true nature of the world? It was difficult enough for Darren to share the burden. Would he be a good father if he shared it with his son?

      “I’m just tired, honestly. It was a hard trip, cold and hard, and I’d like to be able to relax now.”

      “Where did you get the bike from?” Brent asked. “It looks really sweet. Can I ride it sometime?”

      “I don’t see a problem with that, as long as you’re careful. We can use that bike for a lot of things,” Darren said.

      He glanced over at the bike resting against the wall. He preferred the other one, in truth, but that had been dented as he was fleeing from the cannibals. This bike had been one of theirs, the spoils from a dead man. Darren looked down at his knuckles, at the shades of red staining his flesh. He remembered pummeling the man, letting out all his anger and frustration. He rubbed his hands together and looked up at Brent. “Where were you thinking of riding?”

      “I don’t know, I thought maybe next time I could be the one to go out hunting. There’s still a lot of ground to cover. While you were gone I was thinking, and I’m sure there are some cabins out here. I thought maybe I could go look at some of them, and you can stay here this time. It’s not fair that you go out all the time.”

      “I know you’d like to take on more responsibility, Brent, but I need you here looking after the girls. Believe me, being out there isn’t all fun and games, I can tell you that for sure. You’ll get your chance one day, I promise. I know it doesn’t seem fair right now, but one thing you have to remember is that life isn’t always going to go at a speed you’d like. Sometimes you have to be patient and--”

      “No, Dad,” Brent said with an amused smile, “I didn’t mean it like that. I meant that it wasn’t fair to you.”

      “Oh,” Darren said, stunned.

      “You’ve done so much for us and I hate staying around here. Betsy and I can see how much of a toll this is taking on you. I want you to know that I’m able to do more, if you need me. You don’t have to take on everything. I can go out there and look for food. I’m quick, I’m good on a bike, and I won’t do anything stupid. You know you can trust me.”

      Darren swelled with pride and love. He was so overwhelmed that he could feel his eyes glisten with tears, and surreptitiously wiped them away. Brent was so earnest that Darren almost was tempted to agree to his terms and let him venture out into the unknown, but it wasn’t unknown to Darren any longer. The color drained from his face and he breathed in deeply.

      “Brent, I appreciate that, I really do. But I just think it’s best for you to stay here.”

      “Dad, please, you can trust me. You trusted me when you went to work two jobs. You can trust me with this as well! I know in some ways I’m just a kid, but, like you said, I’ve had to grow up quickly. I can do this. I know I can. Besides, at some point, I’m going to have to. There’s only a few of us here, and there are going to be days when you need to do something else, or you might be ill.”

      “Brent, I’m hearing you and I promise that you will get your chance, just not right now. I’m sorry.”

      Brent’s face twisted in disgust and he huffed with frustration.

      “You just don’t trust me,” he said, and stormed away, out of the cave.

      Darren was so stunned by his reaction that at first he didn’t move. Then he scrambled up and followed his son, afraid that Brent would wander off into the woods and be lost to him forever.

      Brent was noble, and Darren was proud of him for that, but the world was just too dangerous.

      Darren caught up with Brent, who had his back turned on Darren. He was idly picking some bark off a tree.

      “Brent, I’m sorry you feel that way. It’s not personal. Of course I trust you. I wouldn’t have left you here looking after the girls if I didn’t trust you. You should know better than that.”

      “Then why won’t you let me go out there and do the hunting for us?”

      Darren hadn’t wanted to tell Brent the truth of the world, but he could see he wasn’t going to have much choice in the matter. He glanced over his shoulder, back toward the cave, to ensure nobody could overhear them. Darren stepped closer to Brent, his feet pressing against the wet leaves underfoot. His breath swirled in the air, and the cold bit against his face. The sooner he was back at the fire the better.

      “Brent, this isn’t about you. It’s about the rest of the world. I trust you. I don’t trust the rest of civilization, or what remains of it at least, especially not after what I’ve seen.”

      “What have you seen?”

      “Brent…”

      “Dad, please, just tell me. Treat me like an adult. You know that I’m older than I seem. I was there the morning Mom left. I’ve been helping you look after Michelle ever since then, and I’ve done a lot here too. It’s like you said, the old rules don’t apply anymore. You might as well start treating me like an adult because there isn’t anyone else around here.”

      It was at that moment Darren realized his son was right. The world had melted away and it seemed as though his son had transformed before his eyes. Or perhaps the illusion of youth was stripped away, and Darren finally saw the real Brent, not the image that Darren held in his heart.

      Instead of seeing the little boy Darren had nurtured since birth, the one who used to trip and split his lip all the time, he saw a hardy young man. His hair was matted, his face gaunt, his eyes were lined with worry. He carried more weight than most his age, and Darren realized he had been doing Brent a disservice. The young man before him was strong, determined, and had endured just as much sorrow as Darren had. Darren smiled and reached out to his son, placing his hand on Brent’s shoulder.

      “I owe you an apology. I’ve done you a disservice. I’ve been your father for so long that I’ve been focused on protecting you, forgetting that you can do a good job of protecting me as well. When this all happened the only thing I wanted was to keep you and Michelle safe.”

      “And you have Dad, but you can’t keep me in that cave all the time. I need to learn what it means to live in this world. I want to do it as much as for you as for me. Betsy and I have been talking and we both can see the toll this is taking on you. You’re working yourself too hard. Maybe it’s just the habit you got into because you did the same when Mom left, but we want to help.

      “Betsy and I aren’t idiots, Dad. We can see what’s going on around here, and we can be of more use to you than just babysitters. Besides,” he said, casting a solemn look at the cave, “I think Michelle really needs to spend some time with you. She’s so young that she never really got a chance to know Mom, and over the past year you’ve been away more than you’ve been with her. I don’t want her to miss out on what I got to enjoy.”

      “You’re a good brother, Brent, and a good son. I’m glad you pushed this issue. Sometimes I need reminding of the bigger picture, and you’re right. You are going to need to learn how to handle yourself. It’s just…it’s not easy. The world is worse than we thought. Are you sure you want to hear it?”

      “I have to, Dad. How else am I going to prepare for it?”

      Darren studied his son for a few moments and then nodded sharply, drawing him in close.

      “Okay, but you’re not going to like what you hear,” he began. Then he proceeded to tell Brent about everything he had seen. Once he started he found that the words flowed easily, and the act of telling Brent lifted the burden from his soul. However, when it came to the cannibals he found himself floundering, for the reality of the situation was almost too much to bear.

      “This next part I don’t want you sharing with Betsy, and I definitely don’t want you telling Tara and Michelle about this,” Darren said. Brent nodded solemnly. He could tell by the way Darren’s voice grew hoarser that this was something serious.

      “I ran into some trouble. Some men followed me into a building as I was looking for food. It was a big group of them and, well, I managed to deal with them, but that’s how I got this,” he said, and made a point of showing Brent the scratched, torn skin on his knuckles. Brent looked at them with a mixture of awe and dread.

      “The thing is, Brent, these weren’t just any ordinary men,” Darren continued. “You know this world does drive people to some very dark places. They become desperate. Not all of them had as much foresight as we did to gather up supplies. They were hungry and, well, they turned to eating people.”

      “You mean cannibals?” Brent gasped, his eyes wide open. Darren nodded once. “That’s crazy,” Brent added.

      “Yes, it is.”

      “I can’t believe my dad managed to fight off cannibals. You’re like Mad Max or something,” Brent said, admiration glowing in his eyes.

      Darren hadn’t thought of himself as a hero, but seeing the pride in Brent’s eyes made him feel stronger. He straightened up his back a little and puffed out his chest.

      “Thank you, Brent, but you can see why I’m feeling a little wary to send you out there. I don’t want you running into men like that.”

      “I don’t much want to run into them either, but like I said, I could just stay in this area,” Brent said. “What did they look like?”

      Darren imagined Brent had in his mind the image of some savage wild men who had cast off all semblance of society, men who were more like animals. The truth was far more disturbing.

      “They looked normal, Brent, and that’s the scariest thing. Anyone you run into could be someone like that. We just never know. All I knew from one glance was that they were after me. But I never imagined they’d actually want to eat me.”

      “Wow, it’s like you’re in a movie.”

      “No, Brent, this isn’t a movie!” Darren snapped. “This is real life and one wrong move could be enough to get you killed. I know it sounds unreal to be talking about cannibals, but we have to keep aware of these things. We can’t let our guard down.”

      “I know, Dad,” Brent said in a small voice.

      There was a moment of awkwardness between them. Darren felt bad for snapping at him. It wasn’t anything Brent had done. Darren just was tired and was so tense with worry that sometimes he lashed out at his son. He clenched his jaw.

      “I’m sorry, Brent. I didn’t mean to snap at you. I know I’m not the father I used to be. This world, it just…”

      “It’s not this world,” Brent said. Darren glanced over at him, arching his eyebrow in surprise.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You haven’t been yourself since Mom left.” Darren bowed his head while Brent continued speaking. “You withdrew from us, Dad. We haven’t been a family for a long time.”

      “I’ve been trying.”

      “I know, and I know you’ve been working two jobs. But sometimes we just want you around. When was the last time the three of us went out anywhere? I don’t think it bothers Michelle that much yet, but recently she’s been getting more agitated whenever you’ve been at work. She’s always trying to get me to let her stay up until you come home, and when this all happened I thought it would change. I thought finally we could just be the three of us. And yes, I wish Mom was here too, but I know that’s unlikely. But you are here, except sometimes it doesn’t feel like it.”

      “I’m just trying to take care of you.”

      “I know, Dad, and I know there aren’t any easy answers, but that’s the way it is. We just want to be a part of this. I do, especially. So does Betsy. We can help you. You don’t have to be the only one looking after us. You’re allowed to relax. You’re allowed to spend some time with your children. We’re all in this together, Dad, a family. So, let us start acting like it.”
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      Brent walked away, leaving Darren standing alone outside the cave. Brent had left Darren with much on his mind. Darren looked down at his hands, at the sore knuckles, and wondered what would have happened if things had gone differently. If just one roll of the dice had been different, he could have been the one to die, and his children would have had no father left.

      Brent’s words stung, though. Darren had tried to make his kids understand all he had to do to keep them safe, to help them survive, but in doing so it seemed he had lost sight of what was truly important. He could kick himself. All his life he had tried to make sure he avoided the same mistakes his own father had made. Yet, in the end he wondered if everyone was doomed to repeat the mistakes of their parents.

      He’d never wanted to be an absent father, but that’s exactly what he had turned out to be. It was easy to blame Stacie for putting him in the position where he had to work two jobs, easy to blame his old company for their poor decisions that forced him to find new work, and it was definitely simple to blame the world for placing him in a position where he had to leave his home and search for resources.

      But, when it came down to it, he was the only person responsible for his actions. That was a lesson that had been drummed into him from an early age. It was the most valuable thing his father had taught him.

      The world could do a lot to you, people could betray and hurt you, but the only thing they couldn’t do was make you do what you don’t want to do. The prospect is terrifying to most people, for they can’t handle the responsibility. They like to blame their life on luck or fate or some cosmic plan of a deity, when really there’s nobody to blame but themselves.

      Darren felt a hole open up inside him as he realized how much he had isolated himself from his children. It wasn’t something he even had been cognizant of, not until Brent had pointed it out to him. Stacie leaving had been a blow, and perhaps he never really had gotten over that. Still, it made him ponder the way he was going to live his life now.

      Although he didn’t want to put his kids in danger, he knew Brent was right. This model was simply unsustainable. Darren had pushed himself to his limits. His body ached, his mind was exhausted, and all he wanted to do was sleep for about ten thousand years.

      He needed help.

      And yet exposing his kids to the dangers of the world went against every fiber of his being as a parent. He’d tried preparing them and educating them as they had been growing up. Never had he wanted them to be sheltered, and then suddenly shocked when they left school or college and had to fend for themselves. But in a way that was only placating his own needs as a parent, and doing his children a disservice. It wasn’t actually helping them come to terms with this world at all.

      All this time it was a shock to think he hadn’t been as good a parent as he thought himself to be, but there was no time for self-recrimination. His children needed him not only to be a father, but a leader too. Brent had made him proud by telling Darren exactly what he needed to hear. If that continued, then they would be in good stead for the rest of their time in this godforsaken world.

      Darren knew one thing. They couldn’t spend the rest of their lives hiding in this cave. Somewhere along the way he had lost part of himself, but it didn’t mean it was impossible to recover. He had his kids to remind him of what was truly important, and it was time to unleash them on the world. It wouldn’t do any good to keep them wrapped in cotton wool.

      He turned and made his way back to the cave, hoping this decision wouldn’t bring more sorrow upon his family. But there were dangerous people out there and Darren knew they were either prey or predator, there was no in between. If he continued going out by himself, at some point his fortunes would run out. Then he’d find himself up against someone who ended his life, and his kids would be alone.

      When faced with that possibility he had to ask himself a number of questions, but only one really mattered: had he prepared them well enough for life without him?

      At the present moment, he wasn’t sure the answer was an affirmative one, and that had to change.

      He strode back to the cave, to the inviting glow of the warm fire. As he approached he heard the sound of Tara and Michelle giggling. Because of his fatigue he was in a vulnerable emotional state, and because of this his eyes started to fill with tears.

      Even though the cave wasn’t comfortable, and the environment around them was harsh and unforgiving, the sounds coming from that cave were the sounds of a family. His family. No matter what else happened, nobody could take that from him. As much as living in this world was difficult, the fact that he had provided this home for his family was a source of great comfort and pride for him. As long as they still were there, he knew anything was possible.

      All he had to do was have the same faith and belief in them as they had in him.

      When he walked into the cave, he instantly was greeted by Michelle, who wrapped her arms around his legs. She was delighted to see him, and he realized how much he had missed her. He scooped her up in his arms and she giggled with delight.

      “How is Applejack doing?” Darren asked.

      Michelle held Applejack up to Darren’s ear, and Darren pretended to have a conversation with the pony. This amused Michelle greatly, and as she pranced back to Tara she had a happy look on her face. Sometimes Darren wondered if kids ever thought adults were silly for playing these make believe games.

      Darren rubbed his hands together and looked around at his family, and the place he had built. Slowly but surely this small cave had become a home to them. They had managed to place sleeping bags around to give them places to sleep, and while there wasn’t much privacy to be had, it was just about big enough to get lost in the shadows, if one so desired. Tara and Michelle loved sleeping together in their elevated section, while Brent and Betsy had their separate places. Although when they were awake, the two of them spent most of their time together.

      In many ways it was like seeing a family unit. If anything happened to him, Brent and Betsy would have to take care of the little ones. Brent and Betsy would be like the father and mother, while Tara and Michelle already were acting like sisters. It was strange for Darren to look at them and feel out of place, for he was the only one alone.

      As it often did, his mind turned to Stacie. He wondered how things would have been different if she had been here. She’d never seemed to be one meant for survival, but perhaps she could have changed had the situation called for it.

      There were plenty of occasions during their time together when she had surprised him. Like the first time they had spent the evening together she pulled out a DVD and suggested they watch a three-hour sci-fi epic, when he’d assumed she only ever would like watching light comedies and chick flicks.

      She always had been something of an enigma, and in the end, he just hadn’t been able to figure her out. There were times when the bitterness of her betrayal left him angry, and other times when he was more cooled on their time together. In moments like these he actually pitied her, because she had turned her back on being a part of this family. She had walked away from these amazing children, and she never would have any idea of what they were capable.

      He wondered if she was out there now, thinking about them in the same way as he was thinking about her. Was she regretting leaving? Was she wishing she just could see her children one last time? Or was she dead?

      Darren had thought about that last possibility a number of times over the past few months. He wasn’t sure whether wishing she was dead was a mercy or not. Sometimes it seemed as though those who had died were the fortunate ones. They did not have to endure the hardships of the world or see their loved ones slowly or suddenly die before their eyes. However, over time his seething anger toward her had lessened. He simply didn’t have the energy anymore. If she was alive, he hoped she had found peace, wherever she was. No matter how much time passed a part of him always would love her, for she had given him Brent and Michelle.

      “Everyone gather round. I need to talk to you,” he began.

      Betsy and Brent looked up from their conversation, while Tara and Michelle stopped playing with Applejack and the wooden pony Darren had made for Michelle. The four kids moved toward Darren, standing in front of him, looking up to him as a lion cub looks up to the leader of the pride.

      “I know we’ve grown used to a lot of things in this world, some of which haven’t been very easy to get used to. I want you to know I’m proud of you all for everything you’ve done. I couldn’t have asked for better kids. You’ve all been so well-behaved, and that’s been a great help to me. But things must start changing. I had hoped I was going to find enough food on my trip yesterday to see us through until spring, but unfortunately that wasn’t the case. It means we must explore these woods to try hunting for more food.

      “I’ve been speaking with Brent and, after some thinking, I agree with him that we’re all in this together. I can’t simply keep going out by myself while leaving you all in here. I was hoping to protect you from the outside world, but I realize now that I can’t. We’ve had some bad people come into our home. I need to teach you more about how to live in this world. I’m going to try teaching you more about how to live. So that in the future you know exactly what’s going on. It’s not going to be easy, and it might be a little scary at first, but I think it’s for the best. And we’re all going to do it together, as a family.”

      At this point Michelle beamed, and that made Darren’s heart melt.

      “Now,” Darren continued, “it does mean there must be a few changes around here. So far, we’ve been living by a new routine, but if we’re going to hunt and gather resources, we’re going to have to live more by daylight again. I’d still like for most of our waking hours to be in the dark, because it’s going to be safer to sleep in the daytime. But we must make the effort to leave the cave more and explore the world around us. We have to remember that it’s not just the cave that is our home, it’s these entire woods. We have to make use of them as best we can. I’d also like to find another source of water as well, because having two is better than one.

      “It also means we must find a way to hide this cave. When we’re gone I don’t want anyone coming around here and thinking this place is free real estate, nor do I want anyone to take our supplies.”

      “Maybe we can hide them!” Michelle said.

      “That’s a good idea,” Darren said.

      “I want you all to think of ways we can disguise this cave, to make it difficult to find for anyone who passes by. Then I want you to get ready, because we’re going to go for a little stroll,” he said, making a point to nod toward Brent. Betsy leaned over and whispered something in Brent’s ear.

      Darren let the kids think of some ideas while he sat down and closed his eyes, trying to allow himself a little more rest. Talking to Brent had eased the tension that coiled within, and he felt better for it. But just as he was drifting off to sleep he sensed the presence of two people standing over him. He opened his eyes and saw Tara and Michelle.

      “I’m scared, Daddy,” Michelle said.

      “What are you scared of?” Darren asked gently.

      “The daytime,” Michelle said, scrunching her face.

      She raised her foot and pressed her toes into the ground, twirling them slightly. She cast her eyes to the ground and looked every inch the vulnerable little girl she was, and always would be to Darren. All Darren wanted was to scoop her up in his arms and promise her everything was going to be alright. He wanted to shield her from the world, but that wouldn’t let her grow into the person she needed to be.

      “Okay, what about the daytime is it that scares you?”

      “The people. The mean men,” she said.

      Darren wondered if he had done too good a job of highlighting the dangers that were present in this world. It used to be she was scared of the dark, of the monsters hiding in her closet. Apparently, now that had shifted to being scared of the daytime.

      “Well, you know that as long as I’m around I’m not going to let anyone hurt you, and that we’re all here to take care of each other. I know that I said the daytime is something we should avoid, but it’s going to be okay. We’re still going to try staying hidden from any mean men we see, but there are some nice people out there as well.”

      “Are there?” she asked.

      “Of course there are, Sweetie. I met some of them yesterday.”

      “You did?”

      “I did. There was another man I saw on the road who was just like me, looking for more food for his family. There were two women who were trying to find their way to their home. There were three other people who offered to let me go with them, but I told them I had a family to get back to.”

      Michelle seemed to understand. Then it struck Darren that with Brent he had focused on the dangerous people he had encountered, whereas with Michelle he wanted to speak more about the ones who posed him no threat. It also served as a strong reminder to himself that there were decent people left in the world, and it wasn’t a given that a stranger was going to be dangerous.

      “Betsy and I spent all our time awake in the daytime. It wasn’t so bad,” Tara added.

      “Yeah, and we didn’t really see anyone in the forest until we came across you,” Betsy said from across the cave. It was difficult to have any kind of conversation around here without being overhead.

      “See, Michelle? It won’t be so bad. If Betsy and Tara can do it, then we can too,” Darren said, smiling.

      Michelle seemed to be a little reassured by this and nodded. Darren could tell she was troubled, but at least she was willing to go along with what he wanted, rather than fight against him and wail out her frustrations. She’d always been a good girl, though, obedient and trusting.

      The five of them got to work at making the cave ready for their departure. Darren didn’t want to be gone too long, but he wasn’t going to take chances leaving the cave undefended. If they lost this cave, he didn’t know where the next safe place was going to be.

      Tara and Michelle worked on hiding the food. They struggled with dragging the bags across the cave, but it amused Darren to see how they dealt with this task. Their young minds still had not developed the ability to solve problems properly, but they were giving it their all, bless them.

      They ended up carrying the cans up to where they slept, and then placed their sleeping bags over them. It wasn’t the worst hiding place in the world, and in truth there weren’t many good places to hide the food. It served to keep them busy as well, while the older three devised ways to protect the cave’s entrance.

      It was clear the main issue was hiding the cave’s mouth. They needed a curtain or something, which Betsy was quick to point out. Darren was impressed with her quick mind. Brent likened it to disguising the Batcave, which also made Darren smile.

      “I think we need to make the entrance harder to get through, make it look as though a fallen tree is blocking the path or something,” Darren said.

      “Doesn’t that mean it’s going to be harder for us to get in when we come back?” Brent said.

      “Yes, but it also means it’s going to put other people off. I’d rather come back here and have to move a tree than have to argue with people that this is our cave,” Darren said. Brent nodded.

      “Well, we probably could find a fallen log somewhere, but what are we going to do about the entrance?” Brent asked.

      “It’s a shame I don’t have my sewing kit and some fabric. If I did, I might be able to attach some leaves to a blanket and drape it over the entrance,” Betsy said.

      “I guess it’s too much to suggest we gather a load of leaves and just pile them at the entrance,” Brent asked, half-joking.

      “I think so,” Darren said, “but let’s take one thing at a time. We won’t be able to do everything we’d like, so let’s focus on what we can do. Let’s go find something to drag across the entrance. We always could use some more bramble as well, anything with thorns or prickles will do.”

      Brent and Betsy nodded, and the three of them scoured the land around them, searching for what they needed to make their home safe. Darren looked at the huge fallen tree mournfully. If it just had been somewhat smaller, he could have dragged it from its position along the path across the mouth of the cave to serve as a barrier. As it was, they had to settle for a smaller log, one that wouldn’t pose much difficulty to pull out of the way if anyone was so inclined, and he imagined that anyone desperate enough would go to great lengths to get into a place such as the cave.

      They made the cave entrance a little more intimidating by draping brambles and thorny branches over it, creating something that almost looked like a barbed wire fence. The air was punched by a few yelps of pain as they pricked their skin on the brambles. Darren watched blood bloom from his fingers, but he cast aside the pain.

      They struggled back into the cave, grateful for their thick clothes, and began getting the girls ready. Tara and Michelle were proud of the efforts they had made to hide the food. Darren inspected their work and stifled a smile, for anyone could tell that the sleeping bag hid bulky items.

      It reminded him of when they had played hide and seek at the house and Michelle always had gone to hide behind the curtain, not realizing that her feet were on full display, since the curtain didn’t reach the floor. Still, he wasn’t about to dishearten them. If anyone did find their way into the cave, it wouldn’t be long until they found the food no matter where it was hidden. So, he praised the girls and they glowed.

      From inside the cave, the brambles and the log were a foreboding sight. It was difficult to get through the brambles, and their clothes were getting caught. Tara and Michelle really didn’t like it. So, Darren and Brent carried them through, lifting them up high so their faces were in no danger of being caught. Once past, the family stopped to look at their handiwork. Darren nodded with approval. The mouth of the cave still was visible, but the barrier in front of it was discouraging.

      “Let’s hope this works,” he said.

      He hoped nobody would want to go to the trouble of fighting through the bramble for the sake of one small cave. It may have been small, but it was the only home they had.
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      “Where are we going, Daddy?” Michelle asked.

      For now, she and Tara were walking along with the others. Michelle was holding Darren’s hand, and Tara was holding Betsy’s. They walked at a steady pace and veered away from the path, venturing into the woods. The air was still and a gray sky hung overhead, but it seemed calm. Leaves shuffled under their feet and the cold seemed to creep into their clothes, finding its way even to the most hidden spots. Darren couldn’t remember ever being this cold.

      He scanned the horizon for any sign of movement, but nothing presented itself to him, and that was the way he wanted it so far. It unsettled him to have the girls out here rather than in the safety of the cave. If anything happened to them, he never would be able to live with himself, but he kept telling himself they were all together. While they were together, they were strong. It was only when they were alone that they truly were vulnerable.

      “We’re just going for a stroll, Michelle, I don’t have any particular destination in mind. The whole point of this is to get ourselves familiar with our surroundings. So far we’ve been hiding, but what we need to do now is turn ourselves into survivors. We need to tame this land, like our ancestors did before us. It might seem wild and scary to you now, but we did it once, and we can do it again. Do you remember what the most important thing in the world is?”

      “Applejack?” she replied after taking a few moments to think about it. Brent chuckled.

      “No, Sweetie, not Applejack. Think back to lessons I used to teach you. What did I always say was the most important thing in the world?”

      Michelle searched her mind to the past, and Darren wondered if she actually would remember. Because he’d spent so much time working over the past year he hadn’t had as much opportunity as usual to teach her.

      “Do you remember I used to say that love was important, and family too, but one of the only things that you always had to seek was…”

      “Knowledge!” Michelle exclaimed, her eyes lighting up when she finally plucked the right answer from the recesses of her mind. Darren was pleased to see that she remembered this, and he saw Brent nodding to himself as well. Betsy and Tara looked a little confused.

      “So many of our fears come from the unknown,” he explained, “and the way to deal with fears is to face them. Right now we need to know what the surrounding area holds for us. We need to know if there are any dangers and if there are any safe places. As long as we keep our eyes open and we keep learning we’ll be able to make it through this. That’s what being a survivor is all about, learning and adapting. That’s what humans are best at.

      “With the knowledge we gather here today we’ll be able to start putting together a map of the area, and eventually we’ll know the different paths to take, and we might actually be able to expand out and find locations to plant crops or hunt animals. Hiding from the truth is just as bad as hiding from the world. Take note of everything you see out here. Actually, that’s a good task. Let’s stop for a moment. Spend the next few minutes looking around, and then I want you to tell me what you see.”

      The five of them stopped. While the kids all were looking at the woods around them, Darren was looking at them. Brent studied the forest with an inscrutable gaze, moving his eyes slowly around every part. Betsy was more haphazard, turning her head this way and that, her sweeping gaze taking in everything around her. The girls looked up and down and around, moving their heads from the ground to the tops of the trees, not really taking in as much as Darren had hoped, but they would learn. They were still young.

      Tara and Michelle played the game like it was some sort of bingo, calling out everything they saw. Betsy and Brent were more guarded, trying to be more specific. They all spoke of rocks and leaves, trees, nuts that were growing on branches, nestled against tree trunks. They mentioned the sky and the sound of the wind whistling through the trees. Darren listened intently, nodding now and then, trying to get them to see beyond what was in front of their eyes.

      “You’ve done a good job of noticing the world around you. It comes in handy. I’d like you to spend some time each day just being aware of everything. Notice the details, because one day they could end up saving your life. Once you know how things should be you’ll start to know when things are wrong, and in those moments it’s important to act quickly. But you also need to take another step in your thinking. It’s okay to look at the trees and the rocks, but also try thinking about what that means for us. What uses do these things have?”

      The kids looked at him blankly.

      “Okay,” Darren continued, “let’s look at some of the things you mentioned. As survivors we have to make use of everything we can find in these woods, and sometimes we might have to use our creativity and ingenuity too. These woods are going to be our woods, and we’re going to be able to use everything in them to our advantage. Everything has multiple uses.

      “The rocks around us, for example, you might not think they’re good for anything, but actually they can be used as tools or to spark fire. We could pile them up to create a stove, or even one day build a house. The animals we find don’t always have to feed us. They also can provide us with warmth and comfort with their fur, and we can use their bodies as bait to bring in bigger game animals, which will provide us with more food.

      “And take water. At the moment we only have one source of freshwater, but if we can collect rainwater and dew, we can purify it by boiling it, which means we won’t always have to take a trip down to the stream when we want to bathe. I’m worried because the temperature is dropping, and it’s going to be too dangerous to go out there to bathe. The chance of getting sick is going to be too great. The nuts you mentioned as well, we can eat them.”

      The girls scrunched their noses up. Darren grinned.

      “Let me show you,” he said, and gestured for them to wait there as he walked over to the nearest tree and pulled himself up using a branch.

      He tested it at first, and although the branch wavered a little it did not show signs of breaking. He put his weight on it and pushed himself up with his foot. The branch supported his weight. He wrapped his arm around it and balanced himself there as he reached out with his other hand and snatched a handful of hazelnuts from the tree. He jumped down, landing with a thud. The impact sent a tremor through his legs.

      He carried the nuts back, ripe and delicious, and showed them to the four. He was the first to pop one in his mouth and was grateful for the taste. The others were a little more tentative, but the hunger in their bellies urged them to take a chance. Brent was the first, and the others followed suit. They all decided that they enjoyed them.

      “See? These woods have everything we need, we just have to make sure we know how to make use of it. So, we’re going to split into teams now. Tara and Michelle, I want you to hunt for nuts and berries. Remember to follow the rules, all blue, and no white berries. And although some red berries are okay to eat, we’ll leave those alone just to be safe. I don’t know how many berries you’re going to find, but you should be able to find plenty of nuts. Gather as many as you can but, and this is important, don’t eat any until you bring them back to me. Not all of them are going to taste nice, okay? And some of them might make you feel sick. I don’t want you going too far either. Always check that you can see one of us, and if you get lost, call out or whistle.”

      “I don’t know how to whistle,” Tara said.

      “It’s easy,” Michelle said, and put her fingers in her mouth. A sharp, piercing whistle cracked the air and Tara jumped. Michelle looked pleased with herself. “I’ll teach you,” she offered.

      They went scampering away to examine some of the bushes and trees, trying to find a good haul to make Darren proud. Darren watched them, making sure they didn’t go too far.

      “I’d like you two to keep an eye on them. You know what kids are like. They’ll get distracted and won’t even realize when they’re wandering off. Betsy, I’d like you to divide your time between them and Brent,” he said.

      “What do you want me to do?” Brent said, as proudly as a willing soldier ready to do his duty, even if it meant charging onto the front lines in a hopeless cause.

      “You’re in charge of fire and sanitation. I want you to gather some rocks and wood, and also find a way to collect water so we have a constant supply at the cave. One of my worries is that the stream is going to freeze over when we get too far into winter, so we need to ensure we don’t run out of water.

      “We’re going to run out of matches soon as well, and I find that striking two rocks together to create a spark is a little more reliable than rubbing sticks together with some kindling. But there are plenty of both out here, so gather as much as you can. Try looking for any rocks with sharp edges as well. The more tools we can gather the better. Look for vines as well, or anything that can be used as rope, oh, and I doubt you’ll find any given the weather, but if there are any dry leaves we can use them as kindling.”

      Brent nodded.

      Darren looked around. “We won’t stay out here for too long today, but we’ll give it a good go. I want us to be able to come out here for a little while each day, and slowly but surely cover more ground.”

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

      “I’m going to go hunting. I think for now it’s best that I keep to finding the animals. I know that most of them will have gone to either migrate or hibernate, but I’m betting there are still plenty of critters out there waiting for us. And I want to patrol the area, just in case anyone is lurking around. You all have your duties, so we’ll stay out here for a little while and then we’ll head back to the cave.”

      Brent and Betsy nodded like the able deputies they were. Darren left them. It would do them good to have a little independence, and they would need to learn how to take care of these matters. Because there would be times when they’d have to come out here alone.

      Darren watched as the younger girls scampered around the forest, looking for nuts and berries. They seemed to be getting distracted by the pretty leaves, though. At least if they couldn’t harvest much they’d still be able to locate it, and Betsy or Brent could gather everything. He wondered if this was how humans had lived generations ago, with just their wits and their will to survive.

      Darren took his knife out of his boot and held it tightly as he walked away from his family, circling around the perimeter to see if he could find anything to hunt. Finding an animal right now would be a welcome relief. Just the thought of sizzling meat on his tongue made his stomach growl.

      Then he thought of the cannibals, and how they must have felt the same about human flesh, and suddenly the desire was gone.
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      Darren had circled around his family and hadn’t seen anything other than a few squirrels. He thought he’d wait to catch one until a little later. Tara and Michelle wouldn’t like the sight of a squirrel being caught for dinner, although they’d have to get used to it soon. He hadn’t heard any alarmed whistles or cries for help, and so far this plan seemed to be a success. His only concern was about staying away from the cave for too long.

      “Everything going well?” he asked. From one look he could see that Brent had formed a pile of rocks and branches. Betsy, at the moment, was with the girls.

      “Look what we found, Daddy!” Michelle said excitedly, bounding toward Darren with her hands held out. She dropped her nuts, but quickly picked them up and offered them proudly to her father.

      “That looks great! And you’ve been a good girl and not eaten anything, haven’t you?” he asked. Michelle nodded enthusiastically.

      “Good girl.”

      “Tara found something too!” Michelle said, and ran back to her friend. Darren followed, and saw that Tara had found some willow bark. The sap oozed out, which seemed to amaze the girls.

      “It looks like its bleeding,” she said.

      “It does indeed,” Darren said, glad she had found it.

      The bark provided another learning opportunity, “but this is actually a really good find, Tara. This isn’t the tree’s blood, it’s actually sap, and it contains a very special ingredient. Do you remember the tablets you used to take when you had a headache?” Tara nodded.

      “Well, if we put this sap into boiling water it has the same effect, so we can actually use this as medicine. We have to harvest the bark carefully, though, because we can’t just carry the liquid back to the cave. I’ll show you how to do that in a little while.”

      Tara beamed with pride at her find, and Michelle was happy for her. Betsy was proud of her little sister too, and hugged her tightly.

      Betsy and Darren left the little girls to their task as they went to check on Brent.

      “How have things been?” Darren asked.

      “Pretty good. The girls are enjoying themselves, although I think Brent is getting a little frustrated. Did you see anything?” Betsy asked, unable to hide the worry from her voice.

      “Only a few squirrels, which will make a nice dinner,” he said.

      “I’m not sure I’ll ever get used to eating animals like that,” she said.

      “You mean the cute ones?”

      “Yeah.”

      “All animals are cute in their own way. We’ve just been lucky that we haven’t had to do the killing ourselves for a long time. We’ll soon learn to love them, though, for everything they can give us.”

      They found Brent on his knees bashing two rocks against each other. As they approached they heard a cry of pain and then a stifled curse word. Darren was pleased to see Brent still had the presence of mind to prevent himself from cursing with Michelle and Tara around. A rock rolled away and Brent put his hand in between his thighs, biting down on his lip.

      “Everything okay, Son?” Darren asked.

      “No, this damned rock hit my damned thumb,” he said.

      “Let me see,” Darren said, and practically had to pull Brent’s arm away. There was a red welt against the thumb from the rock’s impact. It throbbed, but after one look it was clear that Brent was going to be okay. “You’ll be fine,” he said.

      “I know, but it doesn’t stop it from hurting,” Brent said, immediately putting his thumb into his mouth. He scowled as he sucked, trying to ease the pain.

      “I know it’s hard right now, but you’ll get the hang of it,” Darren said, smiling at his son enthusiastically.

      He hoped that Brent wouldn’t get too frustrated. Taming the wild was going to be a long process, and it only was going to be successful if they all were patient. He was about to sit down with his son when Betsy joined Brent and asked him to show her what he was doing. The effect was amazing. Brent instantly calmed down and went back to showing Betsy how he had been smashing the rocks together.

      Darren almost had forgotten the powerful effect a girl could have on a boy.

      As Brent was displaying his technique, Darren spotted a few flaws. He was about to offer Brent some advice when again Betsy beat him to the punch.

      “Why don’t you try it like this?” she asked, taking the rocks from Brent.

      She twisted her wrists around and struck the rocks at an angle. They made a crashing sound as they hit each other, and after a few strikes she generated a spark. Brent gasped in amazement, and Darren realized he had underestimated Betsy’s capabilities.

      “Bill wasn’t a nice man, but he taught me a lot,” she explained.

      She handed the rocks back to Brent and suggested that he try again. Darren looked at the two of them with pride as they learned to tame the land together. He placed his hands on his hips, breathed in deeply, and then looked at the horizon. Standing there with the kids around him filled him with positivity. When they were alone like this he actually could feel hope for the future. But then it struck him. It was too quiet. He looked to where the girls had been standing.

      They were gone.
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      “Shit!” Darren said as he ran to where they had been standing.

      He’d only taken his eyes off them for a minute as he had been concerned with Brent’s injury, but he chastised himself. He should have known better. One of the first things a parent learned was that kids could get into trouble no matter where they were, and they would wander off no matter what. Even though he’d told them to stay in the same place, they wouldn’t have obeyed them because they didn’t have the capacity to think like that. They’d probably seen a bird or something shiny and wandered off, not understanding they were going out of sight of the rest of them.

      Darren scanned the trees, trying to detect any movement at all, but he couldn’t see a thing.

      Brent and Betsy got to their feet. The three of them formed a triangle and called the girls’ names. Darren’s eyes darted around desperately. He looked at the ground, searching for their tracks, but it was so difficult to tell with all the mushy leaves that carpeted the ground.

      Panic flared. The moment became an eternity, an eternity in which two little girls had been carried off by a stranger, killed by an animal, or simply become lost in the woods. Any possibility could have occurred, all of them bad, and it was his fault. He should have kept an eye on them. And now they were in trouble.

      There seemed to be no respite from suffering in this world. As soon as he felt hope the universe came crashing down around him, threatening something else he loved. Darren put his hands to his mouth and hollered, trying to decide in which direction to search. The woods were big. It was so easy to get turned around, and the girls were so little that it was easy for them to disappear.

      Had anyone been watching them?

      Suddenly the hackles on Darren’s back rose. People could have been out there now, watching for him, studying him. His throat ran dry and he called out their names again.

      “Daddy!” he heard from his left.

      His neck snapped around and he ran to the source of the noise, almost slipping, such was his haste. Betsy and Brent weren’t too far behind him. He pushed through a few trees and rounded a bend, so afraid that Tara and Michelle were being carried off by some stranger.

      “Keep talking, Sweetie! I can hear you! I’m coming!” he yelled back, not caring if he was giving away his position to an enemy. All that mattered was getting his daughter and her friend back. He’d brought them out here to teach them how to survive, not to be carried away.

      Then he saw them. The girls were standing below a tree, staring up at the branches. When they saw Darren approaching, Michelle smiled and pointed upward. Darren didn’t bother following her gaze. He simply wrapped her up in his arms and squeezed her tightly.

      When he let go, he realized that she was nonplussed. Brent and Betsy were panting beside him, having sprinted from their previous location.

      “It’s Mr. Owl!” Michelle said. Darren followed the direction of her small finger and saw an owl perched near the top of the tree. He put his hands on his hips and sighed. All that panic, all that fear had been for nothing.

      “Girls, I told you to stay where you were. You weren’t supposed to wander off,” he said in a terse voice.

      It took all his willpower not to shout at them. Before he became a parent he always had looked with disdain upon people who shouted at their kids. It seemed a cruel thing to do, and he never thought it would be difficult to keep his patience. But kids had a way of testing even the most placid man. Emotions ran high, and once panic stations were engaged it was difficult to calm the emotions again.

      “We just wanted to see the owl,” Michelle said, casting her eyes to the ground. She knew when her father was displeased and because she was a good girl she never liked making him upset.

      “You have to listen to what I say, both of you. When I tell you to stay in one place, I need you to stay in that place,” he said.

      Really, he was angrier with himself than them. They were just kids, and it was his responsibility to ensure they remained safe. However, in the moment it was difficult to understand that. His emotions had taken over once the fear had taken hold, and he still was going through the process of calming down.

      “I’m sorry, Daddy,” Michelle mumbled. Tara murmured an apology too. Because Darren still was getting used to having Tara around he didn’t direct any anger at her, which unfortunately meant that Michelle bore the brunt of his ire. “We thought we’d be safe. You said this was home.”

      Darren closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. It was easy to forget that the brains of children worked in entirely different ways from those of adults. To them, the world was a wondrous place and there was no need to worry about anything because as long as Daddy was nearby it would be okay. They had no idea what cruelty awaited them in the world, couldn’t fathom the dangers. So, of course they wouldn’t have thought they had done anything wrong.

      He brought the girls in closely. They looked chastened, their heads bowed.

      “I’m sorry for upsetting you. I didn’t mean to get angry. I’m not angry with you, I just was scared for you. I know I said this is home, but that doesn’t mean it’s like the home we’re used to. We have to remember that this place is home to a lot of other animals as well, and other people.

      “We have to be careful where we walk because these woods are big, and if we lose sight of each other, it’s going to be difficult to find each other again. I know there are a lot of distractions around and you just want to see the animals, but please, I need you to remember to ask one of us before you do. Keep close to us. That’s the only thing you have to remember, okay?”

      The girls nodded and Darren brought them in for a hug. He closed his eyes, grateful that this time the panic had been for nothing. It so easily could have been different, though. So, he hoped his lesson got through to them.

      “Dad, I’m getting hungry. How long do we need to be out here?” Brent asked.

      Darren felt the stirrings of hunger too. He had come to realize there were two types of hunger. There was the kind with which he had become familiar, a hollow feeling in his stomach that sat there like a stone. It was a constant ache, the kind that had plagued his lower back as he had grown older. It was the sort of thing that appeared one day out of nowhere, yet seemed as if it had been there forever, so you couldn’t remember life without it. All those niggling aches and pains were a result of wear and tear on the body, but this hunger pain was something different.

      He only had become used to it out of necessity. He imagined it was the same for the kids too, and everyone else he had met in this forsaken world. Perhaps with the exception of the cannibals, although the less time spent thinking about them the better. No, this hunger was rooted deep inside himself. Like a tumor it almost had taken on a life of its own. It wasn’t just a hunger for food, it was a hunger for warmth, for all he had lost. It was a hunger that had been borne from having everything he knew taken away from him. He couldn’t ever imagine getting rid of it, not now that it was such a big part of him.

      The other type of hunger was the gnawing kind, the kind that came out to play after he’d been doing some hard work. It scratched at his stomach relentlessly, clawed at him, growling like a little monster inside. This hunger had learned to be sated with a meager portion of food, but it always returned. In some ways that was worse than having the constant companion, because Darren was afraid that at some point this monster would grow and grow until it was overwhelming, until it drove him to his limits and he began eating things he never would have considered eating before.

      “We can go home now,” Darren said, trying to ignore the feelings inside his stomach.

      “We’ll rest a little bit, and then we’ll get right back to it. I want you to think about what you’ve learned today, and how you can go about improving things for next time. These woods are big, and everything in them is there for our taking. You all did well today. I think we made some good progress. I’m sure that before too long we will be masters of our domain,” he said, and then led his family back to the cave.

      While he walked back to the cave, Darren continually scanned the horizon for the presence of any other people. Although his fears that the girls had been kidnapped turned out to be unfounded, it did remind him that he couldn’t become complacent. Given what he’d seen of the state of the houses it was clear people would be coming to these woods, and that meant there was more chance of his family running into them. Not all of them would be looking to cause trouble, but some of them would, and that minority made it worth him keeping his senses focused on the surrounding world.

      As yet he hadn’t seen anyone, but as they approached the cave his anxiety increased. He was so afraid somebody had come across their home and taken it as their own. At first glance it looked as though the defenses they had built were undisturbed, but he told the rest of them to be careful, just in case.

      They worked their way past the fallen log and through the thick brambles. Darren breathed a sigh of relief when he saw that their things had been left there unharmed.

      Everyone was glad to return home. They relaxed on their sleeping bags and blankets and took joy in the simple comfort of having a roof over their head. Darren heard Brent thank Betsy for the lesson she had given him with the rocks, and Darren was glad Brent was able to accept help when he was wrong, rather than getting frustrated and not learning anything at all.

      The younger girls had forgotten their misdemeanor and the fact that Darren had been upset with them, and quickly had gone back to running around. Even in this world it seemed as though kids had far too much energy. Darren could have slept for days, he was exhausted, but he knew he had to keep himself awake in case the kids needed him.

      They ate some of the nuts they had brought back with them, and also cooked a little more of the food. The more Darren looked at the empty bags of food, the more he was upset. He should have found more during his trek, but there was no helping that now.

      They made a fire as usual and settled down for the evening. Darren tucked Tara and Michelle up in their small beds and told them to get a good night’s rest because they had a big day ahead of them tomorrow. They were going to carry on exploring the forest and learning about the various nuts and plants around. Tara and Michelle seemed to delight in this news, for they enjoyed gathering nuts and berries.

      Darren returned wearily to Betsy and Brent.

      “You two should think about turning in as well,” Darren said. “You did well today. I’m proud of you both.”

      “I’m sorry for taking my eyes off the girls,” Betsy said.

      “It’s okay. It was my fault as much as yours. I’m just glad they didn’t get themselves in trouble,” Darren said.

      “I still think you should let me go out on the bike. I can cover more ground,” Brent said.

      “And get yourself in more trouble. Like I said before, Brent, I appreciate your enthusiasm, but right now I need you here. There’s still plenty of the forest to explore around here anyway. If we exhaust this area, then you can go out and explore, but that bike is a resource just like any other. If anyone sees you with it, they might want it for themselves. I don’t want you out there alone where you can’t defend yourself,” Darren said.

      Brent looked sullen, but he didn’t dispute the issue with his father.

      “It’s okay, Brent. It’s better that we stick together,” Betsy said.

      Darren was glad that she was on his side. At the moment he knew that Brent’s body was being ruled by his hormones and that he would listen to Betsy’s wisdom more than his father’s.

      “You are wise beyond your years, Betsy,” Darren said, smiling at her. She bowed her head in acknowledgment.

      “You should get some sleep too, Darren. You’ve worked just as hard as us,” she said.

      “I’ve been used to working hard. I’ll be turning in soon, don’t you worry about that. I just need time to wind down first,” he said, and then bid them goodnight. He left them alone together, figuring they could use some privacy, as much privacy as he could give them in such a small space anyway.

      He ventured out to the mouth of the cave, where the fire was burning, to stay by its warm glow. Before he sat down, he had gone to the bags to retrieve something though, the gun. He’d left it with Brent when he’d gone on the excursion, although when he had been out there, he’d wished he’d had it. It would have made dealing with the cannibals a lot easier. Thankfully, Brent didn’t have to use it.

      He held it in his hands. It was heavy, and was illuminated by the soft glow of the fire. It was a deadly weapon, but at some point it would become as useless as the cars and computers and televisions of the world, for he only had a finite amount of bullets. Once they were gone there would be none to replace them, unless he happened upon a stash of ammo, which he thought unlikely.

      This gun would be useful in hunting animals, but he didn’t want to use it for that purpose. That only would ensure they fell into bad habits. Part of the reason humanity had fallen into this mess was because it had grown lazy and complacent, letting technology grasp the reins of life. Once that had happened, people lost the ability to think for themselves. It was obvious in the exchange of information. It used to be that people had to remember facts, but Brent’s generation no longer had to remember how to do anything. All they had to do was learn how to type the right phrases into Google to find the solution.

      Darren wondered how many people were out there now, frustrated and scared because they didn’t think they could learn the forgotten information. Darren couldn’t rely on the gun, because it would do them no good once the bullets ran out. He would have to teach Brent how to hunt with homemade weapons, such as spears and arrows, and the knives they had brought with them from home.

      It wasn’t an easy thought, to teach his son to be a killer, but it was a necessary lesson Brent would have to learn, a lesson he already had learned, really. Sometimes it was easy for Darren to forget that Brent already had killed. His mind flashed back to that terrifying time when their home had been invaded by strangers who had threatened Darren.

      Darren had tried fighting them off, but he had failed. It had fallen to Brent to save them all, and he had. He’d taken the gun and killed the man who was about to beat Darren to death. It was a humbling thought for Darren to realize that he owed his son his life. But if he was to make sure his entire family knew how to defend themselves he’d have to teach Tara and Michelle as well. The two sweet, innocent girls would have to learn how to kill.

      There was nothing the darkness of this apocalypse could not touch.
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      Darren became lost in his own mind. His eyes were sunken, the hollows caused by exhaustion and lack of nourishment. As much as he tried to be excited about a diet of nuts and berries, it was all an act. There was nothing he wouldn’t have given for a hearty dinner with a succulent cut of sirloin steak. He could almost hear the juice sizzle, could almost taste the rich flavor on his tongue and smell the seared meat. A touch of peppercorn sauce with a side of fries and coleslaw would have been perfect.

      He closed his eyes, allowing the moment to linger. When he used to dream like this it had been of unattainable actresses and models, or of amazing vacations or ideal homes, of grand luxurious cars and boats and first class airline flights, never something as simple as a meal, but the meal he thought of was as unrealistic as any of those other things.

      The fire crackled, warming the air around him. The orange flames danced and when he opened his eyes he was transfixed by the chaotic pattern. The heat stung his eyes, but he did not look away, knowing how fortunate he was to be in the presence of such heat. He thought of the people he had met during his trek away from his home and wondered if all of them knew how to command fire. If they didn’t, the winter would be a long, grueling period.

      His gaze rose from the fire to the world beyond, the bleak wintry forest. It was gray and dark. Shadows fell across the trees like blankets, and thick gray clouds prevented the moon and stars from shining through. Even though he was sitting near the fire some of the chill crept underneath his clothes. He thought of people who were unlucky enough to freeze to death out there, those who had no warmth to comfort them, only the cold embrace of death.

      Cold made people tired, made their limbs ache. They’d probably just want a little rest and would curl themselves into a tight ball and find a nook in which to hide. The frost would nip at their toes, their fingers, and their nose. Every breath would be so cold it would scrape down their throat, and their lips would become cracked and dried. They would shiver, but it wouldn’t do any good, and once they stopped moving they would lose the ability to muster enough energy to move again. They would become part of the forest, just like another stone, assimilated into nature, an open burial.

      Darren couldn’t think of anything worse than dying alone, with nothing other than regret as his only companion. There had been a time when he and Stacie had been talking about their lives and how they wanted them to go. Darren said he wanted to be surrounded by loved ones, and be able to look around and see all their faces looking back at him as he took his last breath. Stacie told him that that was exactly what she wanted to happen, and at the time he had believed her. She had said that she wanted it to be short and quick, something unexpected so that she wouldn’t have to worry about any pain at all.

      He’d imagined them buried next to each other, probably that as soon as one went the other would soon follow, as many old couples did; life pouring out of broken hearts.

      That wouldn’t happen now. They all were living on borrowed time, and any day could bring their end. Darren pulled his arms tightly around his chest. He leaned forward, his face aglow with the light from the fire, trying to ignore the fact that the cold was outside, waiting to invade their home, bind them to the ground and take their lives from them slowly, stripping it away from them as though their skin was being flayed.

      The gray skies roiled ahead and as Darren looked out at them, he knew that another storm was coming. There was no telling how long it would last, but he hoped it wasn’t as long as the last one. They couldn’t afford to be holed up in the cave for that long again, not with their dwindling supplies.

      “Dad, are you okay?” Brent asked.

      Darren shook his head awake, so lost in this thoughts he hadn’t been aware of Brent’s approach. He looked around and saw Betsy lying down.

      “You should be asleep, like the others,” Darren said.

      “So should you,” Brent replied. Darren smirked, unable to argue with his son’s logic, and gestured for Brent to sit down.

      “I’ll get there eventually,” Darren said.

      “Don’t take this the wrong way, but you look terrible.”

      Darren shot him a look. Brent was smiling. It was a good sight to see. It was so easy to lose himself to misery, but spending time with his son like this lifted Darren’s spirits.

      “I probably feel worse.”

      “Don’t beat yourself up too much. We found them in the end. They’re always going to go wandering off, we just have to make sure to keep an eye on them,” Brent said, talking about Tara and Michelle. He held his hands out to the fire and rubbed them together.

      “I know.”

      “I think we’ll be okay. Betsy knows a lot about the wilderness, and Tara and Michelle will get used to it. We’ll become masters of this place soon enough.”

      “I like your confidence, but that wasn’t what I was troubled about, not this time anyway.”

      “Oh,” Brent said, his face falling.

      “Look out there, what do you see?”

      Brent sighed and arched his eyebrows, annoyed at how his father liked to make them try guessing what was happening with these things, rather than simply telling them. He turned his head to shift his gaze away from his father and out at the wider world. He peered into the darkness, looking at the same forest. Darren studied his son and wondered if Brent saw the world in the same way as he did.

      “I see the forest,” Brent began. “I see darkness, I guess maybe I see the future as well. I don’t really know what you want me to say, to be honest with you.”

      “What do you mean by the future?”

      Brent shrugged. “Just like you were saying today, this place is going to be our home. I can see us really making something of it. Like, maybe in the summer we can build a treehouse, and we probably could find a tire from somewhere to make a swing. We could create a signpost system, like marking the trees so that we know where to go. We’d be like the lost boys from Peter Pan, and we’d always have stashes of food scattered around the woods.

      “We might even be able to find a bigger cave or something, a bigger home for all of us. And we could find other people, other families, and they could live with us. Not people like Bill and those other men, but good people.”

      “And how will we know these good people from the bad?” Darren asked, intrigued by the way his son’s mind worked.

      Brent shrugged again. “You can just tell, I guess.”

      “That’s a really nice way of looking at things,” Darren said, reaching over and putting a hand on Brent’s shoulder.

      It was a refreshing outlook on the world, one born of Brent’s youth. Experience often made people bitter and afraid, but Brent still was hopeful. It all seemed easy to him, and while Darren was sitting there he let himself believe it would be easy to have that type of life too, for a few moments at least.

      “What do you see?” Brent asked.

      “Not as much as you do, apparently, but I was talking more about the sky. I think another storm is coming in,” Darren said, lifting his eyes to the gray clouds. Brent followed his stare and looked up too, shaking his head.

      “I can’t remember it raining this much.”

      “It always has, we were just indoors for most of it. The rain was just background noise. Now it’s something else we have to deal with, among all the other things.”

      “Hopefully it won’t be as bad as last time, and you won’t have to go as far.”

      “No. The last thing I need is for more clothes to get wet, especially in this cold. You know, I remember at school I was in English and we were talking about this quote from a writer. Damn, who was it? Bukowski, I think, and the quote was about how people were happy to get wet in baths, but as soon as it started to rain, they began to panic. It was supposed to be some profound statement about the absurdity of the way we thought about things, or at least that’s the way the teacher presented it to us. But all I kept thinking was that we get annoyed because we don’t take baths in our clothes.”

      “What did the teacher say when you pointed that out?”

      “Oh, I didn’t dare challenge her. She was a mean old thing, Mrs. Craddock. She was married as well, and I always pitied the man who had to listen to her stories at the dinner table. She always used to monitor the water fountain, making sure that nobody was there for more than a few seconds. It wasn’t as though there was a shortage of water. She just liked to make us suffer.”

      “I think all teachers are like that,” Brent said.

      “Not Miss Nineham, you always liked her,” Darren said.

      Brent blushed. It was an open secret that he had a crush on this particular teacher, not that Darren could blame him, for she was sweet and kind. She’d been supportive through the divorce. She had been one of the few people with whom Darren could talk about his feelings, not that he went into great detail because she wasn’t a friend, and he didn’t want to make things awkward for his son. But if things had been different, perhaps one day he would have worked up the courage to ask her on a date.

      “I did. I wonder where she is now.”

      “I wonder where all of them are. It’s strange to think there are so many people who were a part of our lives that we’ll never see again. Heck, even the people who weren’t a part of them, like all the celebrities we knew of. How many of them are alive? It makes you realize that family really is the most important thing.”

      “Yeah, it does,” Brent said, going quiet.

      Darren could tell he was thinking of his mother. Darren didn’t want Brent to drown in melancholy, so he slapped his thigh and stood up, ordering Brent to bed. Brent didn’t want to go, but his father insisted, so he obeyed. But he made sure Darren was going to follow him.

      “I promise I’m coming to bed right now,” Darren said, and indeed went to where he slept and pulled the sleeping bag over him.

      Although he had become used to sleeping on the ground, it still was a shock to his body when he laid flat against the sheet of wood, his makeshift bed. He turned around a few times as he always did, trying to get comfortable, and eventually settled. He blinked heavily, looking at the fire that protected them and kept them warm. He didn’t really like leaving it lit through the night, but without it the cold filled the cave and sapped their strength. The fire was under control and would burn itself out. By the morning it would be no more, then it would be time to light it again.

      Eventually, Darren stopped blinking and fell asleep. He thought of many things, but most of all he thought about the future that Brent saw for them all. He wanted to believe in that future and the thought of it warmed his soul as he fell asleep.

      In the morning Darren awoke to the sound of falling rain. It began as echoes in his mind, but as he drew awake he realized it was hard and heavy, chattering against the ground. Darren rose and rubbed the sleep from his eyes, then lifted his weary limbs from the ground and walked to the cave entrance. He placed his hands on his hips, looking out to the world.

      The rain did not seem as hard as it had been the last time he had gone outside, but the wind was fierce and whipped the rain into a frenzy. It pattered against the trees and he could see wide puddles on the ground. It was gray and gloomy, and not the kind of thing that any of them wanted to see.

      He heard noise behind him and saw the children stirring. Brent was first.

      “Look at it,” Brent said, joining his father.

      “Heck of a time to take ownership of something,” Darren said.

      “Are we going to go out in that today?” Betsy asked, in the middle of a yawn.

      “Not today. Hopefully, it’ll just last the day. We can’t risk getting ill either. I managed to get a few pills, but not enough to last us. Even a cold could be deadly in a world like this. We have to hunker down and wait this out for the time being. We’re still lucky enough that we have enough supplies to allow us this day off,” Darren said.

      He didn’t add that too many days like these would make their supplies dwindle and eventually leave them with nothing. The way the winters were, this wouldn’t be the last rain that came to them, and at some point, they would have to venture out into the world again. But Darren would insist on it only being short excursions so as not to tempt fate. The more time they spent in the warmth of the cave the better.

      “I hope it doesn’t come in here,” Betsy said, looking worriedly at the downpour.

      “We’ll be okay. Look at the way the ground slopes away on either side of us. The water always is going to run away from the cave. It’s one of the reasons I chose this place,” Darren said.

      “Seems like you planned for everything,” Betsy said with awe.

      “Not everything, but a lot,” he said, a grim expression on his face.

      “There is one thing, though. If there’s too much rain, the stream could rise, and that may pose a threat to us,” he said.

      He stroked his beard as he looked around at the cave, imagining it coated in water. He could see the water drifting in, soaking through all their food and equipment, the blankets, their clothes…everything would be useless.

      If they lost everything now, there would be no way to mend it all. For all his talk of taking ownership of the woods, this was a stark reminder that nature was in control.

      The enemy before them wasn’t a man with a gun, or a pack of cannibals, or even a wild animal. It was Mother Nature herself, ready to mock the arrogance and hubris of humanity. A grim stare settled on Darren’s face as he looked out at the world. If the creek did rise, they would have to find a new location, new shelter, but leaving this place was fraught with danger and he didn’t know if they would survive.
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      Tara and Michelle were the next to wake up and they joined the rest of the family looking out upon the world. They stood next to Darren, and Michelle slipped her hand into his. The raw power of nature was humbling. The rain cascaded down, only getting worse as the day wore on. Darren and Brent pulled the wood for the fire inside the cave so it had more shelter and was less likely to be put out by the wind or rain. The fallen log and bramble they had set up as defenses outside of the entrance acted as a wind trap, helping deflect much of the forces that threatened their safety.

      When the wind howled, Darren felt the grip on his hand tighten. He looked down and saw Michelle’s face tense.

      “It’s okay, Michelle,” he said.

      “Was that a ghost?” she asked.

      “No, it was just the wind whistling through the trees. It’s going to do that. There are going to be lots of different sounds we can listen to, but they don’t have to be scary. It’s just the wind.”

      “It sounds like a monster,” Michelle said.

      “I know, but it’s not. It’s just the world letting out all its energy, kind of like when you throw a tantrum,” he said, trying to make her smile. It didn’t work. All he could do was hold her and try to make sure she was protected.

      He glanced over and saw that Tara was experiencing the same emotions. She was clinging to her older sister. Although Darren had by default adopted them, he didn’t think of himself as their father. He knew he never could be that to them.

      “Daddy always used to sing in storms,” Tara said.

      Betsy looked pained. Darren really hadn’t spoken to them about their recent history or the feelings that came with it. There had been too many other things to take care of, and he wasn’t sure how best to broach the subject with them. He knew he would have to at some point, though. He had to take care of all these kids, and part of that meant talking to them about what they had been through.

      “We have to remember that not everyone is like Dad,” Betsy said, glancing awkwardly toward Darren.

      Tara looked disappointed. Darren never had the best singing voice, but he started to sing an old hymn he remembered from church, surprising himself that the words came back so easily. The children joined in, and soon enough their singing filled the cave and almost drowned out the sound of the wind and rain. But when they stopped singing the wind still was there, howling like a wolf.

      Somewhere in the distance they heard the cracking of a tree as the skies darkened and lightning struck the dry wood. They would have to be careful. If the rain let up, there could be the chance of a forest fire breaking out, and although fire was their ally against the cold it was a tempestuous, unpredictable ally. It could turn on them at any moment.

      The woods would be changed after this storm. More trees would fall, giving the family the opportunity to use them for their own needs, but at the same time they were victims of nature, and would have to wait to see how bad the damage was.

      Darren decided to keep the fear about the stream rising to himself. The kids already were alarmed enough without having to think about something that may not happen. He made a point to keep an eye on the water levels, though. If they got dangerous enough, then he’d have no hesitation in taking his family away from this place. He didn’t much like the thought of taking them somewhere new, but if it was needed, then it was needed.

      So far, though, it seemed as though the wind was more of a danger than anything else. Even the strongest trees swayed as they buffeted themselves against the wind. The fire flickered. If it hadn’t been protected by the defenses Darren and his family had prepared, the fire would have gone out already. In time, the family stopped watching the storm so intently and busied themselves with other things around the cave, although Brent spent most of his time looking out at the world.

      Later on, while things were quiet, Darren was sitting with his eyes closed, collecting his thoughts in meditation. It was at this point he wished he had stolen a book from his travels just so he had something to occupy his time. In the background he could hear Tara and Michelle playing together, chattering away, lost in their own worlds.

      For once Brent and Betsy weren’t spending any time together. Brent was sitting by the fire, while Betsy was sitting in her little area of the cave, facing the wall, shoulders slumped. The sound of the rain was a constant companion, and in a way it was entirely peaceful, like those autumn days where there was no work, no tasks to do, and you simply could enjoy existing.

      However, Darren was a little worried about Betsy, and decided that now was the perfect time to go talk to her about what she had been through. He walked over to her, and as he drew closer he realized her shoulders were shaking, and he heard the sound of stifled sobs.

      “Betsy, are you okay?” he asked.

      “Go away,” she said, her words muffled.

      Darren paused for a moment. When kids wanted you to go away, sometimes it was a wise decision to listen to them, other times it was in their best interests to ignore their wishes. Darren thought now was one of those times. He settled down next to her and ignored the scowl. She sniffed and wiped her eyes, then folded her arms, pulling her knees into her, her head hanging.

      “What’s on your mind?” Darren asked.

      His question was met with silence. He pressed his lips together and waited a few moments to see if Betsy would start talking of her own accord, but it soon became clear that she wasn’t going to be forthcoming with her feelings. Darren knew he had to press the issue.

      “Is it something to do with your father?” he asked.

      Betsy glanced at him, and he knew he had hit the nail on the head.  She still didn’t speak, though.

      “You must miss him very much,” he said. “I don’t know how much Brent has told you about his mom, but we still miss her, even though she left us more than a year ago. It’s okay to be sad as well, and you always can talk to me about it. I don’t pretend to be wise or anything, but I like to think I know what I’m talking about.”

      Betsy sniffed again and then dragged her sleeve across her nose.

      “That’s the problem. I’m not sure. I do miss him,” Betsy said in a trembling voice. A furrow formed in Darren’s brow.

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “It’s been so long, and so much has been going on that I haven’t been thinking about him as much as I used to. After it first happened, I hated Bill. I wanted to kill him myself, but I knew that we needed his help to stay alive. I used to think of Dad every night after that, and then somewhere along the way I just stopped. I don’t know why.

      “When Tara mentioned him today I suddenly felt so guilty. He was my dad. I was supposed to be there for him. I look at you and Brent, and I listen to the way you two look out for each other. He told me what happened with the men who came in here and I just…I know I should have done more to help my dad.”

      Darren was a little surprised that Brent had divulged that information, but he was pleased to see that Betsy didn’t hold it against him. Betsy sniffed again, her emotions getting the better of her, and Darren was glad he had come over.

      “I know it’s hard. We always think we can do more when the people we love are hurt, but you did all you could, Betsy. I’m sure your father would be proud of you for keeping Tara alive. I never knew him, but if he’s anything like me, the only thing he’d want from this world is for his children to be safe, and they are. You played a part in that, and you should be proud.”

      “But why did I forget about him?”

      “You haven’t forgotten about him, Betsy. But it’s unfair to yourself to think you have to have him on your mind all the time. Life happens and, unfortunately, there’s not enough time in the day to think about everything we’d like to. We just don’t have the capacity for it. Like you say, there’s been so much stuff to keep ourselves occupied it’s easy to lose track of our thoughts. But that doesn’t mean you don’t love him, or you don’t honor him.

      “Those memories are always there, always ready for you to recall. It just means that you’re allowing yourself a little break, and that’s okay. You’re allowed to cut yourself some slack. And sometimes with grief you think you’ve moved on and then suddenly a random memory comes to you, or you see something that triggers a memory and you’re right back into that sadness again. Your dad is going to be with you for the rest of your life, Betsy. I know you’re never going to forget him, but that doesn’t mean that you have to think of him all the time. Our minds just don’t work like that I’m afraid.”

      Betsy nodded slightly. “I just wish I was able to go back and tell him all the things I wanted to tell him. I was so angry at him for taking us away from home, for betraying Mom, for having Bill involved in our lives. I’m afraid that he died thinking I hated him.”

      “I’m sure he didn’t. Being a parent always comes with the risk that your kids are going to be angry with you, but deep down you always know they love you. I’m sure wherever he is now he’s looking down on you and he’s proud of you and Tara. I know I am.”

      “Really?” Betsy said, her eyes lighting up.

      “Of course, and I wanted to thank you as well for what you’ve done for my kids. It was hard for them to leave everything they knew, but since you’ve come along this place really has been like home. It’s been so good for them to have people their own age to hang out with. I think it makes this whole thing more palatable.”

      “It’s been good for us as well. When we were with Bill we didn’t think we’d ever see any kids again. I…I wanted to thank you for what you did. I know it could not have been easy.”

      Darren tensed. He didn’t like to think of how he had killed Bill. It had been necessary for the safety of these kids, but it wasn’t something he liked to dwell on.

      “It’s okay, Betsy. Don’t think anything of it. Let’s just relax and wait out this storm. Things will look better in the morning, I promise you that. And just remember what I said. Give yourself a break. We’re all human, we’re not perfect, and one of the most important lessons you can learn is how to forgive yourself.”

      Betsy nodded and thanked him. She wiped the remaining tears away from her eyes. Darren was about to get up, figuring that he had done his duty, when Betsy spoke again.

      “What was she like?” Betsy asked. Darren’s heart lurched. Betsy didn’t have to specify the identity of the person she was talking about. Darren knew she meant Stacie. “Brent has talked about her, but he doesn’t really tell me anything specific. Just that he misses her.”

      Darren sighed, wondering how much to tell Betsy.

      “She was a good mom, when it suited her. She loved Brent and Tara until it became too much, I guess. Then she left. She was the warmest, most beautiful, kindest person I ever knew. I loved her with all my heart and the sad thing is if I had to do it all over again I probably would.

      “Despite how hard it hurts that she left she still gave me Brent and Michelle, and part of her always will be with them. So, I can never hate her for what she did, not truly. But despite all that, and please keep this between us -- because I know that Brent still has a lot of mixed emotions about her -- she’s selfish, cruel, and the way she left us was unforgivable.”

      Darren didn’t have much else to say after that. So, he got up and told Betsy that if she ever needed to talk with him about anything, he was always free. And that he never was going to replace her dad, but he would do his best to be there for her and Tara.

      Soon after he had spoken with her, he saw Betsy walk toward Brent, and the two of them were lost in a deep conversation again. He imagined they were talking about their families, bonding over everything they had lost. He wondered if they realized all they had found, though, in each other and in this place.

      Darren sat by himself for a little while until Tara and Michelle came up to him and asked him to play. Even though he was tired he didn’t refuse, understanding that he needed to be there for the kids to make them see that things still could be normal. He played make believe with the girls and they ran through the cave. Michelle asked if they could play hide and seek, but Darren explained there wasn’t really enough room for that in the cave, and they’d have to wait until the storm ended.

      It didn’t seem as though the storm was going to end anytime soon, though. The wind still howled through the woods, buffeting the trees, and making the fire dance wildly. The girls looked a little scared. So, Darren distracted them again with more games, playing with them until all three of them were exhausted.

      It had been a long day, and nothing had been accomplished, but at least they were still alive, and perhaps that was accomplishment enough.

      Darren wondered what Tara and Michelle really were thinking about with all they had experienced. He tried coaxing conversations out of them. But it wasn’t easy since children their age had a different way of processing emotions, and he didn’t want to risk upsetting them. In many ways they had adjusted to this new state of affairs better than the others, for they just saw this as their new home rather than an uprooting of their entire lives. Darren truly hoped they wouldn’t have to leave this place.

      As yet, the water levels didn’t seem to be threatening the cave, but he knew in this world everything could change swiftly. He made sure to keep his eyes on the outside world, prepared to leave at a moment’s noticed.

      They ate soup for dinner, and the warm meal was satisfying. The rich tomato flavor filled his mouth, although of course there wasn’t enough to satisfy his appetite and he had to leave the ball of hunger rolling in his stomach once again. Once they all were finished Brent smacked his lips and took the pot off the fire, then held it outside to wash it.

      The pelting raindrops made tinny echoes as they hit against the pot. Brent winced, holding his head away from the outside world, but he could do nothing to protect his hand from the rain. He brought the clean pot back, the remnants of soup having been blasted away by the rain. Then shook his hand dry, wiping them on his clothes before he held them above the fire.

      “I wouldn’t want to be out in that,” he said.

      “Tell me about it,” Darren said, remembering how he had been caught in the storm. The wind was even louder than it had been before. It whirled around the outside world. If the cave hadn’t been so sturdy, a part of the ground, Darren was sure they would have been blown away, as if they were little pigs tormented by a big bad wolf.

      “Hopefully it’ll die down during the night and we can get back to our tasks tomorrow,” Darren continued.

      Brent didn’t ask what would happen if the storm didn’t let up, but Darren could tell he was thinking about it. The last time this had happened Darren had had to go searching for more supplies. They couldn’t allow themselves to be trapped in this cave. Darren had to accept the fact that it may come to a point where they would have to go out in the rain and try fighting against the winds to get anywhere. But for now he was happy to wait in the dry cave.

      The rain was one thing, but the wind was something else. Walking out there now would be like fighting a tempest. He glanced down at the little girls. Darren knew that he, Brent, and Betsy could brace themselves against the force of the wind, but it would be harder for Michelle and Tara. Their bodies were lighter and they lacked the strength to plant their feet on the ground and resist. Like Dorothy, they could be carried away, although not to Oz.

      Throughout the night Darren woke up periodically to check the water levels. They were rising. The stream must have flooded, creating a swamp. His heart quickened as he thought about that area, how it would be swarming with water, flooding the land. It was an epic storm, the kind that only could be found in mythology. Perhaps this was a way for God to cleanse the world of the wicked sinners again, just like in the story of Noah.

      Except Darren had no way to build an ark.

      The lightning crashed down now and then, making the sky flash brightly for an instant before it faded into gloom again. The wind was blowing the rain all over the place, some of it even encroaching into the cave itself, splattering against the stone walls. Occasionally the fire hissed and steam whispered out as an errant raindrop fell onto the flames, but there wasn’t enough water to put the fire out entirely, thankfully.

      Darren stood there with his hands on his hips, one man against the torrent of nature. Leaving now was too dangerous, for the whipping wind could well sweep them away, and they would take so long trudging through the wind, sinking into the muddy ground, that they barely would be able to make any headway, especially when they had to carry their bags as well.

      There would be no point in taking the bike. If any of them rode it, they’d simply be blown over. Darren also was afraid the wind was so strong it would push against the wheels, causing the bike to sway this way and that, the rear wheel a danger to anyone in proximity. If that wasn’t bad enough, he knew well how soaked they would be, and without the promise of shelter anywhere nearby it seemed as though he would be leading his family into despair.

      At least when he was caught in the storm before he knew he could return to the cave and enjoy the safety it promised. If they left now, there was no guarantee they’d find anywhere else. He just had to hope the water levels wouldn’t rise any more, and the cave didn’t become a swimming pool.

      The sky was so dark now that it was impossible to tell day from night. The more time that passed, the more Darren and his family were isolated from the world. In his most anguished moments he would look around at the walls of this cave and think to himself that this could well be their tomb. They could starve, freeze, or drown, and their bodies would be left to rot. One day other people would stumble across this cave and think themselves fortunate to have found such a shelter, but when they looked inside they would see the five bodies, and they would wonder who these people were.

      Darren wouldn’t be able to answer them. Everything they were would be lost to time. Nobody would miss them. It was an incredibly sobering thought, and it only made him more desperate to survive. Without life there was nothing, but for all their fighting, for all their hope for the future, they were at the mercy of nature. The outside winds would seal their fate. The rain held them captive. If they stayed, they might die, but if they left, it surely would be only a matter of time before that happened. Everything Darren did was with the best interests of his kids in mind, but in this instance he was utterly helpless. He had no control over anything, and simply had to wait and see what the weather would do.

      “Daddy?” a muffled, sleepy voice said.

      Darren turned around to see Michelle yawning, wiping her eyes. Darren walked away from the cave entrance and picked her up in his arms. He carried her as he had done when she was a baby, rocking her gently to try soothing her to sleep. She nestled her head against his shoulder and her little breaths washed over his neck.

      “It’s okay, Sweetie. Daddy’s got you,” he said.

      She mumbled something in reply, then fell asleep again. Darren thought about putting her back down into bed, but in all honesty he didn’t know how many more opportunities he’d have to hold his daughter like this. He wanted to cherish every moment. So he paced around the cave with her in his arms, remembering the time she was born.

      It had been something of a miracle, really. He hadn’t expected them to have another child after Brent. Once again it was a show of nature’s strength, how it was able to combat the technology that humans put in front of it, overcoming the birth control that he and Stacie were using. The night Michelle was born was like this as well, with the wind howling and the rain pelting down. Darren had been pacing all day, sitting with Brent, trying to answer Brent’s questions about birth and what his new baby sister was going to be like.

      Darren remembered the nerves. People had said that it would be easier the second time because he’d gone through it all already with Brent, but the truth was it was just as terrifying. Bringing a new life into the world was the noblest responsibility, and one not to be taken lightly. Darren remembered how small she had been, just a face and writhing limbs swaddled in a cloth, eyes barely strong enough to open, mouth sucking in sharp breaths. And now she was in his arms, growing every day, and he still was plagued with that same worry as when she was born.

      He wanted to promise her that everything was going to be alright. He wanted to promise her they were going to be safe in their new home and they would be able to have everything they wanted. However, he knew the promises were hollow. So much of their lives were out of their control, and so many of the decisions they faced only led to bad outcomes. If this was a cleansing of the world, then they had no hope to survive, for he clearly wasn’t Noah. There was no dove carrying an olive branch, no message from God, and no rainbow spreading through the sky.

      There was only the howling of the wind, the cracking of trees, and the continual hammering of rain. But, for the moment, Darren tried forgetting all that and focusing on the feeling of his daughter in his arms, the weight of her, the warmth, the feel of her little heart beating. He turned away from the storm and gazed around at their home, trying to pretend he wasn’t worried. The time soon would come when he wouldn’t be able to hold Michelle like this, when she wouldn’t be his little girl any longer. She would be like Brent and Betsy, eager to take on the world, with all the brashness of youth.

      He hoped she would be strong, able to look after herself. He imagined she and Tara would be friends for life, moving through the world together, taking care of each other. The thought almost was enough to bring tears to his eyes, especially when he thought about Brent and Tara as well. The time would come when he would become too much of a burden to them all and he’d have to leave for the sake of their safety.

      In some ways, parents were just caretakers, nurturing people toward adulthood until they reached an age where they were able to branch out and have lives of their own. And what was Darren supposed to do then, just let them go and return to his life? That was supposed to be the way it worked.

      Parents were supposed to rekindle their youth and embark on the same adventures that they had planned before the children were born, but it wouldn’t be like that for Darren. While Brent and Betsy were growing closer, and Tara and Michelle already had formed a steadfast friendship that likely would endure for the rest of their lives, Darren had nobody to whom he could turn. He was alone, without peer, and as close as he was with the kids, it wasn’t the same as having an adult friend of his own, or a romantic companion.

      Eventually, he placed Michelle back down. She squirmed a little, but stayed asleep. Darren returned to his sleeping bag and settled down. The wind blew outside. Darren pulled the sleeping bag over himself as tightly as possible to fight off the chill that swarmed over his body.

      He wondered if he ever would feel the warm embrace of another person again. Although thinking of Stacie only served to remind him of what he had lost, he entertained himself with thoughts of her, of her warmth beside him, how he used to be able to drape an arm over her and feel the rise of her chest, listen to the steady rhythm of her soft breaths as she fell asleep. The warm thoughts comforted him. He wished he could go back to that time and enjoy the feeling of contentment and belonging once again, for the shadow that was only a memory surely would fade.
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      The Dawkins family was awoken by a terrible sound, as if the ground was being ripped up from all around them. Darren quickly shook the stupor from his eyes as he heard Tara and Michelle wailing. Brent and Betsy got up quickly and ran to the young girls, holding them tightly, telling them that everything was okay. They had learned the lesson of lying to kids, for Darren could see the worry and panic that rested in their eyes.

      He looked at them, and then quickly made his way to the cave entrance, yelling at them to stay back. He hoped it hadn’t been an error to sleep. If the water had risen more than he had predicted, they could be in a whole lot of trouble, but what he saw chilled him to the bone and made his heart sink.

      Utter carnage.

      He steadied himself against the cave wall, his hand pressed firmly against the hard stone. He looked out and couldn’t believe what he was seeing. The landscape was one of devastation. Trees had been ripped from the ground, their roots grasping up at the sky. Broken branches and pieces of bark were strewn across the muddy ground, some of them upright like the panels on the back of a Stegosaurus, others floating in puddles like driftwood, although the puddles fast were becoming lakes.

      The wind still was howling, still tearing up the ground. Never before had Darren been in the midst of such a storm. It was unrelenting and showed no mercy whatsoever. The dark skies cast a gloom over the woods, but it was light enough that Darren could see the devastation.

      The forest that he believed had been his to claim had been ripped apart as easily as tissue paper. He realized then that he had been a fool ever to think he could have exerted dominion over the world. This forest wasn’t his at all, it was nature’s. If nature wanted to take it back, then she could.

      Darren was in awe of the power he was witnessing. The forces on display were ferocious. There was no hope of fighting against it. Nothing could fight against it. Errant leaves swirled in the air, sucked up by the wind. They whipped around in a chaotic dance until they found a resting place. Water was coming from everywhere. The puddles were turning into lakes, which quickly were becoming an ocean. The surface rippled as the wind skipped across the water. The stream evidently had overflowed to such an extent that the ground had become sodden, and everywhere was drenched.

      The air was fresh and earthy. The world smelled cleansed, and in a way it was beautiful. There was nothing Darren could do except be awestruck at the scene standing before him. His throat ran dry, however, for he soon realized exactly what was happening here. This wasn’t just any storm.

      It had the strength of a tornado.

      Nothing else would have had the power to wreak such havoc on the world and tear the trees up from the very ground. No mere wind could have had the strength to rip the world asunder and make all sentient creatures quake in their boots. There was nothing else that could have inflicted such destruction, and Darren was well aware of the odds against their survival now. There would be no rescue teams coming for them, no saviors coming to take them to safety.

      They were on their own, and there was nothing they could do about it.

      “I take it we’re not going out today either?” Brent asked, trying to sound light-hearted, but Darren could sense the emotion in his voice.

      “Not today, Brent. It’s going to be another lazy one. It seems as if the storm is dying down for the moment. It might move on, and we’ll be able to get back to work as usual, although it might take us a little longer to get used to the new landscape. It looks as though plenty has been changed out there,” Darren said, and invited them all to come and stand with him so they could look out at the world. Darren had to reassure them that it was safe, and he held out his hands.

      Michelle was the first one to move, and Tara soon followed, for where one of them went the other was sure to scurry behind. Betsy and Brent were a little more hesitant, but they both gasped when they saw what Darren had seen.

      “How could it have done this?” Betsy said.

      “Impressive, isn’t it?” Darren said.

      “How can you say that, Dad? It’s scary,” Brent said.

      “When it comes to moments like these there’s nothing you can do but stand back and admire the majesty of nature. What you’re seeing is the aftermath of a tornado,” Darren said.

      “You mean it’s gone?” Betsy asked.

      Darren stroked his beard.

      “Maybe, maybe not. What we’re seeing now could be the end of it, or it could just be the eye of the storm, and the rest is yet to come. That’s why we’ve got to stay here. I don’t want us taking any risks and being caught unaware. But if this is the eye, then I think the rest of it should pass quickly, and it only should be a day or so more that we have to stay here,” he said, glancing at the rising water.

      He debated with himself if he should tell them or not, because they already had enough to worry about. Then he remembered the conversation he’d had with Brent. They all were living in this world and it wasn’t fair to them to keep things from them, especially when they needed to be ready to leave at a moment’s notice.

      “There’s something else I need to tell you as well,” Darren began.

      “Look at the water. The stream has flooded, and the water is creeping along the ground. There’s a chance that if there’s more rain the water level could rise, and if that happens, it may well come into this cave. If that happens, we’ll have to be ready to leave. I’m not going to wait here and watch this place become a fish tank,” he said grimly.

      The kids all looked out at the water and suddenly were afraid.

      “I don’t like this, Daddy,” Michelle said.

      “I know, Sweetie, but remember that as long as we’re together we’re going to be okay. We’re all going to take care of each other, and that’s the most important thing. We know what’s happened, all we have to do now is wait to see if the rest of the storm is going to come here, okay?” he said. Michelle nodded but didn’t look convinced.

      “Are you sure it’s not worth one of us taking the bike out for a quick recon?” Brent said.

      “If we’re good enough about it, we should be able to be back here before the rest of the storm hits, and we might find something useful. Who knows what else the storm has turned up,” he said.

      Darren considered it for a moment, but quickly dismissed it.

      “No. I’m sorry, Brent, not right now. It’s too risky. I don’t want to chance any of us being out there when the storm returns. If you’re out there when those winds hit, you won’t stand a chance. And with the ground as slippery and muddy as it is, you might find yourself unable to move. The smart thing to do is to wait here and let nature take its course.”

      Brent was a little annoyed, but he didn’t argue with his father. Darren knew that that would come at some point, though, if he kept refusing Brent’s wish to get out there on his bike. He knew Brent wanted to prove himself, and right now it seemed as though Darren always was holding him back.

      “Imagine if we hadn’t been in here,” Betsy said in a hollow voice.

      “I know,” Darren said.

      “When I was out there in that storm I was afraid I wasn’t going to be able to come back. I was soaked to the bone, and the rain was so thick I was sure I was getting turned around. Every step was dangerous, and my feet kept sinking into mud. But I had to keep moving because staying still was death.

      “At least we have shelter. That’s one of the biggest advantages to this place. I never thought it could be compromised like this, though. We haven’t seen a storm like this in this area for decades. It must be something to do with the whole thing that started this apocalypse. The world is crying out in pain. Perhaps it’s just as desperate as we are.”

      Darren was annoyed that he couldn’t figure out the root cause of these storms. Without access to news there was no telling what else was happening in the world. And if this was nationwide, then the entire population would be drastically affected.. He thought of the friends he had made and hoped they had found a place of safety.

      “So, we just sit here and wait?” Brent asked, a little petulantly.

      Darren told him that’s exactly what they had to do, but Brent didn’t welcome the news. The boy was eager to push the boundaries as a man, and there would come a time when he would not accept his father’s refusal. Darren would have to keep an eye on that situation as well before there was an unnecessary conflict.

      “We’ll just give it another couple of days, then we will re-evaluate our options. I don’t want you going out into the storm. For now we’re just going to have to put up with this, I’m afraid,” Darren said.

      They soon grew tired of looking out at the world and returned to their business. The day passed again, hours slipping away like grains of sand in an hourglass. Darren watched the world with anxiety, so afraid the storm would come in again. All he wanted was some respite, a chance to build a new home, but it seemed as if everything was against him.

      Now that the world had been torn up, he was afraid the bushes and trees were scattered and it would be more difficult to find nuts and berries. The bark would be wet as well at the moment, making it more difficult to use as firewood, and the leaves were basically mush. Even if the storm had ended, they would have to wait for the water to drain away, and that could take some time too. Darren didn’t much like the idea of wading through the water.

      Another night passed. This one was a little more restful. Brent was getting more and more annoyed at being cooped up in the cave. When they awoke he came to Darren again.

      “Dad, please let me go out there. Look, it’s still calm. I can go and at the first sign of rain I’ll come back, I promise. I won’t put myself in danger. I’ll be on the bike. I’ll be quick, and at least in a storm like this it’s unlikely anyone is going to be out there ready to attack me. I’ll just make a quick scout of the area.”

      Darren studied him for a few moments, and then he looked outside. The world was so dangerous. Darren didn’t want to put his son in any danger, but at the same time he didn’t want to be overprotective. He had been telling himself that he needed to give Brent a little more freedom, but was this too much?

      Darren walked to the cave entrance and looked outside. The world was still, quiet. Sunlight had broken through the dark clouds, and the water shimmered. Darren turned back to Brent and gestured for his son to join him.

      “Where are you going to go, Brent? It’s hardly comfortable terrain. If you take a bike out there, the tires are going to get stuck in the mud, and if you walk, you’re going to find it hard going. I know you want to get out there and you will, I promise, but not right now.”

      “That’s what you always say! The storm has stopped. It’s not coming back. Dad, please, I know you want to keep us safe, but you don’t have to keep us prisoner,” Brent said, anguish lacing his words.

      “Is that what you think I’m doing?” Darren asked.

      “All the time! You want us to stay here, when there’s a whole world out there waiting for us. You only ever want us to go out there if it’s safe, but it’s never going to be safe, not completely. You have to trust me, Dad. I’ve proven myself to you. I’ve looked after Michelle, I’ve saved your life. What more do I have to do?” he asked, his voice almost cracking.

      Darren sighed heavily and hung his head.

      “You don’t have to prove anything, Brent. This isn’t about what you have to prove. It’s about keeping you safe. I’m happy to give you more freedom, but right now it’s important we stay here, where we all can be happy. The only thing I need from you is to listen to me. I know you’re upset. I know you’re frustrated. Believe me, I am as well. I’d love to be out there right now, taming nature like I want, but there’s always a bigger fish.

      “And in the case of a tornado, we just have to hold up our hands and accept that nature has beaten us this time. But only for the moment. We’re still here. We can still fight back. We’re going to survive this, and we’re going to be out there. We’re going to do everything I told you we’re going to do, but for right now we’re just going to have to wait it out.”

      For a moment Darren thought Brent was going to challenge him, but he turned away, even though Darren could tell he still was seething.

      Darren continued watching outside and it got to the point where he actually started to believe the storm had passed. He stood up and got ready to call the kids, for there still was some daylight they could make use of. But when he stood up something caught his eye. He peered outside and then suddenly there was a loud rush of air that whooshed through the woods. The sound of splintering wood ripped through the air and before his eyes he saw a tree being pulled from its roots. Then all of a sudden, the horrible wind began again.

      The eye of the storm had passed, and now it was time for them to brace themselves against the rest of the storm.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Darren panicked. He’d seen the effects of the tornado’s first half, and now as the rest of it began moving across the land, he knew it would cause the same amount of devastation. But there was no way they could survive more water flooding in. The rain already was beginning to fall. It began in a light spray, but soon would become worse.

      “It’s time to go,” he said aloud.

      “What?” Betsy asked.

      “With the way the storm is, this cave is going to be filled with water. We have to get our stuff and leave,” Darren said urgently.

      “Where are we going to go, Dad?” Brent asked.

      Darren looked from side to side and started gathering their equipment. His mind was racing, but he still hadn’t answered Brent’s question. Brent had to pull him away.

      “Dad, what’s the plan?” Brent asked again.

      “The plan… the plan… I don’t know, but we have to get out of here. We have to find somewhere else,” Darren said, his thoughts frantic. He was so eager to get out of the cave before they were submerged in water, he wasn’t thinking straight.

      “Dad, where are we going to go?” Brent said, pointing outside.

      The rain was coming down in sheets now, the drops scattering against the surface of the wide and deep puddles, creating wide ripples and making the water rise even more.

      “You said it yourself,” Brent continued. “The water is rising. It’s dangerous to be out in the storm. We can’t carry our bags. And Tara and Michelle never are going to be able to make the journey. And where are we even going to go? The storm is everywhere. It’s not like we can just go to another cave somewhere. Where are we going?”

      Darren didn’t have an answer for him. He’d been so concerned with making sure they all were safe that he hadn’t actually thought about where they were going to go, only that they needed to get out of the cave if necessary. But Brent was right. They weren’t ready to leave the cave. This was their home anyway. They already had abandoned their house, but that was because Darren knew a safer place. If they left now, they would be venturing into the wilderness without any direction or plan, and that was a sure way to die.

      Brent was right about another thing too. The storm was all around. There was no escaping it, and Tara and Michelle were vulnerable. The only safe direction was to get to higher ground, but that would mean climbing the mountains, and the temperature could drop dramatically.

      “You’re right. We have to stay,” Darren said.

      “But how do we stop the water from coming into the cave?” Betsy asked. Darren strode to the entrance of the cave and looked out as the rain began to get even heavier.

      “I’ve tried teaching you to look at the world around us with new eyes. Everything we need is out there,” Darren said. Brent and Betsy looked at him quizzically. Darren smiled, filled with vigor as an idea began forming in his head. He tapped his finger against his chin as he looked out at the world and tried seeing what he could use.

      “There’s only one way to stop the rising water from coming in, and that’s to make sure it never reaches the cave. We have to build a dam,” he said.

      “A dam?” Brent asked.

      “Yes, a dam! Look at what’s out there. The storm has done all the hard work for us. It’s already uprooted the trees and broken down the wood into manageable chunks. All we need to do is get out there and build a barrier to redirect the water and make sure it can’t reach here, but we’re going to have to work fast. Are you up for it?” Darren asked, a gleam in his eye.

      He saw the same gleam in Brent’s, and it was a pleasure for him to see that his son had inherited some of his characteristics, for physically he looked a lot like Stacie.

      “I am,” Brent said.

      “I’ll watch over Tara and Michelle,” Betsy volunteered.

      Darren nodded at her and then got a couple of knives for himself and Brent, in case they needed them. Going out in the storm wasn’t his first choice, but it was necessary.

      As soon as they left the cave they were hit with the rain. It wasn’t yet as bad as it had been before, but both Darren and Brent knew it only was a matter of time. They had to work quickly. They tucked their pants into their boots, hoping to stop the water from flowing into their feet, but they could do nothing about the cold. It crept into all the small openings of their clothes and reached deep into their bodies, finding all the uncomfortable, most sensitive, hidden places.

      Darren looked at Brent and exhaled slowly.

      “If you need any help, just give me a shout. Go carefully, and don’t make any sudden movements,” Darren said.

      “You do the same. I’m here for you, Dad,” Brent said.

      Both of them nodded at each other and then waded out into the forest. The water at this point reached their ankles, and quickly was approaching the cave. They looked back and saw the girls anxiously looking at them in anticipation. Betsy led them into the deeper parts of the cave, making sure to keep them away from the rain.

      The rain stung Darren’s skin as he walked and tried gathering as much wood as possible. It was amazing how much rain was pouring down. The wind made it worse, for the rain blew in every direction. Darren closed his eyes, and then felt something wet and slimy against his lips. He spat and looked as a leaf was carried away on one of the air currents. His coat flapped in the wind and the spray from the rain blew in his face, making it difficult to see.

      “This is hell!” he yelled, trying to make his voice audible over the howling wind. Brent nodded at him.

      Darren’s son was focusing all his energy on trying to remain standing rather than speaking. Darren enjoyed a wry smile, for he bet that Brent wasn’t so eager to go out by himself now.

      Darren saw a tree nearby and gestured to it. The two men made their way across the water. It slowly crept up their legs, and despite their efforts to keep the water out, it somehow made its way in and squelched with their every step. Brent cursed, and Darren reminded him to stay focused and keep calm. There was no sense getting upset with something they couldn’t do anything about.

      The wind was so fierce whipping repeatedly and violently against them, but the tree was getting ever closer. When they were almost within touching distance Brent reached out to grab the root, ready to pull himself in the last few feet, but he overextended his reach and lost his balance. There was a swift gust of wind that took him off his feet and the water pulled him down. Darren barely had time to react before he saw his son swallowed by the water.

      Darren thrashed against the water as he changed direction and made his way to Brent’s last position. If he wasn’t quick, Brent could be taken away by the ever growing pool of water to where Darren couldn’t find him. There was a small chance that the worst had happened, and Brent had banged his head. If that was the case, then he very well could die.

      In times like these there was no chance for analyzing the situation, only acting on instinct. Darren fought through his blurred vision and threw himself forward, being as careful as he could to maintain his balance while also making sure he was there to find Brent. He steadied himself against the tree and planted his feet firmly on the ground, fighting against the water that sloshed around his legs. He thrust his arms down and reached around, spreading them as long as tentacles to try grasping his son. When he didn’t immediately find Brent, Darren inhaled deeply and ducked under the water for a better view, but the water was murky, and there was no hope of seeing anything.

      When he brought his head up his eyes stung and he called out for Brent, continuing to thrash at the water, putting his hands in all directions in the vague hope of trying to get hold of anything. His voice was raw from crying, and he was unsure if Brent even would be able to hear him above the crash of the wind.

      “Dad!” Darren twisted around.

      He saw Brent’s head bobbing above the water. He was grasping with his hands, trying to get himself upright, but evidently was struggling. Darren wasted no time in getting to him. He threw himself in the water and swam across to Brent, getting hold of his arm. Brent used his father’s strength to stabilize himself. Brent’s hair was matted to his face and he looked the worse for wear. Darren hugged him tightly.

      “Maybe you were right about not letting me out here by myself,” Brent admitted, chastened by his experience.

      “Live and learn,” Darren replied. “Let’s get started on this dam.”

      It was hard and slow work, both of them moving carefully so as not to put themselves at risk. The wind howled around their heads and the rain was getting heavier by the second. Because of their travails in the water they both were soaked through. Darren doubted there was a part left of him that wasn’t wet, and it annoyed him that the clothes he’d recently found to replace his other soaked clothes had suffered the same fate. At this point he understood why Tarzan always was clad in a loin cloth. It was hard to maintain a varied wardrobe in the wilderness.

      Brent and Darren took hold of the tree and struggled to pull it. They had the roots in their hands and used the water to help them. The tree floated on the water nicely, but it still had taken a lot of effort for Brent and Darren to guide it in the direction they needed it to go.

      “I can’t believe we’re actually doing this!” Brent cried enthusiastically.

      Darren wanted to tell him not to get excited too quickly, but he didn’t want to dampen Brent’s spirits, not when they were so close to achieving the impossible. The rain slashed over them, like gunfire splashing the water. They strained with all their strength to drag the tree into position. The bark was charred where it had been struck by lightning, and the roots were splintered from where they had been ripped from the ground unceremoniously. The wind howled around the forest like a warning siren. The worst was yet to come, and if Darren and Brent didn’t work quickly, they very well could end up like this tree, pulled from the ground and tossed aside like a ragdoll.

      “Just a little more!” Darren cried, grunting through gritted teeth.

      His arms felt as though they were going to drop off. He and Brent were weaker than usual anyway, and this task had taken them to their limits. They walked back the way they had come and gradually the water offered less resistance, receding to ankle-height. They dragged the tree to redirect the flow of water, and then reinforced it with bits and pieces of wood.

      When it was done, both of them almost collapsed with relief. They were aching and tired, soaked through, but they were happy. They supported each other and gave each other a high-five as they gazed upon their handiwork. The water wasn’t going to reach the cave. They had saved their home.

      “Let’s get back to the girls and tell them the good news,” Darren said. “I knew we could do this.” He turned his attention to the sky. “You see this, nature? You can’t bring us down!” he cried, letting out much of his frustration.

      He and Brent went back, eager to get by the fire again. They were laughing and joking as they walked into the cave, but then stopped, stunned. Before them stood a proud mountain lion, sleek and fierce, with shining eyes and gleaming teeth. Across from her the girls cowered, panic etched on Betsy’s face.

      There were three lion cubs on the ground, sleeping. The lion was sopping wet, making it look even scarier, and Darren had no idea what to do. He and Brent still had their knives, but he hadn’t taken the gun with him. The girls must have screamed, but he hadn’t been able to hear them over the rushing water.

      He didn’t much fancy the prospect of fighting a mountain lion with just a knife, but at the moment they were at a standstill. Once again nature wasn’t going to make it easy for him.
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      First, the Dawkins family had been trapped by a tornado, then by rising waters, and now they were at the mercy of nature again as a mountain lion and her cubs had decided to make the cave their home. Mountain lions aren’t as big as lions, but they are no less fierce. Darren was standing at the cave entrance, while Betsy, Michelle, and Tara were near a wall between a group of rocks, with the mountain lion and her cubs across from them. Brent stood beside Darren.

      The mountain lions’ fur was speckled and darker than what was usually seen on television and in zoos. Darren knew a little about mountain lions, and what he did know didn’t fill him with confidence that he and his family could survive. Mountain lions were predators, one of the deadliest on Earth, and one of them was standing before him with three cubs to protect.

      Once again, it was a reminder that humanity had been too arrogant. Humans had exalted themselves as they ascended the food chain and had declared themselves masters of the planet, but the reality was quite different. Stripped of their technology they were shown to be just as vulnerable as anything else. Without the support network of a community Darren and his family were weak and fragile. If this lion decided to maul them, none of them would stand a chance.

      “Dad, what are we going to do?” Brent said in a low voice, not wanting to make any sudden movements or sounds that would startle the animal.

      “I don’t know,” Darren said.

      Usually he had a plan, or at least the beginnings of one, but on this occasion he was completely lost. He was soaking wet and exhausted from having been out in the rain. He and Brent had dragged a heavy log quite a distance to create a dam at the cave entrance to prevent flooding from the rising water. In doing so, Darren almost had lost his son. Brent had lost his footing and been pulled under the water. Darren had thrashed around and managed to pull him free. Both were soaked to the bone and shivering. Really, they needed to get out of these wet clothes and close to the fire to prevent hypothermia or pneumonia from setting in, but right now they couldn’t do anything until they had dealt with the mountain lion and her cubs.

      “Please tell me you brought the gun,” Brent said.

      Darren shot him a look. He’d left it behind. Darren only had a knife, and the prospect of taking on a mountain lion with just a knife was not one that appealed to him.

      “Just stay calm,” Darren said, loud enough so that the girls could hear as well.

      “We’re still safe in here. The water isn’t going to come in,” he said, although that seemed like a small comfort at the moment. It seemed as though as soon as one thing was dealt with, another problem arose. There was never any time just to relax.

      Darren’s mind was becoming frazzled with everything the world was throwing at him. At some point he knew there would be too much to take and he would break, but somehow he still was standing. He’d managed to endure a divorce, the loss of his job, the end of the world and everything that had followed. He’d almost died in a storm, had been chased by cannibals, and come within seconds of losing his life, but somehow he had survived it all, and he knew it was because of his kids.

      Brent and Michelle needed him, as did Betsy and Tara. The latter two hadn’t been born of his blood, and he only had known them a short time, but they quickly had become a part of his family. He cared about them as though they were his own, and only wanted the best for them. Right now they were too young to care for themselves. They needed him to teach them how to survive in the world. He couldn’t die until he had taught them all they needed to know. He wasn’t going to give up on life until he was confident they could take care of themselves.

      Brent was close. He was becoming a man, even though he was only fourteen, or was he fifteen now? Since the world had ended it had become more difficult for Darren to keep track of the days. He knew it was somewhere around December and Christmas. Michelle just had had a birthday, although he knew he didn’t have the exact day right. He’d carved her a wooden animal from a stray piece of wood in the forest. It wasn’t much, but he felt glad he had managed to give her something. It seemed as though Christmas was going to pass without any celebration, though. It was sad, really. Christmas always had been a big thing in their household, all throughout his life, really.

      When he was younger his parents always had had a huge open house celebration on Christmas Day where all their extended family and friends would come over. Some would stay for hours, others would just pop in for a drink and then go do whatever else was on the agenda. As the years went by the attendance dwindled as people got older and had other priorities, but his parents kept it going. Even though he had a strained relationship with them, Darren always had made it a point to get over there, even though Stacie had hated it.

      She never was much of a Christmas person, and never took joy in the simple pleasures that it brought. The kids loved it, though. Michelle still believed in Santa Claus. Darren hoped she wouldn’t ask him what had happened to Santa. He didn’t think he’d be able to come up with a reasonable explanation as to why Father Christmas hadn’t visited them this year.

      For all he knew it could have been New Year’s Eve, or New Year’s itself. The days blurred into each other, each one as bleak as the last. Spring still was a long time away, if it ever would come again. Without access to news Darren had no idea what was going on in the world. A violent storm had interrupted the reign of technology. There was no telling what else nature had in store for this planet. It was entirely possible that the weather systems had shifted and it would be stormy weather from here on out. It was a real possibility there would be no such thing as spring or summer anymore, and they would be living in an endless winter.

      The thought made Darren’s stomach churn. It was hard enough bracing himself for these days when there was the hope of spring spreading its golden fingers across the land, rejuvenating the world and their spirits. The thought of it never coming…well, it was too difficult to accept.

      All these thoughts flashed before his mind in an instant. Time seemed to stand still. Outside, Darren could hear the rain pouring down. It splashed in the stream that had overflowed, and crashed against the outside of the cave. It came down in thick sheets and showed no sign of stopping.

      The mountain lion didn’t seem to take much notice of Darren and Brent. The girls had huddled together between some rocks.. The fire had gone out, only thin wisps of smoke remained, along with ash at the base of the wood. The food was still safe. At least the mountain lion hadn’t gotten to that, because they wouldn’t have shown the same restraint as Darren had done.

      The mountain lion was long and powerful. It was currently curled up around its cubs. Their fur was soaking wet and dark and they were shivering. Their mother was keeping them warm. She licked them and nuzzled them and placed her paw on their heads, caressing them with her claws retracted. The three cubs all were small and vulnerable, just like the four children Darren was taking care of.

      The mountain lion raised its head and looked directly at Darren. Its dark eyes were like an abyss, and something profound washed over Darren. In those eyes he saw himself. The animal was like him, just a parent trying to look after its babies. The storm was just as deadly to these mountain lions as it was to humans, and the mother had come here looking for shelter, just as Darren had done.

      “Dad, are you going to get the gun?” Brent asked urgently.

      “No, no, I’m not, Son,” he said.

      “What?” Brent asked in a harsh whisper.

      “Look at them, Brent. They’re just like us.”

      “You’ve gone mad, Dad.”

      “No Brent, I haven’t,” Darren said.

      And when he turned to face his son there were tears in his eyes. They rolled down his cheeks, warm and salty. Brent looked at him in confusion.

      “Why are you crying?”

      “I’m crying for us, for them, I’m crying for this world. Don’t you see? We’re all in this together. We’re just like them, Brent,” he said, pointing to the mountain lions.

      The mother mountain lion continued licking the cubs, cleaning away the rain water that had so drenched them. Darren sidled closer to his son, speaking in a low voice so nobody else could hear him. “You know what I’ve been through, what I’ve seen. All this time all I’ve wanted is to see some sign of hope, to know there’s somebody out there like me who is just trying to do right by their family, and this is it Brent. How can I kill them when all she’s doing is taking care of her family?”

      “It’s the law of the jungle, Dad. It’s kill or be killed. I don’t think she’s going to be as concerned with this morality as you are. What’s going to happen when they get hungry? What’s going to happen if we make the wrong move? How are the five of us going to share this cave with these wild animals?”

      “We have to share the world, Brent. We might as well start living now. I sense something in here, some deeply ingrained nobility. I don’t think she’s going to hurt us, and if I kill her, then I have to kill the cubs. They’d never survive in this world without her. That’s not something I’m prepared to do.”

      As he said this the words choked in his mouth and emotion swelled within his breast. When he looked at the mountain lion, he saw a reflection of himself and the kids. He knew he couldn’t bring himself to harm them.

      Of course, that decision brought with it a lot of logistical problems. The animals had taken up more than their fair share of room, and Darren wasn’t exactly in a position to dispute territory with them. And as much as he wanted to believe that he and the mountain lion had a bond that went beyond nature, he couldn’t deny that one wrong move could provoke her, and she would maul them to death in an instant.

      “Dad, don’t take this the wrong way, but I think you’ve gone crazy. I know you’ve been through a lot, but I think it’s finally happened. Just listen to what you’re saying. Do you really think we can live alongside mountain lions? Are you sure you didn’t hit your head out there?”

      “No, Brent, and I’ve never been thinking more clearly. Don’t worry, I’m not a complete idiot. I don’t expect us to stay here forever with these animals. But I think we might be able to stay until it stops raining. They aren’t going to move until it stops. When it does, we can try ushering them out, although hopefully they’ll just go back to wherever they call home anyway.”

      “What were they even doing out here? We haven’t seen any trace of them before.”

      “No, you don’t ordinarily get mountain lions coming down here this far. They usually stay up away from the forest. I guess maybe they got curious, or maybe there’s a lack of food up there.”

      “I don’t know, the way they’re looking it doesn’t seem as though they’ve been struggling for food.”

      Darren suddenly realized Brent was right. There was something that hadn’t seemed right about the animals, but he hadn’t been able to put his finger on it until now. They were well-fed, not gaunt, like Darren and the others.

      “It just goes to show that they were made for this world and we weren’t. They’re born hunters. We have to learn how to hunt like our ancestors all over again.”

      “But what were they hunting? Just other animals, or people like us?”

      “I think that’s a question better left unanswered,” Darren said.

      The mother mountain lion opened its mighty mouth and showed her sharp teeth. The strength of those jaws was enough to tear him apart. He imagined what it must be like to be torn limb from limb, and shuddered. A moment of doubt flashed into his mind, but he pushed it aside. He still had weapons, but more than that, he had faith. He would allow these animals to take shelter here, and in turn he hoped they would respect him and his family.

      Thinking about the idea that humans had to learn to be predators again made him smile. He remembered a discussion at work about how if anyone from modern times was taken back into the past they instantly would rule the world because of their superior knowledge and expertise. In this case nobody had been thrown back in time, but the state of the world had regressed, and it was clear the humans weren’t the masters of the world any longer.

      Darren had to tread carefully. He certainly wasn’t going to make the same mistakes as those before him. He wasn’t going to be arrogant, but he also wasn’t going to take any life if he could help it, and that included these mountain lions. While they were docile, he was going to remain the same. But he also was going to keep weapons close so if the animal did attack him, he would be ready. He hadn’t lost his mind, like Brent was afraid of.

      “Let’s sidle round carefully and get to the girls,” Darren said. He and Brent pressed themselves against the cave walls and moved slowly. The mountain lion stopped caring for her cubs and watched them carefully.

      “Keep it slow,” Darren said.

      “Don’t worry, Dad, I’m not going to do anything to make it angry,” Brent said, and then turned toward the animal.

      “Nice kitty,” he said, his voice trembling with fear. Darren couldn’t blame his son for being tentative, he was too, but everything he had been through had given him an instinct for danger, and it wasn’t flaring at the moment.

      Across the cave, Darren could see Betsy’s panicked face. Michelle and Tara were hidden from view, but he well could imagine that the two of them were frightened out of their wits as well. The mountain lion watched them carefully as they inched their way across the cave, and when they reached the other side, she resumed caring for her cubs. It was a sweet sight in truth, and one that would have made a good image in a documentary or a zoo. But, of course, with no barriers between them there wasn’t much chance for the humans to revel in the sight of nature.

      As soon as Darren and Brent made it to the other side, they embraced the girls tightly. Darren told them that everything was going to be okay. Then they told the story about how they had managed to drag the log here to form a dam and prevent the water from reaching the cave. Brent was a little sheepish about the part where he had fallen in the water and almost drowned.

      If things had gone slightly differently, they would have been in a far different mood. Everything was so finely balanced in this world that even one small difference could twist fate. But all that mattered to Darren was that his family was intact and for the moment they were safe.
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      After they finished telling the story of how they had protected the camp, Darren was glad to see that Michelle was looking at her brother with admiration. So was Betsy, which was to be expected since a romance was blossoming between her and his son, but Darren liked seeing his two children getting along. He thought the age difference had something to do with it.

      Darren had noticed that when siblings were close in age, they usually were testy and experienced a hostile relationship as they grew up together. But because there were a number of years between Brent and Michelle there was a gap in maturity and the two of them didn’t see each other as rivals. Of course, it helped that Brent had spent a lot of time babysitting Michelle over the past year while Darren had been working two jobs. Brent didn’t know it, and if Darren had his way Brent never would know, but Darren secretly had been envious of Brent because he got to spend quality time with Michelle.

      There was always a great deal of friction within families. Spending so much time with the same people led to feelings of hostility. Although Darren wasn’t sure why this happened, there was no denying its truth. They had been fortunate so far that these feelings hadn’t presented themselves regularly, although there had been moments. The introduction of Betsy and Tara had gone a long way to calming matters down, he suspected. They also had enough to be scared of without getting annoyed at each other. Sometimes he wondered if they were just too tired to get angry with each other.

      But now, with the presence of the mountain lions, they were even closer than they had been before. The cave never had been the most spacious location. It had been fine when it just had been the three of them, but with the addition of Betsy and Tara things had to be shifted around and they each had to give up a little of their personal freedom. The youngest girls didn’t mind, of course, for they hadn’t reached the age where personal space was an issue. For the others, however, this would be a challenge.

      Darren had tried making the cave as accommodating as possible. He was well aware that, as teenagers, Brent and Betsy needed as much privacy as they could get. But while they previously had arranged blankets and bags to partition off certain areas of the cave, now they were huddled together behind a group of rocks. It was impossible not to get in each other’s way, and they were barely able to stretch out.

      The mountain lions were using the space Darren had claimed as his own, although he wasn’t going to challenge them for it.

      “We can’t stay here like this,” Brent said.

      Darren and Brent’s clothes still were clinging to them. They needed to get dry soon. It wasn’t going to do them any good to sleep in these wet clothes.

      “We’re going to have to for the time being. We’ll let the mountain lions get settled and then go light a fire. They might appreciate that too. You and I can keep watch as we dry out and make sure they don’t make any sudden movements,” Darren said.

      “And the fire will be a good weapon in case they attack,” Betsy said. Her face was paler than usual, and it was clear she had been shaken to her core. Her gaze never left the animals, and her body was rigid.

      “Yes, although we’ll try not to startle them,” Darren said. “We don’t want to provoke them.”

      “You mean we’re just going to let them stay there?” Betsy asked incredulously.

      Darren’s conversation with Brent had been kept private between father and son, so now it was Darren’s job to tell the girls what he was planning. He explained his reasoning, but Betsy didn’t accept it as easily as Brent had.

      “You can’t be serious!” she said.

      “I am.”

      “We can’t just sit here and let them take over this cave. What if they come and eat us?” Betsy said, voice trembling with fear.

      “They’re not going to eat us are they, Daddy?” Michelle said.

      “Of course not, Sweetie,” Darren said, smiling at Michelle kindly.

      His expression changed instantly when he looked back at Betsy, glaring at her as he tried making her understand that she shouldn’t say those types of things in front of the girls. He would have loved to pull Betsy aside and have a word with her in private, but circumstances weren’t allowing that, and he didn’t think she would be willing to sidle along a wall of the cave to go outside.

      “It’s going to be okay. You can trust me on this. Now, why don’t you tell me what happened when Brent and I left. When did the mountain lions arrive?”

      “I’m sorry, Darren, but I really can’t believe you’re just going to allow these animals to stay there. This is insane!” she said.

      “They came just before you came back, Daddy. Betsy made us come over here. They haven’t done anything wrong. They’re just babies,” Michelle said.

      “Babies,” Betsy scoffed, rolling her eyes.

      “Betsy, come on, don’t be like that,” Brent said. Betsy shot daggers toward him, and Brent instantly wilted. Darren knew that look well. It was a look of betrayal.

      “I can’t believe this is happening. You’re just like Dad. It’s left to me to protect us. I’m not letting anything happen to myself or Tara,” she said, and pushed past Brent.

      Darren hissed at her to stop, but she evidently had a plan in mind and nothing was going to dissuade her from it. She pressed herself against the wall of the cave, just as Darren and Brent had done, although she was more frantic in her movements. She scraped against the ground, making a loud noise, which got the mountain lion’s attention. Darren cursed under his breath and went after her. Brent went to say something, but Darren interrupted him and told Brent that he’d get her back.

      “She’s just scared, and when people are scared they do stupid things,” he said.

      He followed Betsy’s path but when she stopped and rummaged around in one of the packs he grew alarmed. He knew just what she was going for, the gun.

      Darren went as quickly as he could without running. He glanced over at the mountain lion and saw her watching him and Betsy with interest. His heart began to quicken. He couldn’t let Betsy continue with this. He reached her just as she pulled out the gun out and pointed. Her feet were spread out and she had both hands on the pistol. Her eyes glistened with tears and fear was etched on her face.

      “We can’t let it stay here,” she moaned.

      “Betsy, please listen to me, put the gun down,” Darren said, trying to keep his voice as steady as possible.

      Betsy had the gun pointed straight at the mountain lion. Darren didn’t know if this animal had encountered hunters before, or just had a survival instinct and knew when it was under attack, but it rose to its feet and got ready to defend itself.

      “Betsy, seriously, you need to put the gun down,” he said.

      “I can’t. I have to protect us,” she said.

      “Betsy, let me do the protecting. You trust me, right?” he asked. She nodded. “Okay, that’s good. Please, let me do the protecting around here.”

      “No, I have to. I have to keep you all safe. I couldn’t last time. I couldn’t save them.”

      “It’s okay, Betsy. Nobody expected you to.”

      “I should have. I should have saved him. My dad is dead and it’s all my fault. He was weak. I should have been stronger for him. I’m not going to let the same thing happen. I should have killed Bill before he did any harm. Dad didn’t see him as a threat, and the same thing is happening now. I have to be the one to save us. I’m not going to make the same mistake again,” she said, her words dripping with sad, desperate emotion.

      Her index finger stroked the gun as it settled against the trigger. The mountain lion growled. Darren knew he had to do something drastic to stop her from pulling the trigger. He glanced back at the others. Brent looked anguished, but he was shielding Tara and Michelle from the scene.

      Darren stepped to the side, putting himself between Betsy and the mountain lion.

      “Get out of the way!” she cried.

      “No, Betsy. I know you’re scared and you just want to keep everyone safe, but this isn’t the way to go about it. Think about what you’re doing. Do you really want Tara and Michelle to see you shoot an innocent animal? What about the cubs? Are you going to shoot them as well? You did well before at keeping them safe, and what happened with Bill wasn’t your fault. We’re all in this together, Betsy. We take care of each other and look, we’re all ready to take care of you. But please, you have to put the gun down.”

      For a moment he was afraid that Betsy was so scared she would shoot him just to get to the mountain lion, but he was more afraid about what would happen if she missed. There wasn’t much distance between her and the animal, but she wasn’t thinking clearly or calmly and her aim was bound to be off. If Darren were a betting man, he’d put his money on the mountain lion, so he couldn’t let it get to that stage.

      “Betsy, just tell me what happened when the mountain lion came into the cave,” he said, trying to get her talking so she wasn’t thinking so much about the gun in her hand. As she began speaking, she had a far-away look in her eyes, and Darren used the opportunity to creep closer toward her.

      “We were just waiting for you, like you told us to do. I was playing a game with the girls, trying to distract them because they were worried. I was worried too. I kept looking at the entrance, hoping you’d come back. The rain was so heavy I couldn’t hear anything and then shadows started dancing along the walls. I called out to you when the mountain lion came in. I instantly grabbed the girls and went to the back of the cave.

      “When the mother lion came back here and settled on the opposite side of the cave, I knew we had to get out. So when she was caring for her cubs, I grabbed the girls and we quietly crept along the wall. We were between the rocks, almost ready to move forward again, when the mountain lion stood and began to walk around. Shortly after that, you and Brent showed up. I was sure it was going to eat us. There was nothing else I could do except wait for you and I’m just so tired of feeling so helpless.”

      “I know, Betsy, I know, but you did well. You kept the girls safe. You acted sensibly. I’m proud of you, Betsy. I’m proud of you.”

      Darren didn’t believe in magic and there certainly were no magic spells that had any practical application in the real world. But occasionally there were times when people said the right things at the right time, and these phrases certainly could seem like magic because they could transform a person. Such a thing happened here. As soon as Darren told Betsy that he was proud of her she seemed to melt. Her grip on the gun loosened and her chest heaved.

      Although Betsy tried to appear strong, she still was just a young woman and she clearly missed her father. There was a lot of guilt tied to his death, a lot of guilt that Darren wished he could help Betsy work through. But he wasn’t a therapist. When it came down to it, he only could do what came naturally, being a parent.

      A choking sob escaped Betsy’s mouth and Darren took this opportunity to reach forward, lowering the gun. It didn’t take much for him to wrest it from her hands as he was much stronger than her, and her grip had been loose anyway. He held the gun away from them and wrapped his arm around her, offering her the comfort she needed. Her small, frightened body pressed against his and shuddered with sadness. He cradled her head and breathed deeply, telling her over and over again that it was going to be okay and that she had done a good job in protecting the girls, and that her father’s death wasn’t her fault.

      Darren wasn’t sure how long he had been holding Betsy, but he had read something a long time ago in a parenting book that had stuck with him. It was that when a child hugged you, you never should let go first because you never know how much they really need it. It was something that had stayed with him for a long time. He decided it wasn’t just true for children, but true for people of all ages. So, whenever anyone hugged him, he never let go first. From what he was experiencing in that moment, it seemed as though Betsy needed a lot of comfort.

      All their souls had been bruised and it was important to remember they all were in this together, and that they had to take care of each other. Betsy was now just as much his child as Brent or Michelle, and sometimes that meant protecting her from herself.

      “Come on, let’s head back and get settled down. Keep taking deep breaths. I know this is scary, but let’s just take it one moment at a time,” Darren said, keeping his voice low and steady.

      “I think I can do that, but what about her?” Betsy said, sniffing.

      She pulled back from the hug and looked over Darren’s shoulder. Darren turned around to see the mountain lion glaring at him, claws drawn, mouth open, eyes dark with anger.
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      Darren tried telling himself it all was going to be okay, that the mountain lion just was scared because Betsy had been pointing a gun at it and that the animal could be calmed down easily.

      “Betsy, carefully but quickly make your way back to the others,” he said, hoping he could keep the mountain lion’s attention while she got back to safety.

      Darren thought about wielding the gun himself, fearing that things had gotten to a point of no return, but he didn’t want to believe that. He couldn’t. He shoved the gun into the small of his back and then held out his palms, the universal sign of surrender.

      “It’s okay, the gun is gone. You’re not in any danger,” Darren said. He knew the mountain lion couldn’t understand him. He wasn’t in a Disney film, after all, but somehow talking to the mountain lion made him feel better.

      “I’m willing to share this place with you. I can see that you’re just trying to keep your family safe, as am I. I don’t want to hurt you. You can stay here until the weather clears up. We don’t mean you any harm.”

      Darren didn’t know if it was his body language or the tone of his voice that did the trick, but the animal calmed down and went back to nursing her cubs. Darren breathed a sigh of relief, but kept the gun on him, just in case he needed it. His main concern was the mountain lion would grow hungry. He wondered if it was even possible for them to ignore a tasty meal waiting for them at their feet.

      Darren waited a couple more moments just to ensure the animal had calmed down, and then made his way back to the kids, picking up a bit of food along the way. He shared it when he returned. Betsy looked tired, and was sitting beside Brent, resting her head on his shoulder.

      “I’m sorry, Darren. I didn’t mean to cause any trouble. I just…I don’t know what came over me, really,” she said.

      “It’s okay, Betsy. You don’t have to apologize. I know you were just trying to do what’s best for all of us, trying to keep us safe. It’s important you keep on doing that, but try not to beat yourself up about the past. We’ve all been through a lot and we have to remember some of these things aren’t our fault. Now, let’s try to relax as best we can. As soon as this weather calms down, I’m sure the mountain lion and her cubs will leave. I doubt they’ll want to stay here when they can roam all over the mountains.”

      “Can we keep them as pets?” Michelle asked, all wide-eyed and innocent.

      She, of course, knew that mountain lions were dangerous, but in her innocent mind she couldn’t marry the fierce images she had of mountain lions from documentaries to the calm ones that were in the cave with them.

      “I don’t think that’s going to be possible, Michelle. I think Mommy lion will want to keep her children together. That’d be like someone wanting to take you away from me,” he said.

      Michelle’s face twisted in horror and she sought reassurance from Darren that such a thing would not happen. He laughed and wrapped his arm around her, pulling her in for a hug.

      “What we have here is a unique opportunity, though,” he said. “Do any of you know much about these mountain lions?”

      “They live in Africa!” Tara said.

      “And they’re friends with Timon & Pumbaa,” Michelle said. Brent and Betsy stifled a laugh. Darren smirked too.

      “You’re thinking of the big lions in Africa, the ones we’ve seen on TV and at the zoo. These lions are mountain lions, a little different than that. They have the largest range of any mammal in this part of the world, aside from humans. Which means they can walk for a long time, just like we’ve done. The cubs stay with the mother for two years before they go off on their own,” Darren explained.

      “You mean they don’t live with their mother?” Michelle asked, scrunching up her face.

      “No, but neither do people. When you and Brent get older you’ll be adults too and you’ll be having your own lives.”

      “Why do we stay with you longer than lions stay with their Mommies and Daddies? Could we have gone away when we were two?” Tara asked.

      “It’s different for mountain lions,” Darren explained. “They grow up more quickly than we do, and they don’t need as much looking after. Plus, they’re not like us. They don’t need somebody to read them a bedtime story, and mountain lion cubs aren’t naughty, and they always go to bed when they’re told,” Darren teased, tickling Michelle’s stomach. She giggled and tried fighting back.

      “Anyway, continuing with the lesson, when these mountain lions hunt, they attack from the back. Then after they’ve killed their prey, they bury it to save it for later,” Darren said.

      Michelle and Tara nodded with interest, although he doubted they could properly understand. Darren looked out toward the mountain lion and her cubs. They seemed so harmless sitting there, but he knew they were some of the deadliest creatures known to man. The same could be said about him, however.

      “Are you sure we can’t keep one?” Michelle said.

      “I’m sure, Sweetie. We couldn’t feed it anyway. It needs more food than we can get for it, and it’ll need to be outside. But we might see them grow, and in time the mommy lion might let you play with them, although you’ll have to be careful,” Darren said, and he wished he hadn’t suggested that.

      Sometimes, as a parent, he would say something and immediately regret it. This was one of those times. The last thing he wanted was for Michelle and Tara to be getting close to those mountain lions. Even though they were cubs, their claws still would be sharp enough to cause damage, and he didn’t want the girls to take any risks.

      “But that doesn’t mean you can go up close to them,” he warned. “I don’t want you getting close to them. They’re not like the cats we’re used to. Although they might seem peaceful right now that, all could change. So, for the time, being we must be quite and behave nicely so we don’t scare them.”

      Michelle and Tara nodded with understanding.

      “I still don’t like this,” Brent said.

      “I know,” Darren replied, “but there’s not much else we can do at the moment.”

      Once that was settled and they all had calmed down, Darren and Brent finally could get dried off. Their clothes were clinging to them uncomfortably, and the sooner they changed into dry ones, the better. However, they were unable to change because there was simply no available privacy. So, they would have to remain in these clothes for the time being, and hope that the fire did its trick. Darren and Brent continually were looking over their shoulder toward the mountain lion as they huddled around the fire and replenished the wood. The fire sparked into life and the warmth spread out, but it did not go unnoticed by the mother lion.

      “Go easy,” Darren said, putting his hand on Brent’s arm, warning him against making any sudden movements.

      “Oh, don’t you worry about me, I’m going to go as easy as I can,” Brent replied.

      The fight-or-flight response was a strange thing. It was a gift from their ancestors and, despite not having been a hunter-gatherer species for thousands of years, this ingrained mechanism still was something that informed much of their lives. Some people were more prone to fighting, while some were more likely to flee. Now, in the presence of the mountain lion, Darren could feel the adrenalin surging through his body, every fiber of his being telling him that he must run away from this threat. It took a tremendous amount of energy to will his body to stay, and he could well imagine how difficult it was for the children to do the same.

      “The mountain lion might take this fire as a threat. So, for our safety we must be careful to keep it lit,” Darren said. Brent nodded.

      They stoked the fire and watched as the smoke rose and wafted outside, disappearing among the thick sheets of rain. The downpour was relentless and the water splashed onto the ground. Even after the storm had passed, the ground was going to be difficult to traverse. Darren had worked out that they had been in the eye of the storm, and it seemed as though the rest of it was coming. He estimated they had a few hours at least before the storm passed, perhaps even a day or two, if they decided to linger. Knowing their luck, they would decide to stay for the entire winter.

      Darren and Brent rubbed their hands together and turned around, letting the warmth cloak them. Their clothes hissed as the heat caused the dampness to turn into steam.

      The mountain lion, at the moment, had perked its head up with curiosity, but it hadn’t made any sudden movements.

      “We need to talk about Betsy,” Darren said.

      “She didn’t mean anything by it, Dad. She just was scared,” Brent said, immediately leaping to the girl’s defense.

      Darren allowed himself a small smile. The boy clearly was fond of Betsy, and Darren couldn’t blame him. Brent had been through a lot this past year. Darren had needed him to take on the responsibility of looking after Michelle, so Brent had had to sacrifice his social life. When he should have been with his friends he was sitting at home looking after his sister. That wasn’t as damaging as it would have been in Darren’s day, because Brent still could socialize with his friends over the Internet, but Darren had taken a lot from Brent. It was only natural that Brent wanted to explore these feelings.

      “I know, Brent. I didn’t mean anything bad by it. I just wanted to say that she’s obviously going through a rough time and you’re going to have to be there for her. It’s not always going to be easy. She’s dealing with a lot.”

      “I know what she’s going through, Dad. We’ve talked about it some. We’ve both lost parents. I know it’s not exactly the same, but we have a lot in common.”

      “I’m glad to see you have things under control. She’s a nice girl.”

      “Yes, she is.”

      “You know you can talk to me about anything, right?” Darren said.

      “I know, Dad,” Brent replied.

      They’d spoken a little about the mechanics of sex, but had yet to have the discussion about the responsibilities of entering into a relationship. Darren wanted to be there for his son. His own father never had had that talk with him. Darren had had to muddle through himself, which wasn’t the best way to go about things. But it was so hard to know what to say.

      “If you ever need any advice--”

      “I know,” Brent said, rolling his eyes.

      Darren decided to leave the subject alone for now. It’s not like he wouldn’t know if anything untoward happened, and Brent and Betsy were responsible enough to not do anything in front of Tara and Michelle.

      It was hard enough to be a parent in the best of times, let alone now. And he was going to have this conversation all over again if Michelle got to that age. When she got to that age, he reminded himself. He didn’t like to think of the future too much. There were so many variables that made it an anxious exercise. The mountain lions’ was a prime example of that. Never would he have predicted that he would have returned to find dangerous wild animals nesting in his cave.

      “Dad, what are we going to do if they don’t leave?” Brent asked. Darren had been hoping nobody was going to ask him that question. He simply didn’t know.

      “We’ll think of something. But if I know mountain lions as well as I think I do, they won’t stay here for long. They’ve got all of nature to choose from. I don’t see why they’d want to stay in this little cave. I’m sure they’re only here because of sheer happenstance. Once the storm clears they’ll be back on their way.”

      “I hope you’re right,” Brent said, and then his breath caught in his mouth.

      He backed away as much against the wall as he could, and his eyes looked past Darren. Darren followed his son’s gaze and saw that the mother mountain lion was standing upright, looking fearsome, illuminated by the amber glow of the fire. Darren swallowed his fear and tried to act as nonchalantly as possible, rubbing his hands, enjoying the warmth. The mountain lion’s shadow loomed large over the walls and fear rippled through him. For a moment he thought he had made a grim mistake and that he should have let Betsy do what she wanted to do.

      But he saw the mother mountain lion pick up one of her cubs in her mouth and carry it over to the fire. She may well have been afraid of it, but she wasn’t so scared that she couldn’t see the warmth it offered.

      Darren and Brent stood as still as statues as the mother mountain lion brought her cubs to the fire, one by one. They mewed as they felt the warmth sweep over them. The mother had done as well as she could to keep them warm, but like Brent and Darren they had been utterly drenched by the storm outside. The fire would help them get dry again. Then they soon would be right as rain.

      The mother laid down and rested her head on the ground. Darren’s heart went out to her because only he, of all of them, knew how exhausted she must have been. The two were kindred spirits, linked by a need to protect their children, and at the moment they were sharing the same warmth and the same fire. How long would that last? Darren wasn’t sure, but he hoped the mountain lion had the ability to take note of his kindness and would take that into consideration whenever hunger started gnawing at her and her cubs.
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      Darren glanced at Brent, arching his eyebrows. The cubs were cute, their faces scrunched up much like Michelle’s did whenever she was thinking too hard. They looked so harmless, writhing on the ground, reaching out to the heat. It was hard to believe they would grow up into such fearsome predators.

      It made Darren think about his own children and the role he played in raising them, in forming what type of people they became. He glanced over at Betsy and Tara. They weren’t his children, and while he didn’t usually like to think bad things about other fathers, it was clear their father hadn’t done a good job with them. He never would admit to thinking this, but he wondered if it was a blessing that their father had been killed. Betsy and Tara were certainly better off with Darren.

      Darren always would argue for a father’s right to be with their children. It didn’t seem right that in so many cases the fathers always were an afterthought. It was so natural for everyone to believe that kids had to be with their mother no matter what. He’d been lucky with Stacie. She hadn’t challenged his bond with his children. But he knew the bond he had with Brent and Michelle was far stronger than the bond Stacie had with them.

      In the case of Betsy and Tara it seemed as though their father didn’t quite have what it took to make it through this world. They didn’t really talk about that period of their lives, but from what Darren had learned from them, , Bill had taught them what they needed to know about survival. Thinking about that made him wonder if the genetic bond really was that important when it came to raising children, or if anyone could be a parent, given the right circumstance.

      “You know, I don’t think Michelle’s idea was that bad,” Brent said. He spoke softly so as not to disturb the mother mountain lion which, judging from its breathing, was asleep.

      Darren took this as a good sign. She trusted Darren enough to fall asleep in front of him and let her cubs enjoy the warmth completely at Darren’s mercy. Of course, that might be because she was confident in her ability to avenge her cubs if a dark fate befell them. Darren knew that nothing was stronger than a parent’s love for their children. She wouldn’t have done anything to put her cubs in danger.

      The mother mountain lion’s fur was slightly speckled, allowing it to blend in with the mountain landscape. It was more gray than tawny, and up in the mountains it would have been hard to tell apart from its surroundings. As Darren stared at it he wondered what trials and tribulations it had been through, and what had brought it down from the mountains to the forest floor.

      “You really want to try taking one of those cubs away from its mother?” Darren asked.

      “No, I just mean in theory. Sure, it might be hard to train it at first, but it couldn’t hurt to have a mountain lion on our side. Can you imagine the look on people’s faces when we go outside and have a mountain lion walking beside us? Nobody would mess with us,” Brent said with an excited smile on his face.

      Darren found it impossible not to be swayed by his son’s enthusiasm.

      “It would be pretty cool. Who knows, maybe eventually we’ll find a stray who needs a home. I like to think we’re pretty welcoming to all newcomers. But I have a feeling this particular family is going to be together for a long time. She doesn’t seem the type to let anything happen to her cubs.”

      “Sounds like someone I know,” Brent said, smiling.

      The two of them stayed around the fire for a while longer until they felt drier. The rain continued slashing down outside, and it was easy to turn their backs to it. They left the cubs by the fire, which crackled nicely, and went back to be with their family. It was nice to be able to walk a little more freely while the mother mountain lion was asleep.

      “Daddy, are any other animals going to come here?” Michelle asked.

      “I don’t think so, but you never know. Right now, I think it’s going to be difficult for anyone to come in because of the rain. But you never know what could happen when the rain stops,” Darren said.

      “Are we going to let all of them stay like the mountain lions?” Tara asked.

      “I don’t know, perhaps. It would be rude of us to turn everyone away, wouldn’t it? We always should be kind to our neighbors, even when they’re animals,” Darren said.

      “Unless we want to eat them,” Brent said. Darren glared at his son. Michelle gasped in horror.

      “You wouldn’t eat them, would you? They’re just babies,” she said.

      “We’re not going to eat the lion cubs, or the Mommy lion,” Darren explained. “And I’m not going to hurt them either. Once this storm has ended I’m sure they’ll move along. They’re safe here, and we’re safe with them,” he said, hoping that he wasn’t lying to them.

      “Good. I don’t think I want to eat mountain lion,” Michelle said.

      “Me neither,” Tara said.

      Darren didn’t say it, but he was thinking that if they got hungry enough, they would start wanting to eat anything. Still, he could think of more appetizing things than mountain lions. They would take a lot of effort to skin. He didn’t like the thought of skinning the cubs, even though he was desperately hungry.

      “Daddy, I was thinking earlier. If it was my birthday, then that means Christmas is soon, yes?” Michelle asked.

      Tara hissed with excitement. It must have been something the two of them had been talking about with each other. Some things were so ingrained into their psyches they were impossible to forget, even though so much of their old lives had been consigned to the past.

      “Well, yes, I suppose it is,” Darren said warily. He glanced toward Betsy and Brent. Both of them were old enough to know the truth about Father Christmas, but he didn’t want Michelle and Tara’s lives to be spoiled now.

      “How is Santa going to deliver our presents when there’s no chimney? And are the mountain lions going to get presents if they’re here with us?”

      “Well, I don’t really know,” Darren said. “But Santa is magical, and he’s been delivering presents to people without chimneys for many years now. So, I imagine he’ll find a way,” Darren said, hoping he wasn’t making a promise he couldn’t.”

      “But don’t forget that a lot has happened in the world, Michelle. We don’t really know if Santa is still out there,” Brent said. Darren knew that Brent only was trying to help, but he couldn’t have said a worse thing if he had tried. Darren would rather have had him say the truth; that Santa didn’t exist.

      “Do you mean Santa died?” Michelle asked, her eyes wide.

      Her lower lip trembled and her eyes glistened with tears. Tara clung to her, and then started wailing. She buried her head in Betsy, and Betsy glared at Brent, who looked incredibly guilty and remorseful. He stammered, trying to explain that he didn’t mean that. Darren nodded toward him, making sure Brent understood that Darren wasn’t upset with him. Often in life you say something that was meant to be taken one way and was misinterpreted, especially when it came to children. Brent only had been trying to help.

      “Of course your brother didn’t mean that. How could he when we all know that Santa is magical, and he can’t die?” At this, Betsy and Brent nodded along with him.

      “All Brent meant was that Santa has a lot of people to help now. While we’re here it might not be as easy for him to find us as it has been in the past. But don’t forget that Santa is magical, and he always rewards good boys and girls.

      I’m sure he’ll get a present to you. But it’s also important not to forget that presents don’t always have to be wrapped, and they don’t always have to be toys. Presents can come in many different shapes and sizes. So maybe the present Santa gets for you this year isn’t going to be something you’re used to getting, and that’s okay. You just have to look at things a little differently, okay? But Santa is most definitely out there. He always will be. Because his magic protects him from the things that cause us harm,” Darren said.

      He was relieved to see the two girls accepted his explanation. Tara wiped her eyes and sat up.

      “What did you two used to do for Christmas?” Darren asked, trying to get them talking about something a little happier.

      “Our grandparents used to come over Christmas Eve,” Betsy began.

      “Grandma always used to see Santa riding his sleigh!” Tara added. Betsy smiled.

      “Our parents got us these huge sacks that were filled with presents. We had so many in those and under the tree that opening them spilled over to the day after Christmas.”

      “And we’d leave milk and cookies out for Santa, and a carrot for Rudolph,” Tara added.

      “We did the same!” Michelle added excitedly.

      “We didn’t have sacks, though. We added stockings over the mantelpiece and they filled up overnight. They were easy for Santa to reach, you see,” Darren said, winking at Betsy. “What did you do on Christmas Day?”

      “We’d always wake up and Mom would make us breakfast. We’d open presents and then get ready for the day. We’d see our grandparents again for a big lunch, play games. It was really fun. I guess we’re not going to be doing that this year,” she said, her voice turning despondent. Darren suddenly realized that he may have made a big misjudgment.

      “No presents,” Tara said.

      “No stockings,” Michelle said.

      “No big dinner,” Brent said.

      “No time for frowns,” Darren said sharply, not wanting to let them wallow in their misery. The last thing he wanted was for them all to remember all the nice things that this world had taken from them.

      “You’re forgetting the most important thing about Christmas. It’s not the presents, the food, the decorations, or the games. It’s not even Santa Claus, even though he is a very important person and always would be welcome at our home. No, the most important thing about Christmas is…?” he said, leaving the question hanging in the air. Brent and Michelle should know this by heart because he had spent enough time drumming it into them over the years.

      “Family!” Michelle said, clapping her hands together.

      “Bingo!” Darren said, rubbing her head with glee.

      “Yes, exactly right. It’s family. Those other things wouldn’t mean anything if it wasn’t for the people you share them with. The most important message is that everyone loves everyone else, and that we’re there for the people who mean the most to us, our family. That’s what Christmas is truly about. You can have Christmas without presents, without a big meal, and without a tree, but you never can have Christmas without family.

      “I know it’s easy to remember all the things we don’t have, especially when we’re stuck in this cave. But it’s important to remember what we do have as well. We have each other, and that’s something we should be thankful for. Because there are so many families out there who have been separated from their families, such as Betsy and Tara here. We were fortunate to meet them. Now they’re a part of our family. Maybe as time goes by, we’ll meet other people and they’ll become a part of our family too. I’d like you all to try remembering that. Because without each other this world would be a far sadder place,” he said.

      They all looked at each other with warm smiles. Each of them knew deep down the true meaning of Christmas, and it was there in them, all the time. It didn’t matter what day it was or what season, as long as they held love in their hearts the Christmas feeling would be eternal.

      Tara and Michelle exchanged stories about school plays and other traditions that they weren’t going to be able to indulge in anymore. Darren felt a twinge of sadness as well. There was much that he was going to miss, especially around Christmas since it was his favorite time of year. But that just meant it was time to make new traditions.

      “I didn’t mean to upset them,” Brent said in a low voice, while Tara and Michelle were lost in their own world. “Good save, by the way.”

      “Thank you. I know you didn’t mean any harm. You just have to be careful with what you say around them.”

      “I’m sorry too, for earlier,” Betsy said. She looked a little sheepish.

      “Don’t worry about it. We’re all safe, and soon enough this storm is going to end. The other thing that’s important about Christmas is looking toward the future and thinking about the way we want things to be, which also ties in nicely with the New Year coming up. I want you both to think about the way you’d like your lives to be and how you want us to progress next year. I don’t want you to make resolutions exactly, but just think about some things you’d like to accomplish over the coming year. Then we’ll see if we can make a plan.”

      “What kinds of things?” Betsy asked.

      “It could be anything really,” Darren said. “Just give it some thought and we’ll talk about it in a few days. There’s no rush or anything.”

      He hoped that giving them this task would allow them to focus on something else other than their past. While Darren found it difficult to think too far into the future, he knew it was important, to always keep trying to improve. Otherwise, you ended up staying in the same circumstances and that never got anybody anywhere.

      The five of them settled down together in the warmth, talking softly. Through the groups of rocks Darren kept an eye on the mother mountain lion and her cubs. They were basking in the soft glow of the fire while the rain continued pouring outside. It was an unlikely scene, but a peaceful one, and wasn’t that what Christmas was all about?

      Now that his clothes were dry and the children safe, Darren finally could relax. He leaned back against the rocks and was so tired that they even became comfortable. He closed his eyes and fell asleep to the sounds of his children talking amongst each other, and just like the mother mountain lion he allowed himself some rest.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Darren was standing outside in the forest. Water was pouring down around him, and it was as though he was standing in Atlantis. The water came up to his waist, and was rising all the time. After treading to keep himself above water, he tried planting his feet on the ground but quickly realized there was nothing there. Then he looked around and was astonished to find that the water had risen so high it had carried him parallel with the tops of the trees. He swam toward one as he felt the current surging around him, trying to carry him away. He reached out and grabbed a sturdy branch, and then clung on for dear life.

      Darren wiped his face and tried taking stock of his surroundings. It was difficult to get the lay of the land when it was submerged in water, though. Everything looked so different. The land had become an ocean. But there! He saw the tip of the mountain where the cave was located and he smiled. He could make it back. Maybe there was a barrier and the water hadn’t spilled into the cave.

      He was about to swim toward it when something bobbed his way. A body. He reached out with one hand and pulled it close, and was horrified to see that it was Brent.

      “No,” Darren sobbed.

      Brent’s skin was oily and pale. His eyes were gray and lifeless. He was covered with moss and his clothes were drenched. The water had gotten to him. Darren wrapped his free arm around his son’s limp body and wept inconsolably. The tears trickled down his cheeks and merged with the water around him, becoming an ocean. All Darren wanted was to hold onto Brent forever, but he knew he couldn’t. He let go, and watched Brent’s body drift away.

      Moments later, Michelle’s body drifted past him and he had the same reaction, then Betsy’s body, then Tara’s. All of them were pale and lifeless. There was nothing he could do. It was as though their deaths had been ordained by fate, and how could one man fight against fate?

      Anger and sadness coiled within Darren. The shock of seeing his children in this state had paralyzed him, but once he regained his senses. He let go of the branch and swam towards them, not wanting to see them drift away into the horizon. They all should be together, even if they were dead. They were a family.

      But when he tried swimming toward them the current became stronger and eddies prevented him from making any headway. He expected that the current would carry him closer to the bodies, but it did not. They were free, and they disappeared.

      That was when Darren gave up, and let the current take him.

      The water surged around his body, gripping him in its powerful hold, and pulled him along. It dragged him past the trees, away from the home he had known for the past several months, but where it was taking him he did not know. He wasn’t even going to fight against it either. What was the use when he had lost everything that mattered to him?

      Darren closed his eyes and let the crest of the waves rush over him. He gasped for air, and then found himself submerged in the cold, watery world. Leaves and twigs floated around aimlessly. The forest path stretched out underneath him, but there was no use sticking to it. Darren let his arms fall by his side and decided to simply let the current take him.

      But then he felt a break in the water and above him a hand came down. It gripped the scruff of his neck and pulled him up. Darren struggled, calling out in anguish, but there was no sound to his voice until he broke through the surface.

      “No! Let go of me!” he cried, but to no avail.

      He was pulled up like a drowned rat and deposited on a hard surface. He coughed up water. His chest heaved. He needed a few moments to become aware of his surroundings, but when he did, he reeled with shock. He was on Santa’s sleigh.

      A huge sack of presents was beside him, and in front of him were Rudolph and all the other reindeer, dutifully waiting for their master to grasp the reins. And there he was, in all his scarlet glory. Santa towered above him, wearing thick black boots, a red fur cloak, his belly protruding and his beard cascading down his chest. But as Darren’s gaze rose his face twisted in horror because Santa Claus was actually Bill.

      “You!” Darren screamed, and pushed himself up, lunging at Bill. Bill merely laughed and stepped out of Darren’s way, surprisingly agile for such a big man.

      “That’s not right. You shouldn’t be attacking Santa Claus,” he said in a deep, cheerful voice.

      “You’re not Santa. You’re a monster,” Darren said.

      “Watch out, or you’ll be on my naughty list,” Santa said, wagging a finger. He pulled out a long list from his pocket and sighed.

      “Sadly, there are always more names on here every year. It’s as if people have forgotten how to behave. And you, well, what can I say? How could you have led your family into this nightmare?”

      “What?”

      “This? It’s all your doing. You could have stayed in the city, in your home, where the walls were sturdy and there was food in the pantry. You didn’t know that the world had ended, you just guessed. It’s very naughty of you, to put your own desires ahead of the safety of your family.” Santa leaned in, and Darren could smell the stale whiskey on his breath. “We both know why you came out here anyway, don’t we?”

      Santa’s eyes were twinkling, but it wasn’t a kindly twinkle.

      “Why?” Darren asked almost afraid of the answer.

      “Because you wanted out of your old life, of course. You just were waiting for the day when something would go wrong, praying for the world to change so you wouldn’t have to work two jobs any longer. And then it happened. And the first thing you did was run away so you could play at this little adventure.

      “You didn’t know that the power wouldn’t be restored. You don’t know about the state of the city either. There might be safety shelters that could protect your children. But you don’t want anything to do with society anymore, do you? All you want to do is stay out here in the wild with your children and pretend like you’re the only people in the world. Better that than face up to your old life, eh? You subjected them to this, Darren, because you wanted to be a hero. You wanted some excitement, and because of your selfishness they’re all going to die.”

      “No!” Darren cried. “You don’t know what you’re saying. I never would …” he said, but his words faltered.

      Deep down he had wanted things to change. Part of him even had been excited to embark on this adventure, but he never would have done anything to jeopardize the safety of his children…would he?

      A sliver of doubt began worming its way through his mind. After all, it was Santa telling him this, and Santa wouldn’t lie.

      No, it wasn’t Santa. It was some strange conjuring of his mind, a figment of his imagination.

      “You’re wrong,” Darren said.

      “Don’t lie to me. You can lie to yourself if you must. But never lie to me!” Santa screamed. As he did so he stretched out his arms and a cold chill blew all around, making Darren shiver. Santa threw his head back and laughed, which reverberated throughout the mountains and the forest.

      “What do you want for Christmas, Darren?”

      “I don’t want anything. Just my family,” Darren replied, his teeth chattering.

      “Come now, you always had a better imagination than that. Perhaps you’d like this back?” Santa said.

      He opened his palm and the air shimmered, changing to become a vision of the past. He and Stacie were sitting there with Brent and Michelle, sharing presents on Christmas morning. Michelle was sitting on his lap and Stacie was by his side. Brent was fetching presents from the tree and handing them out. Darren was overwhelmed with a sense of belonging. It was perfect, and it never was going to be again.

      “Or would you rather this?” Santa said.

      The vision rippled like a ribbon and changed. Darren was sitting alone in a cave, cloaked in shadows. He looked gaunt and haggard. His scratching beard was wispy and gray and his eyes were haunted. Rats scurried around and he seemed to be living on breadcrumbs.

      “Where are they? Where are my children?”

      “Where do you think they are? You were the one who brought them out here. Did you really think you could survive? What was going through your mind? They’re just children, and you’re just a man. You’re not made for this world. In a battle between man and nature there is only ever going to be one winner, especially when it’s such a pitiful specimen such as you.”

      “No…” Darren said, looking at his empty hands. There had to be more than this. There had to be something more. “How did they die?” he asked.

      “How do you think? Anything can get them. Infection, disease, the cold, starvation, a wild animal, there are a thousand ways to die out here, Darren. But if you want to look at the real cause, then look no further than yourself. You were the one who brought them out there. You were the one who subjected them to this world. You should have known better. You’re their parent. You were supposed to keep them safe, and instead you exposed them to nature.”

      “No…”

      Darren looked up and saw something moving behind Santa. He narrowed his eyes. Santa cocked an eyebrow and moved aside.

      “Ah, yes. I believe you know my little helper,” he said, and presented Stacie. She was wearing an elf outfit and was sorting out presents. She looked at him and smiled.

      “Hello, Darren. You’re looking well.”

      “Stacie?” Darren asked, confused. “What are you doing here?”

      “This is what I left you for. Don’t you understand?”

      “No, I don’t,” he said.

      Santa sighed as he sat down and patted his lap. Stacie stopped what she was doing and fell onto him, draping her arms around his neck. A flash of envy struck Darren. Santa just laughed, and then Stacie joined in. Darren had to stand there while the two of them mocked him, and there wasn’t anything he could do about it. Cold fury simmered in his soul. He clenched his fists and strode forward.

      “Not today, Darren,” Santa said, wagging his finger again.

      Santa took the reins and called to his reindeer. The sleigh moved underneath Darren, and he wasn’t able to steady himself. He lost his footing and toppled over the side, falling into the water with a splash. Santa rode off with Stacie, leaving a trail of sparkles behind him. Darren glared at him, utterly miserable.

      He pulled himself up on the top of a tree and straddled a branch. Had what Santa said been true? Darren looked into himself, but didn’t like what he saw. Perhaps he had been too eager to leave their home. He’d seen plenty of panic in the city, but maybe if he’d have just waited a little longer he might have been able to find somewhere safer.

      He started second guessing himself and wondered if he had been making the wrong decisions all this time. After all, could they have been worse off if they had stayed? Right now they were struggling to keep warm and struggling for food. They were barely managing to survive. This salvation wasn’t much salvation at all. And Santa was right, none of them had asked for this. But Darren had led them to this place and, ultimately, whatever happened to them was his fault.

      But, as he was lost in his musings, something caught his eye. He looked across at the surface of the mountain that had contained his cave (by now he had given up all hope of reaching the cave. It seemed impossible that it wasn’t filled with water.) and saw the pack of mountains lions. The mother mountain lion was there, surrounded by other adults. He knew they were the cubs she had been protecting. The mother had done it. She’d kept her children safe.

      “You can do it too,” a voice as soft as velvet said in his mind.

      He knew instinctively that it was the mother mountain lion talking to him. Her children were strong and proud, all because she had kept them alive, and he knew he could do the same. He was as strong as a mountain lion, no matter what his doubts said. He knew he could raise his pack to be as strong and as proud as these mountain lions.

      Darren stood up, straddling the branch, and bowed his head to the mountain lions. There was a deep respect between them. The mother mountain lion bowed her head as well. Then turned away, walking toward a new adventure. Darren watched them, and then saw the water seep away, as though the world was being drained. The forests and mountains were left cleansed and new. It was a brand new world, and it was his home.

      Darren awoke with a start, gasping for breath. It took him a few moments to gather his senses and become aware that he was still in the cave with his family. The children all were sleeping around him, some of them snoring lightly. Outside he could hear the rain, and near the mouth of the cave the fire still was going. He adjusted his position as much as he could without waking the children and saw the mother mountain lion looking back at him. The two of them were alike, kindred souls, and he found himself smiling at her.

      The dream had been a strange one, but he had a renewed vigor in his heart. He wasn’t going to let his doubts control him. He wasn’t going to let himself be ruled by fear. The ghosts of the past were strong, but he could endure them. The sight of Bill as Santa, and Stacie as an elf, was something he wouldn’t soon forget, but it also wasn’t something that would repeat itself. Neither would he forget the sight of his children dead, drifting away to the horizon. He would do everything he could to make sure that eventuality never came to pass.

      Darren leaned back against the rocks and waited for dawn to come. A new day brought with it new challenges, but he was confident the mountain lions wouldn’t pose a threat. For the time being they were in this together. While that remained true, he could count on the mountain lions to remain their allies. In the back of his mind he almost could hear the mother mountain lion whispering to him.
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      Darren remained awake for the few hours of the night that were left. Betsy was the first of the children to stir. She yawned, rubbed her eyes, and then groaned as she realized she couldn’t stretch out as much as she wanted because they all were huddled together.

      “At least we’re warmer than we usually are,” Darren said, speaking softly so as to not wake the others. Betsy was a little startled that he was awake, but she smiled at him, and wrapped her arms around her body.

      “It’s still too cold for my liking, though,” she said. Darren could tell she was still a little awkward around him because of the previous day. Emotions ran high, and it was easy to get carried away.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked.

      “The same as usual. Aching, hungry, but I’m beginning to get used to it.”

      “I’m not sure I’ll ever get used to it, to be honest.”

      “They’re still here then?” Betsy said, looking past Darren at the mountain lions.

      “They are indeed, and I’m happy to report they haven’t made any moves to eat us.”

      “Yet,” she said, and then laughed a little. Darren was relieved to know she still had the ability to make jokes. It was important in times of trouble to indulge a sense of humor. “Do you have any idea when this rain is going to pass?”

      “I’m hoping it happens sometime today. I’m trying to think about how long it took before the eye of the storm was upon us, but it’s hard to gauge. I can’t imagine it will be too much longer, though. We’re due a break, and I want to get back out there so we can continue with our lessons.”

      “It’s really helpful, you teaching us all this stuff,” Betsy admitted.

      “Well, it’s a pleasure for me as well. You’re all naturals at it, and I’ve really been impressed with the way you handle yourself, Betsy. You’re calm under pressure and you have a real knack for this sort of thing.”

      “I wouldn’t have called myself calm yesterday.”

      “We all make mistakes, and sometimes things get the better of us. But you listened to reason and what you did was borne from good intentions. Let’s not dwell on that, okay? Let’s just think about all the good you’ve done. But look, if there’s anything you ever want to talk about, please feel free to come to me. I know that you and Tara have been through a lot, and it’s not easy to process everything that’s been happening.”

      “Thank you, Darren. But, really, I’m not sure where to even begin. Sometimes I look around and I think to myself, is this really my life? Is this happening to me, or is this some kind of dream and I’m going to wake up in my own bed again?”

      “I think we all have those thoughts,” Darren said.

      The smile faded from Betsy’s face and she looked a little pensive. There was something else bothering her, but Darren wasn’t going to push it. He knew that if she was going to tell him what was on her mind, she had to do it of her own accord.

      “Can I tell you something?” she asked moments later.

      “Of course,” Darren replied, happy that Betsy felt comfortable enough with him to confide in him.

      “There’s just been something nagging at me ever since we got here and I’m not sure how to talk about it really.”

      “Just start talking and see what happens. I’m not going to judge you, and whatever you say to me is in complete confidence,” he said, in an effort to reassure her.

      Betsy took a deep breath and nodded.

      “It’s just that, well, I feel horrible for saying this, but one of the reasons I acted the way I did yesterday is because I’m glad me and Tara found this place. I feel so guilty for thinking badly about Dad. But I know we’re better off with you than we were with him. I feel so ungrateful, and like such a bad daughter. I mean…Dad’s dead. I shouldn’t be happy that we found someone to take care of us.”

      “No, Betsy, you should be happy. I know it must seem as if you’re betraying your father’s memory, but you have every right to be happy. Believe me, speaking as a father there’s nothing I want more than to see my children happy. If I died, then I’d want to know that they were being taken care of by someone responsible. It’s perfectly natural for you to feel the way you’re feeling, but I’d try not to get too upset about it. If your father is anything like me, then all he wants is for you to live your life the best you can,” he said. Betsy remained unconvinced, but she thanked him all the same.

      “Just sometimes I wish he was here, you know? I feel so bad that he’s missing out on Tara growing up, and that I’m not properly remembering him.”

      “I know how you feel. It’s hard when girls are that age. I’m sure Brent has mentioned to you about his mother and how she left. Sometimes I wonder how much of her Michelle will remember.”

      “Brent talks about her a lot,” Betsy said.

      Darren wasn’t surprised at this, although he realized Brent only was talking about Stacie when he wasn’t around.

      “The two of them were very close,” Darren said. It still pained him to talk about Stacie.

      “He doesn’t know why she left.”

      “I don’t either.”

      “Maybe it was something like what happened to my parents. I guess things get complicated as you get older.”

      “They do indeed. Trust me, people might say things get easier when you’re older, but they’re lying. The more you grow the more you realize the world is filled with shades of gray. I also wanted to thank you for how you are with Brent.”

      “What do you mean?” she asked.

      Darren had to tread carefully here because he didn’t want to do anything to interfere with Brent’s blossoming relationship. He’d never wanted to be the meddling parent, and he wasn’t about to start now.

      “Ever since Stacie left Brent has been…different. It wouldn’t be noticeable to anyone but me, I don’t think. He’s been great with Michelle, and he’s still been a good kid, but he’s lost some of that spark that made him happy. Do you know what I mean? Anyway, since the two of you have become friends he’s really perked up and he’s like his old self.

      “I know you’ve said you feel lucky you ran into us, but we’re lucky we ran into you as well. The more hands we have helping the better, as far as I’m concerned. And you’ve been really good for the family. In an ideal world, your parents still could be here, and Stacie still could be here and we all could be one big, happy family. But, unfortunately, we can’t control what happens to us, only how we react.”

      “Sometimes I think it’s crazy what’s happened. I find it hard to sleep, thinking about it. I don’t know how I’m supposed to feel sometimes.”

      “That’s just the thing, Betsy. There is no way you’re supposed to feel. It’s just a journey, and as long as you take steps forward every day, it doesn’t matter how big they are, only that they’re going in the right direction. The human soul is a funny thing, really. You might not think about something for a long time, and then something reminds you of it, and bam! You’re right back into the past, and there’s nothing you can do about it other than let the emotion wash over you and hope that it passes.”

      “You’re pretty wise, Darren. You know that?”

      “I have my moments. But please don’t tell Brent that, because I don’t think he thinks I am.”

      Betsy laughed.

      “He admires you more than I think you know. He’s always going on about you and how you used to bring him and Michelle out here camping when they were younger. I can tell from the way he speaks that you’ve always been a good dad.”

      “Well, thank you very much. That means the world to me,” Darren said, blushing a little.

      “Darren, do you think, I mean, I hope I’m not getting too personal, but do you think if you met someone you liked, I mean, that you liked more than as just a friend, you might actually go out with them? Like, in this world I mean,” she asked, casting her glance aside.

      Darren hid a smile. It was quite clear to him that she wasn’t really asking for him. She was asking advice for herself but found it awkward to talk about it with the father of her potential boyfriend. It was more than a little awkward for Darren as well. Betsy wasn’t even technically his daughter, and if he had his way, his kids would avoid all kinds of romantic entanglements until they were well into their twenties.

      That was the over-protective parenting part of him speaking, though. In reality, he knew that human coupling was a natural part of life and it was silly to avoid talking about it. Mistakes happened when people weren’t properly educated.

      As a parent it was his responsibility to talk about these subjects with his children, even if it was uncomfortable. He also didn’t want his kids thinking they had to go around keeping secrets from him either. The way to avoid that was to cultivate an open line of communication, where no subject was taboo or difficult. Darren always had wanted Brent and Michelle to know they could come to him about anything without fearing his judgment or his scorn. Betsy hadn’t spent enough time with him to know this, which probably was why she wasn’t talking about herself and Brent directly.

      “Well, the chances of me meeting someone in this world are rather slim. And I’m not sure I’m really in the place for a relationship right now. I still have a lot of emotional baggage from what happened with Stacie. But if I met someone I liked, and they liked me too, then I suppose I would be open to seeing how things developed.”

      “Even though things are the way they are?” she asked.

      “Well, there always are going to be reasons not to see how things go, but you’re never going to learn if something is going to work if you don’t try. If someone came along and we got along well, then, yes, I’d be open to it. But there are more things for me to consider. You, for example.”

      At this, Betsy looked embarrassed and turned her face away.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, my first priority is taking care of you kids. If I met someone, that would have to be their priority as well. I couldn’t very well go out with someone who didn’t consider the safety of my kids as their primary concern. But it would take a lot of time for me to trust someone, I think. I’ve seen a few people in this world now, and I can’t say that all of them have had the most altruistic motives. I’d take my time, and I’d make sure that I was truly comfortable with it.

      “I think that’s the most important thing anyway, realizing you don’t have to be pressured into anything. It’s quite valid to say you’re not ready and you’d like to take things a little more slowly. But, having said that, I think it’s also important to embrace these opportunities when they come along. We never can know when we’re going to get them again, especially in a world like this. We’ve all suffered through a lot. So, it’s important we take the victories that come our way as well as the defeats. We all deserve to be happy, Betsy. So, if there’s something that makes you happy, then you should go for it,” he said, and hoped that would give her everything she needed.

      “Thank you, Darren,” she said, smiling.

      They both felt movement beside them as Brent raised his head. His hair was tousled and he yawned, just as Betsy had done. He looked at them, blinked, and then asked them what the two of them had been talking about.

      “Nothing much,” Betsy said, but gave Darren a knowing smile.

      Before too long the Dawkins family was up and ready. All of them were aching because of the positions in which they had been forced to sleep. They took some time stretching out, and Darren showed them some of the proper positions for stretching their muscles. All of them listened dutifully.

      While he did this, he reflected on his conversation with Betsy and was glad he had been able to help her. He didn’t want Tara or Betsy to feel left out, or as though he wasn’t giving them the same kind of love he was giving to his flesh and blood. She was a good kid, though, and Brent could do far worse. In fact, Darren wished he had met a girl like Betsy when he had been Brent’s age. She had her head screwed on right and was a good influence on Brent.

      When they all were properly stretched, Darren suddenly realized something. He peered out of the cave entrance.

      “Listen to that,” he said. The kids looked at him quizzically.

      “I don’t hear anything,” Brent said.

      “Exactly, the storm has stopped!” Darren said happily. He clasped his hands and rubbed them together.

      “Does that mean the mountain lions are going to leave?” Michelle asked, a little mournfully.

      “Well, maybe not right away, but don’t forget that they are just guests in our home. They can’t stay here forever. I’m sure you don’t want to sleep like that every night, do you?” he asked. Michelle shook her head.

      So far, the mountain lions hadn’t shown any sign of movement. The mother lay stretched out where Darren usually slept, and her cubs were beside her. The warmth from the fire just about reached them, calmed them, and they slept soundly. Darren held a finger to his mouth, indicating for his children to be quiet as they made their way through the cave. Although he couldn’t ignore the spiritual bond that had formed between him and the big cat, he still was pragmatic enough to be cautious.

      One by one they quietly and cautiously edged along the side of the cave. Darren didn’t want to know what would happen when a mountain lion was given a rude awakening. Brent went first, holding Tara’s hand, and then Tara held Betsy’s hand, and then Betsy held Michelle’s hand, and then Michelle held Darren’s hand. They were like a chain of paper dolls until they reached the fire..

      They fixed themselves some food, and all the while Brent and Betsy kept a watch on the animals and the two little girls. Darren didn’t know which ones were more dangerous. Tara and Michelle were so transfixed by the sight of the mountain lions that they kept getting closer to them, reaching out to stroke them. To the girls, the mother and her cubs were cute and fluffy, and they’d been used to stroking cats in other circumstances, so why not this one? But, of course, these cats wouldn’t take kindly to being stroked, and they might stroke back, with claws as sharp as scythes.

      The five of them huddled around the fire, taking in as much warmth as they could, and shared a meager meal.

      “I’m still hungry,” Michelle complained after she had eaten her share. Darren felt a pang of guilt inside. It was his job to provide for them, and as it stood he was doing a lousy job.

      “Well, now that the storm has moved on we can go outside and gather more nuts and berries like we did the other day,” Darren said.

      “I don’t want nuts and berries! I want candy!” Michelle stamped her foot and pouted.

      “You can’t have candy, Michelle. It doesn’t grow on trees. There are a lot of things I’d like too, but I can’t have. We’re all in the same boat.”

      “I want candy!” she said again, this time louder.

      Darren took a deep breath and tried to remain calm. Michelle had been so well-behaved so far, but there were times when she could let loose with a terrible temper. Usually he could quiet her down with the help of her stuffed animals, but she only had Applejack with her. He wasn’t sure the toy pony was going to be enough.

      “Um, Dad?” Brent said.

      Darren was about to tell him ‘Not now,’ for he was dealing with Michelle, when he saw Brent and Betsy’s expressions. He looked behind him and saw that Michelle’s tantrum had awoken the mountain lion. Darren gulped as it prowled toward them all, not looking too friendly.

      “I don’t think she’s a morning lion,” Darren said, and ushered the kids out of the cave.

      Then he quickly put out the fire and carefully backed out of the cave. The mountain lion stood there, guarding the cave entrance, and Darren wondered if she just had taken it for her own.

      Michelle suddenly had forgotten her tantrum and now was clinging to Darren’s leg.

      “She doesn’t look very nice,” Michelle said.

      “No. That’s why we must be careful around her. She’s not like the cats we’ve seen before. But look, let’s go out and see what we can find out here. Hopefully, when we come back the she and her cubs will be gone,” he said.

      Usually he hated leaving the cave undefended in case other people came along and tried taking it for themselves. But he didn’t think anyone who came along would be foolish enough to try taking it from the mountain lion and her cubs. In fact, he didn’t think there would be anyone in this area anyway, not after the storm had raged for so long. He was certain they were alone.

      “Come along, let’s keep moving to keep ourselves warm,” he said.

      Their boots squelched on the muddy ground. The air was cold. The leaves were soggy and water hung from spindly branches. They paused for a moment and looked at the devastation that had been wrought by the storm. Trees had been uprooted and now lay like fallen soldiers, cracked and broken. Huge puddles shimmered. Everywhere had been drenched, and Darren pitied any living thing that had been caught in that storm, man or animal.

      “Dad,” Brent began, but Darren held out his hand.

      “I know what you’re going to say, Brent, and the answer is no.”

      “You don’t know what I’m going to say at all!”

      “You’re going to ask me if you can take the bike out to scout around,” Darren said. Brent blinked and looked a little sheepish.

      “No, well, I mean, since you brought it up, maybe I could.”

      “No, Brent,” Darren said firmly.

      “Aw, come on! I could take it along the path. I wouldn’t go in the mud, I swear! And I wouldn’t go far either. I promise.”

      “No, Brent. If you get caught in this mud, there’s no telling what might happen. I can’t spend my time coming to look for you if you get stuck. As for the path, well, how are you going to get through that?” Darren asked, gesturing to a huge puddle that blocked the path. It was more like a lake than anything else, and Darren didn’t like to think about how deep it went.

      Brent was crestfallen. Darren hated to be the bad guy, but it was for Brent’s own good.

      “I promise you, Brent, when it’s safe you can ride that bike to your heart’s content. Let the ground drink in all this excess water so the path is clear. Then you can go riding every day. Just be patient. You’ll get your chance, okay?” he said.

      Brent nodded, but it was clear he didn’t have much faith in this promise. It was a strange thing to get so worked up over a bike, but Darren appreciated the fact it was something Brent really wanted. He only hoped the water would clear up soon, so Brent had a chance to use the bike.

      The family walked through the forest, being careful to avoid the puddles and to not get stuck in the mud. They all were wearing boots, which meant their feet did not get waterlogged, and they were all grateful for this small mercy. As they left the cave Darren looked back and watched the mother mountain lion turn around and head inside, her tail slinking into the darkness. He wondered if she and her cubs would be waiting when they returned.
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      The Dawkins family strode into the forest carefully. Darren kept his gaze fixed on his surroundings, not wanting to be taken by surprise by anything lurking in the nooks and crannies of the woods. It was unlikely that anything was still there after the storm, but there was no telling what dangers lay in wait for them. They walked in a line, Darren in the front with Brent at the rear. Brent and Betsy held Michelle and Tara’s hands to make sure the little girls didn’t tumble over.

      Darren wasn’t sure what they were going to achieve that day. He mainly wanted to give the mountain lions the opportunity to leave the cave. Before the family had left the cave, Darren had put out the fire so the animals wouldn’t be enticed to stay by the warmth, and he’d kept the food securely in their packs. He didn’t think the animals would go rooting around in there anyway. Although their claws were sharp, he wasn’t sure they had the strength to break through the cans. He hoped their hunger would lead them out into the world and back into their natural habitat. Even though Darren had stretched, there was still a crick in his neck from the awkward position in which he had slept during the night, and he didn’t want a repeat.

      The woods looked much different after the storm. The water had been blown away by the tumultuous winds, and the stream had settled to be level again. There was still more water than what the ground could handle, but it gradually was draining away. The air had that fresh smell of water about it, but it still was cold, and Darren longed to be back by the fire again. He remembered what it was like being with Brent out here, struggling to build a dam against the rising waters. They had been fighting for their lives and it seemed strange that they were in exactly the same place, but were completely safe.

      The storm would move across the country and cause more trouble as it passed. For the moment the sky was calm, if gray, but it was surely only a matter of time until another storm came to disrupt their lives. They had to make the most of this respite and gather enough food and wood to create a stockpile so they could survive the next storm.

      Walking through the woods was taking longer than normal because they had to go carefully. The ground underfoot was muddy and dangerous, and they had to use their strength to pull their feet out of the mud. Tara and Michelle were finding it especially difficult, and soon enough they were complaining loudly. Darren tried telling them to keep going just a little bit longer, but eventually he knew he couldn’t delay their rest any longer. They all found a fallen log and sat on it. Brent and Darren lifted Michelle and Tara onto the log. Their legs dangled off.

      “It hurts, it hurts!” the girls moaned, crying and moaning in pain.

      The elder three tried to get them to calm down, but it wasn’t easy. Darren pried off their boots and saw the problem. Blisters were forming on their feet and skin had been pulled off. Their soft skin had not yet become calloused, and until that happened it would be vulnerable to the damage that hard hiking could inflict.

      Darren touched the sensitive parts of their feet gingerly, and the girls winced.

      “What do you want to do, Dad? Do we go back?” Brent asked.

      “No, we can’t let this stop us. We have too much to do,” he said, then directed Brent and Betsy to gather up some moist leaves. When they came back with a handful, Darren told them to start stuffing them into the girls’ boots. They all looked at him with confusion.

      “This will help, trust me. It’ll be a layer of comfort,” he said, while helping them.

      Soon enough a layer of leaves covered the insides of their boots. Both Michelle and Tara winced as they did what they were told and put their feet into their boots. Darren pushed their boots up and they both squirmed at the feeling of the wet leaves against their feet.

      “Are you sure this is going to work?” Brent asked.

      “Trust me,” Darren said. It was an old trick he’d learned while hiking when he was younger, and he was glad to put this wisdom to good use now. He picked up the girls, put them onto the ground, and told them to walk normally.

      “I don’t like this,” Tara said.

      “You’ll get used to it,” Darren said gently. Then he resumed walking, not wanting to waste time.

      They went to a clearing and Darren pointed over to a bush. Despite the ferocity of the storm, not everything had been totally washed away. Berries and nuts still were hanging from trees and bushes, all washed and ready to be eaten. Darren instructed the girls to gather as much as they could find. Betsy went off with them, promising to keep an eye on them this time. They didn’t need a repeat of when they thought the girls had been lost.

      Meanwhile, Darren and Brent gathered up some wood for the fire. Most of it was wet.

      “We can’t use any of this,” Brent said despondently, putting his hands on his thighs and shaking his head. He threw a hefty chunk of wood down and watched it land with a splat.

      “Brent, what have I been telling you all this time?” Darren said.

      “That this world will provide for us as long as we use our wits and ingenuity,” Brent said.

      “Exactly. So, take a deep breath and don’t give up. Think of a way to get around this problem. Do you really think all this wood is useless?”

      Brent looked at Darren, and then down at the wood. He bit his lip and frowned, gazing at it like it was some sort of specimen under a microscope. Brent shifted his position and put his hands on his hips, and then bent down to pick up the wood. Mud dripped from the bottom, and Darren was close enough that he could smell the earthy odor. Brent turned the wood over and over in his hands, looking at it from all angles as if the answer suddenly was going to present itself to him.

      Darren looked at his son with interest, watching the cogs turning in his mind. Darren offered him silent encouragement, willing his son on to understand how they could use this wood.

      Brent poked the wood and slapped it on all sides. He shook it and stepped back as mud dripped down and splattered onto his boots. He wiped the mud off and knocked on the wood with his fist.

      “Are you expecting someone to come out?” Darren asked, an amused smile on his face.

      Brent scowled at him. “I don’t know what you expect of me. This doesn’t make any sense. This wood is useless,” he said, and tossed it toward Darren.

      Darren reacted quickly and snatched it out of the air before it could hit him in the stomach. Brent had dug his heels into the mud and was just about ready to storm off, but Darren called him back.

      “I’m sorry if it’s unclear to you, but there’s no reason to get upset.”

      “I just feel so stupid. This stuff should come easily to me.”

      “No, it shouldn’t. This is what learning is about. There’s no shame in admitting that you don’t know something. That’s the only way you’re ever going to learn. I just was trying to see if you could figure it out for yourself. I didn’t when I first learned this trick,” Darren said. He placed his arm around Brent’s shoulder, and Brent relaxed a little, breathing a little easier.

      Darren held the wood up in front of their faces, balancing it on the tips of his fingers. The outside of the wood was dripping wet with mud and water.

      “Now, at first glance, you’re right. This wood doesn’t look like it’ll be any good on a fire. It’s wet, its muddy, and we probably should throw it back on the ground and try finding a better piece. But, of course, that’s going to be true of most of the wood around here. We can’t just let all this wood lie around without being used. So, how can we get some use out of this wood?”

      “I guess we could use it to build something,” Brent suggested.

      “We could, but I’m talking about with fire.”

      “Well, I guess we could find some way to dry it. If we had a towel or something, or if it was warmer. But I don’t think the sun is going to come out and dry the wood.”

      “I don’t think so either,” Darren said, looking up at the cloudy sky.

      It was bleak and miserable. The sun was hiding behind the blanket, not wanting to come out. Darren reached behind him and pulled out his knife. He started hacking away at the bark. As he cut it away the bright wood underneath became visible.

      “Oh, it’s so obvious!” Brent said, laughing at himself. He pulled away from Darren and took out his own knife. Darren handed the piece of wood over to him and smiled.

      “Yep, it is. I think sometimes we tend to over-think these things when the solution is actually pretty simple. All you have to do is cut away the outer bark and the inside wood is going to be perfectly dry. It might not be true for every piece of wood here, but it will be for the majority, and it’s much better to do this than to search the woods for the one good piece of dry wood,” Darren said.

      Brent nodded and thanked him for the lesson.

      “Now, let’s get to work and gather a good amount of wood. But be careful not to set any down on the mud. We don’t want it getting wet again,” Darren said, and carried some wood over to a nearby sturdy log, which they used as a bench.

      The two of them gathered up wood and then removed the bark. At first, Darren gathered the wood and Brent stripped off all the bark. There was soon more wood than Brent could handle. He shook his hand, gasping in pain.

      “This is hell on my wrist,” he said, flexing his fingers.

      “Take a break if you need it,” Darren said. He looked at the pile of wood and joined his son, stripping away the wet bark.

      “This is pretty different from what you’re used to, isn’t it?” Darren said. Usually Brent could be found staring at a screen, lost in a virtual world.

      “It’s kinda relaxing, though,” Brent admitted.

      “See? I told you there was more to life than your PlayStation!” Darren said, slapping him on the back.

      “Don’t get me wrong, though. I’d still prefer to be sitting at home playing video games,” Brent said.

      “I don’t know, a few more years of this and you’ll have forgotten all about our old life. This will be home to you,” Darren said. Brent suddenly looked admonished and bowed his head.

      “Actually, there’s something I wanted to talk to you about, Dad,” he began. Darren paused and looked at his son, noting the seriousness in his voice.

      “What’s up, Brent?”

      “It’s about what you said. I was thinking about Michelle and I just...I don’t want her to forget Mom. I know you don’t like talking about her, but we can’t just forget about that part of our lives.”

      “I know, Son. I didn’t mean to make you feel as though I’m trying to erase our past. We had a whole life together. I’m just trying to make sure we don’t dwell on the things we’ve lost. It’s a delicate balancing act and I know I’m not always successful in making it work. But you can be sure that I won’t let Michelle forget about anything,” Darren said.

      “I liked talking about Christmas yesterday. It brought back a lot of nice memories.”

      “Yes, it did. I hope we can do something for Christmas this year.”

      “If the mountain lions allow it,” Brent replied, with a wry smile.

      “We’ll check with them when we get back,” Darren said.

      His hand was starting to ache now as well, so he took a break. He noticed how Brent continually was looking over at Betsy, but Darren decided not to say anything. If Brent wanted to talk to him about it, then he would come to Darren in his own time. Forcing the issue wouldn’t do any good. Secretly, he suspected Betsy would take the lead anyway. She seemed like the type of girl to go after what she wanted when she had settled on something she liked.

      “I was thinking,” Brent began.

      “That’s always dangerous,” Darren teased.

      In such a tense world these moments of levity were precious. The storm had passed, and it felt better to be out in the world again, with the ability to roam around at their own pace and take in the violent beauty of nature. It was a relief to not have the rain pelting down upon their heads, or the wind trying to sweep them off their feet.

      “Anyway,” Brent said, ignoring his father’s jibe, “I was thinking we could hunt for something to have a bit of a feast. We could make it like a Christmas dinner.”

      “That’s not a bad idea. Although, I don’t think we’ll find a turkey around here. We might find some kind of bird, though,” Darren said, looking wistfully at the sky.

      “It doesn’t even have to be a bird, really. It could be anything,” Brent said excitedly. He took his knife and imagined he was hunting a vicious animal, ready to strike and claim the kill. Darren told him to calm down a little.

      “I think we should hold off on hunting until the mountain lions are gone. We’re supposed to be hoping they leave, not bringing food to their doorstep. I don’t really want to get into an argument about food with a wild animal. Somehow, I don’t think they’re the sharing kind.”

      “I guess not,” Brent said.

      “But we’ll start hunting as soon as we can,” Darren said. “I’m eager to get some real food in my stomach as much as you are.”

      “And what if they don’t leave, Dad? Are we just going to live with them?”

      “No, of course not,” Darren said. “We’ll find a way to get rid of them.”

      “Even if we have to kill them?”

      Brent’s question hung in the air.

      “You know, there’s a difference between killing something for food and killing something for any other reason. I don’t want to harm those mountain lions unless we’re in danger from them. That’s not the kind of message I want to leave you kids with. We have to be careful, yes, but I don’t want to kill those cubs. If it comes to it, we’ll find a way to scare them away. It might take a gunshot, it might take fire, but we’ll find a way, and we’ll take our home back. Of course, we could be getting ahead of ourselves. We might get back and find they’ve left.”

      Brent and Darren continued stripping off the wet bark. Darren whistled as he worked, finding the act of stripping the wood quite relaxing. They tossed the wet bark back down on the ground, finding no use for it at the moment. In time it would dry and might be useful again, but for the time being Darren and Brent only needed the dry bark. Eventually, they had enough wood for them to carry back.

      They glanced up and saw the girls busy at work.

      “It seems like that’s the end of the tantrum,” Brent said.

      “Until the next one,” Darren said. “Betsy is good with them.”

      “She’s good with a lot of things. We’re lucky we ran into them.”

      “Yes, we are,” Darren said, smirking to himself as Brent gazed at Betsy.

      Darren remembered what it was like to have feelings for a girl at that age. It seemed like the biggest secret someone ever could have. But in reality, it was obvious to everyone around you, especially adults, who had been through the same thing. It was funny how life was a cycle and people repeated the same behaviors over and over again. Darren just hoped Brent wouldn’t repeat his mistakes.

      “Come on, Brent, let’s keep going,” he said, and the two of them continued stripping the bark, just a father and son sitting on a log. Nothing could have been simpler.

      Darren wasn’t sure how much time had passed before the girls scampered back, showing him everything they had gathered. They’d managed to find a great deal of berries and nuts, all of them safe to eat. Darren was effusive in his praise, wanting to encourage the girls so they saw this as a fun family activity, rather than physical labor.

      “Betsy helped us get the berries that were out of our reach, but we found all of them!” Tara said.

      “That’s great,” Darren replied, and then pointed to all the wood he and Brent had gathered.

      The girls’ mouths hung open in amazement and they rushed over to Brent, wanting to understand how he had done it. He explained the process to them. But when they wanted to try for themselves, he shook his head, telling them they were too young to use a knife.

      Tara and Michelle were disappointed, but they weren’t yet old enough to rebel and make a fuss about it. Darren knew, however, that at some point the little girls would grow older and would have to learn how to use a knife. The thought of the two of them wielding such a weapon was difficult to believe. But many things would change in the future, and probably far more quickly than he’d like to admit.

      The girls’ praise did have a positive side effect, though, boosting Brent’s ego. There were times when Brent suffered from a lack of self-confidence and became discouraged. Darren put this down to the emotional turmoil behind Stacie leaving them. Before that, Brent always had been a confident boy. But his life definitely had been plunged into chaos and uncertainty reigned within him.

      Darren had to admit that the same was true for himself as well. When Brent or Betsy brought up the subject of him meeting someone it made Darren feel uneasy, and not just for the reasons he would admit. When Stacie left him, she not only broke his heart and tore apart their family, she also shattered his self-confidence. He began wondering if he was even worthy of love, and that was a lot of baggage to take into a new romance. Stacie evidently had decided he wasn’t worth loving, and that type of blow would take a long time for him to get over.

      In some ways, he thought it a blessing that they were alone and he didn’t have the opportunity to meet any new women. He didn’t have to face that challenge. Instead of taking a risk in the realm of love he could play it safe and refuse to face his demons. Still, one day he was sure he would meet someone he was attracted to again, and he’d have to deal with all these latent feelings. That wasn’t something he had to worry about now, though, and at least that was one less thing. There were only a million others.

      “Alright, girls and boy, I think we’ve been out here enough for today. Let’s go check the water supply. Then we’ll head back to the cave and see if those lions have left our home,” Darren announced.

      Brent had begun setting up a makeshift water system, using the empty food cans to collect the rain water. They could boil this water and, while it wouldn’t be very tasty, it would at least be another source of water. Darren didn’t like the idea of traipsing all the way to the stream every day, especially not when it was stormy like it had been recently. He was eager to check if the system had gathered enough water to make it a viable option. He hoped it had. They could use a win.

      Darren, Betsy, and Brent gathered up the wood. They ended up having to leave some behind because they had gathered and stripped too much. Brent looked sheepish, and admitted he may have gotten carried away. Darren told him not to worry about it. It wasn’t as though there was a scarcity of wood, and the practice would stand him in good stead for the future. Tara and Michelle stuffed the nuts and berries in their pockets and both were very proud of the work they had done.

      Because they were carrying the wood, Darren, Betsy and Brent weren’t able to guide Tara and Michelle by hand, as they usually did. Darren told them to walk carefully because the ground still was treacherous, and it would be easy for them to slip. He constantly had to remind them because all they wanted to do was skip around and go run in the mud. They seemed to find it amusing how the mud squelched in different ways depending on how they stepped on it. At one point Michelle jumped with a lot of force and managed to send mud spraying everywhere, at which point Darren had to get a little stern. After this, Tara and Michelle were subdued and walked more carefully, a few paces ahead of the others, but still within sight.

      Carrying wood was a cumbersome task and Darren made plans for the future. Hopefully the mountain lions would leave soon. Then they could have full access to the cave again, so they could arrange the bags properly and bring them out when they went foraging. He could see Brent straining, and at one point he stumbled and a chunk of wood fell from his arms.

      “Don’t worry about it, just leave it,” Darren said as he watched Brent try twisting his body so he could keep hold of all the wood while still reaching down to pick up the chunk he had dropped. Betsy had turned around as well, and then there was a scream.

      “Daddy!” Michelle cried out.

      Darren twisted around and his face paled as he saw Tara slowly sinking into the mud. He instantly dropped the wood he was carrying and ran toward the two girls.

      “Step back from there, Michelle,” he yelled.

      Michelle was trembling and couldn’t move. Darren reached her and pulled her to one side, sending her to stand with Betsy and Brent, who quickly were rushing forward.

      “Do you need any help?” Brent asked.

      “Stay back!” Darren called out urgently.

      Darren could hear Betsy gasp, but he couldn’t turn around to assure her that everything would be okay. That would have to be Brent’s job. Darren had to focus on Tara. He took a quick sweep of the area and immediately realized what must have happened. The ground was so uneven and had been abused by the storm so badly that some areas were basically sinkholes and one wrong step could lead to the swampy ground sucking you up. That was exactly what had happened to Tara. The girls never would have expected the ground to give way beneath them, and now the world had its grip on Tara.

      The little girl was wailing and thrashing around. She was waist-deep and sinking fast. Her small hands were clawing at the ground around her, but she only was finding mud, and her fingers swam through the thick earth like it was melted chocolate. Tears streamed down her face. Tara fought with all her might, but it was a fight she was going to lose unless Darren could help her.

      He had to be careful, though. If he started sinking too his mass was such that it would doom Tara, and the others would struggle to get them back.

      “Try to stay still, Tara. Moving around is making it worse. I know you want to fight back, but listen to my voice, okay? Just keep listening to me and try to breathe. In and out, nice and deeply,” Darren said, breathing along with her to demonstrate.

      Tara stopped thrashing, although she still was sobbing. It was hard for Darren to listen to her being in such distress. He stretched out his leg and felt the ground with his feet. When he was certain it was stable he stepped forward, getting ever closer to Tara. He wanted to move quickly as time was of the essence, but he knew he couldn’t afford to be reckless.

      He creeped forward ever so slowly until his feet found the beginning of the hazard. Thankfully, it didn’t seem to be too wide, and Tara wasn’t out of reach. The mud had taken her down to her stomach now, and she had to lift her arms in the air to prevent her hands from being submerged.

      “You’re doing great, Tara,” Darren said, shouting encouragement to the young girl as he steadied himself on the uneven surface and prepared to reach forward.

      Tara was looking at the mud and undoubtedly fearing the grim fate that presented itself to her; sinking into the darkness, being suffocated by the thick, sticky mud. Darren stretched out his legs and bent down, reaching out with his hand. Tara was straining toward him with both her hands, but she remained inches away. Darren was leaning forward as much as he could. His feet slipped forward and his toe dipped in the mud. It slithered over the toe of his boot and threatened to drag him down along with Tara.

      Darren focused himself and locked his feet in position, straining with everything he had to lower his torso. His abdomen ached and his spine was begging him not to bend forward anymore. But Darren grit his teeth and braced himself against the pain, determined to rescue Tara.

      He strained himself so hard it felt as though his arm was going to leave its socket, but Tara was straining too. She reached out to him with all the strength her tiny body could muster. Thankfully, Darren felt her fingers touch his. As soon as he felt this he grasped her hands and pulled her up. As she drew closer he ran his hands along her wrists and forearms, getting a better grip, and then hauled her up, fighting against the mud’s resistance.

      Tara cried out in pain. She was the object of a tug of war between Darren and the world, and Darren was determined to emerge victorious. It was as though the whole struggle of this apocalyptic world was encapsulated in this moment. One man trying to keep a child safe against a world that wanted to pull her into hell, but today that one man was going to win.

      Darren roared and snarled as he summoned all his strength and yanked Tara free of the mud. There was a huge pop as Tara broke free and fell into Darren’s arms, clinging to him desperately.

      “It’s alright now, you’re safe,” Darren said, breathing in deeply.

      His arms were shaking from the exertion as he held Tara tightly. The others came up to him and he reminded them to be careful so they didn’t suffer Tara’s fate. Tara was utterly shaken and scared. Betsy dropped all the wood she was holding and comforted her sister. Later, she would apologize for wasting the wood, but Darren didn’t blame her one bit.

      “Thank you for saving me,” Tara said when she had regained her senses.

      Darren said that she was welcome, and he always would do his best to protect her. In Betsy’s arms she soon seemed to calm down, although her bottom half was absolutely covered in mud. Darren didn’t quite know what he was going to do about that. He thought he still had some spare clothes of Michelle’s to use, although he’d have to clean those clothes. They couldn’t afford to have all their clothes dirty.

      That was just another thing to add to the list.

      Darren noticed that Michelle was subdued, and before they reached the cave he dropped back with her and allowed the other three to keep walking. He crouched down so he could look his daughter in the eyes.

      “Are you okay, Michelle?” he asked. From the way she turned her face away he knew she wasn’t. One of the good things about young children was they weren’t adept at hiding their true feelings.

      “I’m scared,” she said.

      “What are you scared of?” he asked.

      “What happened to Tara? It looked like she was going to die.”

      “I know it did. It was a scary moment, I was afraid too.”

      “You were?”

      “Of course I was. I didn’t want anything to happen to Tara.”

      “But you still did something.”

      “Well, being scared doesn’t mean you don’t do anything. That’s what being brave means. There are lots of times in life when we have to do things that we don’t want to do, but we do them anyway. Because if we let our fear rule us, then we’re not going to be able to help the people we love.”

      “I don’t want Tara to die. I don’t want any of us to.”

      “I know, Sweetie. Me neither. As long as we all take care of each other we’re not going to, okay?”

      “Do you promise?”

      “I promise.”

      “Good. Because Tara is my friend. I like Betsy too, and so does Brent,” she added the last part in a whisper, which made Darren smile.

      He told Michelle to catch up with the others but looked around him at the fallen wood. Brent was the only one to keep hold of the wood. It meant they would have to come back for more later, but it was a small price to pay for Tara’s safety.
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      The family trudged home, their steps becoming more labored as they grew closer to the cave. The surrounding area was a complete wreck, but the fortunate thing was there were no signs of any human activity, only the mountain lions.

      Darren cast his gaze in the direction of the city, wondering how people there fared with the storm. Being in some type of storm shelter was something to inspire envy within him, but he didn’t like the other risks associated with the city. He also spared a thought for the people he had met on his travels. He hoped they had managed to endure the storm, although the sad fact was that most of them would be dead sooner or later. Not all of them had shown the same foresight as Darren and prepared a shelter for just such a grim fate. Hopefully they could put off the inevitable for as long as possible. In the end, that’s all any of them could do.

      Darren gestured for Brent and Betsy to wait as he took the lead again and moved closer to the cave, trying to see if the mountain lions still were there. He didn’t want to make any loud noises that would startle them. So, he crept up as quietly as possible until he was in a position where he could peer into the cave.

      They largely had done away with all the cave’s defenses for the time being. After the water had drained away, and the bramble had been torn away by the frantic winds the cave entrance now was easily accessible. In time they would have to erect another barrier to prevent random people coming into the cave. But for now it was open to anyone, although the mountain lions were probably more of a deterrent than anything else had been.

      At first, he saw nothing but darkness, and he thought the mountain lions had moved on. He was about to call out for the rest of his family to join him when something gleamed in the darkness. The faint light from outside caught something inside, and the reflection of the mountain lion’s eyes soon became visible.

      The mother mountain lion prowled forward, her body looking lean and dangerous. The cubs were behind her, mimicking their mother, but without the intimidating aura. Darren gulped and held out his hands, hoping she lion wouldn’t attack. If she, did he never would survive.

      For the first time, he doubted the bond he had formed with the animal. It must have been all in his head, and that strange dream had played with his mind. He swallowed his fear and exhaled deeply, trying to remind himself of what he had told Michelle. He didn’t want to show any sign of fear or weakness in front of the mountain lion.

      “Remember me? I’m the one who got here first,” Darren said.

      The mountain lion stared at him for what seemed like an eternity, but this actually gave him confidence. He was sure that if she intended to kill him, she would have done so already. So, all he had to do was keep moving slowly and wait to see what she did. Darren held her gaze, and something about him must have won her respect. She turned her back on him, which he took as a sign for his family to enter.

      He waved them forward and, one by one, they entered the cave. They went straight to the group of rocks near the fire, avoiding the mountain lion and her cubs. Brent deposited the wood by the fire and looked warily at the animals. Darren tried to act as if they weren’t there, although it was increasingly difficult since the cubs became more active and started wandering around the cave. They seemed intrigued by the humans, but didn’t come too close. Perhaps they had been warned away by their mother, just as Darren had warned Tara and Michelle to not get to close to the wild animals.

      The first task was to get Tara out of her muddy clothes and dried. Tara wriggled out of them and started shivering, so they wrapped her in new clothes. Michelle was all too happy to share whatever she could. Darren took the mud-stained clothes. He wasn’t quite sure how he was going to clean them, but first he needed to scrape off the excess mud. Some of it had fallen away as Tara was walking back, but there still was a lot clinging to the clothes.

      They also had to check on the water system that Brent had fashioned. So, Darren and Brent did that while Betsy and the other girls stayed inside and arranged the firewood neatly, as well as sorting out the nuts and berries that had been gathered, along with the other food. For their protection, Darren had given Betsy the gun. He didn’t want to take any chances, in case the mother lion decided to become a threat.

      Darren held the clothes at arm’s length, not wanting to get too wet himself. He’d quite frankly had enough of getting wet, and was hoping he could stay dry for the foreseeable future.

      “How’s it looking?” he asked.

      Brent had taken a number of the empty cans and arranged them around the area in various positions and angles, intending for them to catch as much rain as possible. He had used vines and twigs to attach them, but sadly not all of them had been strong enough to withstand the storm. Most of them had fallen down and rolled around the ground. Some had been taken away to places unknown, swept up in the storm’s chaos.

      “I wonder where they ended up?” Brent asked.

      “Someone somewhere probably had an odd experience of seeing some empty cans dancing in the wind. It reminds me of a funny story…I think it happened somewhere in South America… where it actually rained frogs.”

      “What? There’s no way that happened,” Brent scoffed.

      “Oh yeah, it’s a real thing. What happened is that there was a storm, probably much like the one that passed through here, and the winds were so hectic that they actually brought up water from a lake, and the contents of that lake with it. So, the frogs all found themselves carried away by this storm, which happened to pass through a nearby town, and all the frogs rained down on it like crazy.”

      “Wow, I can’t imagine what that would be like, looking up to see it raining frogs. I guess maybe somewhere the same thing has happened with cats and dogs as well,” Brent said with a smirk.

      “Maybe,” Darren said, and went back to inspecting the cans.

      There were a few that had remained, although they showed a little wear from being buffeted around by the rain and wind. The cans were dented where they had been buffeted against rocks, but there were no holes, which meant no leaks.

      “This is the moment of truth,” Darren said as he pulled the cans down and looked inside. He raised his eyebrows as he looked in each one, and then passed them to Brent, who was more disappointed.

      “I thought there would be more. There should be, given how much rain there was,” Brent said.

      “Don’t forget that all these cans would have been dancing around out here. Any rain that fell in would have spilled out just as easily. So, it’s a bonus that we got anything.” He looked around. “You know, we might have more luck if we place them underneath trees so they catch the water that trickles off them, and the morning dew. It might be better than relying on a rainstorm.”

      “Maybe,” Brent said. He sounded despondent.

      “Hey, come on, Brent, this is a good thing here. It’ll take some work to refine it, but we’ve got a good idea here and we really can make something of it,” Darren said. Brent nodded and looked a little happier, but it was clear he still was disappointed with his efforts.

      “And now I have to find a way to deal with these,” Darren said, looking down at the sodden clothes. Brent had no suggestions either, but Darren wasn’t about to be defeated by something as simple as this.

      He thought about hanging them over a branch and waiting for the mud to slip off, but without any clothes pins there was no certainty the clothes wouldn’t just fly off and fall to the ground. Then they’d be even dirtier. He spent a few moments wracking his brain, as he didn’t want to go all the way to the stream, not right now anyway. He’d been walking around enough today. Then, it hit him, and he had to laugh at how simple the solution was.

      He tightened his grip on the clothes, brought them back, and then slammed them against the rocks just outside the cave. They made a loud slap and left a mud splatter. Darren had to recoil to avoid being hit with the mud, but he couldn’t prevent a few flecks from landing on him. He did this a few times before Brent called out to him and asked him what he was doing, afraid that his father had gone crazy.

      “It’s the only way to get the mud off. I can’t believe I didn’t think of it before. Don’t you remember when we used to go hiking, or when you used to play soccer and it was really muddy? We’d come back and slap the boots against the wall outside and all the mud would just fall away. The same principle applies here,” he said, and proceeded to slap the clothes against the rocks again. At first, the sound had come out of nowhere and shocked Brent, but now that he was aware of the source he wasn’t as taken aback.

      “Why don’t you try it?” Darren suggested, and handed Brent an item of clothing.

      Brent looked a little uncertain at first, but he soon found the simple joy in this activity. It was liberating to release his anger and frustration. The two of them started shouting as well, before they collapsed into laughter as their minds grew hazy with this release.

      The rocks were left with muddy patterns that looked like abstract art, and while the clothes still were stained and wet, they were at least free of excess mud. Darren took back the clothes he’d given to Brent. He decided they were as clean as they ever were going to get until he took them to the stream, so the two of them went back inside and got a fire started.

      When the fire was blazing, Darren put the clothes over a branch and held them near the fire to help them get warm. He checked them regularly until they were dry, and then pulled them off. In the meantime, the family wandered around their cave, trying to ignore there were deadly predators sharing their living space.

      It was an impossible thing to ignore, though. And as the following days unfurled, it was clear the mountain lions weren’t going to go anywhere. Darren wasn’t sure what to do about this, since now the family was starting to get on each other’s nerves.

      Michelle and Tara were throwing more tantrums, and the fact they weren’t having many satisfying meals didn’t help matters. Brent still was going on about riding the bike, and Darren was adamant that he wasn’t to go anywhere until the mountain lions had been dealt with. He wished he could make Brent see how dangerous the outside world was, but Brent couldn’t fathom the threats that awaited them, and Brent wasn’t equipped to handle them.

      Darren himself was feeling the effects of exhaustion and exertion. Since the five of them were sleeping in much closer proximity, Darren wasn’t getting much rest, for he was putting the children’s comfort ahead of his own. He could feel his temper getting short, and it took a lot for him to hold his tongue so as not to upset his children any further.

      The mother mountain lion didn’t seem to have any of these problems. She and her cubs had adapted to life far better than the Dawkins family had. Darren quickly grew envious of her and wished he had her same poise. He did notice that she hadn’t left the cave, though. He wondered how full their bellies were. He hated to think that he and the kids were just takeout.

      Although his stomach ached for the satisfying taste of cooked meat, Darren would hold off hunting until the mountain lions retreated. He didn’t want to do anything more to make them think this was their home, and bringing meat back here only would make them aggressive. So, they subsisted on nuts and berries and warm soup.

      One morning, Darren was lying down and the kids were up and about. He was glad for the rest, and like sometimes on a lazy Sunday morning after a hard week’s work, his muscles were aching and he couldn’t have gotten out of bed if he had tried. The rocky ground wasn’t even that comfortable, but his body was crying out for rest, so he listened to it.

      The two families that now were sharing the cave had come to something of an understanding. They didn’t interfere with each other, and no longer did the humans always have to sidle against the cave wall. When a fire was lit, the mother mountain lion kept her distance, but the cubs enjoyed the warmth, and like all youngsters, didn’t fear what they had not experienced. Darren wondered if the mountain lion had been scarred by fire. Wildfires had been known to spread through these woods in the dry summer months, and perhaps she had good reason to be afraid.

      Darren heard giggling, and a little growl. He looked up and saw Tara and Michelle crouched down, holding their palms open, feeding the lion cubs like it was a petting zoo. Fear flared inside him and he got to his feet, ready to call out to them, although he didn’t want to do anything to startle the animals. He hissed at the girls, asking them what they were doing, and the only thing they replied was that it tickled.

      The fear subsided quickly when Darren saw that the girls were in no immediate danger. The mountain lion cubs looked harmless, eating out of the girls’ hands. The mother mountain lion was standing back, watching the proceedings carefully, and once again Darren was convinced they were alike.

      “Don’t do it for too long,” Darren said, worried that the cubs would get too comfortable with the girls and start enjoying the taste of flesh. As cute and cuddly as these mountain lion cubs were, it was important to remember they would grow into dangerous predators with an appetite for blood, and a lust for violence.

      He looked toward Betsy and Brent and they just shrugged. He beckoned for them to join him, and when they came over he spoke in harsh whispers.

      “How could you let them do that?” he asked.

      “It’s not like we had much of a choice. We were tending to the fire and when we turned around it already was happening. I think they all are curious about each other, really. It’s quite sweet when you think about it,” Brent said.

      “But we have been careful and the mountain lions haven’t made any violent movements,” Betsy added hastily.

      “I’m still not sure about this,” Darren said.

      “You can’t really blame them, Dad. It’s not like there’s much to do around here to keep them occupied, and you know how Michelle is like with animals. She always was going to be intrigued,” Brent said.

      “Tara’s the same. And, to be honest, I have to admit that it’s hard not to go up and cuddle them. As long as we share the cave with these mountain lions, this eventually was going to happen,” Betsy said.

      Darren sighed. He knew they were right. Perhaps it was his fault for not driving the mountain lions away. Maybe he should have been more aggressive and defended his territory, but the mistake had been made and the mountain lions weren’t going to wander off. Either he would have to make peace with their presence or figure out a way to get rid of them. And he started thinking that killing them was going to be the only solution.

      He didn’t want to do it. He had fought against the idea initially. It was going to be even harder now that the family had formed a bond with them, but they couldn’t live like this for much longer. They needed every inch of space the cave could provide. They needed to be able to bring meat back to eat. They couldn’t live in fear of this predator.

      Darren’s gaze drifted across the cave toward the mountain lion mother and their eyes met. He wondered if she knew he was plotting her death.
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      The Dawkins family spent another interminable night huddled together in the darkness and Darren knew it couldn’t last any longer. The mountain lion and her cubs had to go, one way or another. He wasn’t about to take his family out into the wild and find another cave. The mountain lions had been born here. They could find another place to live because this was their natural habitat. Darren and his family needed it more than the mountain lions did.

      In the sleepless hours of the night Darren was trying to figure out a way to drive the mountain lions away without actually harming them. He thought about taking the fire and using it to frighten them away but thought that might provoke them. And he didn’t want to spend every minute of every day chasing them away. Because at some point the chase was going to have to end, and as soon as he turned back toward the cave, the mountain lions would return. It wasn’t as though he could keep a fire burning eternally, after all. If the mountain lions wanted to be here, there wasn’t much he could do to stop them.

      The second idea he had was to do something to scare them away, perhaps making masks and rudimentary weapons out of the materials at hand. They were industrious enough that they probably could make masks to wear, and the plan would be to frighten the mountain lions so much that they ran away.

      Of course, there was one dramatic flaw to that plan. The mountain lions were just as likely to attack out of fear as they were to run. Darren couldn’t put his children in that much jeopardy, so quickly dismissed that plan. Besides, it also had the same flaw as trying to drive them away with fire, there was nothing from stopping them from coming back.

      It soon became clear there was no way to drive away the mountain lions short of force, and even then, there was no guarantee they wouldn’t return. The only way to get rid of them was to kill them, but the thought unsettled Darren. After all, the mountain lions hadn’t actually done anything wrong. They only were doing what came naturally, following their survival instinct.

      It seemed cruel to kill them for wanting shelter, and to punish the mother mountain lion for wanting to keep her cubs safe. But Darren had to do what was right for his own kids. The law of the jungle was you had to do what was best for your own family. So, Darren realized he would have to steel himself for the task.

      He rationalized it by telling himself the mountain lions also would provide them with plenty of meat, enough to fill their bellies for a few weeks at least. That would give them more strength to forage for longer periods and make better defenses for their home. They might also be able to skin them and use the fur for new clothes as well. But the fallout would be almost be worse than the actual act itself. It would be hard for Tara and Michelle to understand. They might even see him as a monster, but there didn’t seem to be any other option for him.

      Still, it almost seemed as if he was betraying the mother mountain lion somewhat. It was as though he was taking a gun to his own head and killing himself, such were the similarities he found between himself and the mother mountain lion. Tara and Michelle would want to keep the cubs alive, of course, but such a thing couldn’t be allowed to happen. They only would grow up to be as deadly as the mother herself, perhaps even more so.

      But as slivers of daylight broke through the gloomy darkness of the cave, Darren rose and looked out, and saw that the mother mountain lion was absent.

      Are they gone?” Brent asked.

      “She is,” Darren said, “but she’ll be back. She wouldn’t have left them,” he said.

      He looked down at the cubs who were still sleeping, writhing on the ground, stretching their paws out to try reaching for their absent mother. Darren stood up while the other children slept.

      “Where has she gone?” Brent asked, following him.

      “Probably to hunt, which bodes well for us. It means she’s decided that we’re not going to be their dinner. But I’ve been thinking about what we were talking about earlier. I don’t think these animals can stay here any longer. There’s only one way they’re going to leave, but it’s not going to sit well with the girls. When the time is right, I want you to take them out to gather some berries, and when they’re gone, I’ll do it. I’ll kill these cubs,” Darren said, looking down at the cute, helpless cats.

      It seemed wrong to be plotting their doom, but he knew it was the only way. However, he couldn’t shake the feeling he was doing something terrible. It was as though someone was plotting the death of his own children in his absence, and shame rose through his soul.

      However, to survive meant making difficult decisions, wrestling with a conscience, and ultimately making the hard choices. Darren knew the cubs wouldn’t make it through the day, and when the mother returned, she would find death waiting for her.

      The girls didn’t suspect a thing as they rose, and when Brent asked them to go out with them they didn’t question it. Betsy did, though. Darren saw Brent whisper something in her ear, and then she looked at Darren with sadness in her eyes. It wasn’t something any of them wanted, but Brent and Betsy were old enough to realize it was the way things had to be.

      Alone with the cubs, Darren went to get his gun. But as he took aim at them, he saw a shadow crawling over the wall. The mother mountain lion had returned.
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      Find out what happens in part four! Available Now!
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