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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Darren woke up. It was years ago, his birthday. Stacie was standing in the doorway, clad in one of her silken robes. Brent bounded past her into the room, leaping on the bed with a present in his hands. He looked so proud of himself. It was the first time Brent ever had chosen a present for his father himself. Darren couldn’t even remember what it was exactly, but the fact that Brent had chosen it made it special. Darren had been perfectly happy in that moment. He had the perfect family, and was confident that nothing ever would change.

      Brent asked him how it felt to be old. Darren had tickled him and tossed him on the bed playfully, claiming that he wasn’t old. Brent giggled, and then Stacie ushered him off to get ready. She closed the door behind her, bit her lip, and slowly undid the thin piece of silk that kept her robe together. She crawled onto the bed, the robe fell open, revealing her supple flesh. Darren felt a sharp intake of breath as she promised him a special birthday present of her own.
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        * * *

      

      Now it was years later. He was in the hospital, pacing back and forth as he waited for news from the nurse. Brent was sitting on the chair, his legs swinging. He was reading a Spider-Man comic. Darren’s stomach crawled with nerves.

      Things with Stacie hadn’t been too great during the past year or so. Some of the fire had left their marriage, and Darren wasn’t sure how to get it back. It felt as though it was just one of those phases that married couples went through. Times were tough, especially with Michelle on the way. He hoped that once their little girl was born things would start to get back to normal.

      But the love of a child couldn’t mend the love he and Stacie needed to have for each other for a marriage to work.

      “One day you’ll remember this as really special,” he told Brent. “When you were being born, I was standing out here alone, freaking out, wondering what was going to happen.” He’d wanted to be in with Stacie, but she had wanted him to remain outside. She said she didn’t want anything to ruin the way he looked at her naked body. He tried telling her she was being silly, but she wasn’t having it.

      At 2:10 p.m., Michelle came into the world. So small, so weak. Brent had looked at her, amazed.

      “It’s our job to look after her,” Darren said. He wondered if Brent fully grasped his duties as a big brother.

      Stacie looked pale, weak, but she was smiling. Darren kissed her softly on the lips and then handed Michelle back to her. There was something wrong. Darren knew it, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on it. Stacie just seemed like a shadow of herself, while he was bursting with happiness. He told her she was beautiful, and that they should be proud of giving birth to such a cute baby as Michelle.

      “Was I cute?” Brent asked.

      “Sure you were, Buddy,” Darren said, laughing. He didn’t remember Stacie laughing.

      Somehow, he’d gotten the sense that the birth of their daughter wasn’t as happy an occasion for Stacie as it was for him. It became apparent much later.
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        * * *

      

      A few months after Stacie and Michelle had returned home from the hospital, Darren had been trying to figure out a way through life. It seemed as though, somehow, he and Stacie had taken the wrong turn somewhere and found themselves in a labyrinth. There was no string to help them find the way out, only dark shadows of emotion. He couldn’t remember the last time they had been physically intimate. Every caress he gave her was met with her turning her back to him, saying that she was tired or drained. Darren replied with a sigh. He didn’t want to push her, but she was his wife. They were supposed to be partners.

      Things hadn’t changed as much as he had hoped with the birth of Michelle. Stacie seemed to be going through the motions of her life without properly engaging in them.

      Darren didn’t understand what had happened, and Stacie never wanted to talk about it. They were like two strangers living together, and Darren had no idea at which point things had turned for the worse. He’d looked back over the years they had spent together and tried to pinpoint an exact moment where things had shifted, but he was unable to find one. There just had been a long crawl to misery, and neither of them had done anything to stop it.

      One day, Darren was coming in after working in the yard. Michelle was napping and Brent was out playing with his friends. He heard sobbing coming from their bedroom, and when he peered in he saw Stacie perched on the end of the bed with her head in her hands. She looked forlorn, red-eyed, and her body shuddered.

      Part of him, to his shame, thought about walking away and leaving her to her sorrow. But he still loved her. He walked inside and closed the door behind him. As soon as she became aware of his presence Stacie turned her face away, trying to put distance between them again. This time Darren wasn’t going to be so easily dissuaded. He walked up and sat down beside her, putting his hand on her shoulder.

      She flinched.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked softly,

      “She’s just not what we hoped for, is she?” Stacie said. “All of this…it’s not what we’ve planned. It’s just…it feels like we’ve missed a step somewhere.”

      Darren couldn’t believe his ears, and he wasn’t sure how to respond. Michelle was a darling girl and he valued the life that he and Stacie had built together. To hear that she thought it wasn’t enough made his heart break. He rose from the bed, feeling anger rising within him, and he knew he had to extricate himself from the situation as quickly as possible before he said something he would regret.

      “Stacie, I love you, and the kids love you. We’re a family, but right now you don’t feel like a part of it. I guess you have to figure out if you want to be a part of it or not.”

      He closed the door behind him.
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        * * *

      

      It was their wedding day. Stacie was resplendent. The white dress clung to her curves, and Darren knew that he was a lucky man. He had no idea how he’d managed to land the voluptuous, raven-haired Italian beauty, but they were going to spend their lives together, and it was going to be wonderful. When she walked up the aisle he thought his heart was going to break due to the sheer force of the love and passion he felt for her.

      When they clasped hands an electric feeling surged through him. Everything melted away when he looked in her dark, liquid eyes. She was his universe, and within those eyes he saw his entire future. She was his home, his family, and they would be together forever.

      They spoke their vows and kissed each other tenderly. Cheers rose from those in attendance. They ran to the car, showered in confetti, smiling and laughing and kissing. They couldn’t keep their hands off each other.

      That night was the night Brent was conceived. It was passionate and sultry, filled with lust and love and temptation. They seduced each other and basked in the warm glow of their love. Brent was a product of that love, but in that moment it just had been the two of them in blissful union. They shared whispers about the future, and both had the same ideas of how their lives were going to turn out. Darren knew that Stacie was his soul mate, and he easily could imagine the two of them sitting on a porch together when they were older, looking out at the sunset while their grandkids scampered around the yard.

      It was going to be a perfect life.
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        * * *

      

      Darren woke up alone. Stacie’s side of the bed had not been slept in. The closet door was open and her clothes were gone. He went downstairs and found the note she had left for him on the kitchen counter. He read the words, but he could not believe them. How could she leave him so easily? How could she do this to Brent and Michelle?

      The signs had been there long before Michelle had been born, but Darren had been sure that things could have become better. All they needed was a chance. Darren knew that Stacie had been struggling, and in that moment he felt like a failure, not just as a husband, but as a man. His wife, the love of his life, had been struggling emotionally, and he hadn’t done enough to help her.

      He’d asked her to decide if she really wanted to be a part of their family or not, and she had chosen the latter.

      He almost understood how she could do that to him, but never would understand how she could leave their children. He read and re-read the letter, hoping that it would make more sense the more he read it.

      It didn’t.

      Stacie had left, and she wasn’t coming back. The dreams he’d had for the both of them had been his dreams alone. He wondered if their entire relationship had been a lie. Tears fell from his eyes as Brent came down the stairs. He saw his father clutching the letter, and knew something terrible had happened.

      Darren somehow had to tell his kids their mother had left them, while trying not to break down himself. Stacie had been his everything. Pictures of her haunted him, and even when Darren took them down he still had his memories. Even though she had left them, she was not truly gone. How could she be when she was such an integral part of their lives?

      She never would be gone.
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        * * *

      

      It was the first time they had met. She was at the end of the bar, looking gorgeous, in a green dress that showed off her voluptuous curves. Her long black hair fell to the middle of her back. Silver sparkled around her neck, and her eyes shone. Her smile lit up the room. As soon as Darren had laid eyes on her, everything else had melted away. It was as though she had been plucked from one of his dreams and made real. He watched as a few men approached her. They all were rebuffed. Darren licked his lips and always told himself that he needed just one more drink to work up enough courage.

      Then she turned toward him and smiled.

      His whole world changed in that moment.

      It was as though something possessed him. A force lifted him and made him walk across the bar, closing the distance between them. He sidled up to her and was immediately intoxicated by her floral perfume. Her beauty played havoc with his senses, and he knew that if he didn’t marry this woman, he always would regret it.

      He bought her a drink, and the rest was history.

      Darren groaned as he opened his eyes. His body ached all over. The metallic taste of blood filled his mouth. Groggy, it took him a few moments to regain his awareness of what had happened, and then his eyes shot open. They darted around, looking for his kids. He tried to move, but found that his hands had been tied to one of the rocks. He kicked and yelled.

      “Where are my kids? Brent? Michelle! If you’ve done anything to them…”

      “You’ll what?” a voice replied. A shadow fell over Darren as the man who had knocked him out towered above him. He snarled. Darren snarled back.

      “What have you done with them? Who are you? What do you want with us?”

      “So many questions,” Goatee said. Darren looked past him, trying to see any sign of his kids. He only saw the other two men laid prostrate on the ground. Fear and anger ran through his mind. He had let his kids down, and that was unforgiveable. If any harm had come to them, he would kill this man, and he wouldn’t regret doing so.

      He tested the strength of the rope to no avail. The man had done a good job of keeping him secure. Darren was completely at his mercy.

      “Are you going to answer any of them?”

      “Sure thing, Dad,” Goatee said with a wolfish grin.

      This only served to enrage Darren even more. He struggled against his restraints and kicked at the ground, but Goatee was standing out of range of any attack he could have made. Goatee folded his arms and waited patiently for Darren to get through his outburst. Gasping, Darren had to stop because his body ached from where he had been beaten. It had been a long time since he had been involved in a real fistfight, and he quickly was remembering how much it hurt. Despite all his training, a fistfight still was something of a lottery. Since there had been three of them, he considered himself lucky still to be alive.

      “I might answer them, if I’m in the mood. But the thing is you’ve killed some people I was quite fond of. I mean, I wouldn’t say I loved them. After all, how can you love a man with a face like that? But I considered them allies, friends even. We’d been through a lot together, and now they’re gone. It’s quite a compliment to you really. They were tough sons of bitches, and you must have been tough to take them out. But you also have to pay. Justice needs to be served.”

      Goatee spat on the ground beside Darren. His phlegm left a dark stain on the rocks. He crouched down onto his haunches. Darren noticed that he held the gun in his hands. Even if Darren could escape, it was going to be an uphill battle actually to overpower Goatee.

      Goatee still was out of reach of any attack, but now that he was closer, and they weren’t lost in the heat of battle, Darren could get a better look at him. His goatee was flecked with gray hairs. He had a scar that ran below his right eye, and his nose looked as though it had been broken more than once. His skin was pockmarked and he smelled rancid. His teeth were yellow, his clothes torn and stained. The man was a product of the wild, a natural predator. Darren didn’t think he had fallen far when the world had ended.

      Darren certainly had his work cut out for him.
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      “Where are my kids? I want to see them,” Darren said.

      “You’ll see them when I allow you to see them. You seem to think that you’re in a position to make demands. You’d better have a swift rethink there. I’m the one in control now, and you’ll do well to start listening to me,” Goatee said.

      “I just want to see my kids,” Darren groaned, twisting his neck around.

      “Dad!” Brent called out.

      “Brent! Is Michelle there with you?” Darren called out, his heart leaping. Michelle’s voice soon followed. Darren could hear the fear held within. He blinked, holding back tears. He had to be strong for them, just like he had been after Stacie left.

      “Shut up!” Goatee shouted, rising from his crouching position. He whipped the gun through the air and pointed it at the rear of the cave. Darren couldn’t see Brent and Michelle from his vantage point, but he had a good idea of where they were.

      “I told you to be quiet!” Goatee thundered. “If you can’t do something that simple then I’m just going to have to teach you a lesson.”

      “Leave them alone, they’re just kids,” Darren said, trying to get the attention back onto him. Goatee sighed and turned back to Darren, pacing across the ground in front of him.

      “I envy you this cave,” Goatee said, tilting his head up to look around the sturdy walls, “but I don’t envy you those,” he said, nodding toward the children. “I’ve never been a family man, and I’d hate to be one in a world like this. There are a lot of dangers around.” He smiled as he said this and narrowed his eyes toward Darren.

      Darren scowled.

      “What do you want?”

      “Oh, there’s plenty of things I want. Justice for one, like I mentioned. I have to give it to you, you showed some good skills back there. If things had gone a little differently, I might be lying there with my friends, but unfortunately for you they didn’t. Still, I have to avenge their deaths. It’s part of the agreement we had. We always promised to look out for each other, and I am a man of my word. I’m sure you understand that. It’s a good lesson to teach your kiddies, after all. Now, me? I never had a good father. I learned all I know on the streets. I wonder what it’s like for them, having you to take care of them. You’re running a tight ship here. I mean, they haven’t even peed themselves yet. You’ve made it pretty good, I have to say. I didn’t think most people had it in them, but I guess you’ve got that survival instinct.”

      “Yes, I have,” Darren said pointedly, gritting his teeth.

      “Well, sometimes that’s not enough. My friends had that instinct too. We were going to ride through this world together, you know. But now those plans don’t mean shit.” He spat again. “And it’s all thanks to you.”

      “Look, you can do what you want to me, just leave my kids alone. I’m sorry for your friends, alright? But what did you expect me to do? I have a right to defend my home, my family. You guys came charging in here. I’m hardly likely to let you have the run of this place.”

      “It might have gone easier for you if you had. There is a pecking order to the world, a food chain. You’re not at the top, just FYI.”

      “Why were you even bothering us?” Darren asked.

      “We noticed you the other day. You’ve been busy bees, and we just wanted to check out your little lair.”

      “You could have just asked.”

      “I don’t think you would have let us in. Besides, we weren’t quite sure how many of you there were. We saw another family, and we didn’t know if the two of you were working together.”

      “Well, now you know.”

      “Yes, I do.”

      “If you’re going to get this justice you think you deserve, then go ahead and do it. I’m tired of talking. Do what you like to me, just leave my kids out of it. They don’t deserve any of this. I was the one who killed your friends. I should be the one punished,” Darren said.

      “The thing is, that’s not really a punishment, is it? You’ll be dead, but you won’t really be hurt or scarred. On the other hand, if I take something you really care about…”

      Darren cursed at him and shook his whole body in an effort to get away, but it didn’t help. It only served to amuse Goatee. Darren stopped when he realized the only thing he was doing was entertaining Goatee.

      “You know, maybe there’s a reason I killed your friends,” Darren said. Now it was Goatee’s turn to scowl.

      “This is a new world. Everything has to change. Like you said, there’s a new pecking order, and I might not be top of the food chain, but at least I’m on the food chain. It seems to me like the weak are getting culled from the population and only the strong are going to be left to inherit the Earth. Your friends just weren’t strong enough, and sure, maybe I’m not either, but I very much doubt you are. There’s always a bigger fish, and it’s only a matter of time before one of them comes and gobbles you up. I think your friends were just too weak to live. They deserved to die, and right now all you’re doing is just wasting time, so get it over with and get on with your life. I’m okay with my place in the world. Are you?”

      Darren could see the anger simmering within Goatee. The man’s brow furrowed and his grip tightened on the gun.

      “They’re nothing now. Neither are you,” Darren added.

      That seemed to be the last straw for Goatee. He shoved the gun in the small of his back, preferring to assault Darren with his fists, enjoying the sheer brutality of it. He took a hold of Darren’s neck and began pummeling Darren’s face. Darren tried bracing himself for the pain, but there was no way to prepare himself for the shocking and savage attack. Goatee was using his face as a punching bag. Blood poured from Darren’s lips and nose. His vision went groggy, but it was better that he endured the pain rather than it being put onto his children.

      “No, stop!” Michelle said.

      Goatee didn’t even hear her. He punched Darren in the mouth and the stomach. Darren felt the air rush out of his lungs. He tried shifting his position to deflect the impact of the blows, but because he was restrained it was difficult to do so.

      “Michelle!” Brent called.

      Through his hazy vision Darren saw Michelle running up to Goatee. He groaned. She peppered his legs with blows from her tiny fists. It was like a mouse attacking a dragon. Goatee snarled at her and pushed her away. She fell onto her behind and started crying. Brent ran up and gathered her up. Darren exchanged a look with him. Brent seemed to know what it meant. He pulled Michelle out of harm’s way, but not before reaching behind Goatee and plucking the gun away.

      Goatee rolled up his sleeves. He was so focused on Darren that he hadn’t noticed Brent. He was blind to everything but the red mist falling before his eyes. His chest was heaving, and sweat glistened on his forehead.

      “Getting tired already?” Darren taunted. Then he coughed out blood.

      “You’ve got a smart mouth on you. I hope you haven’t taught your kids that because it’s going to get them into trouble.”

      “They know how to handle themselves.”

      “I hope so, for their sake, because I’m done with you. You’re more trouble than you’re worth. But before I kill you, I’m going to tell you exactly what I’m going to do with your kids, just so you can have the image in your mind before you die. After I kill you, I’m going to take your kids out in the wild and leave them there, just so they know they don’t deserve a place in this world. Then I’m going to make this my new home. I’m going to take all your food and all your equipment, and I’m going to keep it for myself. Then, I’m going to lie in wait for other people just like you and steal their stuff. I’m going to cause a lot of people a whole lot of pain, and it’s all thanks to you. If it wasn’t for you, I wouldn’t have this opportunity. So, I thank you, and now it’s time for you to die.”

      Goatee had a smug look on his face as he reached around to his lower back. That look evaporated when he realized the gun wasn’t there. Shock was etched on his face as he turned around and saw Brent holding the gun. The barrel was pointed straight at him. Goatee held his hands and changed his demeanor completely.

      “Now listen, son, we don’t need to do this. Let’s just take it easy. A kid like you shouldn’t be holding a weapon like that. Your dad and I were just having a little disagreement. I’m sure we can work something out.” He stepped forward, putting his hand out ready to take the gun, “I’m just teaching you all a lesson about what it takes to survive in this world. Put down the gun and I’ll--”

      He never had a chance to finish his sentence.

      “You hurt my sister,” Brent said.

      He pulled the trigger. The air cracked as three shots were fired, each of them finding their target in Goatee’s body. Goatee jerked as the shots impacted his chest. The first one found his shoulder, the next one was buried in his stomach, and the last found the middle of his chest. He doubled over and then fell to the ground with his dead friends. Blood sprayed over the walls, and he gurgled as he took his last breaths. His eyes were lodged open, staring up at the ceiling of the cave.

      Brent was in shock, his face white as a sheet. His hands trembled. Darren spat out blood and breathed a sigh of relief, leaning his head against the rock behind him.

      “Michelle, come and untie me,” he said.

      Michelle looked scared too. She was holding Applejack tightly to her chest, and it took him repeating the command for her to listen to him, but she eventually came over. Her small hands struggled with the tight knot, but eventually Darren felt it loosen, and he pulled his hands away.

      “Brent, you did so good,” Darren said, rushing to his son and taking the gun away from his shaking hands.

      “You both did,” Darren said, looking down at Michelle. He hugged and kissed them both. It had been quite an ordeal, and Darren wasn’t sure how the kids were going to deal with it.

      “I’m proud of you both. I couldn’t have done this without you. You really showed that you have what it takes to make it through this world. You’re both strong, brave, and I’m so proud of you. I love you. That was a difficult situation. I know it was hard for you. It was hard for me too, but we made it through. We did it, guys. We defended our home,” Darren said. He knew he had to try putting a positive spin on it for their sake.

      Michelle reached out a hand, tentatively touching the bruises and welts on his face.

      “Does it hurt?” she asked.

      “Yes, it does,” Darren said, smiling at the naïveté of the question. He licked his lips and felt the broken, cracked skin. He was glad there wasn’t a mirror hanging on the wall, for he was sure he must have been a gruesome sight. “But I’ll be okay. He didn’t hurt me too badly.”

      Darren hated lying to his kids, but sometimes it was necessary. This had been traumatic enough. He didn’t need to make it any worse. As far as he could tell nothing was seriously damaged. He was bruised and battered, but as he tested his body, he didn’t think anything was broken, it just would ache when he moved, which had been happening anyway.

      He glanced toward Brent, who still hadn’t said anything. The teenager just was staring at Goatee’s body. Darren told Michelle to go guard the entrance to the cave. He was confident nobody else was out there, so it wasn’t a dangerous job, and he needed some time alone with his son.

      As soon as she was out of earshot Darren placed his hand on Brent’s shoulder and moved into his field of vision, making it so he couldn’t stare at Goatee’s body. Brent was still as white as a sheet and looked paralyzed. Darren wasn’t sure if Brent really had listened to anything he had said.

      “Brent, look at me. Brent, is anyone in there?” Darren said playfully. It took a few moments, but eventually Brent’s eyes blinked and he looked Darren squarely in the eye.

      “I can’t take it back, Dad. I can’t take it back.”

      Darren felt Brent’s weight sink to the ground. Darren caught him and held him close, embracing him tightly. “It’s okay, Son, I know it’s hard, but you did the right thing. He was going to hurt us. He was going to hurt the family. You did what you had to do and I’m proud of you for that.”

      “I killed a man, Dad…” Brent said in a faltering voice.

      Darren lowered him to the ground so they both were sitting down. The two of them stared at Goatee’s fallen body. While he had been walking through the city, Darren had been asking himself how far he would go to protect his kids. When they had been followed and he had fired in the air he knew he was prepared to kill in self-defense, but Brent hadn’t asked himself the same questions. It was unfair to ask someone so young to carry that burden.

      But the deed had been done, and there was nothing Darren could do now other than take care of his son as best he could and try helping him through this trauma.

      “We’ll get through this, Son, together.”

      “How, Dad?” Brent asked.

      There were a lot of times when his kids had asked him questions that he didn’t know the answer to, but this one was perhaps the most difficult.

      “Brent, I know that we’ve taught you certain values in life, and one of those is that killing is wrong. The world we live in now, however, has different laws. There are going to be people like this who want to harm us just because they can, and it’s up to us to defend ourselves. I’m sorry you had to do that. I wish I could have done something more, but I’m really proud of you. When you needed to act, you did. You kept the promise you made so long ago, do you remember, when Michelle was born?”

      “To protect her.”

      “Exactly, and you protected me as well. I know it’s confusing that some things can be both right and wrong in different situations, and it’s good that you’re feeling terrible about it because killing someone never should be done lightly. It means you’re a responsible, good person. You were put into a horrible situation and you did the only thing you could. You protected the people you love. I couldn’t ask for any more from you. Just remember that when you feel bad, okay? And you’ve got me and Michelle here. I’m here to talk about anything if you need to. But if you don’t, then that’s okay too.”

      Brent nodded. Darren kissed him on the forehead and brought him in for another hug. Then he called Michelle over and the three of them embraced each other tightly. This world certainly took no prisoners, and innocence was one of the first things to go.

      Darren thought grimly about the extent of his efforts to keep the idea of Santa Claus alive for his children. It was darkly humorous that Michelle still believed, even though she had to witness three men dying, and her father tied up and beaten. The rules for parenting had gone out the window, and he wasn’t entirely sure how to cope with it. All he could do was the same thing he had done after Stacie had left; hold his kids close and tell them that he loved them as often as he could.
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      The mood in the cave was glum and tense. Darren didn’t know how long they had been sitting on the ground, but it was about time they started moving again. They all had been through a lot, but it was important to keep busy so they didn’t have to dwell on the night’s events, and there were many things to take care of.

      The cave’s door had splintered upon impact but was intact enough that it could be salvaged and used for something else. The blood on the walls and ground was gruesome, and needed to be cleaned. The bodies had to be moved as well before they started rotting, and the stench of death filled the cave. If there had been other options, Darren would have suggested they move and find somewhere else to stay, but the unknown was terrifying. He doubted they would find anywhere as safe as the cave anyway. Although, as he looked down at the dead bodies he wondered how safe this place truly was.

      Clapping his hands as he stood up, he ignored the pain flaring through his body and set his kids to work. Brent was less eager than Michelle, still shaken from having killed a man. Darren hoped it was just a matter of time before he was able to return to being as close to Brent as he always had been. He’d never be the Brent he was before, though. It was impossible to do something like that and come out as the same person on the other side. But Darren had faith in his son, and faith in his skills as a parent too. Faith that Brent would be able to cope with this, and would grow into a strong and determined young man.

      The next few days would be difficult, though. Darren would have to keep a closer eye on him than usual.

      Hauling the bodies outside was a morbid task. Darren closed the men’s eyes, so they weren’t looking up at him and Brent, and dragged the three outside, with Brent’s help. Darren made sure to drag Goatee’s body out himself, knowing that it would be too traumatic for Brent to do so.

      Darren strained to drag the bodies outside. The men were incredibly heavy, and it took a great deal of effort to take them out to the entrance. They couldn’t be left there, though.

      “Do we bury them?” Brent asked.

      “With what?” Darren replied.

      He wished he had picked up a shovel from the store, but it hadn’t occurred to him at that moment. He supposed he could make coffins, but that would take a lot of labor, and it wouldn’t deal with the problem of the bodies decomposing. Aside from being horrible to look at, it also would affect their health and safety.

      Once the three bodies were outside, Darren told Brent to go back inside and help Michelle clean up the place. Darren didn’t want his kids around the corpses. The sooner they put this behind them the better, if they ever would be able to forget about this.

      Darren planted his hands on his hips as he looked down at the three bodies. He shook his head.

      “I hope you’re happy,” he muttered. This all seemed such a waste. If they hadn’t been so hell bent on causing violence, none of this would have happened. “Why couldn’t you have just left me alone?”

      Darren pinched the bridge of his nose as he tried thinking about what to do with them. In the end, there seemed to be only one option. Before he did anything else, though, Darren searched the bodies. They didn’t have much in the way of anything useful on them. There were some wallets with some worthless cash, tobacco, and one of them had a flask. One whiff of that told Darren that it was some incredibly strong liquor.

      The only thing of note that he found was a picture of Long Hair and a young girl, who Darren presumed to be his daughter. He thought about all the other families who had been torn apart in this world. Darren didn’t have any love lost for the men, but he did pity the girl, who probably was wondering what had happened to her father.

      She never would know.

      While Darren stood over them he couldn’t help but feel pride in himself and his family for what they had accomplished. They had dealt with a dangerous threat, and he was left feeling confident they could deal with anything else this world could throw at them. They already had survived this long, no doubt longer than many other people. And as long as they took it one day at a time, Darren was confident they would continue to thrive. The more days they spent in this world, the less scary it became.

      For a few moments Darren considered just how he was going to get the bodies to the stream, as that was the only place he could think to deposit them safely. He didn’t want just to leave them for anyone or any predators to find. He wanted to get them as far away as possible so he and his family could forget about this dark chapter of their lives.

      As much as killing Goatee had affected Brent, killing the other two had affected Darren as well. He heard the words he said to Brent and believed them, but it was another thing to accept that he had killed two men. There was a hollow feeling in the pit of his stomach, and he felt remorse that it had come to this. He kept telling himself that they had made the first move by invading his home and he only was defending himself. Still, three men were dead, and that wasn’t something to be celebrated.

      The emotions that surged through him were tumultuous and confusing. On the one hand he was proud, on the other he was remorseful, and the only way any of them could move on would be to get these bodies out of sight and out of mind. To that end, Darren went back into the cave and got the splintered door and the rope.

      “Do you need any help, Dad?” Brent asked.

      “I’ll be okay, Son. You just stay here and look after your sister,” he said.

      Brent nodded mutely. The wood they had used for the door had been damaged, but it was wide enough to hold all three bodies if he positioned them correctly. Darren rolled them onto the wood. It was not exactly dignified, but considering the kind of men they were it didn’t seem wrong to pay them so little respect.

      He ended up stacking them in a mini-pyramid, with Goatee face down on top of the other two. Then, he fastened the rope to a convenient hole in the wood and tied a knot securely to hold it in place. He pulled the rope over his shoulder and began heaving, grunting hard as he dragged the bodies away from the cave.

      Darren sweated profusely, for the bodies were extremely heavy. His tired and wounded body was hurting all over, but he couldn’t leave this duty to Brent. He sucked up the pain as his limbs shook and told himself that soon it all would be over. Just one more step, that was all it took, just one more step.

      Darren dragged the bodies through the forest. It seemed a much longer journey to the stream when dragging these bodies behind him than it actually was. Each minute seemed to last a lifetime, and there were a few moments when it felt as though his arms were going to be wrenched from their sockets, but in the end he managed to make it to the stream.

      Thankfully, there was nobody else around, as he didn’t want to answer questions about why he was dumping three dead bodies into a stream. It wasn’t as if he was going to go to jail, but he could do without being thought of as a killer.

      “Well, here’s the end of the line for you guys,” Darren said. He let go of the rope and stretched out his body, glad for the break from dragging the deadweight. Darren rubbed his eyes and yawned.

      “I never expected myself to be in this situation, and I guess maybe the right thing to do is to say some words of respect. I know you all probably have families, even though you might not be close with them, but I just can’t think of anything to say. Maybe that makes me a bad person, I don’t know, but I don’t think the world is really going to miss people like you. If there is an afterlife, then I hope you find the justice you were looking for, because you surely deserve it.”

      He spoke without any affection or pity in his voice. This world had consequences, and these men had paid the price for their actions. One by one, he pulled the bodies off the rudimentary sled and watched them slip into the clear water of the stream. Once they were in the stream, Darren pushed them along with all his might, beginning with Goatee. The momentum carried them along the soft current, taking them away from Darren. It was a grim procession, but he was relieved to see the bodies disappearing from his view.

      He decided to leave the door near the stream, not wanting it back in the cave after it had held the three corpses. He returned home, placing the bramble back, and sat down, letting out a weary sigh. Michelle and Brent had done a good job of tidying up the place. From a cursory glance around you wouldn’t be able to tell that there had been a deadly battle in here, or that three men had lost their lives.

      But Darren never would forget.

      His eyes were drawn to the dark stains on the rocks. They seemed to be permanent.

      After a few hard hours of work, the Dawkins family settled down for a meal. As Darren looked at the supplies, he was confident they could last quite a while, hopefully through all of winter. Fall already was getting cold, and winter would set in soon.

      Darren tried to keep their spirits up, but in truth he didn’t feel much like joking around. So, the conversation drifted into nothingness. The only sounds were the chewing of food and Michelle trying to feed Applejack.

      As Darren looked at his kids he thought about how the apocalypse had stolen their innocence from them. There were so many things they were going to miss out on, and there was nothing Darren could do about it. All the opportunities he had seen for them had been dashed, even something as basic as an education. Darren could homeschool them to the best of his ability, but it wasn’t the same thing. And he’d have to focus on things that were going to be of immediate use rather than the usual subjects.

      Brent didn’t seem to be eating much of his dinner, and Darren practically had to order him to keep eating.

      “You need your strength. I know you might not feel hungry right now, but your body still needs energy. Eat as much as you can,” Darren urged. Thankfully, once Brent started eating he realized just how hungry he had been.

      It had been a hard day. So, Darren was content to let the kids go to sleep sooner than usual and put off the usual chores to the following day. He put Michelle to bed, although she protested at first. But after tucking her in and giving her bedtime kisses she soon fell asleep, leaving Darren and Brent awake.

      “Are you not going to bed?” Darren asked.

      “I don’t know, in a while. I’m not really tired.”

      “Not hungry, not tired,” Darren said, shaking his head. “I think you’d better watch yourself. You might be reaching superhuman levels of endurance here.” He hoped it was enough to elicit a smile from Brent, but it was not.

      “What if there are more people like them?” he asked.

      At this point Darren didn’t know whether to lie to his son or not. He decided that after everything they had been through Brent deserved to know the truth.

      “There most likely are, Son. I can’t hide that from you. This won’t be the last time we’ll be in a fight for our lives. The more time passes the more people will start to come through these woods, and they’re going to be curious. This is why I was so wary of the other people, why I had a safety first mentality. I hope you can understand that now.”

      “I can.”

      “But you were right as well. Not everyone is like these men. We must remember there are still good people. If we come across them, we’ll have to make our own judgments.”

      “Am I going to Hell?” Brent asked.

      Darren looked at his son with pity, wishing he could ease the turmoil that raged within Brent’s mind.

      “No, son, you’re not going to Hell. Hell is for bad people, and you’re not bad.”

      “But I killed a man. I shot him three times.”

      “And if you hadn’t, he would have shot us. Brent, you have to remember that.”

      “I’m trying to, Dad. I really am, but it’s not like it is in games. I thought it would be different…”

      “Most of the time life is different from what you hear about in books and movies. You never really know what you’re made of until these things happen to you. Just like I didn’t know if I could be a good father until you were born, or how I didn’t know if I could handle being a single parent when your mom left. But we learn and we grow from these experiences. You’ve learned more today than you would have during an entire year in our old lives. What’s important now is what you’re going to do with what you’ve learned. Do you think you’d hesitate killing someone else who was threatening Michelle?”

      “No…” Brent said forlornly.

      “No, and that’s the right answer. This experience prepares you for that. I don’t want to scare you, but we’re going to have a hard winter. The temperature is going to drop dramatically and we’re going to have to stockpile dry wood so we have a good supply for when it rains or snows. We’ll have to go out hunting now and then as well. You’re going to have to kill again, this time to eat. By the looks of it, these woods don’t have much in the way of vegetation. We’ll have to build fires, but the one thing we have is this shelter.”

      “And each other,” Brent said.

      Darren reached out his hand and clasped his son tightly.

      “You’re damn right about that.”

      “I love you, Dad,” Brent said.

      “I love you too, Son,” Darren replied, glad to see the light at the end of the tunnel.
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      A few more weeks passed and they were gazing into the abyss of a cold winter. They’d spent the past few weeks gathering as much wood and supplies as they could, hiding them at the rear of the cave, protected from the rain and snow. Darren worked hard to create another barrier to the cave’s entrance, and hoped that this one would be a little sturdier than the one that came before. The kids’ moods improved as well. Slowly but surely, they had moved on from the harrowing event that had occurred in the cave. They even learned to ignore the bloodstains that had seeped into the rock. The cave had become a cozy home again, and the three of them were a productive and efficient team.

      Winter’s breath swirled around them, making their teeth chatter. The more time they spent out here, the more Darren felt confident about leaving Michelle by herself. Ordinarily, he never would have done such a thing, but it was impossible to teach Brent how to hunt with her around. She made too much noise, and he didn’t think she was ready to see them kill and skin animals.

      It had been a bit of a learning curve for Darren as well. He had to reach into the recesses of his mind and pluck the knowledge from his childhood memories. The first animal he skinned had been a messy affair, but he quickly remembered the technique, and soon enough they had fresh meat for dinner.

      The first time they brought back food for Michelle, she winced, not liking the idea of seeing the animal she was eating. She soon got used to it, though. They all did. Brent proved himself to be an adept hunter. They prowled the forest, looking for squirrels and badgers before they went into hibernation. When winter set in the searches took longer, but they managed to find a few scrappy animals to eat.

      They still were living on a nocturnal schedule, and hadn’t encountered any other people as yet. There had been a few times when Darren thought he sensed someone else around, but it turned out to be the whispers of the wind. His paranoia had settled down, and he’d learned to enjoy his way of life here. It was harder work than working two jobs, but he was with his kids all the time, and that was more rewarding than anything. Often they became discouraged when they found it difficult to learn a new skill, but Darren calmed them down and encouraged them to try again. More often than not they succeeded, and were developing into hardy survivors.

      Looking at them made him think about the future of society. His kids, and others like them, were going to be the bedrock of the future. Whatever he taught them was going to be important, and in some ways the survival of humanity was going to depend upon him and the knowledge he imparted to his children.

      For the moment he was content to live as just the three of them, but he knew that wasn’t sustainable. At some point they would have to make contact with another group of people to trade supplies, seek assistance, and, in time, seek to couple. If humanity was to survive, they needed to think about future generations. Right now he couldn’t imagine Brent and Michelle as parents, or himself finding another woman to love, but it was the responsibility they bore for the future of humanity. It was the end of the world, not the end of the species.

      Human connections had to be made if they were to thrive. It was a painful truth to admit, but there was no denying it. It was just a matter of time. It would be difficult for Darren to welcome other people into their small group, but not impossible. He just hoped that the next people they ran into were friendly, unlike the three men who had been killed.

      Since the days were cold, the three of them huddled together and wrapped themselves up in warm sleeping bags. Darren still wasn’t comfortable lighting a fire in the cave for he was afraid they would suffocate in the smoke, but during the night they tended to light one by the mouth of the cave. At this point he had to sacrifice privacy for warmth. If the fire attracted anyone’s attention, then so be it. There was no other way to give them the warmth they needed or to cook their food.

      The best time of the night was when dinner was served. Each of them looked forward to the meal, and were excited when they got to cook fresh meat. Flesh sizzled and fat dripped on the ground while the meat cooked. The air filled with the pleasing aroma, and their hungry stomachs rumbled.

      They would look up at the stars as they tore meat between their teeth, and Darren often would sigh.

      “I know it might not seem like it, but we really have it better than a lot of folks,” he said. “I imagine there are a lot of people out there right now who are starving, scavenging for any morsel of food they can find, and here we are, eating like kings.”

      “Do you think we’ll ever go back to the city?” Brent asked.

      He often asked questions along the same lines. Darren knew he wanted to return to their house to see the state of it, and to see if there was any sign that Stacie had returned but leaving the cave for any serious length of time was risking losing it completely. If anyone else came and decided to live in the cave, Darren had no legal cause to evict them. Then it would turn into a straightforward fight, something he wasn’t prepared to do.

      “Perhaps after the winter has passed us by,” he said. “There are still going to be a lot of angry, scared people in our way, and it’s risky to leave the safety of this place for somewhere we don’t know. The winter is going to be really tough, and the last thing we want is to be wandering around in the cold, not knowing where we’re going.”

      Darren could tell that Brent was disappointed with his answer. He wondered what would happen when Brent reached eighteen. If he wanted to go, could Darren really stop him?

      That was years away, though, and anything could happen between now and then.

      The cold weather was punctuated by bursts of heavy rain. The heavens opened up and rain poured down. Without the cover of leaves to shield the forest, the ground became sodden and muddy. It was difficult to traverse. So, on these nights the family usually stayed inside. There was nothing like the storm that had rumbled through the sky on the first night of the power outage, though, which was a blessing.

      Darren knew enough by now not to hide things from his children, but there was one subject he did not broach. When he talked about the future he often spoke of the other survivors, and how, if there was anyone left in the city, they might be more willing to work together. What he didn’t tell them was that the population was going to see a dramatic decrease over the coming months.

      Not everyone was as lucky as they were in having this shelter, or the skills to survive. Too many people would have been stuck shivering in cold apartments, unable to find food or warmth. Even some of those who had had the foresight to leave the city and live in the wilderness likely would die because they wouldn’t be able to find shelter. Imagining a loss of life on that scale was incomprehensible, and whenever he thought about it there was a cold, hollow feeling drilling through his heart. For some reason he thought he should bear the burden and the scars for the whole human race. Sometimes he questioned what right he and his children had to survive when there were so many others who had died.

      He never was able to come up with a suitable answer. The only thing he could do was to keep on living, surviving, day by day. He always was glad when he awoke and saw another day, because it meant he and his kids still were safe.

      What came after that, though, was a mystery. He tried giving his kids plausible explanations regarding what life was going to be like when next summer came, but in truth his guess was as good as theirs. For all he knew nothing would change, or everything could.
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      Most of the nights went by as usual, but on one particular night Darren was walking outside, tending to some business before going to bed. The air was cold, but it hadn’t rained for a few days. The leaves underfoot were crisp, crunching under his feet. The soil was hard. The trees had been shorn of their regal beauty. Spindly branches reached out to each other, leaving the gray sky visible overhead. It had the feeling of an early Sunday morning, although Darren had no idea what day it actually was. He never had made any attempt at keeping track of the days.

      Brent and Michelle were back in the cave. The family had made it quite comfortable, although there were occasions when they got on each other’s nerves and tempers were frayed. At some point soon it was going to be Michelle’s birthday. Darren had been working on carving her a wooden pony in lieu of being able to buy her a proper present. He hoped she’d like it, but it seemed so small.

      When he reached the stream, he pursed his lips, gazing down, remembering the three dead bodies he had let go downstream. Often he expected them to come floating back. He still had a hard time drinking water from the stream. It didn’t taste any different, but it was tainted for him.

      Suddenly, in the distance, Darren heard voices. It was the first sign of life Darren had heard for a long time. He looked around and, light on his feet, dashed to a nearby tree, hiding behind its thick trunk. His heart pounded as he peered around the side, watching to see if these new people were a threat or not. The people’s voices reached him first before their images did, but from the sound of it he didn’t think they would be a threat.

      Soon enough they came into view. Darren was surprised to see people in a situation similar to his. There were two young girls, and a man. The girls looked to be of a similar age to his kids. One was a little younger than Brent, and the other looked to be the same age as Michelle. The man seemed older than Darren, although it was difficult to tell properly because of his appearance. He had a shaggy beard and wore a thick jacket that added to his burly appearance. He was more than six feet tall, wore heavy duty boots, and a heavy pack on his shoulders.

      The two girls were wearing warm clothes as well, with gloves. They looked the worse for wear, though. Their clothes were stained, and the eldest one’s pants had a hole by her knee. She walked with slumped shoulders, while the younger one skipped along and kicked up the leaves. The man wore a scowl.

      “Tara! Stop messing around!” he snapped. “Come get some water. We’ve been searching long enough for this. Get your clothes off and bathe as well. You’re starting to stink. Betsy, go and help your sister, and make it quick. I need to get off my feet,” the man said.

      He sighed with relief as he let the pack fall to the ground. He bent down and picked up a few bottles, and then lowered them into the water.

      “Well, what are you waiting for?” he asked, looking askance at the two girls.

      “I’m not bathing in there,” Betsy said, turning up her nose.

      The man’s face darkened. He sighed heavily and, once the bottles were filled up, screwed the caps back on. Standing up, he turned to the eldest girl.

      “Do I need to rip those clothes off your back and toss you in myself?” he asked.

      Betsy stepped back, standing between the man and Tara.

      The way they were acting led Darren to believe they were father and daughters, but seeing how scared the girls were of him made him afraid that something grim was occurring. This world certainly had taken its toll on people, on families. It easily could have happened to him and his own children as well, if they had had to wander through the world, instead of being holed up in their cave.

      “Keep your hands off me,” Betsy said with cold fury.

      “You’d better watch your tongue. I’m the only thing keeping you alive. If it wasn’t for me, you’d be dead. So, do as I say.” The man dipped his hand into the water and hurled a handful of it toward Betsy. Drops spattered on the ground, and on her coat. The man laughed heartily, as though it was the funniest thing in the world.

      Betsy folded her arms and glared at him.

      “I’m not doing what you want. You can’t make me,” she said.

      The laughter stopped abruptly.

      “I can make you do anything I want, girl,” the man said.

      He walked forward threateningly, looking like a wild animal. Darren felt it was wrong to see a man acting that way toward the young girl, no matter how much stress he was under. And what the man did next was inexcusable. Darren already was moving toward him when the man lifted his hand, ready to strike the girl. To her credit she looked up at him defiantly.

      “You folks are a long way from the city. Anything I can help you with?” Darren asked, his gaze moving between the man and the girls, trying to gauge the context of the situation. He gleaned no information from the girls, though. Betsy viewed him with as much suspicion as she did the man standing in front of her.

      The man let his hand fall beside him. He gritted his teeth and narrowed his eyes toward Darren.

      “Not really,” he replied curtly.

      “She’s a bit small to be hitting, isn’t she?” Darren asked.

      “It’s none of your business. I’m her father.”

      “You wish,” Betsy muttered under her breath. The man glared at her and looked as though he was going to become apoplectic. He clenched his hands into fists.

      “What was that?” Darren asked.

      The man and Betsy both stared at him, both untrusting. Tara, on the other hand, still bore the innocence of youth.

      “Daddy died,” she said.

      The situation just had become more intriguing.

      “I’m as good as. I take care of them, make sure they’re fed, warm, and put clothes on their backs.”

      Darren looked at the girls. Betsy was wearing mismatched shoes.

      “What’s your name?” Darren asked.

      “Bill.”

      “Okay, Bill,” Darren said.

      He studied the three of them, unsure what to do. On the one hand, there was something desperately strange about this situation; on the other, he was worried about the welfare of his own children. It would have been smart to walk away and look after his own interests, mind his own business, and leave Bill and those girls to their own devices. There was obviously something going on here, but one of the reasons he and his children had managed to survive for so long was because they had remained isolated from other people.

      But Darren couldn’t do that. He looked at the girls with pity. A man such as Bill likely was capable of much cruelty, and Darren, in good conscious, couldn’t leave those girls at his mercy. However, he knew Bill wasn’t going to respond well to any kind of confrontation, so the situation required some finesse.

      “I tell you what I’m going to do,” Darren continued. “I have a place near here, a safe place. There’s warmth, food, water and, I like to think, good company as well. I have a couple of kids that look to be around the same age as these two. You should come join us. You look as though you’ve been wandering around the woods for a while.”

      “What kind of place?” Bill asked skeptically.

      “Just a cave I found a long time ago. Kept it in the back of my mind, and when the world went to shit, I brought my kids out here. Figured it was better to keep my distance from the city. Seems like you thought the same.”

      Bill studied Darren for some time, and then looked at the worn and weary girls.

      “You must have been walking for quite some time. We don’t have much in the way of comfort, but it’ll be good to get out of the chilly air,” Darren added.

      Bill nodded slightly.

      “Food, you say?” he asked.

      “Enough to go around, I think. It would have to be small portions.”

      “I think we’ll take advantage of your hospitality,” Bill said.

      Darren looked at the girls, but he couldn’t tell if they were enthused or not. Bill, for whatever reason, had lied about being their father, but Darren wasn’t going to write him off because of that. He clearly had taken care of these girls and seen them through difficult times. Perhaps it just had been a momentary lapse in judgment and mood, although Darren couldn’t imagine ever striking out at his kids like that.

      There was definitely something strange about this group. But for the good of the girls, Darren thought it best to welcome them back to his home, even though it broke his rule of interacting with others. He turned away and led them toward the cave, watching how Betsy and Tara waited for Bill to move away from them before they fell in line. Betsy seemed to be rather wary. There was much that Darren had to learn, and he hoped Brent could be friendly enough to find some answers. Because he doubted the girls would be forthcoming with him.
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      Darren gave off a low whistle as he approached, letting his kids know that he had returned. Michelle skipped outside, with a wide smile on her face, although she stopped abruptly when she saw her daddy wasn’t alone. Brent wasn’t far behind her. He went rigid when he saw his father’s companions.

      “Dad?” he asked.

      “It’s okay, Brent. These are just some guests I found by the stream,” he said, and made the introductions.

      “I thought you could show the girls around. Michelle, maybe Tara would like to meet Applejack? I’m going to have a few words with Bill,” Darren said. Brent looked skeptical, but he was going to do as his father asked. He and Betsy looked at each other warily before they disappeared into the cave. Betsy evidently had some trust issues, as did Brent.

      Michelle and Tara, on the other hand, fell quickly into a friendship. Tara was delighted to see Applejack, and the two girls skipped to the back of the cave. Michelle was eager to show Tara where she slept. Darren smirked as he watched the two of them, envious of how easy it was for them to become friends.

      “Nice place you have here,” Bill said.

      “It has its charms,” Darren said, then gestured for Bill to sit at the mouth of the cave.

      The fire was dwindling. A thin wisp of smoke wafted through the air. The smell of burnt wood lingered around them. In the cave, they heard the kids’ voices. Darren reached his hands out to warm them. Bill did the same, blowing into his hands to help them warm up more quickly.

      “I have to ask, what’s going on with you and the girls?”

      “Ah, you know what girls are like, especially at that age. She’s hungry and tired, we all are. I’m sorry you had to see something like that. It’s not my best side, but this world takes its toll, as I’m sure you’re aware.”

      “Sure I do. We’ve been through our fair share of scrapes. It’s been an ordeal, getting to the point where we’re living a sustainable life. Winter came at the wrong time, it really did. I can’t wait until the summer sun rears its head again. Have you been walking through the woods this entire time?”

      “No, no, not all the time. I was in a bar in the city with this guy near me, sharing a few drinks while the game was on. It was a typical night.

      “Anyway, I was planning to leave after the game, but then the power went out. Everyone was tense because everyone was annoyed the power went out, and me and this guy had twenty bucks riding on the outcome. So, there we were, trying to help the bartender get the TV working again, when people started getting agitated. They were shouting that their phones weren’t working. Then, from outside, we heard more commotion and a car actually crashed through the wall of the bar. It was chaos.

      “Anyway, the guy I was with, Larry was his name, started getting panicky. He checked his phone. I asked him what was wrong. He told me he was supposed to go home, that he and his wife had been having problems, and that he needed to get to his daughters, because they’d all be scared. Both he and his wife had been out, and they only had the babysitter there. Frankly, I think he had been staying out longer than he should have. We walked outside and it was like a war zone. People were yelling, flinging bottles everywhere.”

      Darren nodded, remembering his own experiences of walking through the city on that night.

      “He was scared and said he didn’t think he’d make it back home. I told him it was going to be okay, and that I’d go with him. He asked me if I had any family and I said no, which was true, and since there was little else to do, I stuck with him. So, we made our way through the city and got back to his place. But as soon as we arrived, he fell to his knees because there was a car wrapped around a pole. I looked inside and saw a blonde-haired head smashed against the wheel. It was his wife.

      “I told him to pull it together, but what can you tell a man at a time like that? He’d just lost his wife. But when I mentioned his kids, he managed to regain some sense of sanity. Anyway, we went inside and we heard crying. As soon as the babysitter saw him she rose up from the couch and wrapped her arms around him. Believe me, she was a sweet young thing, eighteen with a peachy ass and eyes that…well, anyway, Betsy and Tara came downstairs. Larry explained to them all what was going on.

      “Now, it was clear from just one glance that this babysitter, Ana was her name, had a little crush on Larry. Larry didn’t know, but Betsy sure did. She’s sharp, that one. We all decided to stay in the house for the time being. Larry was so grateful for my help that he insisted I stay, and I figured it was better to be with them than to be anywhere else. We took stock of the food in the cupboards and then hunkered down for the night.

      “None of us really knew what was happening, and we expected things to be worked out the next day, but they weren’t, nor the day after that. Eventually, people started coming out from their houses and Larry spoke to them. There were rumors of something called an EMP, from the storm. Anyway, I didn’t care much about that. I’ve never been much of a scientific mind. All that I cared about was making sure I was alive.

      “A few of the neighbors went into the city. We joined them on a scouting party, but we didn’t stay there long. I don’t know what got into people but they went crazy. The place was a wreck. All the windows were smashed, the road was littered with trash and downed power lines, and there were no signs of cops. We stayed there just long enough to be shot at, and then we ran away.

      “By this point Larry was freaking out. He put a brave face on in front of Betsy and Tara, but it was all I could do to get him to keep it together. We decided to stay in the house for as long as we could. At least we were able to have a roof over our heads. Larry insisted on burying his wife. He told me that she was having an affair, that she was going to leave him. The kids didn’t know. She had been with her lover the night it had happened, and just had been coming back to see the kids.

      “It was hard to see him mourn his wife when he really hated her. I mean, really. Anyway, Ana offered him a shoulder to cry on. He was oblivious at first. So was Tara. They were the only ones. Betsy and I knew something was up. Now, I didn’t care that much, aside from the fact that I had been hoping to dip my wick in, so to speak, but Betsy,” he let out a low exhalation, “she did not take to it kindly, and who can blame her, right? From her point of view, her mom has just died and her dad already had moved on. Anyway, I tried telling Larry this, but he denied that anything was going on.

      “Let me tell you, the household became tense after that. Ana kept trying to get it on with Larry and, well, every man has his limits, am I right? Betsy walked in on them fooling around and they had a massive argument. She and Ana got into a fight, Larry tried to separate them. They went into the kitchen and Betsy pushed Ana against the counter. She hit her head wrong and died. We all looked in shock and there was no way any of us could stay in the house after that. One dead body was bad enough, but two? It wasn’t right. Things weren’t right between Betsy and her father either. We decided to head out on our own and try finding other people. Food was getting low anyway.”

      “That sounds horrible,” Darren said, looking into the cave, right at Betsy, who was talking with Brent. He couldn’t believe she was capable of murder, even if it had been an accident.

      “Believe me, I was beginning to regret going along with him. At this point I was thinking my chances might have been better if I stayed by myself, but I knew the girls weren’t going to stand a chance without me. Larry, he wasn’t right in the head. Some men are good under pressure. You seem to be that type of man, but he couldn’t think straight. He wasn’t sleeping, wasn’t eating properly, and always seemed distracted. I knew that it was up to me. Not that Tara and Betsy actually paid me much attention. To them I was just a stranger, but they aren’t to me. I’ve never had much in the way of family, Darren, and they’re, like, my little girls. I know I haven’t always covered myself in glory, but I’ve done the best I can, and they’re just so ungrateful.”

      “That’s the thing with kids, they don’t realize how hurtful they really can be. They don’t see the sacrifices we make for them either. But what happened to Larry?”

      Bill looked pensive. He wrung his hands together over the dying fire. The embers were reflected in his eyes.

      “A wild animal got him. Grisly thing. Wouldn’t wish it on my worst enemy. Since then it’s just been the three of us, and it’s been a challenge every day. I’ve been trying to keep them safe, but it’s hard when they miss their father. They don’t know that if it wasn’t for me, they wouldn’t be alive.”

      “It must have been hard for you.”

      “Yeah, and we haven’t had much luck finding a place either. I knew that I had to stay clear of the city. I hoped that I’d find a campsite or something. I know a few things, like how to build a fire, but it’s getting harder and harder. The rains are the worst. Tara had an illness not so long ago. I didn’t think she was going to make it, but I’m glad she did, because Betsy never would have forgiven me.”

      “She seems to be quite an intense child.”

      “Oh, she is. She’s seen a lot, though. Bless her, but there’s a darkness about her. Larry said that she took after her mother, and she had a dark heart. There are nights when I’ve been sleeping with one eye open. I don’t like to speak ill of the young, but she’s not just a kid, you know?”

      “I know,” Darren said. “Well, it’s fortunate that you found me. You can stay here for as long as you need. We always can use an extra pair of hands, and it looks as though the kids are getting along well.”

      “You’ve done well for yourself. Looks like you’re way more prepared than Larry was.”

      “Like you said, some people are just better at these things. I’m sad to learn about the city, though. I was hoping things had gotten better. I guess we’re stuck with the world the way it is.”

      “Guess so.”

      “There’s something I should tell you first, though. You actually caught me just before we’re going to bed. We’ve switched to a nocturnal regime as it’s safer. You might want to talk to Betsy and Tara about that as well. We get more done this way, and there is less chance of running into dangerous people. I’m sure you’ve had your fair share of threats.”

      “Oh yes. It always seems that the most dangerous people are the ones who are alone. People like you and me, with kids, we’re the ones who are trustworthy.”

      “Indeed,” Darren said, gazing into the fire.

      He wasn’t sure that Bill was trustworthy at all, and although he had welcomed the man into his home, he wasn’t going to give him unfettered access. But he also was not going to let Bill onto any suspicions he may have had. The story sounded plausible, but it was all from Bill’s perspective. Darren needed to hear from somebody else before he made his final judgment, but at least the girls were safe.

      “I’ll just go check on Brent, make sure the girls are settling in okay. I’ll be back in a second,” Darren said, and as he turned his back he didn’t see Bill’s gaze drilling into him.
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      Darren left Bill by the fire and walked toward Brent and Betsy. Upon seeing her father, Michelle excitedly told him about her new friend. Darren was pleased the two of them were getting along well.

      “And how about the two of you?” Darren asked Brent and Betsy. Brent shrugged and glanced toward the ground. Betsy crossed her arms.

      “I was just telling her about everything that’s happened to us,” Brent said.

      “From the sounds of it you’ve been through a lot yourself, Betsy. I’m sorry to hear about your father. This world has taken a lot from us and, well, I wanted you to know that as long as you feel safe here you can stay,” Darren said with a smile. Betsy chewed her lip. Darren pulled Brent aside, telling Betsy that he needed a word with his son. They moved to the side of the cave and spoke in low voices.

      “Dad, are you sure about this?” Brent asked. They glanced toward the newcomers.

      “Not really, but I had to do it,” he said, and quickly explained to Brent what he had seen.

      “I think these girls might be in danger, and if they are, then we must help them. They’re just kids. I know I’d want someone to do the same if you were in their position. Bill told me that their dad died from a wild animal. I want you to get to know Betsy and try to find out the truth.”

      “Dad…”

      “It has to be you, Brent. She’s not going to talk to me, and Michelle is too young to understand. It might take a few days. I’m going to keep Bill occupied and make sure he’s not left alone with them. I need you to do this, and I know you can do it.”

      “Okay, Dad,” Brent said after a moment’s hesitation.

      Darren slapped him on the shoulder and sent him back to Betsy, silently wishing him good luck. It wasn’t going to be easy to get her to open up, but Darren hoped that the circumstances were going to make her more willing to talk. She must have gone a long time without seeing anyone her age.

      Meanwhile, Darren returned to Bill.

      “Everything alright?” Bill asked, cocking an eyebrow.

      “Seems to be. I’m sure you’re hungry. I’ll get some food going for you in a minute. I thought we could talk about the skills you have, and my plans for this place,” Darren said.

      He was beginning to get sleepy, but he didn’t want to lose consciousness and give Bill free run of the place. He made some food, but took his time so that Brent and Betsy had a chance to be alone together. After they had eaten, Darren suggested that Brent take Betsy outside and show her the lay of the land. Bill protested, but Darren insisted that it was for everyone’s benefit.

      Darren could tell his son was nervous. He just was getting to that age when girls were becoming mysterious creatures and, as far as Darren knew, Brent hadn’t had a girlfriend yet. His hormones would be raging, but Darren was confident that Brent would carry out his mission.

      Over the following few days Darren got to know Bill a little better, but he didn’t trust the man. Bill mostly was affable, but there was a dark side to his humor and he often made rather crude comments. He also was murky about his past, saying that his life before the end of the world didn’t matter. This set off alarm bells in Darren’s mind, but there was nothing he could do unless Brent came to him with some new information. He couldn’t very well punish Bill because of an inkling he had.

      The longer it took, the more worried Darren became. He’d welcomed Bill into his life, and if there was something threatening about the man, he would be like a wolf among sheep. Every day Darren watched Bill like a hawk, ensuring he hadn’t endangered his own children by bringing these three people into their home. To his credit, though, Bill worked hard and did everything Darren asked of him. Splitting the work between them made everything move faster, and Darren remembered how much easier life could be when tasks were shared.

      Sometimes, there were moments when he could even forget that Bill had started to strike Betsy. All his hopes rested on Betsy’s ability to trust Brent and tell him the truth, if there was any to tell. At some point, Darren had to admit that if Betsy never said anything, he would have to let go of his suspicions.

      One day, Brent approached him.

      “Has she told you anything yet?”

      “Not yet,” Brent said. Darren sighed. “But something definitely has gone on. She just won’t tell me what it is. We can’t let him stay here, Dad. They’re both scared of him, even you can see that.”

      “I can, but I don’t know what else to do. I can’t just tell him to leave without good cause. I don’t think he’d take very kindly to that. And frankly, I’ve always been of the opinion that we should judge people based on what they do. And so far, Bill has done everything he can to help us. Right now I have no reason to send him away. So, if Betsy has a problem with Bill, then she has to tell us, and if she wants to stay here, she’s going to have to learn to be open with us,” Darren said. Brent didn’t seem convinced, but he said that he’d work on it. He went to turn away, but before he did Darren pulled him back.

      “How are the two of you getting along?” he asked.

      “Me and Betsy? Just fine, I guess. She’s pretty cool, when she’s in a good mood,” Brent said.

      He blushed a little, and Darren knew that he had feelings for Betsy. Darren remembered what Bill had told him about the fight Betsy and Ana had had. It wasn’t beyond the realm of possibility that Bill wasn’t the only one they should be worried about. Darren knew how trauma could twist and bend a mind, especially one so young as Betsy’s.

      It actually seemed as though Tara was the only one who was completely safe, and he had no qualms about leaving her with Michelle. The only thing Darren could do was wait, and hope something came to light that showed if they could be trusted. He had taken a big risk bringing them into his home, and if anything happened to his kids, he would be responsible.

      His thoughts were interrupted by a loud scream. It was Michelle’s. There was no doubt about that. Darren leaped up and strode toward the back of the cave, where he saw Michelle splayed across the ground, and Tara ominously towering over her.

      Perhaps all three of them were as bad as each other, a dark reflection of Darren, Michelle, and Brent.

      When Darren questioned them about what had happened, Michelle said she had fallen, and once Darren had cuddled her better, she was happy enough to resume playing. There were no fingers pointed toward Tara, and yet there was something in her eyes?

      Darren tried to shake the suspicions away. The last thing he wanted was to be paranoid.

      Another few days passed without incident. Darren actually was getting along well with Bill, and realized how much he had missed adult company. They had a fair amount in common, not in the least the fact that they had led two children through this apocalypse. It had come to the point where Darren had given up on Betsy revealing anything. After they had gotten to know each other a little better, Darren had challenged Bill again about why he had declared himself to be their father when he really wasn’t.

      “It’s just easier like that. You know what people are like. If they saw a guy walking around with two girls they’d start asking questions. You did, and don’t you deny it. I don’t blame you for it, though. It’s just easier if people think we’re a family. Betsy just had a moment where she wanted to needle me. She has a few moments like that. I’d keep a close eye on your boy if I were you.”

      “Brent’s got a good head on his shoulders,” Darren said. He wanted to add ‘like his father,’ but Darren wasn’t sure if that was true. After all, when it came to women Darren hadn’t shown the best judgment.

      Things were ticking along nicely when, one day, Brent came rushing from the cave to where Darren was working in the woods. His cheeks were reddened and he was panting.

      “What’s wrong?” Darren asked.

      “She finally told me. She told me what happened,” he said.

      Darren looked around to ensure Bill wasn’t within earshot. He’d gone hunting, and wasn’t expected home for a little while yet.

      “I had to come tell you as soon as possible,” Brent said.

      “It’s okay. Just breathe deeply and then tell me what she told you.”

      Brent nodded and put his hands on his thighs, doubling himself over. Darren put his hand on Brent’s shoulder, a reassuring presence. Eventually, Brent was ready to relay Betsy’s message.

      “It took a long time to get her to open up. I had to tell her a lot of things first before she trusted me. She’s been through a lot, Dad. Her mom never really loved her. Betsy knew that things weren’t working between her parents, and she blamed herself.”

      “Did she talk to you about Ana?”

      “Yeah, she feels guilty about it. Although, apparently, Ana was mean to her and Tara, bullying them. She always was acting sweet around Betsy’s father, though. But when they went out into the woods, it wasn’t a wild animal that killed Larry, it was Bill.”

      Darren felt like he had been punched in the gut.

      “Tell me exactly what Betsy told you.”

      “It was late and she couldn’t sleep. She got up to stretch her legs and heard Larry and Bill talking. She crept up near them and then they started shouting. She stopped when Bill punched Larry across the jaw. From what she was saying Larry wasn’t a strong guy, and he was losing it. Bill beat him and then slit his throat. Ever since then he’s been threatening the girls with the same fate if they ever deviate from his plans. He ordered them to act like his daughters in case they came across anyone, so they could take advantage of them. He’s been taking care of them, but only so people will trust him more. She said that he’s a monster, and that he might seem nice to start with, but he’s only out for himself. She said that we have to get away from him.”

      “Did she say why she’s telling you this all of a sudden?”

      “Because she didn’t trust us at first, but as she’s gotten to know us…me, she’s worried for us. She sees how you and I are with Michelle and she knows that we can be trusted. I’ve seen the bruises, Dad. We have to do something.”

      Darren stroked his jaw. The news certainly was troubling, and it gave him pause for thought. If what Betsy said was true, then Bill wasn’t the type of man Darren wanted around his kids, or himself for that matter.

      “Come on,” Darren said, and marched home with Brent staggering behind him, the boy still tired from his sprint.

      Tension coiled within Darren’s stomach for fear that Bill was in the cave alone with the girls. There was no telling what Bill was capable of. He’d already killed one man and taken his children, Darren wondered if Bill had the same fate in mind for him. He should have trusted his instincts and not allowed Bill to get too close. He’d almost started thinking of Bill as a friend.

      When they returned to the cave Darren was relieved to find the girls alone.

      “Betsy, we need to talk,” Darren said.

      The color drained from her face and she nodded numbly. Darren told Brent to take care of Tara and Michelle, and then he took Betsy off to the side. He wanted to hear the story with his own ears, just so that he knew he was right to condemn Bill. He asked her to repeat what she had told Brent, which she did, and it was obviously emotional for her.

      “Bill told me that you’ve been through a lot and he’s always taken care of the two of you,” Darren said.

      “If he means that he keeps us alive, then yes, but he feeds us scraps and he keeps making us walk and walk and walk. He never gives us any rest, and I don’t even think he knows what his plan is. Every time I ask him what we’re doing or where we’re going he tells me to shut up. I’m so afraid that he was taking us to these woods to kill us. Maybe we’ve served our purpose, I don’t know, but I know that he’s not going to keep us around longer than he needs to.”

      “Brent said that he hit you,” Darren said softly.

      Betsy turned her face away. She rolled up her sleeves and pulled up her top, revealing her stomach. Darren gasped at what he saw. Deep purplish marks were peppered all over her body in places that nobody would have seen unless Betsy had chosen to show them. There was no way this could have happened any other way, and Darren started to get angry.

      “Did he do the same to Tara?” he asked, clenching his jaw.

      “No, I made sure he didn’t. She knows that something is wrong, but I’ve always kept it away from her. I didn’t want her to be scarred by this like I have. I don’t know how she does it, really. She’s so brave. Sometimes I think she’s stronger than I am.”

      As Betsy said this, she started sobbing and her eyes glistened with tears. Darren was filled with sympathy for her. The girl had been through so much, and yet she still was standing. Her fortitude was impressive, and all he wanted was to make sure she didn’t have to go through any of this ever again.

      “You’re brave as well. You’re strong, Betsy. You’ve kept your sister safe. You’ve kept yourself alive. And now you’re here, and we’ll help you. I promise,” he said.

      Before he could say anything else she had wrapped her arms around him and pressed her head against his chest in a tight hug. Darren realized then how much she must have missed her father. He imagined that she hadn’t seen any way out from her situation with Bill. He was an adult, and she must have thought that no matter how bad things were with him, they would have been worse without him.

      But now she had something better. Now she had Darren.

      “I’m not going to let anything else like this happen to you, okay?” he said. Betsy nodded, but Darren wondered if she actually believed him.

      He allowed her to hug him for as long as she needed. He glanced over to his own kids and wondered how they would have reacted if they had been in this situation instead of these girls. He hoped that Brent would have been brave and strong as Betsy had been. Although he didn’t know Larry, he was going to do everything he could to protect Larry’s children, because he thought he owed it to Larry as a father. He would want the same thing to happen if he died and Brent and Michelle were left to fend for themselves.

      And now, there was just Bill to take care of. Bill was not going to like this turn of events at all.

      Eventually, Betsy let go of Darren and wiped the tears from her eyes. Darren reassured her again that everything was going to be okay, and watched as she walked over to Brent. The walls that Betsy had erected around herself had crumbled, and it was up to Darren and Brent to show her that she could count on them to protect her. He smiled as he watched the way Brent took care of her, knowing that he had raised his son right.

      Darren looked toward the mouth of the cave, almost expecting Bill to come in at that moment. He didn’t, though. So, Darren kept himself busy by stoking the fire, ready for Bill’s return. As the flames grew, Darren let himself be consumed by them, feeling the dark thoughts roll through his mind. Were all the nice guys dead? Could he even class himself as a nice man any longer? Unless Bill showed remorse and repentance for his actions, he would have to die, and Darren would have to be the executioner. He certainly didn’t want Brent to be in that role again.

      His thoughts were interrupted by Bill’s return. Bill held up an animal with blood-soaked fur and declared proudly that he had brought back dinner. Darren looked up at him with glazed eyes as the fire danced before him.
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      Bill came forward slowly.

      “Is everything alright?” he asked.

      “Yes, I’m just tired,” Darren replied.

      It wasn’t time to confront Bill yet. He wanted to do it after dinner, so that he could take Bill away from the shelter and keep this business away from the kids. They already had seen too much in the way of bloodshed. This was a matter to be kept between the adults.

      Bill looked askance at Darren, and then shrugged.

      “I’m exhausted too. I had a hard time tracking this guy down. He was very wriggly. Almost escaped from me a couple of times, damn hard to see this fur amongst the leaves. Still, I got it alright. It tried to escape by climbing up trees, but I found some rocks to throw at it and managed to get it down. Once I had my hands around its neck it didn’t put up much resistance. This’ll be quite tasty, I think,” he said, smiling, showing off his crooked teeth.

      “I’m sure it will be. Do you want me to skin it or are you alright?” Darren asked.

      “I’ll take care of it. You look like you’ve had a hard day. How have the girls been? Not causing too much trouble I hope?”

      “Oh no, they’ve been as good as gold.”

      “I guess your kids have been a good influence on them,” Bill said. He got a drink and then walked away from the cave to skin the animal. Darren followed. As he left, he noticed Betsy’s lingering gaze.

      “What is your secret?” Bill asked. “It seems like you’re a good father.” He placed the animal down and got to work on skinning it, dragging his knife underneath the fur and slicing it away in a jagged motion.

      “There’s no secret to it, really. I just try doing what I think is best for my kids.”

      “I never had that. I’m not sure Larry did either, really. I never was one for kids. Always saw them as something of a burden. Maybe that’s because me and my brothers were terrible kids and I didn’t want the same to happen to me. But it seemed the easier route to not have them.”

      “Nothing about having kids is easy. They take up your time, your energy, your money. Suddenly, your house is filled with their things and, even though you give them everything, they often don’t realize it. And they never thank you.”

      “You’re not painting a very pretty picture. Are you regretting having them?” Bill said, looking surprised.

      “Not for a minute,” Darren said, smirking. “It’s not easy, but it’s rewarding. Those two kids are the best things I have ever done. It’s been hard at times, but having them around is so rewarding. They’re good kids too, and I couldn’t have asked for better companions in this situation. When I was younger, I was always on the fence about having kids, and before Brent was born, I was scared out of my mind, but over time I’ve come to terms with it. You know a lot of people have asked me the same question you did, as though there is some kind of secret to parenting.

      “The truth is there isn’t. Everyone finds it difficult, and each child has its own difficulties. You just have to remain patient, do your best, and remember that they’re learning from your example. Everything that you do reflects on them, and the whole goal is to try teaching them to be better than yourself, to make sure they don’t make the same mistakes you did. I wouldn’t recommend kids for everyone. Frankly, I don’t think everyone is suited to be a parent, and it should be something that you think long and hard about. Too many children are brought into the world without proper foresight, but I guess that’s neither here nor there.”

      “Sounds like you’ve got your head screwed on right. I know I never could be a father. You have to give too much of yourself away. It’s bad enough taking care of those kids. Sometimes I wish I never went along with Larry. They’re almost more trouble than they’re worth.”

      “I’ve honestly never felt that way about my kids.”

      “I can tell. You know, when I first met you I thought you were going to be just like Larry, but you have way more steel about you. He’d never have been able to do all this,” Bill said, gesturing toward the cave. “He always was blubbering, moaning about his wife and Ana. I know I shouldn’t speak ill of the dead, but I have no respect for him.”

      “How did he die again?” Darren asked, hoping to catch Bill in a lie. Bill paused what he was doing for a moment, looking up at Darren, and then resumed.

      “Wild animal. He was out looking for some food. I heard a cry for help and ran to him, only to see that a dog had him on the ground and was tearing chunks out of his body. It was a hell of a sight. I had to pull the dog away and put it down before it did any damage to the rest of us. I’ll never forget the sight of him just lying on the ground…hell of a thing, this world. One minute you’re standing here, the next you’re gone, and there’s nothing you can do about it.”

      With a grunt, Bill pulled the knife across the animal once again. The skin had been peeled away, almost cut off completely, leaving the meat visible underneath.

      “So, what happened to your woman?” Bill asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, you’re out here alone with your kids. I’m no expert, but I know how basic biology works. They have to have a mother. Did she suffer the same fate as Larry’s wife?”

      “No, well, not that I know of. She’d already left. It happened last year. You know how I said not everyone was made to be a parent? Stacie was a case in point.” Darren looked away, not particularly liking the idea of talking about his personal life with Bill, but for the moment he had to keep up appearances. He couldn’t let Bill know that something was amiss, for fear that Bill would take measures to stop Darren from doing what he needed to do. And right now Bill was the one holding the knife.

      “Women are all the same. When they need you they treat you like you’re the most important thing in the world to them, and once they’ve sucked the life out of you they’re on their way, off to leech off someone else,” Bill said bitterly.

      “Sounds like there’s a story there.”

      “Same as any man could tell you.”

      “Come on, you’re going to have to tell me something about your past if we’re going to spend all this time together. I don’t want to be sitting in silence. Do you know how long I’ve been waiting for someone my own age to come along? I mean, I love my kids, but there are only so many things I can talk about with them. It’s good to have another adult around.”

      “I guess you’re right,” Bill admitted. “God knows I’ve been craving some good company. Larry wasn’t very good to talk to you. And the girls, well, that Betsy is a few years away from turning into a typical woman, and woe betide any man who gets curled around her pinky finger. I’m telling you, Darren, you’d better keep a close eye on that boy of yours. What is he, sixteen?”

      “Fourteen, actually,” Darren said.

      “Well, I remember what it was like to be fourteen, and that’s when I had plenty of girls to look at. He’s only got one, and she’ll make him do anything she likes.”

      “So, what about this woman of yours?” Darren asked, trying to steer the topic away from his son. In truth, Bill’s words did hold some sway for him. Darren always had been pensive about Brent’s first foray into romance. It was inevitable, but it brought with it a whole host of new problems.

      “Well, she was a sweet young thing. I thought she was different from all the rest. Marie was her name, just out of high school, innocent, or so I thought. We had a good year or so together. My longest relationship, actually. And let me tell you, I was faithful to her in a way I never had been with anyone else. I never even looked at another woman because I knew Marie would leave me in a heartbeat. And I thought, no, this is it, this is time to turn my life around. But then, well, shit happens, doesn’t it? And I had to…go away for a while.”

      “Go away? How long for?”

      “Ten years,” Bill said, looking directly at Darren. “I wasn’t going to tell you. I get tired of seeing the look people give me when they find out I’m an ex-con. I figured in this world, the past doesn’t matter.”

      “It doesn’t,” Darren said. “The only thing that matters is what you do now. Anyway, carry on with your story, please.”

      “Well, it was bullshit anyway. The other guy started it, and I just ended it with a bang, but that’s neither here nor there. When I was away, Marie promised that she would wait for me. She knew I’d been faithful, and I said that when I was out, we’d get married and we’d live properly, as husband and wife, and even raise a family. And I didn’t even want these things, but Marie did, and I wanted to make her happy. It’s damned frustrating, isn’t it? When somebody comes along who makes you want things you never wanted before, and then they turn out to be a fraud. I thought she was so sweet. And she came to visit me as well, every week for a few years. Then eventually over time, her visits became less and less. She kept saying she was counting down the days to my release, that she had a party planned and everything.

      “I tell you, there were some nights when that was the only thing that kept me going. I hated being in the slammer. There were people there who were lifers and I would have taken my own life if that had been me. I need to feel the freedom of the air, you know? Anyway, for a little while she stopped coming. I tried calling her and I wrote to her, but she didn’t reply, and I was driving myself crazy with worry. What if something had happened to her and she had been in a freak accident or something? What if I had nothing to look forward to when I got out? She was my everything and without her…well, I guess my life went that way anyway.”

      “She died?”

      “Oh, no. It was much worse than that, my friend.” A wave of revulsion swept through Darren when Bill referred to him as ‘my friend’.

      “She did eventually come back to visit me, a couple of months after the last time. I saw her face and I smiled and then I saw the rest of her. The fucking bitch was pregnant!” His voice rose as he said this and he jerked the knife violently, slashing through the remaining skin.

      “I’m assuming it wasn’t yours.”

      “No, it wasn’t. It was some guy she met at a party. All that devotion, all that love, meant nothing to her. She said she’d gotten drunk and she was lonely and she wanted to experiment, since she’d never been with anyone else. It was all just a lie. You give them your faithfulness and they give you nothing back in return. And then she said she was going to keep it! She said she didn’t know how to tell me. I just sat there in silence. I had no idea what to say. Part of me wanted to tell her that we still could be together. Can you believe that? I was such a slave to my heart that I actually was willing to love her, even though she was going to give birth to some other guy’s kid. But no, even that wasn’t good enough for her. She wanted out. And there was nothing I could do about it, sitting behind bars.”

      “Did you see her again when you got out?”

      “Oh, yeah. I tracked her down, saw her pushing her little bastard kid in a stroller. She was across the street from me. She smiled and waved. I just spat. She had a ring on her finger as well. Whoever had knocked her up had tried making an honest woman out of her, not that anyone could make her honest. So, that was my grand story, and they’re all the same. I know that Betsy is going to be the same. I swear she’s been giving me some strange looks. Daddy issues, you know. I’m worried I’m going to have to start fighting her off and young ones are always unstable. God, what a mess,” Bill said.

      Darren had no idea if what Bill said was the truth, or if he was spinning more lies. In the end, it didn’t really matter. He had to be dealt with before he did any harm to anyone else. It didn’t surprise Darren that Bill had been in prison, and Darren wondered if that had been the only visit. There were no prisons any longer. No way to hold accountable people who had broken the law. There were only good people and bad people, and if humanity had any chance of thriving there had to be more of the former than the latter.

      Bill looked down at the animal and then declared that it was time to eat. He wiped his knife on the ground, and then slid it back into his boot. Then, he picked up the animal and put it on a skewer before resting it over the fire. The fat on the animal crackled as the flames licked its meat. The smell of charred meat quickly filled the air and the kids gathered around. Betsy and Darren exchanged another look. She seemed surprised to see that Bill had returned.

      It wasn’t time yet.

      Dinner was tense. Betsy and Brent sat near each other. Tara and Michelle were lost in a world of their own. Darren and Bill ate in silence. They sliced the meat off and handed it to the children. It was a meager meal, but one that filled their aching stomachs. They had become used to small meals, and usually the work during the night was so hard they needed much more to eat. What they really needed was sleep.

      Darren noticed that Betsy was glancing toward Bill. It hadn’t escaped Bill’s attention either. As soon as Betsy was finished with her meal she excused herself and walked away in the darkness of the night. Darren tried not to make it obvious, but he finished up his dinner quickly and said that he was going to stretch his legs.

      He found Betsy pacing by the fallen tree, biting her nails. When she saw Darren approach she went straight to him.

      “What is he doing here? I thought you were going to deal with him?”

      “Betsy, stay calm, it’s well in hand. I’m going to wait until the time is right. He brought us dinner, and he had a knife. Don’t worry, you’re safe with us. I promise you that. Try acting normal so he doesn’t suspect anything. By this time tomorrow, you won’t have to worry.”

      Betsy seemed satisfied by that, although she still clearly was troubled. Darren asked her if she wanted to come back inside, but she said she wanted to remain outside for the time being. Darren understood why she would want to be as far away from Bill as possible. Darren returned to the others, and when dinner was done Brent helped to clean up. After this, it was time for the kids to turn in. Darren tucked Michelle and Tara into bed. The two girls were more like sisters, and slept entangled with each other, with Applejack in between them.

      Darren was proud of how Michelle had shared her precious pony. There were times when he doubted himself and the job he had done raising Brent and Michelle, but when he saw things like this, and when he heard stories like Bill’s, he was reassured that he had done a good job of raising them.

      Betsy soon came back into the cave, keeping distance between herself and Bill, and went straight to bed. Brent followed, leaving the two adults alone again.

      “Just the two of us,” Bill said.

      “Seems that way.”

      “I noticed you and Betsy went off together. You’re not planning anything there, are you? It would be a hell of a thing to take that away from your boy.”

      “I would never do such a thing!” Darren protested, aghast that Bill would even think of such a thing.

      Bill shrugged. “Laws don’t matter anymore. I always thought it was stupid anyway. Why is it that a girl is legal to be screwed one day, but the day before she isn’t? Makes no sense to me.”

      If Darren already hadn’t had reservations about Bill’s character, he certainly would have some now.

      “Why don’t we go for a walk, Bill?”

      Bill arched an eyebrow. When he didn’t move, Darren rose. Bill followed suit this time, and the two men walked out of the cave. Darren remained silent until they had walked around the fallen tree.

      “What’s this about? Oh wait, I get it. You’ve been lonely this past year, and it’s too much to bear. I appreciate the attention, but I don’t swing that way. Just go find a tree, like a normal guy,” Bill said.

      “We need to talk, Bill.”

      “Frankly, I think we’ve done enough talking. I’m kinda tired of your questions. This is because of what I told you earlier, isn’t it? Sure, I was in prison, but that doesn’t give you the right to judge me.”

      “This isn’t about what you did in the old world, Bill. I agree with you that that stuff doesn’t matter any longer. The world is new, and we’re new people. We’ve all been given a clean slate, and we only should be judged on the actions we take in this world.”

      “And what actions are you judging me for? For providing food for these people, for taking care of kids that aren’t my own?”

      “Betsy told me what happened, Bill. I know that it wasn’t an animal that killed Larry. I don’t know what else you’ve lied to me about, but I don’t appreciate it.”

      Bill snorted and glared at Darren. “You’re going to take the word of that conniving bitch over me? She’s spinning lies again. That’s what she does. She’s like all the rest, giving you that wide-eyed innocent look to play on your emotions, twirling you around her little finger. Don’t be a fool, Darren. We’re friends, we’re cut from the same cloth. What have I done to make you think like this? Don’t take her word for it just because she’s a girl. You and I both know that they’re not always what they seem. She’s just trying to get me out of the picture. And after all I’ve done for her…you know the two of them wouldn’t be alive if it wasn’t for me! They’re so ungrateful! And I can’t believe you’re falling for her lies!”

      Bill’s face contorted with anger as he spoke, snarling like a dragon. Darren tried to keep calm, and kept an eye on Bill’s hand, watching in case the burly man reached to his boot for the knife. The last thing Darren wanted was to be skinned like an animal.

      “I saw the bruises, Bill. I know what you’ve done to her.”

      “The bruises,” Bill gasped. “I’ll tell you what. She deserved every one of them.” He jabbed his finger in the air. “That girl has been nothing but trouble. I should have left them to their own devices a long time ago, but screw me for doing the right thing and taking them under my wing. I could have left them for dead, just like their dad. I could have walked away without a care in the world, but I didn’t, and the things I’ve had to put up with…”

      “You killed their father. What do you expect from them?”

      Bill waved his hand in the air dismissively. “If you’d have spent more than two minutes with him, you’d have killed him as well. The man was useless. He was a wreck. I don’t know how he managed to get a wife in the first place, let alone Ana to like him as well. That man was undeserving of affection. I tell you, if I hadn’t killed him, something else would have soon enough. The best thing that happened to those girls was me taking control. If they had stayed with their father, they’d be dead now, and do they thank me? No.”

      “You hurt her, Bill.”

      “How else am I supposed to teach them a lesson?”

      Darren’s mouth hung open in utter shock at the question. “You talk to them, Bill. They’re people.”

      “They’re irresponsible kids who don’t know what’s good for them. They’re not people. They don’t know how to be people. They’re just girls who are going to turn into women who are going to be bitches, and I have to try teaching them to listen to me before it gets too late. I guess you never learned that, and you’re all the worse off for it.”

      “You can’t get away with this, Bill. She’s just a kid. You can’t hit her. I can’t believe you’re not showing repentance for it, or remorse. She’s just a kid. I know you were hurt by Marie, but that’s no reason to take it out on Betsy.”

      “This has nothing to do with Marie. You don’t know what you’re talking about, Darren. And you’d be wise to stop right there,” he stepped forward threateningly. “Maybe you’re like Larry. Maybe you don’t have what it takes to live in this world. Maybe I should take your kids from you just like I took Larry’s from him. Brent looks like a strong guy. I’m sure that I can teach him a thing or two.”

      Bill’s hand dropped down to his boot and he drew his knife. Darren braced himself for the attack. This was it. He wasn’t just fighting for himself, or for his children, he was fighting for justice.
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      Bill lunged forward, fury in his eyes. The knife gleamed in the soft light. There still were dark stains from the animal that Bill had skinned earlier. He thrust the knife forward. Darren jumped back, curving his body to avoid the knife being plunged into his stomach. He brought his hands down on Bill’s arm.

      But Bill was strong. He struggled to get his arm free. The knife twisted near Darren’s skin, and it was all he could do to steer clear of its sharp point and jagged edge. Bill grunted as he summoned all his strength to try wrenching his arm free, but Darren clung like death’s embrace, fingers digging into Bill’s skin. He planted his feet on the ground and forced Bill’s arm back, before turning around and pulling Bill’s arm with him, behind his back.

      Bill gasped in pain. Curses flew from his mouth. He howled with agony as Darren continued putting pressure on his arm.

      “Drop the knife,” Darren said, through gritted teeth.

      Bill shook his head, so Darren put even more pressure on him, and eventually the knife fell to the ground with a soft thud. Darren started releasing the pressure, intending to grab the knife, but as soon as he let up, Bill found a reserve of strength and tried to break free. As soon as Darren felt him resist, he yanked Bill’s arm down and heard a sharp crack. Bill immediately fell to the ground, and Darren had to let go, lest he become embroiled in a muddy wrestling match. Quickly, Darren grabbed the knife and stood over Bill.

      “This is the end of the line for you, Bill,” Darren said.

      “You’re a monster,” Bill said. His damaged arm hung limply from his side, while his other hand clawed at the ground, pushing him up. His face looked haggard and his voice was hoarse.

      “No, there’s only one monster here. You beat an innocent girl. You killed their father. God knows what else you’ve done, but it’s time to answer for your crimes. I can’t have you around my kids, Bill. I just can’t. And I can’t let you go either. If you’re free to walk the Earth, then you can come back to us. You know where we live, and I won’t have you jeopardize our safety. I have to protect my family. Betsy and Tara are a part of that now. You could have been too, if you had been a better person. But you’re not. You’re selfish, mean, and you’re a killer.”

      “You will be too, if you go through with this. And you know what? I don’t think you have it in you. I think you’re just like Larry, a big-talker with ideas above his station. People like you don’t know what it’s like to be victimized, to work hard every day of your life, only to lose everything. This is my time to get what I deserve. You can keep those kids. They’ve served their purpose, and they’re more trouble than they’re worth.”

      “I can’t let you leave, Bill. You’ve caused too much pain, and I know pain of the world better than you think.”

      “Oh, really? Sure, you know what it’s like to have a beautiful woman leave you, but that’s just about it. You’ve got everything you ever wanted and you look down on me because I’ve had a few bad breaks. You think I wanted to be like this? I’m just the way the world has made me.”

      “No, you’re not,” Darren said, without a sliver of pity. “You get to choose exactly who you are. The biggest lesson I’ve taught my kids is to have responsibility for their actions and the way they act in the world. They can’t blame anyone else for what they choose to do, and I know you better than you might think. You’re a mean liar, Bill, and I know you wouldn’t leave us alone. You’re too bitter for that, striking out at everyone you think has done you wrong. You would have been given a pass in the old world, thrown in prison before you got released and made the same mistakes, but there are no cops in this world, and no prisoners. I can’t let you leave.”

      “Then you’re going to have to do it the hard way,” Bill growled as he lunged forward and reached out with his one good hand, trying to claw at Darren.

      Darren instinctively brought the knife around in an arc, slashing a line across Bill’s palm. Bill cried out in pain as blood flowed from the open wound. Darren then thrust the knife forward, plunging it into Bill’s throat, and then dragged it down, cutting his throat, just like Bill had killed the animal earlier.

      Bill’s body fell to the ground and Darren stepped back, waiting for the blood to pour out. Bill choked on his own blood. His body convulsed violently in its death throes, and then he was still.

      Darren took a deep breath. The world was a safer place without Bill in it, but Darren thought about the toll it would take on him. Another man had died, but his family was still safe. That was the only thing that mattered.

      Darren didn’t want to risk the kids finding Bill’s body, and he didn’t want to send it down the stream. He was afraid that the cold temperature would freeze the body and make it fall to the bed of the stream. Instead, he dragged it away and covered it with a copious amount of leaves. It was an ignominious end, but that was all Bill deserved. The man had done some heinous things, and his life had caught up with him. There would be nobody to harbor fond memories of him, nobody to miss him, and that was the harvest he reaped from the seeds he had sown.

      Darren firmly believed that without children men were nothing, and their lives would have no legacy. Bill was an example of that. His life hadn’t amounted to anything worthwhile, he had performed no good deeds, and now he was dead.

      Darren wearily sat down on a nearby tree stump and kicked a few of the leaves by his feet. There were so many fallen leaves around that it was difficult to tell where Bill actually had been buried.

      It was a great shame that Bill had turned out to be this type of man, for Darren had enjoyed sharing the workload, and the company of another adult. Perhaps, in time, someone else would come along and Darren would be able to make a new friend but, so far, all the adults he had met only had wanted to do him harm. At least he could shape the next generation, and teach them that hurting people wasn’t the only way to go.

      After staying there for a few moments, he rose and walked back to the cave.
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      When he returned, Betsy came up to him. She evidently hadn’t been able to sleep, and was relieved to see that Darren was alone.

      “Is it done?” she asked.

      “It is.”

      Betsy breathed a sigh of relief and looked as though a weight had been lifted from her shoulders. She wrapped her arms around Darren again and thanked him profusely. Darren lightly patted her on the back and nodded to her.

      “It’s over now, Betsy. You don’t have to worry about him anymore. You don’t have to worry about anything. You have a home here. We’ll all be glad to have you and Tara if you’d like to stay with us,” Darren said. Betsy didn’t hesitate before agreeing. Darren then told her to get some rest. She should have been able to sleep a little more easily now that Bill had been dealt with.

      Darren watched her go to bed and then started to settle himself.  Although, when he closed his eyes, he saw Bill in his last throes of life. It was a burden on his soul to have to live with that memory, but the world was a better place. Life was such that he couldn’t rely on other’s services to take care of things for him. He had to do everything. He was king of his domain, and the king had to swing the sword.

      Eventually, he managed to get some sleep as well, and a new day dawned.

      All the kids awoke to breakfast, for Darren had been the first to wake up. Brent noticed Bill’s absence and shared a solemn look with his father. Tara and Michelle were innocent, of course, and couldn’t even fathom what had happened to Bill. They were curious, though, and Tara asked where he was.

      Darren glanced toward Betsy and Brent.

      “He’s gone. I think he wanted to go find someone he used to know. He said that he always wanted to take you somewhere safe, and now he’s done that. I spoke with Betsy and she said she’s happy to stay here. I hope you are too.”

      Tara considered it for a moment and then nodded. “I like you better than him,” she said.

      “I’m glad to hear that.”

      Michelle squealed with glee at the news that her new friend was staying. They babbled together, while Darren turned to Brent and Betsy.

      “There are still a lot of things that we need to do around here. Winter isn’t going to get any easier, and I know Bill had to leave, but he did provide one thing we can’t replace, manpower. It’s going to be harder to find animals, and now we have more mouths to feed. I hope we can ration out our supplies to last us the rest of winter, but I’m worried that we won’t. Betsy, do you know how to hunt and things?”

      Betsy shifted uncomfortably. “Not really. Bill tried to show us how to make fire, but I never really wanted to listen to him. He didn’t like us handling weapons. He just wanted us to sit there and be quiet. He told us that if we ever ran into anyone else, we were to act like his kids so they would trust us, and then we’d take whatever they had. Bill said that it was us against the world, and everyone else was going to be working against us. Dad wasn’t much help either. I desperately wanted to kill Bill,” Betsy said, glancing toward Tara as she caught herself. The younger girls didn’t seem to be listening, though.

      “For what he did to Dad, and what he was doing to us, but I was so afraid. I guess that makes me a coward. I should have stopped him as soon as I knew what he was capable of. I don’t even know how Dad knew him. I’d never seen him before.”

      “From what Bill said, the two of them met in a bar the night the EMP hit. It was just bad luck,” Darren said, “but you’re not a coward.”

      “I am. I was afraid we wouldn’t be able to survive without him. He knew how to do everything. He got us food, kept us warm, and I hated him for it. I just wanted him to leave, but I knew that we wouldn’t be able to survive without him. It was awful,” she said bitterly.

      “The thing with men like him is that they like to make you feel as though you have no control. He should have taught you how to take care of yourself, which is something we will do. But that doesn’t mean you’re a coward. You did what you had to do to give you and your sister the best chance for survival. You should be proud of that. I know you haven’t had a happy time of it recently, and I can’t say that I’ll offer you happiness, but I can offer you safety and warmth. I’ll need you to pitch in though, okay? You and Brent are going to have to do a lot to help me out, especially when it comes to keeping an eye on those two. I know they’ll get into a lot of mischief.”

      “It’s good seeing Tara happy again, though,” Betsy said.

      “And Michelle,” Brent said. “She’s been needing a friend.”

      “I think we all have. You two take it easy today, okay? Brent, if you wouldn’t mind, would you show Betsy how to forage and hunt? Teach her all the things that she should have learned from Bill. If you need any help, come to me. But don’t worry, Betsy, you’re in very capable hands with Brent. He’s a pro at living in this world,” Darren said. “And if you don’t mind, I have something else to attend to.

      He made sure that Tara and Michelle were okay, then took the wooden pony he had been working on and went outside to continue whittling away at it, keeping it hidden in between his legs in case Michelle came out. It was a rhythmic, monotonous task, but something that he could focus on. The endless routine was relaxing in a way, and it was exactly what he needed after the tension that Bill had brought to their lives.

      There was no telling who else was lurking in the woods, coming their way. Darren was sure there would be others like Bill, people who had fled the city, especially if he had been telling the truth about that, and only time would tell if those people would be a threat.

      While he was whittling, he couldn’t help but overhear Brent and Betsy’s conversation behind him. He wasn’t the eavesdropping type, but Brent and Betsy made no effort to hide the things they were saying to each other.

      “Your dad seems really nice. He’s got things under control, not like mine,” Betsy said.

      “Yeah, he’s had a plan since that first night. We left our home right away and came out here. It hasn’t always been easy, but he’s kept us safe,” Brent said.

      “We stayed at home for a while. We thought things were going to get better, but they didn’t. Do you mind if I ask what happened to your mom?”

      “She left us last year. She just...I don’t know, she had had enough, I think. I’ve always wondered if it’s something I did. Like, maybe I wasn’t the son she wanted. Dad says it’s not my fault but…I don’t know. What about yours? You haven’t mentioned her much.”

      “She died that night. Her car crashed into a telephone pole outside our house. Dad tried to keep us from seeing her body, but I watched out of the window as he and Bill took her body out of the car. I saw her body, but her face…it wasn’t hers. I don’t know how to describe it. It didn’t seem real. Dad said that she was going to leave us anyway. I don’t know if I believed him or not. They weren’t happy. They were arguing all the time. They didn’t think I could hear, but I did.”

      “We always hear,” Brent smiled.

      “I’m sorry for being so quiet when we first met.”

      “Don’t worry about it. It’s natural given what you had been through. You didn’t know if you were getting into another bad situation.”

      “I’m glad we ran into your dad, though. I think Bill was running out of patience with us. What’s it been like for you living here? It seems pretty safe. I’m jealous. I hated walking through the woods. There were times when it was raining and Bill just kept telling us to keep walking. Sometimes the rain was so thick that I couldn’t see anything in front of me. There were times when I thought I would die. If Bill wasn’t going to kill us, then the winter would. I’d have given anything to be in a place like this.”

      “We are lucky, thanks to Dad, but it hasn’t always been easy. We haven’t always been alone.”

      “No?”

      “Look over there,” Brent said, gesturing to the dark stain on the rocks left by the blood of the man Brent had killed. It likely always would be there now, no matter how faded it became. Betsy wasn’t sure what she should have been seeing at first, so Brent had to point it out to her.

      “There were men that came here. They wanted this place and our food and everything else we had. Dad tried standing up to them, but one of them took him down and tied up him. He was going to kill Michelle, and Dad had made me promise to protect her. While he was beating on my dad, I was able to grab his gun and I ended up, well…” he looked away, unable to finish the sentence. Betsy reached out and took his hand.

      “We’ve all done difficult things in this world. I think you’re very brave, Brent. You and your dad are both heroes. We owe you so much.”

      Brent smiled.

      “Do you think we’ll be able to have normal lives again?” she asked.

      “I think this is going to be normal from now on. Dad thinks that one day we might be able to head back home, but he’s not sure. We have to wait and get through winter first.”

      “I wouldn’t want to go back there. We tried going into the city when we first left home. Dad was sure there would be someone to help us, but there wasn’t.”

      “What was it like?”

      “Horrible. All the windows were smashed. There were people running and screaming in fear. There were dead bodies too, some had been trampled. They were laid out in the street as though nobody could be bothered to pick them up. It was like the world just had stopped working. Even now, I’m finding it difficult to remember the way things used to be. I don’t know if they’re ever going to go back to being the same.”

      “Dad says it probably won’t. He says that we have to act like we’re in a new world, and that we’re the ones who are going to be responsible for the way it’s shaped. “

      “That’s a big responsibility.”

      “Yeah…I do want to go back home again, though. Just in case she came back.”

      “Your mom?”

      Brent nodded.

      “Maybe one day we will, after this winter is over. Just think that one day the sun is going to shine again, and the trees are going to be green, and we’ll have forgotten all about this business.”

      “I’m not sure I’m ever going to forget what’s happened here,” Brent said.

      The two of them fell quiet. Darren continued whittling away, a frown etched on his face. He had been listening to them talk, and found a few things troubling. He had been hoping Bill had lied about the state of the city. There was no way Darren wanted to return to that festering, decaying place if it only was filled with death.

      The other troubling thing was hearing Brent talk about Stacie. Sometimes Darren’s pain was so intense that he forgot she had hurt Brent a lot as well. It was easy for Darren to lose himself to his own pain, and he made a point to speak to his son about it soon. Pride swelled within him when he thought about the way Brent had spoken about him as well. He enjoyed sharing a close relationship with his son and hoped it would continue for a long time to come.

      Once Darren had finished whittling the pony he walked back into the cave and, in a booming voice, called for Michelle to come join him. Because of the volume, she thought she was in trouble. Michelle dragged Applejack behind her as she made her way toward the cave entrance.

      “Now then,” Darren said, “there’s something that has been on my mind for a little while now, and it’s important we talk about it. I know that it’s been difficult to keep track of the days and months, but it is winter, and in winter something special happens.”

      “Christmas!” Tara yelled excitedly. Darren smiled at her enthusiasm.

      “Yes, but there’s something else before Christmas, and that’s Michelle’s birthday.”

      Michelle beamed and clapped her hands together.

      “You had forgotten, hadn’t you?” Darren said. Michelle nodded. Darren picked her up and grunted. “You’re getting heavy. Not sure how much longer I’ll be able to carry you like this. You’re getting to be a big girl.”

      “Like Betsy!” Michelle said. Darren looked over at Betsy, who blushed with pride.

      “Exactly like Betsy,” he said. “But look, I know that this birthday is going to be different. Since there’s no stores around, I couldn’t get you as many presents as I usually do. I wish I could have gotten you more, but I have made you something that I think you’ll like, okay?”

      Darren rummaged in his pocket, brought out the pony, and handed it to Michelle. She took the wooden animal in her hands and her eyes widened. She turned it over, feeling the smooth wood in her hand, and then beamed, hugging Darren tightly as she thanked him.

      “I’m glad you like it,” he said, lowering her down to the ground. It meant so much to him to see her light up like that. As soon as her feet touched the ground, Tara came running up to examine the pony as well.

      “Can I have one?” she asked.

      Darren chuckled. “Of course you can. Like you said, Christmas is coming soon.”

      “Do you think Santa will be able to find us, even though we’re not at home?” Michelle said, scrunching up her face.

      “He always knows how to find the nice children,” Darren said, hoping that he wasn’t putting too much pressure on himself to make presents.

      He started singing happy birthday to Michelle, and the others all joined in. The cave was filled with the sounds of their singing, and then Darren, Brent, and Betsy gave Michelle the birthday tickles. She squealed in delight, and managed to hold onto Applejack the entire time. Of course, then Tara wanted the tickles as well, and by the end of it Darren’s heart was filled with joy.

      In moments like these it was easy to forget about the dark shadows of life. Surrounded by his kids and the innocent excitement of Michelle and Tara it didn’t seem possible that men like Bill existed and could treat people so cruelly. Darren had no remorse about what he’d done. He’d do it again, if anyone like Bill endangered the lives of his family.

      “Where’s my cake?” Michelle asked.

      The older ones erupted with laughter. Darren had to explain to her why birthdays were going to be different now, and how they probably wouldn’t be having cake for a very long time. It made Darren think about his own age and how quickly he had lost track of counting the years. In truth, age always had been one of those things that never really had made sense to him. It was just an arbitrary measure of how much time one had spent alive, and didn’t really signify anything more than that. Now he could stop counting properly. Time meant nothing to him now. The year was split into different seasons. Those were the only things that mattered, for each one brought its own challenges to their survival.

      Michelle was so proud of her new wooden pony that she couldn’t stop showing it off, and put it in a prominent place in the cave.

      Another day had passed, and by the end of it, Darren was ready for sleep. Thankfully, there had been no unpleasant surprises. Brent returned after his first lesson with Betsy, and he wanted a word with his father.

      “You could have told me you were making a present for Michelle,” Brent said.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t want to get her hopes up in case it didn’t turn out the way I wanted it.”

      “Well, I think you’ve started a tradition now. I can imagine she’ll want one every year.”

      “Thankfully, there’s no shortage of wood around. How did things go with Betsy?”

      “Oh, they went great,” Brent said quickly, smiling. There was a sparkle in his eyes that told Darren everything he needed to know.

      “I’m glad to hear it. Now I think we might need to have a bit of a chat,” Darren said.

      “A chat? About what?”

      Darren rubbed his jaw. He’d always been regretting this day, having this conversation. He’d always told himself that he would be more open when talking about romance and sex with his kids because his own parents had been, well, frankly, useless. Anything he learned had been self-taught. But now he was standing in front of his son and realized why his parents never had spoken about these things with him. It was incredibly awkward. Still, these things needed to be done, and it was better that Darren start now, before it was too late.

      “Well, you know, girls,” he said. Brent laughed.

      “No offense, Dad, but what do you know about girls?”

      “I was married, Brent. I know everything there is to know,” Darren said. “And certainly more than you know. I mean, things are a lot different than you might think. You hear a lot conflicting information when you’re young, and it all can be very confusing. Especially when there are so many hormones raging in your body.”

      At the mention of hormones Brent rolled his eyes and stood up. Darren caught his arm and yanked him back down.

      “This is important, Brent. Without a school there are things that fall to me, and really, I think this is something that parents probably should teach their kids anyway. Look, life was hard in the old world as a teenager, and it’s going to be confusing now as well. You’re going to have urges and desires that don’t quite make sense to you, but it’s perfectly natural. Everyone goes through it, even me. Now, I remember my first crush. Millie was her name. She was one of the most beautiful girls I’ve ever seen. But I just didn’t know how to handle anything, and it’s one of my biggest regrets. Of course, I wouldn’t want to go back and change anything now because I wouldn’t want to risk losing you and Michelle, but I always wished my father had sat me down and told me about women.”

      “Okay, Dad,” Brent sighed reluctantly.

      “Right,” Darren said, and then his mind went blank. He hadn’t actually thought about getting this far, and had to search his mind for the proper things to say.

      “Well, you see, the first thing you have to know about women is that when it comes down to it they’re just people, same as you and me. Now, that’s not to say there aren’t any differences between men and women, because there are, but we have a lot in common as well. We all get scared, lonely, we have our doubts and our strengths. What’s important is accepting them for who they are, just as you should with anyone. The other thing you should know is that it’s important to be yourself, be genuine and sincere, because anything that’s built on a lie won’t last long. Now, you and Betsy--”

      “Dad,” Brent whined.

      “No, this is serious.”

      “We’re just friends.”

      “That may well be, but in case anything does happen, it’s important that you keep in mind we’re a family. So, anything you do will change the dynamic in this home. So, just think about what you’re doing. But when it comes down to it, I trust you to do the right thing I know you treat people well. I just want you to know that you can come to me with anything you need. I’ll always be here for you to offer you advice or just to hear you talk out your problems.”

      “Thanks, Dad. I appreciate it, but really there’s nothing going on,” he said.

      Darren suspected Brent was protesting too much, and in his experience it didn’t really matter what he thought. If Betsy had feelings for him, then he might find himself coming back to his father for advice sooner than he might think.

      Brent quickly excused himself and Darren was left thinking about the future. Would Brent ever have a wife and kids and enjoy all the best things of life? Would this world afford him that? Darren thought back to his own wedding day. If Brent did have one, it would be entirely different. But Darren still would be there, as proud as ever.

      There was a lot of life to live yet, though, and Brent still had many mistakes to make. Darren always would be there for his son, ready to reassure him.

      The additions of Betsy and Tara to their little family was going to provide many interesting situations indeed., Despite how awkward it was to talk about relationships with Brent, it was going to be even more so with Michelle, and most likely Tara, since he was going to be a surrogate father to the younger of the newcomers. Darren couldn’t even imagine his little girl as a young woman, and not only because there was a long way to go for them to get to that point.

      All he wanted was for his kids to be happy. But at some point, that would mean them finding a bigger community so they would have the chance to meet new people and fall in love. The more time they spent in this cave the smaller it was going to seem. Tara and Michelle were small at the moment, but soon they would be growing bigger.

      Darren sighed as he thought about the challenges that faced him. Many of them could be pushed aside for the future version of himself to worry about, while the others had to be dealt with immediately. The first was food, of course. He still wasn’t sure if they had enough to last them all through winter. There were two extra mouths to feed now, and as they got deeper into winter it was going to be more difficult to catch wild animals.

      Darren wanted each of them to live a long life. They all had been through so much, and the only thing they deserved was happiness. There still were so many obstacles before that could happen, though. At least Brent would be able to enjoy the excitement of his first romance. Darren thought about Mille some more, the one who had gotten away. He’d been thinking about her more after Stacie had left, wondering how different his life would have been had he made a different choice.

      But Stacie was gone, he’d ended up alone, and he figured that was the way it would be. His priority was looking after his kids now rather than finding romance for himself. He knew what it was like to be in love. It was Brent’s turn next.
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      The cold breath of winter swirled outside. It was the first day in at least a week that it had stopped raining. There were moments when it seemed the downpour never was going to end, just one dreary, dark day after another. Black clouds still loomed overhead, threatening more bad weather. It seemed an eternity until spring.

      Darren sat hunched over at the mouth of his cave, rubbing his hands together over the small fire. Dark circles were etched underneath his eyes, a thick scraggly beard now sat upon his chin, and the stale odor of stagnant life lingered all around him. He was the only one awake, as he usually was at this hour. The kids shouldn’t have to worry, but he did. He was the only adult they had.

      The ground outside was muddy. None of them had been able to leave the cave for days, and all were getting cabin fever. Darren tried keeping the kids calm, but even he wasn’t immune. It took great effort not to snap at them. Darren had spent a lot of time thinking about the physical challenges of this world, but the psychological challenges were almost more threatening. Often his mind felt as though it was going to snap. He’d already been taken to the brink once before, and this time he was scared he would careen over.

      But that would leave the kids defenseless. Brent, Michelle, Betsy, and Tara all depended on him. Their lives were in his hands, and if he failed…he didn’t bear thinking about.

      So, he tried not to think about it. He tried not to think about the dwindling food resources, about the fact that all of them were getting on each others’ nerves, about how Brent and Betsy were getting closer, about how they hadn’t been able to bathe, and the cave now smelled like a refugee camp. He tried not to think about Death’s thin fingers slowly crushing him. He wondered if he actually was dying already, if this world was eroding his spirit, slowly chipping at his soul like the tide against the shore, an inexorable decline.

      There seemed to be no hope left. Especially not when he looked outside and saw the grim rain pouring down, chattering against the fallen leaves, thundering against the outside of the cave.

      As he sat in front of the fire, the one bright spot for miles since the Moon was covered by the thick clouds, he remembered winters gone by; how he always liked to sit inside with a blanket and a book or a movie, breathing in the warm scent of a hot chocolate while the rain pummeled the house like the wolf who couldn’t get in to eat the three little pigs. He used to feel smug, that humanity had come up with such a simple solution to something so threatening. Just some brick and mortar was all it took to protect themselves from the onslaught of nature, but nature had come back with a vengeance.

      Those days were from another life; a life where he had been happy, where the future seemed bright, where he had a beautiful wife and a successful career. Now all he had were his family. He wasn’t sure he even had hope any longer. It seemed too much to ask that they make it through to the other side of winter, not that that would stop him from trying to survive every day.

      Every day it seemed a little less likely.

      Every day it was a little colder.

      Every day he shivered a little more.

      He didn’t know when Christmas was going to come, or New Year’s. There would be no visit from Santa Claus, no resolutions made, no smell of Christmas dinner being cooked while he sat sleepily in his chair, his family around him. He could smile when he thought of that image, and for a moment everything seemed right again. But then he had to open his eyes and look at his surroundings, and his heart sank.

      From what Bill and the girls had told him, Darren had made the right decision by moving away from the city. Not that Bill was a reliable source of information, of course, but Darren trusted the girls, and he didn’t see why Bill would lie about the state of the city. He had given his family a home here, but it didn’t seem enough. Surviving was one thing, living was another, and Darren wasn’t sure he actually could give them a life.

      He had struggled to give them enough of his time after Stacie had left, even though he’d had to work two jobs. Now that he had all the time in the world to spend with them he was finding it difficult to provide them with all the things they needed.

      Darren glanced over at the stock of food. Because of the rain they hadn’t been able to go out hunting, and had to rely on the food. When the three of them had left their home, Darren had estimated what they would need to survive for about six months, but that was for three of them. Despite being young, Betsy and Tara seemed to eat a lot, and there was no way the food was going to last until spring.

      Even before the rain it had been hard to find animals. Most of them either were hibernating or had found warm places to live while winter seized the land outside. Darren was faced with the very real possibility that his family would run out of food, and it was his responsibility to find another source.

      The memories of winters past always had been cozy ones. He had been surrounded by warmth and filled with heavy, satisfying food. The reality of the present was a harsh reminder that the happiness had been an illusion. The veil had been pulled back, and the truth that was there for him to see was shocking. Humans may have tamed the world millennia ago, but they also had tamed themselves. They had adapted and tweaked the world to satisfy their every need, but now that nature was off the leash people were left scrounging for survival. They were like a fat, domesticated cat who had stuffed itself on canned food and had forgotten how to go out and hunt. Ultimately, they would wither and die, it only seemed like a matter of time.

      Perhaps, if Darren had been alone, he would have given up already. The crackling fire barely did enough to stop the chill from creeping into his bones. Fatigue made his limbs ache, and it was harder to drag himself from slumber every time he awoke.

      But he had his kids, and as long as they needed him, he would do what he must to keep them alive. Because he was their father, and he loved them.

      It wasn’t long afterward that the kids started stirring. They seemed to be able to sleep well. He imagined that for Betsy and Tara this was something of a paradise compared to being led through the woods by Bill. At least that nightmare was behind them. One by one they awoke and Darren turned around to welcome them. He prepared breakfast for them, which consisted of some biscuits. Tara and Michelle looked crestfallen, and when they had finished their meager meal they asked for more.

      It broke Darren’s heart to tell them no. Brent and Betsy sacrificed some of their biscuits for the smaller children. Tara and Michelle seemed delighted at this, oblivious to the dangers of eating too much when there was so little left. The mood in the cave was a somber one, and silence was a constant companion. Sometimes it seemed as though they had run out of things to talk about, or perhaps it was just that they didn’t have the will. Tara and Michelle were the only ones who had a constant stream of conversation going, while Brent and Betsy spoke a lot only when they were alone.

      Darren worried about the family dynamics as he thought of their blossoming romance. Although it warmed his heart to think that his son could find happiness in a desolate place like this.

      But while they were gathered round, he had something to tell them. He had to work to get the attention of the little ones, but eventually they settled down and listened to him.

      “Winter has been hard on us all, and there’s still plenty of it left. When I came out here, I tried estimating how much food we would need to survive. I knew we’d have to live off the land as well, but it seems as though the land isn’t providing as much as I had hoped, and we have two more mouths to feed. I wouldn’t change that for a second,” he added quickly, not wanting Betsy and Tara to think they were being a burden. “I’m glad the two of you are here, but we can’t ignore the fact that right now we need more food. I’ve been looking at it over the past few days and there’s no doubt in my mind that our food supply is just not going to last long enough. We need more.”

      “Now that it’s stopped raining we can go out hunting again. I’m sure we’ll find something,” Brent said.

      Darren admired his optimism. “Perhaps, but I’m not sure we can rely on nature to provide us with what we need. It’s cold, and most of the animals are doing what we want to do, snuggling into a warm place, protecting themselves from the cold. We need another solution, which is why I’ve called this meeting. I’m going to head back into the populated areas to try finding some food. I won’t be gone for too long, only a matter of hours. I’m going to take one of these bags and bring it back filled with more cans. I know there has to be some left out there. We produced too much of it for all of it to have been used up. It’s just a matter of finding some. I’m hoping the rain will hold off for long enough,” he said, looking warily at the roiling storm clouds hanging in the sky.

      “I’m coming with you,” Brent said.

      “I admire your courage,” Darren said, smiling. “But I need you to stay here. In my absence you’re in charge, and it’s your job to look after everyone else.”

      “Then I’ll go hunting and find us some food. I’ll have something ready for your return.”

      “Brent, I don’t want you leaving this cave. I want all of you to stay here, where it’s safe. All the bottles and containers have been filled with rainwater. It’s not going to be the nicest water you’ve ever tasted, but it’ll help keep you going. Try to eat as little as possible, but don’t starve yourselves. I very much doubt you’ll see anyone, but if you do, well, you know the drill.”

      Brent nodded.

      Darren looked at each member of his family. Even though Betsy and Tara weren’t of his blood he still considered them members of his family. They were under his protection, after all.

      “If I had my choice I wouldn’t leave right now, but I think it’s for the best. I can’t take a chance that the rain is going to come again. I have to go now, while there’s a window. I know you’re all capable of looking after each other, and I also know that it’s been difficult. We’ve been getting on each other’s nerves, we’ve been getting irritable, and we’ve been snapping at each other. That’s perfectly natural, but it’s important that we watch our behavior and remember that we’re in this together, and that we love each other.”

      As he said the last few words he saw Brent and Betsy exchange a meaningful glance.

      Then he told the younger girls to go play, while he pulled Brent and Betsy aside.

      “I’ll be counting on you to keep those two in line. I know they’re going to be unhappy about it, but keep the rations as small as possible. We need to make that food last as long as it can. I very much doubt you’ll encounter any folks out here. Anyone who was walking in that downpour must be mad…so, just stay in the cave, keep the fire going, and stick to what we’ve been doing before. I have full faith that you two can look after each other and, like I said, I won’t be gone long. I’d suggest you find some easy task for the girls to do to keep them busy.”

      “I’ll think of something,” Betsy said, and walked away. Brent remained, looking pensive.

      “What’s wrong, Son?” Darren asked.

      “What if you don’t come back?”

      Brent asked the question, but didn’t look at his father. His voice was small and hollow, as though he had been afraid to voice the question in case it jinxed the future. It was a real possibility, of course, although not one that Darren wanted to spend too much time contemplating.

      “I’m coming back, Brent.”

      “But what if you don’t? You can’t promise that you will. Then it’ll just be me and Michelle.”

      Darren put his hands on Brent’s shoulders and looked him straight in the eye. The teenager still bore the pain of Stacie’s abrupt departure. One day he had woken up and Stacie had been gone, never to return. No doubt Brent was afraid the same thing was going to happen this time.

      “I’m coming back, Brent, no matter what. At the first sign of danger I’ll come back here. I’m not going to put myself in harm’s way, and I’ll make sure I won’t be gone for too long. I don’t want to be out there for any longer than I have to be. Keep yourself busy, stay safe, and I’ll be back before you know it. I love you,” Darren said, pressing his forehead against Brent’s.

      “I love you too, Dad,” Brent said.

      Darren knew he’d start crying if he stayed there any longer, so he pulled himself away and got ready for his excursion. He slid a knife into his boot where it rested against his ankle, but he left the gun with Brent, wanting to make sure the kids could defend themselves in case anyone came to threaten their safety. Darren also took a bottle of water and one biscuit, to keep him going, as well as the compass and a heavy jacket, which he hoped would protect him in case the weather turned nasty again.

      “Now remember, when I’m gone I don’t want anyone leaving this place. Stay here where it’s warm, and listen to Brent and Betsy. They’re in charge,” he said, kissing Michelle on the head. Tara wanted a hug, and Darren was happy to oblige. He kissed Betsy on the cheek, which was a little more awkward, and then gave his son a firm handshake.

      “You’ll do fine, Brent,” he whispered into Brent’s ear. Darren just hoped that Brent believed in himself as much as he believed in his son.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      With everything else ready, Darren slung the empty bag over his shoulders and left his family behind. He walked through the barrier that was the first line of defense and followed the path away from the cave. He tossed his head over his shoulder to look back at the dwindling light of the fire in the mouth of the cave. He sincerely hoped he would be able to keep his promise to Brent. He couldn’t bear the thought that he just had seen his children for the last time.

      The world was dreary. The trees looked skeletal, shorn of their leaves. The sky was dark, but there was just enough light for him to see in front of him. He pulled the jacket around him more tightly, but it didn’t help against the cold. His breath swirled as it left his mouth, and his teeth began chattering. He walked quickly, striding to get the blood pumping through his body, which he hoped would be enough to keep him warm.

      He already was malnourished and tired. The cold sapped his strength. After only a few steps he thought he was making a mistake and should just turn back to the warmth, but that wouldn’t solve the problem of their food shortage.

      The stony path under his feet was peppered with puddles, and the water sloshed under the impact of his boots. At first it was annoying, but he came to put up with it. Because it was so dark, he couldn’t always keep track of the path, mostly because the wind had blown leaves to cover it. So, he found himself deviating from it. Whenever he did so he always knew, because his feet began sinking into the thick mud. He quickly stepped back onto the path, not wanting to trudge through the difficult terrain, or risk getting his foot stuck in a sinking pit.

      The wind whistled through the trees, creating an eerie ambience. In his regular life he never had been scared of things like ghouls and goblins, but out here it was easy to believe in a supernatural presence. In fact he almost expected a spectral creature to present itself to him, to lead him away with an ivory finger and take him to a place unknown.

      The world felt alien to him. He was so used to being surrounded by people. Before the world had ended it was impossible to forget that he was part of an entire human race. Wherever he looked there were other people, and even if he was by himself there were still other people on the TV. Always there were other humans around, even in moments of desperate loneliness there still were people to talk to, to reach out to, but out here there was nobody but himself. He was a lone explorer.

      Even Neil Armstrong had Buzz Aldrin on the Moon.

      At that moment Darren wondered if anyone ever had been as truly alone as he felt right then.

      Step followed step, and his head hung down. He looked into the darkness, wondering if anyone else felt the same as him. There had to be other people out there, but were they doing any better than he was?

      There had to be food out there, somewhere. There just had to be. One thing about society was that it always produced far more than anyone needed. It was just a matter of finding the right place to look. And although it was a morbid thought, Darren also knew the surrounding area’s population had plummeted sharply, which meant there was more food for the living to fight over.

      Hopefully he wouldn’t have to do any fighting, though. He’d done enough of that already. He was so tired of this, tired of struggling, tired of living in a world that gave him no respite. It felt as if he had been struggling for a long time now, ever since Stacie had left. He’d always assumed that at some point it was going to get easier, but when was that point going to be?

      Right now it seemed as though if they got through winter it would be smooth sailing, but even then spring would bring with it new challenges. There would be bigger predators roaming the woods for food, people undoubtedly would be expanding their horizons in search of safe places away from the crumbling city, and there still was the issue of food. The forest would bloom into life, and somehow he and his family would have to find a way to grow their own vegetables. The stocking up on wood for next winter would have to begin as well.

      Darren chuckled grimly. They hadn’t even made it through this winter yet and he already was worrying about the next one.

      Plenty of things had changed in the world, but worrying wasn’t one of them. Ever since his children had been born Darren had worried all the time. The world was a dangerous place. Anything could go wrong at any moment, and so much of it was out of his control. He couldn’t be in more than one place at once, but he hated leaving the kids at the cave alone. If something happened while he wasn’t there…well, it didn’t do much good to think about that. He tried telling himself that it was just like when he had gone off to work, leaving Brent to babysit Michelle.

      The more he thought about the future, the more scared he became, for there seemed to be so much that could go wrong. Without the safety net of the government everything was laid at his feet. It was almost too much responsibility for one man to bear. He was focused on keeping his family safe, but at the same time he had to think about rebuilding a society as well. Still, the thought of other people joining them filled him with anxiety, and then he chastised himself for feeling that way. There were so many skills he didn’t have that other people did, such as medical skills, that would be a boon to him and his family. Then there was the matter that Brent had raised as well, about Darren’s need to be with someone special.

      It had been more than a year now since Stacie had left him, and far longer than that since they had enjoyed any real intimacy. Even on the rare occasions when they had made love it had been mechanical and rehearsed, a mere shadow of the passion that they had felt in the early years of their relationship. Darren had given it his all to elicit some kind of emotional response, but Stacie just had laid there, giving her body to him, but not her mind or her heart. In some ways she had left him long before she actually had departed from the house.

      Eventually, Darren had stopped trying to initiate any romantic interludes with his wife. It quickly had become clear that she only was engaging in sexual intimacy with him because of an obligation, not because she felt close. There were even times when he wondered if he should find what he needed elsewhere, but he’d always tried to give their marriage a chance. He’d never wanted to do anything to jeopardize it, not even when Stacie made things impossible.

      In the end, it didn’t matter. They still broke apart. But Darren couldn’t bring himself to start seeing another person. Sometimes he thought it simply had been too long, that he was out of the game and had no place for love. He’d known what it was to love. He’d been married. That was more than a lot of people ever got in their lives.

      Still, he couldn’t deny that it would be pleasant to feel that flush of arousal again, to feel the exciting tingle all over his body as he thought of someone else. He’d given so much of himself to his kids that he hadn’t really taken the time for himself, not that it mattered now. It wasn’t as though some other woman was going to fall from the sky and land in front of him.

      The dull ache in his loins was just another companion that he had become used to on his journey.

      He shook his head and braced himself against the chill winds, trying to forget about Stacie’s lithe, naked body, and the way she used to move it in just the right manner to cause a surge of pleasure to flow through his body.

      The path rose with the land, and then dipped. Behind him were the valleys and gorges, and he knew there would be no food there. He had to find a gas station or something, hoping he wouldn’t have to venture all the way into the city. He’d told the kids that he only would be gone for a matter of hours, but that was only a best estimate. He may well be gone longer, if his search required it. He didn’t want to come out here again. He’d either find food today or return to the forest and think about another way to find food.

      Part of him had considered returning to his home, his neighborhood, and going through the houses there. But he wanted to avoid people as much as possible, and he assumed that most would have stayed in their homes. He felt his chances were better at finding a gas station or perhaps even a crashed truck.

      Suddenly, a huge gust of wind came out of nowhere, and it almost knocked Darren off his feet. He stumbled to the side of the path and braced himself against a tree trunk, wincing as he turned his face away. The wind began howling and pushing him back. He looked up at the sky, praying it wouldn’t open up and, for the moment at least, it didn’t.

      The wind smacked against his jacket and he struggled to get his footing, since he was now off the path and the mud was underneath him. He put pressure on the ground, but this only made his boots sink deeper into the mud. He groaned and grunted with frustration as he pushed himself forward, determined he would triumph against nature. But as he did, he lost his balance and fell on his side. Mud caked his clothes and he struggled to push himself up. His hands sank into the ground, the mud trying to pull his fingers into its sticky, thick embrace. Darren yelled with frustration as he just managed to pull himself free. Then the rain began.

      It started as soft, light rain at first. He looked up and felt it brush against his skin in a fine mist. But then it became harder, stinging his skin, battering the ground around him. It came down in thick drops, blasting the ground like mortar shells, and the already-soft ground became even more difficult to traverse. Darren reached out to the tree, straining his arms to their limits as he felt himself being pulled back by the mud. His fingertips brushed the bark, and then another gust of wind hit him, sending him sprawling into the mud.

      The rain pummeled him. He spat out mud and blinked, unable to see anything in front of him because the rain was so thick. He raised an arm to shield his face, but the rain cascaded off his jacket and sprayed his mouth and eyes. The strength of the rain made a mockery of his jacket, and he felt the cold wetness creep all over his body. It was in his armpits, spilling around his groin, squelching in his boots, trickling down his chest. It was insidious and his skin crawled in discomfort, and there was nothing he could do about it.

      His arms and legs flailed as he tried righting himself against the relentless battering nature was giving him. The rain was so thick that it seemed to form a wall, and the mud was sliding under his body. Panic set in as he realized the rain was so powerful it actually was moving the ground underneath him, creating a wide river of sludge that slowly was carrying him away.

      The churning movements of the mud pulled him down, trapping his legs. Darren had to use all his strength to keep himself from being submerged in the darkness. He gulped in air, and with it came heavy drops of water lashing against his tongue. Even the refreshing feeling of liquid falling down his throat wasn’t enough to offset the terror he was feeling. And all this after he had promised Brent he wouldn’t get himself into any threatening situations. At the time he had been talking about other men, it often was easy to forget that nature posed more danger.

      Darren clawed at the mud, trying to keep himself afloat even as the ground gave way underneath him. He felt the pressure on his legs, and kept kicking out, pushing the mud away, straining and struggling for just one more moment of life, fighting for each and every breath. His clothes were heavy. He may as well not even have been wearing any clothes, such was the extent of the mud and rain creeping into them.

      Darkness seemed to overwhelm him. He kept his head craned up, gulping in air, until suddenly he felt pressure against his throat. The mud slowly was encasing him in a cocoon, where he would sink without a trace.

      No. He wasn’t going to let this happen. He wasn’t going to die without saying goodbye to his children. He wasn’t going to let nature dominate him like this.

      With a mighty roar he lifted his arm through the mud and pulled himself up, grasping at anything to give him purchase. Even as the rain slashed down on his body, he pushed himself upward. Blinded by the rain and mud, he closed his eyes and crawled forward. As long as he was moving forward, he knew he would be alright. He just had to keep moving.

      Suddenly, his hand found a thick branch. He clamped one hand onto it, and then wrenched the other out of the mud and pulled himself up. He had no idea where this branch was or where it had come from, but it was his salvation. It took all his strength to lift himself from his prison, but he managed to pull himself away from the mud and he clung to the branch, looking like a drowned rat, gulping in air as his heart hammered against his chest.

      Darren checked to make sure this tree wasn’t going to be ripped from its roots. He held onto it as the rain continued falling, and the mud slid slowly around him. The ground looked as though it was going to open up, and nothing seemed safe anymore, not when the ground could move like this. He thought about his kids and hoped they had listened to him and stayed in the cave.
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      The rain lasted for a long time. Darren was exhausted and cold. There were a few moments when he leaned his head against the tree trunk and closed his eyes. He was so fatigued that sleep almost tempted him, only for nature to interrupt rudely, waking him with a slap across the face.

      The mud swirled around his boots, and he shifted uncomfortably, hating the feeling of the water on his body, crawling around him like insects. There was little he could do, though, merely wait for the rain to pass. Which it did, eventually, leaving a mess behind.

      When it stopped Darren hardly could believe it. He looked up at the black and gray sky and laughed triumphantly. Then he clapped his hands together and shouted for joy.

      “You’re not going to get me yet!” he said, addressing nature directly.

      He caught his breath and regained his composure after the ordeal. He had been caked in mud, but the rain had been so powerful that it basically had cleansed his clothes, and he was thankful for small mercies. When he moved, he closed his eyes and gritted his teeth because of the squelching sensation. He sighed as he made his way across the mud, which took a lot of his strength. It still was drenched, and he had to be careful not to sink deeply into it. He held out his arms like a tightrope walker to help keep his balance, for he didn’t want to fall into the mud again. Having the water soaking his clothes was bad enough.

      Darren managed to make his way back to the path, and was relieved when he felt solid, stony ground under his feet again. His boots were caked in mud, and felt very sorry for himself. He would have given anything for a hot shower followed by some coffee. The memory wasn’t enough to soothe him. Sighing, he continued on his journey, trying to get it over and done with as quickly as possible so he could return to the cave and warm himself by the fire.

      The clouds began dispersing and the first gleam of the morning twilight could be seen on the horizon, which was a welcome relief for Darren. It still was cold, but he hoped that daybreak would bring warm sunlight to help his clothes to dry. After walking for a little longer, he eventually made it to the edge of the forest. His legs felt clammy and he wasn’t looking forward to the rash he was going to get on his cold, wet skin, but he had completed the first part of the journey.

      As he approached the perimeter of the forest something caught his eye. If it still had been raining and dark, he doubted he would have seen it. So, once again was grateful for the early morning light. The something was nestled against some trees, and piqued his curiosity.

      Darren crouched down and moved slowly, checking to ensure there was nobody else around and this wasn’t a trap. When he became confident he was the only one in the area, he crept forward, remaining vigilant, and came to the object. He gasped with amazement when he saw what it was, a bicycle, out here in the middle of nowhere.

      It was on its side, and looked to have been abandoned. Why anyone would have abandoned it here was a mystery to him, but given the dangers of the world it wouldn’t have surprised him to learn that the owner was dead. He set it on its tires and inspected it, making sure nothing was wrong. The brakes worked, the chain was intact, and the tires were still full of air. Darren smiled and pumped his fist. Suddenly things were going well for him. This bike was an unexpected boon; it meant he could move around more quickly and cut his travel time by a lot, meaning he could be home sooner.

      He took another look around, just in case the owner was anywhere near. When nobody presented themselves he lifted his leg astride the bike and began pedaling away, whistling as he did so. The ancient rule of ‘finders keepers’ applied here, and it seemed silly to leave a bike unused just in case someone else came along. So, Darren gladly took ownership of the bike. It was the fastest way to travel in a world without electricity, other than riding a horse. Darren didn’t feel confident in his ability to tame a wild horse, so this was the next best thing.

      The bike rode smoothly, and after testing it out on the path he became confident there was nothing wrong with it. Water from puddles sprayed either side of him as he rode through them, and he was filled with boyish glee. Finding this bike almost made up for the hardships he had endured. Brent certainly would be glad for this discovery as well.

      It was strange how finding one small thing could lead to a multitude of positive emotions. It was the first time Darren had ventured toward civilization since they had left, and already he had found something that would help them. He suddenly wondered what else he might find. Perhaps he could bring back more than food. They could certainly use some new clothes, some more tools, and he might even find another bike for someone else to use. The possibilities almost seemed endless, and he was much more spirited.

      His time so far in this world had been marred by trouble and turmoil. He’d seen his children endangered, the cave invaded, he’d been knocked unconscious, and he’d had to kill a man. It was enough to erode the spirit of even the strongest person. But the bike symbolized a new beginning, hope. It showed Darren that fate wasn’t stacked against him.

      This renewed vigor gave him more of a sense of accomplishment. When he had embarked on this journey, he hadn’t been convinced he would find food, at least not enough to see them safely through to spring. However, miracles could happen. Now he was confident he would be able to fill his bag with food and return a hero, and that the future would be bright for all of them.

      As he left the forest, the path widened onto a road. Cars were scattered around here and there, but there weren’t enough to provide any obstacles to him. It would be much worse on the highways and the freeways of the country, though, all those cars stopped in one moment, a snaking line of useless metal, stranding people in the middle of nowhere. It would have appeared as though they were on a pilgrimage, and he wondered if those stranded strangers all would have joined forces to travel as one crowd, or if they would have turned on each other.

      He knew from experience that it wasn’t easy to be in close quarters with people. But at least with his family they knew they loved each other deep down, and any arguments they had could be smoothed over with a gentle word. With strangers it was entirely different. Darren wondered how many fights had broken out over small, insignificant matters, people’s frayed nerves taking their toll on their mood. It made him grateful that he had managed to avoid contact with other people as much as possible. They presented dangers he didn’t need, and for the time being at least, it was better that his family stayed isolated.

      As he rode along the road, lost in thought, he almost didn’t notice the movement around him. He caught it out of the corner of his eye, a brief flash through the branches. His throat ran dry and he slowed his pace, the brakes squealing as he pressed them. Glancing around, he couldn’t see anyone at first, and wondered if he simply should keep riding as fast as he could. He was about to push his feet firmly on the pedals to escape any potential trap when he heard a cry of help.

      Darren stopped riding immediately and put one foot on the ground. He twisted his head around, scanning the line of trees for any movement, but he couldn’t see anything. He narrowed his eyes and strained his ears, listening for another cry, but none came.

      It could have been a trap, but then again, someone really could have been in danger. Darren questioned himself, wondering if the responsibility for the welfare of others really fell on him. Didn’t he have enough to worry about with his own family? But then he thought of his children, and knew that if they had called out for help, he’d want someone to come to their aid. The world had taken so much from them, but it couldn’t take their humanity, and that meant helping each other. It was the right thing to do. It was the example he wanted to set for Brent and Michelle, and he knew that he had to live that example whenever he could, not just when they were around.

      Keeping hold of the bike, for he didn’t want anyone to steal it, he walked over to the edge of the road and continued peering into the woods to try seeing who had called out to him.

      “Hello?” he said. “I’m not going to hurt you. My name’s Darren. Do you need help? Are you hurt?”

      His words lingered in the air with no response, but after a few moments he heard rustling. He walked toward it. Then he stood still and put the bike in front of him, ready to use it as a shield if need be, while his fingers twitched, ready to snatch the knife from his boot. Thankfully, his ordeal with the weather hadn’t stripped him of anything he carried with him.

      “You know I can see you. If you need help, then you’d better come out now. Otherwise, I’m just going to carry on my way,” he said.

      There were hushed whispers back and forth, and then slowly a figure emerged. She was a young woman, Darren estimated she was in her twenties, who looked the worse for wear. She wore a long black coat and her hair was straggly, with blonde streaks at the end. Her skin was pale and dirt was smudged over her face. Her companion followed suit, a black woman of similar age who wore a scowl on her face. She shook her head and exhaled deeply, while the other woman chastised her.

      “Look, you’re the first person we’ve seen for days, can you help us?” she asked.

      “Depends, what do you need help with?” Darren replied.

      “I told you. This is the part where he thinks it’s a negotiation. This is a bad idea, Maddie. I have my limits about what I’m going to do,” Maddie’s companion said, folding her arms. Then she raised her voice, addressing Darren. “If you’re some sick bastard who thinks he can take advantage of us, then you’ve got another thing coming.”

      “Don’t be so rude, Christine. Look, he’s married,” Maddie said.

      “Sure, because no married guy ever has cheated on his wife,” Christine said, rolling her eyes. Darren glanced down at his finger. He’d always been meaning to take off the ring, but somehow the timing never had seemed right. He wasn’t about to correct these women, though, or give them his life story.

      “I’m not like that, and I didn’t have to stop. You look like you’ve been caught in the rain. I certainly can empathize with that. My name is Darren.”

      Maddie shot Christine a glance as if to say, ‘See, I told you he was nice,’ then turned to Darren.

      “Well, it’s very nice to meet you, Darren. I’m sorry that Christine is so rude, but we’ve had some bad experiences with people who seem to think they can get away with anything just because the world has fallen apart. I, however, believe we have the capacity to rise above such petty things. Now then, as you can see, we have been caught in the rain, and we’re feeling quite sorry for ourselves. Life hasn’t been easy, as I’m sure you can agree. And while we are two successful, independent women, we are finding it somewhat difficult to survive in this climate. I don’t suppose you’d happen to have any food to spare or, well, anything?”

      Maddie started off by sounding quite confident, but her words quickly faltered, and her gaze darted to the ground. Even Christine was looking at him with hope, and Darren quickly got a sense of how desperate their situation was. Unfortunately, he had nothing he could give them.

      “I’m sorry. Believe me, I would if I could,” he said.

      “What’s in that bag?” Christine asked. Darren shrugged and pulled it off his shoulders, and then opened it to show her there was nothing in it.

      “I actually came out here to look for food myself. It’s slim pickings for everyone,” Darren said.

      “Too right,” Christine said forlornly.

      “Well, where are you staying? Do you have room for two ambitious, hardworking young women? I promise that we can pull our weight. I mean, we’re quick learners and we’ll do pretty much anything if you have shelter. I don’t want to get caught in the rainstorm again,” Maddie said. Christine shot her another look and stepped forward.

      “It’s okay, Darren, you don’t have to listen to her. She’s just a little scared. We already have a place to go,” Christine said.

      “I don’t want to go there,” Maddie said.

      “It’s our only hope, and it won’t be so bad,” Christine said.

      Darren wasn’t about to pry into their business, but it seemed they had plenty of troubles. Still, he barely was able to support his own family, and these two seemed as though they could take care of themselves.

      “I don’t have a big place, and that’s why I’m here, there’s not enough food to support me and my kids at home.”

      “It’s fine, honestly,” Christine said, “but I don’t know what you hope to find out here. Where are you going to look?”

      “I just thought I’d hit the neighborhoods, see if I could find a gas station or a general store, perhaps a crashed truck. I figure plenty of people might have tried to make it to the city and left things behind. I don’t want to go into the city if I can help it, but if I have to, then I’ll search there too.”

      Christine and Maddie exchanged a look.

      “Did I say something wrong?” Darren asked.

      The two young women evidently had spent a lot of time together because they were able to communicate a great deal with a single glance. Christine gave an almost imperceptible shake of her head, while Maddie made a facial expression and widened her eyes.

      “We should tell him,” she said through gritted teeth, then sighed. Christine shrugged and sighed, turning her back on them.

      “I’m sorry, I don’t understand what the big deal is,” Darren said.

      “Look, I can’t tell you much. There are…rules. All I’m going to say is that you should be careful about where you search. There are people out there who, well, they don’t exactly play nice with others,” Maddie said.

      “That’s putting it mildly,” Christine said under her breath.

      “I think I’m still going to need a little more information than that. Am I going to be in danger?” Darren asked, feeling the hackles on his neck rise.

      “Not if you keep out of everybody’s way,” Christine said.

      “Look, we’ve been through a lot ourselves, okay? We made some mistakes and we’ve been punished for it. We can’t go back to our homes, so we’re finding something else. The best thing you can do is keep your head down and if you see anything out of the ordinary, run, because you won’t get a second chance. That’s just the way the world is now. I wish it wasn’t but…” she sighed again.

      “I’m sorry, we can’t tell you more. If they ever found out about us…”

      “I take it you’re not supposed to be here?” Darren asked.

      “Someone took pity on us,” Christine said. It’s not that we don’t trust you, but if anyone found out we told you about them it could end very badly for us, no matter where we end up.”

      “I guess I’ll keep my ears peeled then. I don’t plan on staying here for very long, and I have a family to get back to.”

      “Well, I hope you get back to them soon. It’s a shame you didn’t have anything, we’re really hungry. But looking for crashed trucks is a good idea,” Maddie said.

      The two of them didn’t seem like the type suited for survival. The odds were stacked against them, but they had made it this far, and Darren hoped they would make it further. He was tempted to press them for further information about the implied threat, but they had made it clear they weren’t going to talk about it any longer.

      “I’m glad there are still good men in the world, Darren,” Maddie added.

      Christine smiled awkwardly at him as she pushed her friend away. Darren stayed rooted in position as he watched them depart, moving along the perimeter of the forest, keeping to the road. It seemed as though they had quite the story to tell, but he never would see them again. They just were another pair of strangers, although it was good to know he could have an encounter with other living souls without it having to end in a battle to the death.

      He swung his bike around and continued on his journey, wondering what exactly the two women had meant by keeping an eye out for anyone else. He had assumed that bad people would have exerted control by now, but to actually have confirmation of that fact was troubling. He wondered what kind of abuse these people had inflicted upon Maddie and Christine, and who had helped them, and what crime the women had committed. The two of them seemed nice enough, but there was no telling what people really were like from a cursory meeting like that.

      At least the two of them had each other, although he pitied them for not having family. Still, everyone was someone’s child, and he was glad that he had stopped to talk with them, even if he couldn’t offer them anything they needed.
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      Because of the warning from the women, Darren kept to the side of the road and pedaled slowly. He didn’t whistle or talk to himself, for he didn’t want to draw any undue attention. He kept his eyes and ears peeled for anyone else, whether it be friend or foe, and tried staying as low as possible. The last thing he wanted was to ride into a threatening situation. Although he didn’t really know Maddie or Christine, he didn’t get the sense they were lying about what they had told him. There was a threat awaiting him, and he had to be careful not to anger anyone.

      He scanned the road ahead, hoping he would see a crashed truck, but none presented itself. That would have been more likely on the country’s highways, which carried most of the traffic. Whenever he passed a car he took a quick look inside, but there was never anyone in there. They all had been abandoned. It would have been too cold to sleep in them anyway without the warmth of fire.

      Eventually, houses started appearing and Darren became more careful, wheeling his bike through the shadows to stay out of sight. So far there wasn’t any sign of anyone else, but he knew people may well have been lurking inside their houses, peering outside at this stranger. He was putting his life on the line by being here, but these houses offered opportunities for looting. If they had been abandoned, then the kitchens may well have been filled with goodies that would see his family through the rest of the winter. But choosing which houses to raid was of paramount importance. If he chose the wrong one, then it could be a matter of life or death.

      His breathing was low and he tried not to make any noise more than he needed to, which meant that he winced every time he heard himself squelch. He longed to get out of these clothes. Then an idea struck him.

      The neighborhood was quiet, almost too quiet. It was strange for him to be among these houses and be surrounded by silence. His neighborhood always had been noisy, with the kids playing on the street, or lawns being mowed, and Mrs. Downing with her garden parties every Saturday through the summer. This place seemed to be deserted. There was actually no sign of anyone living here at all, and when he took the chance to glance into windows he didn’t see anyone. Were they all dead, were they hiding, or had they all moved on?

      He tried putting himself in their situation. Out here, they might have thought their best chance for survival was making it to the city. After all, it was unlikely they were as well-versed in survival as himself, and they wouldn’t have seen the state of the city on the night of the power outage. In the aftermath, as they realized that there would be no more electricity, many of them may well have straggled to the city in search of salvation. Of course, it was equally likely they may have chosen to stay here, in an area they knew well and were confident of defending.

      Darren was inclined to dismiss the idea that they all had died. There surely would have been some sign of struggle or conflict, but as far as he could see there was no sign at all. In fact, it was as though the people here had been scooped up and taken elsewhere. It was entirely unnerving, but it did mean that Darren didn’t have to worry about anyone finding him.

      Just as he thought that he heard a noise from behind one of the houses. He stopped breathing and pressed himself against the wall, telling himself that he had been stupid for acting as if he was alone here. Although many people had died the world still was swarming with other humans, and it was silly to think that he wouldn’t run into them. He looked down at his boot as the noise drew closer, and hoped that if it was a threat, he would have the chance to bend down and get his knife. For the moment, he didn’t want to make any movements, hoping he would remain undetected.

      A huge shadow spilled across the ground in front of him. He couldn’t imagine what kind of person could cause a shadow like that. Darren braced himself for a new encounter, when suddenly he heard a meow. He furrowed his brow and then smirked as the fear dissipated. He relaxed and began breathing deeply, then stepped out to face the animal. As soon as he appeared the small tabby cat hissed and showed her fangs, but it was nothing compared to the wild dog that had chased after Brent. Darren stamped his foot and lunged forward. The cat hissed again, but scampered away, leaping onto a fence and disappearing into someone’s yard.

      Darren grinned and allowed himself a moment to regain his composure. The fact that the cat had acted so hostile toward him made him think this area had been abandoned for a while. He decided to take a risk and venture into one of the houses. Even if there was someone inside he hoped they would be able to give him some answers.

      He tried a few houses until he found a door unlocked, for he didn’t want to go around breaking windows if at all possible. He opened it slowly, letting the outside light pour into the hallway gradually. The door creaked a little, and he stepped inside.

      “Hello? My name is Darren. I’m just looking for food. I don’t mean anyone any harm. If anyone is here I’d like to talk?” he said.

      He waited for a moment to see if there were any hushed whispers in reply to his words, but he was met with silence. He walked into the living room and saw no sign that anyone had been here recently. Family pictures hung on the wall, and he wondered if anyone had gone into his home like this and seen the pictures of himself and the kids.

      He moved through the first floor, and then walked up the stairs, looking in the bedrooms. There were stuffed toys in the kids’ room, and he was tempted to take one back for Tara and Michelle, but in the end he decided against it. They were happy enough with Applejack, and he needed to keep as much space as possible for the important things, although he was sure that if he asked the girls they would say that stuffed animals were more important than life itself.

      After he made sure that nobody was in the house he allowed himself to relax and got to work. First, he went into the main bedroom and checked the closet. Thankfully the man who lived here seemed to be of a similar build to him, although he didn’t share Darren’s taste for casual clothes, preferring dull shirts rather than funny T-shirts. Still, beggars can’t be choosers. So, Darren got a few sets of clothes off the hangers and took them into the bathroom. Then he peeled away his jacket and his wet clothes and let them fall to the floor.

      It felt so good to be free of them. He arched his neck back and let out a long sigh of relief as he took away the final piece of clothing, then grabbed a towel and dried himself off, before changing into his new clothes. He felt like a new man afterward, and when he looked in the medicine cabinet, he saw there was a razor and some shaving cream. He looked at himself in the mirror, and decided to keep the beard. It wasn’t something he ever had pictured himself with, but now that he had one, he didn’t want to let it go. He did raid the cabinet for some basic hygiene products, though. Then, before he forgot, he thought of Betsy and got some feminine products too. It may be a little awkward giving them to her, but he was sure she would be grateful.

      He looked down at his pile of clothes, at how sopping wet they were, and decided just to leave them here. The only thing he salvaged was his jacket. He returned downstairs and made his way to the kitchen, flinging open the cupboard doors in anticipation of the treasure he would surely find…only for his smile to fade quickly when he saw they were empty.

      Crestfallen, he searched through the remaining cupboards and only found a few cans set in the very back of some of them. At first glance it appeared that people had had the same idea as he had, clear out everything worth taking and leave everything else. Where they had disappeared to was a mystery, though, and one that Darren didn’t think he would solve.

      He went from house to house in this manner, even going so far as to break the windows. It seemed as though the people who lived here had left a long time ago, and there were no indications they ever were going to come back. He might as well take what he could get from them, but the other houses offered the same story as the first. The most he found was a few cans. Most of these houses had been cleaned out before being abandoned. In one fridge he found some cheese that had taken on a life of its own, and had backed out of there quickly.

      Once he’d been through all of them he looked at his bag and the paltry amount of cans he’d been able to collect. It certainly wasn’t as many as he had hoped, and it meant the search would have to continue for a little longer, but he consoled himself with the fact that he had new clothes and didn’t have to squelch when he walked.

      He got on the bike again and rode away from this neighborhood. Whatever threat Maddie and Christine had implied, it hadn’t been here. So what was it? Darren hoped he wouldn’t find out. His thoughts turned to his kids as well and he started pedaling harder. He knew he had been away for a while already and wanted to get back to them as quickly as possible so they wouldn’t have to worry too much.

      He left this neighborhood behind and went on to the next one. Again, there were no gas stations nearby, so the houses were the next best thing. Keeping in mind what Christine and Maddie had told him, he kept his head down and rode slowly, and after he had been riding a while, he saw what he assumed they had been referring to.

      He stopped abruptly, squeezing the brakes and putting his foot on the ground, and stared ahead. Before him was a perimeter made from overturned cars and other everyday items, such as tables and chairs. The mishmash of objects had been slammed together, and there was just one entry point. It was guarded by two men wielding guns.
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      Darren stared at them and swallowed his nerves. The perimeter was a few feet high; beyond it the roofs of the houses were visible, but from his vantage point he couldn’t see anything else. There were a few small gaps in the barrier, none big enough to peek through, so he couldn’t see what laid on the other side. The two men looked mean. They were clad in leather and held pistols. One of them was taking aim with his, looking into the distance. Darren was just out of view, for the road curved around to where they were standing, and he was at the bend, able to use the trees for cover. The other man stood as still as a statue.

      Darren waited there for a few moments, observing them, trying to make sure he wouldn’t be seen when he made his retreat, although he was intrigued as well. A place as well-guarded as this showed some real leadership. He thought perhaps that the people from the other neighborhood had left for this place, forming a new community. Perhaps other people had found a way to work together and bond over their common plight. Despite his encounter with the women, he wondered if it was worth considering petitioning these people for sanctuary.

      However, the men at the entrance didn’t give off a welcoming aura. They could have been there just for defense purposes. He knew all too well what kind of dangers lurked in this world, but from what he had seen so far the area didn’t warrant having two guards on duty all day. Were they just there for show, or was there another danger around? Another faction perhaps, who threatened this community?

      After standing there for about twenty minutes he soon realized he wasn’t going to glean any information from gazing at the perimeter. He’d only get answers to his questions if he actually went up and spoke to them. The women’s warning was fresh in his mind, but if he didn’t get into this neighborhood he’d have to go back into the city, and that could mean he was gone for the better part of the day. He didn’t want to be gone from his kids for that long, and he hadn’t gathered enough food to make the trip worthwhile. It was quite a risk he was taking, but he thought it was worth it. Since he was just one man, he didn’t pose a threat, and hoped the guards would just wave him away rather than engage him in any combat. If all else failed, then he had his bike, and the trees would provide some cover from bullets. He’d have to ride mighty fast, but he knew he could do it.

      He decided to approach warily, and braced himself, ready to make a hasty retreat. He rode slowly, and held his hand up in greeting as he approached the perimeter. The man who had been pointing into the distance kept his gun up, but moved it to point directly at Darren. The barrel stared at him, promising death, but the guard’s finger didn’t twitch.

      The entrance between the guards was a few feet wide, wide enough for two or three people to pass through if they were walking side by side. A quick look through the entrance showed Darren some houses and a little bit of activity, but just people going about their daily business. It seemed strange to him that people would be living their lives as normal, although he didn’t know how normal it was to have a huge perimeter surrounding their houses.

      “Hey, I don’t want any trouble,” Darren said, gesturing for the man to put his gun down.

      Now that he was closer he could see them more clearly. The one who had been holding his gun was younger, with hair that came down past his shoulders. He was chewing on something, and his eyes were bloodshot. Darren looked down to his feet and saw a six-pack of beer. Two of the cans were empty. The other man was older. There was a slight family resemblance, making Darren think that these two were father and son. The older man had stubble over his jaw and wore a faded green baseball cap. Both his hands were on his gun, but he seemed calmer than the younger man.

      “You might have found it,” the younger man said, his words slurring slightly.

      “Easy, Todd. Let’s hear the man out,” the older man said. Darren nodded in his direction.

      “I’m just passing through, looking for supplies, wondered if there might be something here,” Darren said.

      Todd laughed. His father glared at him.

      “I don’t think you want to be passing through here. There’s no room at the inn, if you get my meaning.”

      “We might let you in, for a price. I’ve always wanted a bike like that,” Todd said, eyeing Darren’s bike. Darren shifted uncomfortably, his grip tensing on the handlebars.

      “No offense, but I don’t want to join you. I have a family, I’m just looking for food. Are you sure there’s nothing that you can spare? Perhaps some blankets even?” Darren asked.

      “There’s barely enough to go around here as it is. I’m sorry, but there’s nothing we can do for you. If you’re smart, you’ll get back to your family and hunker down. It’s only going to get colder.”

      “Tell me about it. Look, I don’t want to be a pest, but I came out here to look for food. There’s barely any wildlife to hunt. I’m looking after four kids. Two of them are just five years old. I really just want to get back there with some good news for them. We need food, even just one can would go a long way,” Darren pleaded. He knew he was pushing his luck, but he didn’t seem to have much choice. If they weren’t going to let him in he had to try appealing to their sense of charity.

      Todd stepped forward, snarling menacingly.

      “We already told you we don’t have anything! Alright? Now get back on your bike and go. You’re lucky we ain’t shooting you, but you’re luck will run out. I’ve been itching to get me some target practice.”

      Darren held up his hands and backed away a few steps, but he kept his eyes on the father, who seemed the more reasonable of the two.

      “I’m just a man trying to take care of his kids. Surely you can appreciate that,” Darren said. Todd’s father rolled his bottom lip into his mouth and then exhaled deeply.

      “I guess I can, and if I were in your shoes I’d be doing the same thing you are, but I really mean it when I say I can’t help you. Now it’s best that you be going. We don’t take kindly to strangers here, especially when they overstay their welcome. Trust me, head back. You don’t want to go any farther. There are scavengers around, and all the places ahead have been torched. Head back to wherever you came from and feel lucky that you made it back to your family. A lot of people don’t.”

      Darren saw pain in his eyes and wondered who this man had lost. He nodded silently and left the two men, but he wasn’t going to be deterred that easily. There were some stores nearby, and he was going to find them. If he couldn’t get into the neighborhood, then he was going to become a scavenger himself, scurrying through empty stores, grabbing whatever he could.

      He turned back on his bike, leaving the two men behind. When he looked over his shoulder, he saw Todd still had his gun aimed at him. Darren breathed a sigh of relief when he was out of sight. He started to wish his family had more than one gun between them. It certainly would have made him feel more secure than simply having a knife.

      He cycled around, going through the forest, to investigate the perimeter more. From his estimations it curved around many houses, but not in an elegant way. He soon discovered it did not cut up the neighborhood neatly, only a group of houses, so there still was plenty of it open to him.

      Moving out of the forest again (he guessed he had ridden about half a mile out of his way to make this detour) was nerve-wracking. He had to ride slowly because the ground was uneven and he didn’t want to risk puncturing the tires. It meant that his attention was focused on the ground and the path ahead, which meant he wasn’t aware of people around him. He didn’t hear their approach until it was too late, and they asked him to stop.

      There were three of them, two men and a woman. One of the men had his arm in a sling. The woman wore a thick coat, and her blonde hair was tousled and matted to her scalp. The third man had made a staff from a fallen branch and leaned on it. The woman looked Darren up and down.

      “How’s it going?” she asked.

      “Pretty good, and you?” Darren said.

      She shrugged. “Could always be worse. What are you doing around here?”

      “Just passing through.”

      “Is that right? Well, you might want to pass through somewhere else. There’s nothing ahead for you.”

      “I appreciate the advice, but I think I’d rather find out for myself.”

      The woman shrugged again and looked at her companions. Darren studied each of them carefully, wondering when he should reach for his knife. As far as he could tell none of them were armed, and one was wounded, so he thought he could make a good fight of it at least. The woman came up and walked around him, inspecting the bike.

      “Nice piece of equipment you got here,” she said. The other two men stayed in their positions.

      “Shame there’s three of you. This won’t do you much good,” Darren said.

      The woman seemed to find this amusing. “I guess you’re right. Couldn’t help noticing the direction you came. You from Newtown?”

      “I’m sorry, where?”

      “Don’t play coy with me,” she said, wagging a finger. “There’s nowhere else you could have come from in that direction, and it’s not like you can keep the place a secret. It’s hard to miss that huge wall.”

      “Oh, you mean the town. Yes, I stopped off outside. I figured I’d try my luck and see if they had any supplies, but they didn’t seem willing to help. So, I had to move on and try somewhere else.”

      “Well, why didn’t you say so? Here I was thinking you were one of those stuck-up snobs. Christ, I almost was tempted to give you a black eye for all the crimes those people have committed.”

      “Crimes?” Darren asked inquisitively.

      “You really have a lot to learn. That place is full of devils, let me tell you that. Oh, they think they’re so enlightened with their democracy and their philosophy, with everything being put to a vote and, oh my gosh, I’m so sorry, we have no room for you. No room, my ass, I know they have plenty of room, and plenty of food besides. But they’re just too greedy to accept the likes of you and me. Always wanting to keep what they want for themselves. It makes me sick, it really does. I mean, we’re all out here together, aren’t we? And we’re all in need! They wouldn’t even take in my good friend Baz here when he needed help, and now his arm probably isn’t going to go back again. I’m Marie, by the way, and this other lump is Ben.”

      Darren nodded to them and introduced himself.

      “I got the sense they were scared of something. They mentioned scavengers,” Darren said.

      Marie rolled her eyes. “They’re scared of just about everything. Why do you think they built that wall? They know they have what everyone wants, and they’re afraid people are going to come and take it. They class anyone who doesn’t live in Newtown as scavengers. And what a stupid name that is anyway. Newtown, pah! I could have come up with something better than that in my sleep, but they don’t have any room for imagination. I could have made that place so much better, but they want to shut us out and pretend we don’t exist. Sheesh, you’d think with the world ending and everything people would be a little nicer, wouldn’t you? But no, they’re just the same old selfish bastards as before, excuse my French. Sorry, you must think I’m some kind of crazy person, but those people really get on my nerves. Trust me, you’re better off without them. You wouldn’t want to live in there.”

      “I didn’t want to. I have a family. I’m just out here looking for supplies. I hoped I would be able to find some food somewhere. It’s not easy hunting in this weather,” Darren said.

      “Hell, it’s not easy doing anything, what with the rain and the cold. I wish I was a bear so I could hibernate instead of traipsing around this place all day trying not to sink in this damn mud. Well, I was going to ask you if you wanted to join my merry little band, but I guess if you’ve got a family you’ve already got a place to go.”

      “I have, but thank you for the offer.”

      “No worries.”

      “Where are you heading then? I take it you don’t really like it around here.”

      Marie scowled. “I was thinking about building an army to take on Newtown, but there just aren’t enough people around here, so we’re going to head south, where it’s warmer. Hopefully we’ll find somewhere that will take us in along the way.”

      “You seem pretty well informed. Do you know what happened around here? I saw some abandoned houses back there. Did they all move to Newtown?”

      “Bingo,” Marie said sarcastically. “Most of them anyway. The two communities combined to form one super-collective of assholes, while the rest of us were left behind. There was a big ruckus, lots of people went crazy, lots of people ran away, scattered in the wind. It was crazy, really. People just lost their minds. That’s how Baz here was injured. Well, it didn’t happen right away, I mean, people tried making things work, tried to live lives, tried to delude themselves into thinking that this was all going to pass.

      “Some people wanted to move on, form a new government or whatever, others just wanted to keep to themselves. It was a wonder it stayed stable for as long as it did, but the cracks started appearing when people realized there really wasn’t going to be any help coming. They started hoarding food, supplies, started pulling away from each other, all the while others were trying to say that we needed to keep united and see it through. Well, when have you ever known a large group of people to work together like that? I can’t remember exactly when it all kicked off, but one thing led to another and, well, most of us ran for our lives.

      “Then the oh-so-smart ones had read something somewhere saying the optimal number of a society to thrive was something like 150 people. So, once everything had settled down, they gathered everyone and said that 150 people would be given a chance to join Newtown, and everyone else had to fend for themselves. By this point they already had erected the perimeter. Well, I should say we built it because they convinced us that we were building this thing for our own protection,” her voice took on a sharp edge as she spoke. The bitterness still lingered.

      “And they said there was going to be a lottery the following day, that everyone was going to be allocated a number and we all would have an equal chance to win a place in this new, safe place. They also said that anyone who didn’t make it would be supplied with ample food and water to live, and that they would have to live outside the perimeter. But it was planned for the area to expand eventually, once everything was set up. We should have seen it coming, really. But I guess we all were shaken from what had happened and we all believed them. I mean, why would they lie, right?”

      A wry laugh escaped Marie’s lips, and she ran a hand through her dirty hair before she continued.

      “So, we all went to sleep with big dreams, hoping we were going to be the lucky ones, and what did we find when we awoke? All of them had gone into Newtown themselves, already had set up guards, and wouldn’t let any of us in. I tell you, we all were ready to tear down that fence but, of course, they had the only guns, and none of us were angry enough to lose our lives. They had gone, and we went our separate ways. They didn’t even keep their promise of making sure we were well-fed. As soon as they were safe they forgot about us. We may as well never have existed.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that. Hopefully, they’ll get what they deserve,” Darren said.

      “When have you ever known the people in power to get what they deserve? It’s always the oppressed who get all the misery. You know, when this first happened I actually kind of liked the idea of there being a clean slate, a new beginning. After all, there was plenty wrong with the world. I guess the optimist in me thought we could fix it. Oh well,” she sighed.

      “All we can do is try our best to take care of ourselves, and be the best people we can be. Everything else takes care of itself,” he said, repeating words he had said to his kids on more than one occasion.

      “I guess you’re right. You want some advice, though? I wouldn’t put much hope in finding anything up there. All the stores are hollowed out, and there wasn’t much of anything left. You might get lucky, but I wouldn’t count on it.”

      “Thanks for your words of warning, but I’ll take my chances. I have a family to feed, after all. Good luck on your travels. I hope you find somewhere warmer,” Darren said.

      Marie nodded to him, then she and her entourage turned away. Darren pushed his bike through the mud. It was slow-going, with the wheels sinking into the soft ground. He was cold and tired, and the prospect of searching a shell of a neighborhood didn’t fill him with excitement. But he had to keep going in the hope that he would at least find something that would make this trip worthwhile. The few cans he already had definitely weren’t worth the hassle he had been through, nor were the new clothes he picked up. He preferred his old ones.
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      Darren pushed through on his bike and made his way around the perimeter. All the while, he thought about what Marie had told him, and as he gazed at the neighborhood beyond the town he felt disgusted at the people inside. This was a time of tragedy, when the human spirit should triumph over all and everyone should look out for each other, just as he had with Tara and Betsy, and even Bill, before he realized that Bill was a nasty piece of work.

      If everyone abided by the philosophy that seemed to be prevalent in Newtown, the world never would be able to rebuild itself. This was a time for people to be banding together, not erecting barriers to divide them. The frustration with the shortsightedness on display simmered within him and almost boiled over to the point where he wanted to decry the people living in Newtown, but he doubted that would have much of an effect. They had made their choices, and if they could live with themselves, the scolding of a random stranger wasn’t going to do much to change their outlook.

      Instead, he forced himself to move away, and made his way to the other part of this suburb, where the stores were located. Despite the warnings, he still held out hope that there was food hidden away. If other people shared the same view as Marie, then they may have stayed away from this area after the riots, which could mean there were supplies untouched.

      When he approached this area he stopped dead, and a feeling of dread washed over him. On one side he had sight of the forest, which, while not displaying the lush green of summer, still was colorful, with the red leaves and the light brown branches mixing together. But on the other side, there was just a black hole. At least that’s what it looked like.

      Every building was charred. Signs were torn and tattered. It looked as though an inferno had swept through and left nothing untouched in its wake. The windows that hadn’t been smashed were stained black, as though obsidian blood had seeped over them. As he drew closer a faint smell of ash lingered. As he looked around, he saw the remnants of charred bodies, the street was pockmarked with craters from explosions. It looked like a warzone. Rarely had Darren seen such a harrowing sight, and he imagined that the heart of the city was much worse, given what he had seen on that first night.

      He stared in dumb disbelief, trying to imagine what it would have been like to stand here among familiar buildings and see it all go to hell before your eyes. He had a newfound respect for Marie and her companions, and it reminded him that everyone he had met had been through some sort of tragedy. They all shared a common bond, and yet it seemed so easy to feel isolated.

      A shiver ran down his spine, and the chill he felt wasn’t only due to the weather. As he wheeled his bike off the soft mud and onto the flaking black concrete, he coughed, and his eyes began watering. This place had a strange energy to it, as though the sadness and misery had been locked into the concrete. Darren didn’t believe in ghosts, but it wouldn’t have surprised him to learn that a place like this was haunted. A dark deed had taken place here, a crime against humanity, and he wondered how many other locations just like this were scattered throughout the country.

      It was as though he had stepped into another world, and every step that he took was taken ever so carefully, not just because he was afraid there may be someone lurking somewhere. This place needed to be treated with reverence. People had lost their lives here, and he wanted to pay them the proper respect, not feel like he was looting a corpse.

      Somehow, this felt worse than when he had found the dead truck driver, perhaps because that had been an accident. This devastation in front of him had been caused by other people. There was no way to excuse their behavior. They had run rampant, letting their bestial natures get the better of them, and because of that buildings had been destroyed and people had lost their lives.

      Walking his bike through this grim, dark area, Darren was glad that he hadn’t brought Brent along with him. The dead bodies were strewn around, their flesh burnt, the pain etched on what remained of their faces. It so easily could have been him. None of these people asked for this, none of them planned to be here. They just were caught up in the wrong place at the wrong time, and when they cried for help, they were met with death. Darren wasn’t sure how he ever would explain something like this to his kids, the senseless, gruesome nature of it all. How were you supposed to tell a five-year-old that people had burnt each other alive? Darren wasn’t sure he understood it himself. Even in his lowest moments he never had wanted to hurt anyone else, not even Stacie.

      So far there didn’t seem to be anyone around. He tried peering into a window but could see nothing because of the smoke stains. When he found a shop that had a broken window, he was able to look in, but it was as though he was gazing into infinity, for the darkness was overwhelming. He glanced back to the forest, just to remind himself that there were some living things around. Then he decided to move more quickly, to get this search over with as quickly as possible. The sooner he got back to his family, the better, as far as he was concerned.

      Then something made him jump. He wasn’t sure what it was. In fact, it may not have been anything at all, just a stray thought running through his mind. Either way, it startled him and made him leap against a wall for safety. As he crashed against it, he felt something give way. There was a small creak, and then cracks started appearing in the wall. The fire had weakened it so much the bricks had become brittle, and the sudden impact of Darren’s weight had been enough to destabilize it. He stepped back and looked up with an expression of wonder on his face. It all seemed to happen in slow-motion. The wall fell away from him, the top collapsed and the bricks smashed into the floor, creating a thunderous boom that must have been heard for miles. Now that the wall was gone, the roof slanted down and slate tiles cascaded off, crashing to the floor, splintering upon impact.

      Darren jumped back again.

      A cloud of black dust arose, as though a demon just had been summoned. Darren gazed at the devastation he just had caused, all from one simple gesture of leaping against a wall. Dazed, he waved a hand in front of his face to try dispersing the cloud of dust. The wall was now rubble, the store even more destroyed than it had been before.

      The color drained from his face as he retreated, avoiding the blooming dust cloud. He stumbled and fell, the impact stinging his palms. He scrambled up and wiped his hands, getting the ashy residue off his palms. The noise he just had made would have caught the attention of anyone in the vicinity, and who knew what kind of people were in control of this area?

      So far, the ones he’d met had been on the good side, but with desperate people that easily could change. The odds were that the next people he met would be monsters, out to steal what little food he had. He glanced around this way and that. If anyone was lurking nearby, he hadn’t presented himself yet, and he wasn’t going to stick around to wait for them to do so.

      He got on his bike and pedaled away furiously, the wheels spinning wildly as his legs pumped. He gripped the handlebars so tightly that his knuckles went white, and he rode until he was out of sight.

      When he thought he had traveled a good distance away he got off his bike and wiped the sweat from his temples. His face was red and when he exhaled his breath was a fine mist that swirled like a dancing genie. The cold air stung his lungs, but because of the spike of energy and the panic he had to breathe deeply. Looking back, the place he had left was a shadow of the world, a place where death reigned. He hoped it was the last he ever had to see of a place like that.

      There was no hope in that place, and he realized now he had been foolish to think he would find food in that hollowed out husk of a place. He had to go somewhere else. The search would have to continue, but his path was taking him somewhere he didn’t want to go, the city.

      The danger of the city was known to him, but it seemed the only place he actually would be able to find food. He asked himself if it was worth it, to put himself in that jeopardy. Then he took another look in his bag and knew that he couldn’t return with that measly sum. He needed more, he needed to fill this bag, and if that meant he had to enter the city, then so be it.

      He simply would be careful and stealthy. He had a bike, which meant he could flee most, if not all, dangerous situations. Then it struck him that he might not have to go to the city at all. There was a business district just outside the city, fairly near here. He could give that a quick scan. People left food in their offices, after all, and since the power outage happened at night it was unlikely that anyone had been in there to hunker down. Most people would have gone to the commercial areas for food, so the food left there could have been untouched. He was sure there was a warehouse as well, which may well have contained anything he needed.

      It also occurred to him that there was less of a chance of running into other people this way. Venturing into the city was a last resort. So, this seemed like it was the plan to follow.

      Of course, this business district was just a stone’s throw from the main hub of the city. So, if he didn’t find anything in the offices, then he almost was obliged to go back into the heart of the city to scavenge for food. Given what he’d seen and heard of the world so far, though, he wasn’t sure he wanted his memories of the city ruined. Although he did wonder if it was more like the haunted, charred corpse of the place he’d just passed through, or if it had been chopped up into different territories and still showed some semblance of life.

      In the distance he could see the peaks of the skyscrapers, and rising wisps of dark smoke, which he assumed were from fires. Some inhabitants of the city had survived at least. His curiosity was piqued, but his survival instinct was stronger, so he didn’t venture that way.

      His thoughts turned to the kids, and he hoped they were coping in his absence. He hadn’t been gone for long, and the rational part of him knew there was nothing to worry about. Brent and Betsy were responsible, after all. Hell, Betsy and Tara had spent a long time surviving with Bill and that would have taken a lot of fortitude. But worrying was just a natural part of being away from them.

      It had been the same since their first day at school. Part of being a parent was learning how to release control and stop worrying. But it never really went away. It only became something he was used to. It was the same the first time he had left Brent at home alone to look after Michelle. Working two jobs never had appealed to him, and hiring a babysitter seemed to defeat the purpose of working, since a chunk of the money he would have earned would have gone straight to that. And Brent had been eager to prove he was an adult. Darren had gone over everything with him about five times and, in the end, Brent had had to usher him out the door. Otherwise, he would have been late for work.

      Those first hours driving strangers around the city were filled with tension, always checking his phone in case Brent called. And when he didn’t call, Darren started imagining that something horrible had happened. Of course, it wasn’t as though their home ever had been broken into before. But it felt as though if it was going to happen, then that was going to be the night it did.

      Of course, it didn’t, and over time Darren became used to the routine of leaving his kids at home alone. But fear continued stabbing at his mind, and all he wanted was to get back to them as quickly as possible.

      He cycled down the road, veering slightly away from the city. The asphalt was smooth and it was a much easier ride than working his way through the woods. The office buildings came into view, squat cubes of concrete and glass. Behind them were bigger blue buildings, and he was satisfied that his memory of this place had been accurate. There were warehouses, although whether they contained food or not was unknown. He decided to check the office buildings first. The buildings were snugly surrounded by secured white walls, with curled barbed wire on top. Security cameras pointed at him, their lights unblinking. As he went inside, he saw there was some graffiti half-scrubbed away on the interior walls.

      The parking garage was empty and the ground was pockmarked with bird droppings. There was no sign of life, but as he approached the building, he realized he wouldn’t be able to lug the bicycle into the building, not without taking more time. He was loath to leave it outside, though, just in case anyone came upon it while he was inside the building. So, he looked around and saw a dumpster tucked into a shadowy corner between the offices directly in front of him and the wall that surrounded them. He wheeled his bike over and pushed it into the dark recess, hoping it would be safe. He only had owned it for a short while and yet it had become so important to him. It struck him as darkly amusing when he thought about all the things he had left behind at home, all the things that once had seemed so important to him, such as all his expensive gadgets. And now, his most prized possessions were a bicycle and a knife.
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      He walked away quickly, not intending to be too long. He pulled open the office door. It was heavier than he imagined, and when he let go it closed with a bang, shaking the wall around him. For a moment he froze, afraid that the whole building would come tumbling down like before, but this building hadn’t been damaged by fire. After a few moments had passed, Darren breathed a sigh of relief.

      The building was barren. A reception desk stood before him, its chair empty. There were no signs that anyone had been in here. He sniffed the air and, aside from a slightly stale, stagnant odor, it didn’t smell any different from outside. If there had been any dead bodies, he would know it by now. So, this was a positive sign. So far, aside from Michelle’s fever, they hadn’t had to deal with any sickness or contamination. As they reached the depths of winter it was going to be more difficult to fend off such things, and being exposed to corpses only would have made things worse.

      However, just because he couldn’t smell death didn’t mean this place was deserted. He walked carefully across the carpeted floor and decided to search floor by floor, starting with this bottom one. After all, if he found all he needed on one floor, it didn’t make much sense wasting his time searching the entire building.

      From a quick glance at the wall near the door, this office was home to a few different businesses, all of which were defunct now. Darren wondered what future archeologists would think about buildings like these, if humanity survived. Would they understand what these offices were used for? Would it even matter?

      He started his search at the rear of the room, and then walked back toward the entrance. He rummaged around the cubicles, although he didn’t find anything of interest. There were pictures of families in the cubicles and lots of dark computer screens staring back at him. He found some crumpled up money as well, but he left those alone. Money didn’t mean anything anymore. He assumed that society would go back to a bartering system, but at the moment he didn’t have anything to barter with. Nobody would care about money because it was useless, other than to be used as kindling for a fire.

      He grew more frustrated as his search continued, but he made sure to check every drawer of every desk just in case one of them was hiding something special. He didn’t want to risk missing the prize, but none of them showed anything. When he was done with the cubicles he went into the small kitchen. He didn’t dare open the fridge, for when he bent down he breathed in and gagged. Something had been in there all this time, and it didn’t need to be unleashed. The cupboards mostly were filled with coffee and tea, but he did find a few cans of soup, and some unopened packets of biscuits. These went straight into his bag, and he was especially grateful for the soup, which would come in handy to combat the cold.

      The rest of this floor didn’t turn up anything fruitful, so he walked up the stairs to the next floor, which had been a paper merchant. He repeated his method of starting at the back and working his way forward, when he suddenly heard a familiar sound. It was the door closing, slamming shut just as it had for him.

      He froze in place. He wanted to tell himself it was just the wind, but he knew it wasn’t. Someone else was in the building. Had they followed him? He couldn’t be sure. He ducked down immediately, hating that he was in an enclosed space. Escape would be difficult, but perhaps he could hide and hope that they weren’t as thorough in their search as he had been. He slowed his breathing and stayed completely still. He glanced toward the windows. They didn’t look like they opened far enough for him to escape, and jumping out would risk him breaking his ankles or legs anyway.

      His fingers twitched as he drew his knife. The fear inside him rose, his heart beat more quickly, and he knew he might be forced to kill again if he was to escape.

      Darren strained his ears in an effort to learn how many there were. He crept over to the windows and looked outside, but there was no sign of anyone waiting. At least he didn’t have to deal with a huge crowd. His eyes darted around the place as he looked for more weapons, but there wasn’t anything better than his knife. His gaze drifted up to the ceiling. The panels were made of flimsy plastic and he considered the possibility of hiding in the air vents like John McClane in Die Hard. That seemed a rather fanciful notion, though, and he quickly dismissed it for a number of reasons. He doubted he had time to get up there, and in doing so he would make a huge racket, which would make the people below aware of him anyway. As of yet it wasn’t certain they knew he was there, and that possibility gave him a great advantage. The other reason he didn’t hide in the vents was because, from a glance, they didn’t seem sturdy. If he went up there he may well have fallen out before anything else happened. That wouldn’t be intimidating at all.

      No, the best thing he could do was stay hidden and hope that they passed by without noticing him and that they didn’t find his bike. It was out of sight, and he was confident they wouldn’t notice it unless they went looking, and they had no real reason to go looking behind a dumpster. Whatever prizes there were, they would find in here.

      Some moments passed and he hadn’t heard any other noises, so he started thinking he was mistaken. He rose from his hiding place and resumed his search, telling himself he was tired and had been shaken by the other things he had seen that day. He just was hearing things, that made the most sense, and there was no need to stay here waiting for something that wasn’t going to happen.

      With one eye on the door, and the knife still in his hand, he carried on rifling through the cubicles, but they contained much the same as on the previous floor. So he abandoned the search and went straight to the kitchen, where again he found some more soup, but also some packets of pasta and rice, which was a huge boon. He put these into his bag, and then smiled since it was a little heavier than it had been before. He was sure that once he was done with these buildings he would have scrounged up enough to return home, avoiding the danger of entering the city.

      He was so engrossed in his task he almost didn’t hear the noise of footsteps coming up the stairwell. By the sound of it there were at least two men, possibly more. Darren gripped his knife tightly and slung his bag over his shoulder, rushing back to dive behind the row of cubicles. He sat there, his back to a desk, hoping the footsteps would pass by and move to another level. Each moment was pregnant with tension and then the footsteps stopped. He dared not turn his head around in case anyone saw him.

      The door opened slowly, and as it did so he heard two voices.

      “I’m sure he went in here,” one of them said.

      At the utterance of those words Darren’s heart sank, and his entire body bristled. His throat tightened, and he squeezed the hilt of the knife. They were there for him. Somehow they had seen him, had tracked him, and he didn’t know how long for. They might have seen his bike too. And if they had tracked him down, it was likely they wanted to take what was his. He felt the weight of the food he had collected on his shoulder, the cans digging into his back. It wasn’t much, but it was all he had, and he wasn’t going to let anyone take it from him.

      He closed his eyes and made a silent prayer to keep Brent and the others safe.

      “Big guy?” the other one said, his voice just as deep as the first. Two men, and if they were out here, they were probably the kind of guys who had lived a rough life. Anyone who had survived in the world this long were undoubtedly tough, survivors, but Darren was tough too. He could put up a fight when his life was on the line.

      “Not big enough,” the first man said.

      Darren glanced toward the windows again, almost tempted to run and smash through them, tumble to the ground, sprint to his bike then race away. In a movie, that might have worked, but he’d probably end up breaking a few bones and that would leave him in no condition to take care of the kids, or even get back to them.

      His heart pounded and his chest heaved with fiery anger. He summoned forth all the agony, all the savage rage that was locked in his soul, hidden away from his kids because he didn’t want to expose them to the monster that lurked within. Here, though, he was alone, and the only witnesses were the men who were coming after him.
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      “I don’t see him,” the second man said. Darren hadn’t yet peered around the corner of the cubicle to take a look at them. He still was hoping they would give up and move on to another floor. He wanted to avoid a fight if he could help it, but if it couldn’t, then he was going to fight with all the strength and vigor he could muster.

      “He’s in here somewhere. If not here, then on another floor. It’s nice of him to come in here and trap himself for us, isn’t it?”

      “Reminds of that guy in the store. Thought he could hide from us, but we were too smart for him,” the second man chortled.

      “I like a bit of a hunt anyway. It’s always better when they make us work for it,” the first man said.

      “That’s the way I like my women as well. Have I told you how glad I am that the world changed like this?”

      “Only every day since it started,” the first man said, sounding annoyed.

      “Well, I am, and long may it continue. I still don’t think I’ve had enough thanks.”

      “This didn’t have anything to do with you.”

      “Yes it did!”

      The first man sighed with disgust. “No, it didn’t.”

      “Yes, it did.”

      “It was just coincidence. Birthday wishes don’t actually come true. Hell, if it did, I’d be drowning in an orgy with the Dallas Cowboys cheerleaders right now. But instead I’m stuck here looking at your ugly mug.”

      “You’re not going to convince me otherwise. I know what I wished for, and it came true. What more proof do you need?”

      “That’s not proof! It was just coincidence. Nobody ever is going to give you credit for the way the world is now.”

      “Well, what other explanation is there? Huh?”

      The first man was silent for a few moments as they stepped forward slowly, methodically checking the cubicles. It only was a matter of time before they found Darren. He wondered if he should wait for them to come to him or take the fight to them.

      “I don’t know, something to do with science. You saw what the storm was like. It must have been something to do with that.”

      “Pah, science. Why is it that everything we never can understand is just science? It’s like the world is full of nerds suddenly. All I know is I wished for this to happen, and then it did. It seems pretty clear cut to me, and you’re not going to convince me otherwise. If that’s not good enough for you, then I’m sorry, but maybe you need a little more wonder and mystery in your life,” the second man said haughtily. Darren heard the first man sigh again.

      “The sooner we get back, the better. Don’t take this the wrong way, but I could use a break from you,” the first man said.

      “Charming, and I thought we were friends.”

      “We are, but that doesn’t mean I don’t get sick of you. Don’t listen to me. I’m just hungry and horny. At least this guy is going to deal with one of those things.”

      “We know you’re here, dinner! Come out! Come out! Wherever you are,” the second man shouted, his voice booming through the office. “You’re better off making this easy for us, and you should feel honored that we’ve chosen you. We’re very picky about what we eat, but you’ll do nicely. I think there’s plenty of you to go around.”

      Fear spiked in Darren. He barely could believe his ears. Had they really just said what he thought they said? He was so stunned that he couldn’t have replied even if he’d wanted to do so. The thought of humans eating human flesh made his stomach crawl. It was unnatural, even though he had heard of instances where it had happened. But even then, it had been only in the most desperate circumstances, and he doubted anyone in those situations would have been speaking about it with as much glee as these men.

      Even in all the thoughts he’d had about the world, the future, becoming a cannibal was not one of them. No matter how extreme the situation got, he knew there were some lines he never would cross, and this was one of them. Sadly, others didn’t share his reticence. The thought of being carried back to their camp and eaten by these men and their companions was grotesque. Alarm bells rang in his mind, and he wished he could escape immediately. He knew for sure that he couldn’t risk these men capturing him. They weren’t just going to beat him, take his stuff, and leave him by the side of the road. They were going to cook him and tear the flesh from his bones. He hoped he would be dead before it ever got to that.

      Now he did wish he had his gun, for it would have made his escape more of a sure thing. But he had his knife, his wits, and his bike outside. All he needed to do was make it outside and then ride his bike to freedom.

      He heard them approach him, inexorably drawing closer. They had split up and moved to opposite sides of the room. Darren was in the middle. The cubicles were too high to climb over, and they were flush with the floor, so there was no chance of him crawling underneath desks. Their shadows stretched across the floor near him and he shifted to the side, knowing he would have to be quick if he was going to make it out of here.

      “Come on, don’t make this difficult. I can’t imagine you’re actually enjoying life out there. You know what it’s like, all this struggling. You’re going to die sooner or later, so you might as well help other people out. Do something charitable, worthwhile. I promise we’ll take our time enjoying you.”

      As he said this his boot stepped beside Darren. Without hesitation, Darren slammed the knife into his foot. The man howled in pain and collapsed to the floor. Darren yanked the knife out, blood dripping from the blade. The man clutched his wounded foot as Darren barreled into him. His head crashed into the desk on the other side of the cubicles and he fell to the floor, out cold. Darren didn’t waste any time killing him. The scared survivor was intent on getting back to his bike. He raced across the office, glancing at the man opposite him, who was just as intent on catching Darren.

      Darren’s legs pumped against the floor. The office wasn’t very big, but the stairwell may as well have been miles away. Out of the corner of his eye Darren saw the other man racing toward the exit, looking to cut him off. Darren strained. His bag bounced against his back. Blood sprayed out after him, dripping from the knife. All he needed was to get to the door and he knew he could be free. He reached out in one desperate move, fingers curling around the metal handle of the door, but as he did so a strong arm wrapped around his neck and yanked him back.

      The door, which had opened slightly, closed again.

      Darren slashed the knife in an arc away from him as he broke free of the man’s grasp. The man jerked back, avoiding the strike, and now there was some distance between them. However, the cannibal (in his head, Darren had dubbed the man “Hannibal”) was standing in between Darren and the door.

      Darren’s chest burned with pain. He heaved in deep breaths and held up the knife. The other man seemed to be unarmed, but he was a brute. Now that Darren had seen them, he was glad he had taken out one of them first. He doubted he would have been able to take on both at the same time with just a knife.

      “Let me go,” Darren said.

      “I can’t do that, champ,” Hannibal said.

      “I have a knife. Your friend is down, you’re going to suffer the same fate if you don’t let me go. I’m not going to let you eat me.”

      Hannibal smiled smugly. “You might not have much of a choice.”

      “How can you do it?” Darren asked, grimacing in disgust. Even though it was a tense situation he couldn’t stop himself from asking the question, despite being sure he wouldn’t like the answer.

      To Darren’s horror the man before him didn’t look any different from anyone else. He wore a thick coat, a shirt that had seen better days, and looked like what Darren would consider normal. Hannibal had scraggly hair and a thick beard, as most men did nowadays. Soon enough Brent would have one too, Darren thought. When Hannibal smiled, he revealed a straight line of white teeth, which Darren found disgusting, for he knew those same teeth had bitten into human flesh. His face was weathered, his eyes haunted, but he didn’t look gaunt like the other people Darren had come across. Obviously, this was due to the terrible acts he had committed.

      Darren had no idea what this man had been in his previous life, and that was the most horrifying thing. He could have been anyone. Anyone could have suffered this terrible fate. All it took was one unholy decision. That first step was all it needed. Darren was standing toe to toe with a monster, and there were no words to describe the vehement disgust that swirled inside him.

      “Was it easy for you? Taking that first bite?” Darren asked.

      “Now that you mention it, yes. It was,” Hannibal said, his eyes gleaming, “and you’d find it easy too.”

      “Never.”

      Hannibal snorted derisively. “Have you seen your home burn? Have you seen people leave their babies by the side of the road because they can’t look after them? Have you seen people throwing themselves off buildings because they can’t handle living another day in this wasteland? Have you lost everything you ever held dear? Have you had to watch your life fall apart in front of you, unable to do anything about it? Have you watched your daughter be dragged away by bastards who rape her in front of your eyes? I tried being a good man. I tried to live by all the lessons that we were taught. I tried. I tried…but when it comes down to it, there’s no room in this world for good men, only monsters.

      “You want to know if it was easy? I was at my wit’s end. I was so hungry I barely could stand. Someone put meat in front of me and I took it without question. It didn’t even taste bad. I felt better than I had in weeks, just from that first bite. It was a miracle, really. Then they told me what it was. It was a test, you see, to see if I was worthy of joining them. I looked at that piece of meat and saw they had a lot more to offer me.

      “I told myself that it was wrong, that it went against nature, but my belly called out for more. And I thought to myself that this was probably just some chump who wasn’t going to make it in the world anyway, and there were plenty of other bastards out there who had done terrible things. So, it wasn’t like anything bad was going to happen. Hell, you remember how we always used to justify a tiny transgression by saying the world isn’t going to end? Well, the world already has ended, so who gives a fuck about what we do? All I know is that I get to go to bed each night with a full belly. Nobody is going to amount to anything in this world anyway, so they might as well die and serve some sort of purpose.”

      Hannibal’s eyes were red and raw, his voice cracked with emotion as he spoke about his experiences. Darren saw the pain in them, saw that it had taken a lot to push this man to the edge, but that still was no excuse for his actions. Some lines you just didn’t cross. Darren had seen his life fall apart, had lost everything that mattered to him, and nothing like this ever had crossed his mind.

      “You’re wrong,” Darren said, “and I’m not going to let you take me without a fight. If I’m going to be your meal, then I’m going to make you work for it.”

      “Fine by me,” Hannibal growled, and lunged toward Darren, trying to wrest the knife from his grip.

      Darren leaned back and tried yanking the weapon away, which meant he couldn’t strike Hannibal with it. Hannibal jabbed a fist into Darren’s gut, then clamped his hand around Darren’s wrist, digging his nails into Darren’s skin. Darren yelped in pain and his hand instinctively froze in panic, the knife falling to the floor. Darren brought up his left hand and smashed his forearm into Hannibal’s face three times, finally managing to shove the cannibal back against the door, which rattled.

      Darren bent down to pick up the knife, which was a mistake. He should have finished off Hannibal with his fists. The cannibal was quick to recover, and he was less fatigued than Darren. He swung his fist and hit Darren in the jaw. Darren heard his teeth rattle and shook the grogginess away, recovering quickly enough that he was able to block the next punch. Hannibal towered over him, though, pushing him back into a desk, which thumped against the partition separating it from the others. He pushed so hard that Darren’s back arched painfully against the desk. Both men were grunting. Darren could feel the hot, stale breath of the cannibal hitting his face in waves. Blood rushed to Darren’s face as he strained with all his might, feeling his body buckle under the pressure.

      There are moments in a man’s life when he simply has to admit that someone is stronger than him, when the pressure is just so much there is no clear way to continue the battle. Darren felt his strength sapping, his resolve ebbing away. Saliva dripped from Hannibal’s mouth, and Darren almost could feel it sinking into his flesh. But it was also at times like these when men discovered what they were truly made of.

      Instead of fighting back against Hannibal, Darren made a calculated surrender. He summoned all his energy to ensure that Hannibal was putting all of his energy into subduing Darren, and then Darren suddenly released everything, becoming limp, sliding away. The pressure that Hannibal was putting on him suddenly had nowhere to go and Hannibal fell forward. Darren spun out from under him, took hold of Hannibal’s head, and smashed it into the computer monitor. The glass shattered and there was a heavy sound. Darren grabbed Hannibal’s hair and slammed his head again and again into the monitor, roaring in rage until his throat was raw. He stood there, breathless, sweaty, chest heaving. Hannibal’s head was lost in the monitor, his body slumped over the desk as though he was just an office worker who had grown tired, but there would be no waking up for him.

      Darren staggered back, wiping the sweat from his brow, and picked up the knife. Blood surged through his veins and he shook his head at the senselessness of it all. He was about to leave when he heard a groan.

      The other one was still alive.
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      Darren glanced at the door, wondering if he could reach it before the other cannibal rose, but that brief hesitation gave the other man a chance to stand. He rubbed his head, as though he was trying to summon a memory of where he was, and then the grimace on his face told Darren that it suddenly had returned. He stared Darren straight in the eye and his expression twisted into a nasty scowl. Blood dripped from the side of his head, and he limped forward, blood squelching in his boot, leaving dark stains on the office floor.

      The man had the look of a hunter. Death was in his eyes.

      “I’m coming for you,” he growled. Darren gulped, and while he knew he could outrun the man, right now that thought was far from his mind. All he knew was that he was in danger, and he had to act quickly.

      The man lumbered forward like a zombie, and Darren didn’t want to give him the chance of getting too close. He picked up the knife. He felt the weight of it in his hands, studied the cannibal’s movement, and then hurled the knife at him. The blade spun through the air, gleaming as it caught the sunlight that spilled in through the windows, then embedded itself in the man’s forehead.

      The cannibal stood there motionless for a moment, and Darren wondered what exactly had happened. Then, slowly, the body fell to the floor, slumping down, arms and legs sprawled out. Darren approached warily, retrieving the knife and wiping it on the carpet, leaving a dark, trickling stain of blood.

      Dazed, his face white as a sheet, Darren made his way out of the building as quickly as possible. He was done. This building, this world could go to hell. He’d seen enough. All he wanted was to return home and be with his kids in a nice, safe environment where he didn’t have to worry about cannibals or people who shut others out of their homes. There were still a few more floors of the building to search, as well as the others in the area, but Darren simply had had enough. He just wanted to get on his bike and get out of there.

      He opened the door and ran down the stairs, looking to leave this place behind, and his memories with it. Darren crashed through the front doors and ran through the parking garage, breathing a sigh of relief when he saw his bike nestled behind the dumpster. He was so glad that he could have kissed it. He pulled it out and swung his leg over the saddle, but as he pedaled through the parking garage he suddenly saw shadows converge at the exit, five men, all holding weapons of their own, such as pieces of wood with nails pointing from them, or chains wrapped around their fists. Another man had a crowbar. They looked like a motley crew, and Darren wondered what fresh hell this was going to be.

      “Damn, I can’t believe you got out of there alive,” the man with the chains around his hand said. Now Darren knew why the men inside had been so calm and confident. They had known that their companions were lurking outside. Darren was going to have to run a gauntlet if he was going to escape.

      He stopped pedaling and looked at the area around him. The walls unfortunately made it more difficult to escape. It was no use trying to find safety in the building, since he’d have to abandon his bike, and they’d just be able to wait him out. The odds of him beating five men were insurmountable. Especially since his arms ached and all he wanted to do was sleep. So, he was only left with one choice, really.

      “I always like it when our meals are tired and scared, I think the fear really adds to the flavor,” the leader said, but Darren wasn’t in the mood to talk.

      He set his face in a grim expression and inhaled deeply, getting ready to make his move. The men sauntered forward in a close group. Darren almost could smell the hunger on them. He gripped the handlebars and made sure his feet were firmly on the pedals. Then he pushed off and rode as fast as he could, his legs moving like pistons, the bike being propelled forward directly into the path of the men. Darren screamed like a madman, riding into the men as though they were bowling pins. In a panic, they all scattered, leaving him free to escape. Darren wore a smug grin as he twisted the handlebars and guided the bike out of the parking garage, but just as he did, he saw a couple more shadows, and the smile fell from his face.

      There were two more cannibals, with bikes of their own. As soon as Darren cycled past them they leaped into action, riding slightly behind him. They hurled abuse at him, while Darren’s muscles were on fire. These men were stronger, more rested, and they were starting to get within touching distance. All they needed was one lucky blow to send him to the ground, and he had no doubt that the other five men were in hot pursuit as well.

      Darren glanced back, but the faces of these men were a blur. All that mattered was that they were coming after him, and they wouldn’t give up until he was dead. In that moment Darren knew there would be no escape unless he dealt with them first.

      He hadn’t wanted to become a killer. He hadn’t wanted to cause people pain. All he’d wanted to do was take care of his kids and nurture them through this harsh world in the hope they could see a future. These men were going to do everything in their power to stop that, so Darren had to cross lines that he didn’t want to cross. But at least he could justify it to himself, just about.

      Sweat dripped from his forehead, stinging his eyes. The road ahead curved, but he knew he couldn’t stay on it. Because then it just would be a race, and he didn’t like his chances of having more stamina than these two men. The air was alive with tension and the grunts of the men behind him peppered the silence like gunfire.

      Darren abruptly turned his bike left and entered the woods, slaloming through the trees. It was more difficult to guide the bike through this terrain, but that was true for his pursuers as well. It might help level the playing field. Darren was riding faster than he was comfortable with, moving on instinct, rarely looking back. The ground was still a little soft and the tires sank into the mud, but the mud never clung to them.

      Behind him, he heard a panicked yelp and turned to see one of his pursuers making a misjudgment. He had failed to spot a tree stump and his speed was such that the momentum threw him from the bike. Darren watched him fly over the handlebars, his arms flailing, before his body crashed into a log. A sickening crack split the peace of the forest as his neck was jerked back at an unnatural angle, the impact severing his spine. The mangled body was left behind, as was the bike.

      “You’ll pay for that!” the other pursuer said.

      Darren blinked away the sweat that poured down his face. He kept telling himself that as long as he kept riding he would be alright. He just had to keep going, but the death of the one pursuer seemed to spur on the other one. Darren heard the hum of the wheels, the clacking of the chain, the heavy anticipation in the rider’s breath as he barreled down on Darren. Darren glanced back, and when he did he saw that the man was close enough to use the baseball bat he had been waiting to use, and swung it wildly at Darren’s back wheel. Darren tried pedaling faster and tried zigzagging through the woods. But all it took was one hit to send his bike careening out of control. Darren’s entire body rattled at the impact as he felt the world move sideways, and he fell to the ground, the bike on top of him.

      Darren moved quickly, kicking the bike away and rolling to the side as the baseball bat smashed into the ground, kicking up mud. The bag Darren had on his back had opened and cans of food spilled out, not that the cannibal cared about those. All he wanted now was vengeance. Darren was on his back. The cannibal had leaped off his bike and towered over Darren. He ran a hand through his greasy hair and spat on the ground beside Darren.

      “You’ve got a lot to pay for, man. I’m glad I get the kill, though, means I get the best part of you.”

      He lifted the bat above his head and then brought it down. Darren just managed to bring his hands up in time, stopping the bat from cracking his face. His arms trembled, the pain shot through his wrists and he only just managed to keep it there. The pursuer frowned, his ugly face inches away from Darren’s. He pulled the bat away, ready to take another swing. Darren didn’t think his arms could take the impact of another heavy blow like that, so he kicked out with his feet, hitting the pursuer in the kneecap, and then shifted his position slightly to sweep the pursuer’s legs out from underneath him.

      The bat tumbled away as the pursuer fell to the ground beside a nearby tree. Darren quickly scrambled over and straddled him, and then brought his fists down in frantic, desperate blows. His fists pummeled the pursuer’s face. The pursuer bore the brunt of all of Darren’s rage, fear, panic, and sheer anguish at the state of the world. Humanity had fallen from its pedestal, and it wasn’t certain that it ever would rise up again. Darren’s fists crashed down like meteorites into the pursuer’s face, again and again. Darren felt feeling the crack of bones, but he couldn’t stop. Something had taken a hold of him. He wasn’t going to be dinner for anyone. He wasn’t going to let anyone stop him from seeing his kids.

      In a blind rage, Darren beat the man to death, leaving a blood-stained, wrecked face behind. Eventually, he rolled off, panting, looking up at the sky. The spindly branches made a crisscross pattern above him. He caught his breath after all the efforts he had made to stay alive.

      The man underneath him was dead, but it so easily could have been the other way around. Darren closed his eyes and didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. The sensations that surged through his body were overwhelming, the adrenaline playing havoc with his mind, not to mention that now he was so exhausted all he wanted to do was sleep.

      Eventually, he managed to drag himself up and gathered all the cans that had fallen out of his bag. He decided to leave the baseball bat where it was, but when he went over to his bike he was crestfallen. The blow to the back wheel had caused a dent, and when the bike had fallen over the tire had been punctured by a sharp branch. There was no way to salvage it, so Darren went over to the pursuer’s bike and was glad to see that it was undamaged. He picked this one up, took one last look at the pursuer, and then rode away.

      He’d left four dead bodies in his wake, but five cannibals still remained. They were a plague on this world, and while they lived they only would cause more pain for someone else. Maybe if Darren was a hero he would go after them and punish them for what they had done, but he wasn’t a hero. He was a father, and he had kids he needed to get back to.

      His jacket was even dirtier after rolling around on the ground. He put his finger in his ears to work out the grit that had gathered there, flicking it back down to the ground. Coming out into the world had been more dangerous than he had feared, and he was more than grateful that he had taken Brent and Tara to the cave. He hadn’t even made it to the city, and couldn’t imagine what horrors lay in wait for people there.

      He got back on the road and looked behind him. There was no sign of the other cannibals. Darren imagined they would follow when their companions didn’t return and see the carnage that he had wrought. But by then Darren would be long gone, and the cannibals would have to move on to other prey. Grimly, Darren thought they might even be pleased. He just had provided them with four new meals, after all. A revolting feeling swept through him and he longed to be away from this dreadful place. So he started pedaling again, this time more slowly, for his body ached and his mind was exhausted. His shoulders sagged and the road home stretched out a long way ahead of him, but he wasn’t going to stop until he reached the safety of his cave. He hadn’t gathered as much food as he would have liked, but at least he got some, and other than that they would just have to make do.

      The sky still was clear, so he hoped the ride home would be free of storms, but the chilly air crept into his lungs and he longed to be by the fire again. His hands trembled around the handlebars and occasionally the bike drifted to the side, for his eyelids drooped and he had to remind himself to focus on what he was doing. He told himself that it wouldn’t be too long, and tried thinking of safety at home, rather than danger out here.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      It was at times like these when Darren missed his car. Driving along this road would have gone much more quickly had he been in his car, and his body wouldn’t have been aching as much. He longed to sit down somewhere he felt safe, near a fire, eat some food, and just relax.

      He couldn’t even begin to imagine how long he had been out here. It seemed like a long time since he had said farewell to Brent, but in all likelihood, it had been a matter of hours. It almost seemed like days. He’d seen so much, learned a little more about the world, but all he learned only encouraged him to retreat into his cave and turn his back on humanity.

      He hoped the people he had met along the way had found their way to safety. There were many dangers on the path of life and nobody’s safety was guaranteed, but at least staying in one place made it so that danger had to come to you, and you could better prepare for it. He thought of Christine and Maddie, of Marie and her companions, and felt better for it, knowing that the world wasn’t a complete drudgery of death and destruction. There were still good people out there, so there was a chance for humanity to better itself.

      However, there were people like the cannibals as well, and people who had hidden themselves away behind a wall, hoping to shut out everyone else. These were selfish people, wanting only to look after themselves, and Darren hoped they were the minority. At least, after his efforts, there were four fewer monsters left in the world. He didn’t know how much that mattered in the grand scheme of things, but it meant a lot to him.

      When he’d set out, Darren secretly had hoped he would see the world thriving, that people would have banded together and worked toward a common goal. Instead, his worst fears had been realized. Society had become fractured and there was no central hub for people to seek aid. As he rode along, he gazed from side to side, wondering how many other people were hidden in the woods, struggling to survive, just like he was. He also thought about what Hannibal had said to him as well, about all he had been through. It must have been hell those first few nights, with people throwing themselves from buildings, indulging their worst desires. Darren wondered if he could be pushed far enough to do anything as deplorable as that. Sometimes it only took one bad day, after all, and Darren had had enough of those.

      He came to understand that it was his kids who kept him sane, kept him strong, and he was afraid to think of what he would do if they were taken from him. After Stacie had left Darren always was afraid that she would come back and try to take custody of the children. As a man, he felt very vulnerable about that, and while he didn’t know why she would leave them, he was a little glad that the break had been clean so as not to cause any more confusion than she already had.

      But if things had gone differently…if he had been alone in this world, what lengths would he have gone to in order to survive? He already had killed people in self-defense, which was something he’d never thought he would do. Were there any other lines that he was able to cross? He shook his head, trying not to think about it, because he wasn’t sure of the answer, and that scared him more than anything.

      As he was riding along, he saw a lone figure in the distance. He started to veer away into the woods at first, wanting to avoid any interaction with another person, but something told him to stop. While he had encountered some nasty people, he also had met friends, and he thought it important not to judge people before he met them. Besides, he had his bike and his knife, so if there was any danger he could speed away without risk.

      He approached the man, who froze. As he drew closer, Darren saw himself in that man, just a lone wanderer, afraid of everything around him.

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” Darren said. “I’m Darren, just thought I’d stop in case you needed any help. I know what it’s like nowadays. People are minding their own business, taking care of themselves, but I figure we should still try being neighborly when we can.”

      The man eyed Darren. Darren realized what a sight he must have been, bearded, gaunt, with dark circles under his eyes. He suddenly became conscious of the blood on his fists, and looked ashamed. He met the man’s eyes, and found understanding.

      “I guess you’re right. I’m Bob,” the man said, but he didn’t hold out a hand. “I’m just looking for some food. Figure there’s a gas station or something out here. Times are hard you know?”

      “Oh, I know,” Darren said, smiling knowingly.

      “Anything back this way?” Bob asked.

      Darren inhaled sharply, and then looked back the way he had come.

      “Only trouble,” he said.

      “I’m sorry to tell you that it’s not going to be easy for you. I came this way myself to look for food, but there’s not much around. There’s a community up ahead, but they’ve shut themselves in and aren’t the friendly kind. And there’s, well, I’m not sure how to say this, really, but there are cannibals waiting to prey on people like you and me. I only just managed to escape with my life,” he held his hands up as evidence.

      “My God, cannibals? The world really has gone crazy,” Bob gasped. “Well, thanks for the warning, I guess. Damn, I was hoping that I’d find something to take back to my family. Seems all the critters are hiding away for the winter. I guess I’ll have to go to the city. I hope I don’t run into these cannibals. Damn, you’d think there would still be some sense out here, wouldn’t you?”

      “I know, right? People have lost their minds. I came out here too, for my family, how many you got?”

      “Just my wife and our daughter. We found a nice place to hole up, but it’s not exactly the Ritz,” Bob chuckled softly.

      “I know what you mean. Life is tough,” Darren said.

      There was a moment of silence between the two men.

      “Well,” Bob said, eventually, “thanks for the warning, but I think I’d better be going. I have to come back with something, else I’ve walked all this way for nothing.” He nodded to Darren and then continued his journey along the road. Darren watched him for a few moments, and then hung his head. He knew what he had to do.

      “Bob, wait,” he called out. Bob turned around. Darren got off his bike and walked up to the other man, bringing the bag around in front of him. He opened it and reached in, handing Bob a few cans. Bob blinked in disbelief.

      “Are you sure?” he asked.

      “Take them now, before I change my mind,” Darren said.

      “Thank you,” Bob said. Darren knew there were no words to convey the gratitude that Bob felt.

      “Good luck,” Darren said.

      “You too,” Bob replied.

      Darren left the man and got on his bike to continue his journey home. He’d been through a lot for that food, and he’d just given a portion of it away to a stranger. It would make the winter harder, but it was the right thing to do. Bob was going to struggle anyway, and Darren knew that in the circumstances he’d want someone to do the same thing, the right thing. He’d seen what could happen as men broke and made selfish choices. He didn’t want the same thing to happen to him. He was going to take care of his fellow man, and he hoped that, in turn, he would have kindness paid back to him.

      With that, he continued on home, ready for this ordeal to be over.

      The way back to the cave was much less eventful as he turned off the main road and followed the old beaten track back through the woods. Riding a bike was far easier than walking, and this time he didn’t have to contend with a mighty storm. He didn’t encounter anyone else on the way back, and he was glad for it. He had had just about enough of strangers for the time being, and just wanted the company of his family.

      The trees thickened before him and he had to remain alert to ensure he did not get lost. He also kept his ears peeled for any noise, in case there were any people wandering the woods. Thankfully, nobody presented themselves.

      He saw the cave up ahead and felt the same wave of relief as he had felt when he had returned to his house after a long day of work. It was funny, really. When he first had set his family up in the barren cave, he hadn’t imagined it really would come to be ‘home’ to him, but it had. He stopped pedaling for a moment to rest and catch his breath, and let the moment wash over him. He was about to make the final approach when he looked at his hands. They still were bruised and stained with blood. He wanted to keep the brutal truth of the world hidden from his kids as much as possible, and seeing their father with blood on his hands wasn’t a memory he wanted them to be haunted by. So, he decided to stop off at the stream first. It had been a long day, and he needed to bathe anyway.

      He stripped off his clothes and plunged into the cold water, knowing that it was better just to dive in rather than tentatively dip his body in inch by inch. The water enveloped him and made him gasp, but it was a shock to his system and he made him more awake. He ducked under the surface of the water and came up, rubbing his eyes. His body felt better, refreshed, and he scrubbed the red marks off his hands. It took some doing, but eventually he succeeded, and after his arduous journey he let the water carry him, glad that something else could carry his burden for a little while.

      However, even a bath like this could be dangerous if he stayed there for too long. So, before he got too cold, he dragged his body out and shook it as dry as he could. Then he got dressed again and made his way back to the cave, eager to be by the fire. He took hold of his bike and wheeled it back, then let out the low whistle that should alert Brent to his presence.

      Tiny faces peered out at him, and he was filled with happiness. Tara and Michelle both ran out to hug him, taking one leg each, and he rubbed their heads. He grinned at the elder two.

      “Miss me?” Darren said.

      “We didn’t know you were gone,” Brent said with a smirk.

      Darren coaxed the girls off his legs and told them to go inside. He sighed with relief as he felt the warmth of the fire, and then groaned when he let the bag fall from his shoulder. He sank to the ground and put his hands out to the fire. Tara and Michelle ran to the bag.

      “I didn’t get as much as I wanted to, but there’s a little there that can help. I’m really looking forward to having some of that soup,” Darren said. Brent and Betsy joined the girls in bringing the food out.

      “Wow, where did you find all this?” Betsy asked. While she was taken with the food, Brent was more impressed with the bike. He asked if he could take it for a ride. Darren told him to wait for a little while. Brent then asked where he found the bike.

      “It’s a long story. I’ll tell you about it once I’ve warmed myself up. Brent, do you want to get a pan? I’m famished,” he said, eagerly anticipating the taste of warm soup sliding down his throat.

      Brent agreed, and then they all gathered around the fire. Darren felt instantly better just for being around his family.

      “So, how have things been here? I hope you’ve been behaving?” he said, looking pointedly at Tara and Michelle.

      “They’ve been great,” Betsy said, “although we started to get worried about you.” Darren noticed the anxious glance she gave to Brent.

      “We just weren’t sure when you’d be coming back,” Brent said in a small voice, casting his glance away from his father.

      “I had to go farther than I wanted, unfortunately. It’s worse out there than we feared. There’s barely anything, but there are a few other places I can try. Thanks for keeping everyone safe, Brent. You did a good job. There was no danger or anything?”

      “Nope, nothing happened at all. I was worried when the storm hit just after you left. I know how dangerous it can be underfoot when the rain hits the mud. I was tempted to go looking for you when the storm cleared, but Betsy told me not to.”

      “I just reminded him that it was unlikely he’d find you even if you were in danger, and he couldn’t very well leave the three of us here,” she said.

      “You did the right thing, Brent. I was okay. I’m just very tired, and very glad to be back.”

      Brent opened the can of soup and poured it into the pan, and then placed it over the fire. Soon enough the cave was filled with the comforting scent of tomato soup. Darren leaned back and closed his eyes, allowing himself to relax for the first time in what seemed like an eternity.

      While he was with his family, he was able to ignore the reality of the world outside. But he knew that at some point he would have to face it again, and he would have to make his children ready for it.

      “So, what actually happened out there, Dad? What did you see?” Brent said.

      Darren narrowly peeked out of one eye, wondering how much he should reveal to his son. In time, he was sure that he would talk about it all. Especially if they all had to venture out farther. But for now there was no need to tell Brent about the cannibals, that Darren had killed four men, or how close Darren had come to dying. There was time for that later. Right now, Darren just wanted to remind himself about how the love of a family could prevent a man from losing his mind.
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        * * *

      

      Find out what happens in part three! Coming Soon!
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