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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Evan 
 
    The world as we know it coming to a screeching halt sucks. I know, sort of obvious. But it does. 
 
    It all started, or at least for my part with an incoming phone call. 
 
    “Yeah Dad,” I said after pulling my phone out of my back pocket. 
 
    “Where are you?” My dad snapped. Something that made my gut clench up. Dad never freaked. The man was an emotional rock. 
 
    “The women’s restroom on 62. You know, the last job on your list. I’m just putting the snake away, the clog is cleared.” I had a temp summer job on the maintenance staff for a Wall Street skyscraper. My dad ran the maintenance department which meant I got assigned the worst shifts and worst jobs. Just how every eighteen-year-old boy wanted to spend Friday nights and Saturday mornings. Fixing things for rich investment bankers. 
 
    “Don’t go anywhere,” Dad ordered. 
 
    “Dad, what is going on? You sound like the world’s coming to an end.” 
 
    There was a long pause then Dad said those fateful words, “I think it is.” 
 
    An awkward silence fell over the conversation as I tried to figure out if my dad had gone insane. The thing is, my dad wasn’t like that. An ex-marine, he’d seen more stuff than two dozen men. Like I said earlier, he didn’t freak.  
 
    “Okay Dad, tell me what is really going on.” 
 
    “Do you remember Jim Ericson? He worked for me when we were stationed at Pendleton?” 
 
    “Dad, I don’t know how to tell you this. But I was five. Thirteen years ago. I don’t remember Pendleton, let alone who worked for you.” 
 
    He didn’t laugh, which really bothered me. Dad was easy to make laugh. At least usually. 
 
    Dad took a deep breath. “He just called me. He works at the Pentagon. He said ‘Alas Babylon’” 
 
    I felt my forehead furrow in confusion. “So.” 
 
    “Don’t you remember that book? I made you read it when you turned fourteen. That was the code words between two brothers that the world was ending.” 
 
    A thousand thoughts flashed through my mind, including a faint memory about people surviving a nuclear war in the fifties. Of course I immediately started to come up with a rational explanation. First off, I told myself it was the eleventh of June. Not April first. Besides Dad wasn’t into April fools jokes. 
 
    Next, I wondered if maybe someone had kidnapped him, and made him say stupid things. But again, not possible. Nobody made my dad do anything he didn’t want to.  
 
    “I want you to stay there,” Dad said before I could figure out a valid reason why he’d lost his mind. 
 
    “Listen to your father,” My mom said from the background. 
 
    Now my gut tightened up like a nervous sphincter muscle. “You’ve got Mom into this?” 
 
    “Jim Ericson is no fool,” she said as if that sealed the matter. 
 
    “Mom, the worst place to be in a nuclear war is New York City, we’ve got to be third or fourth on the target list, first if they are anti-capitalist. They’d hit us until the only thing left was bouncing rubble.” 
 
    “It’s not nuclear,” My dad said with a serious tone. “I think it’s viral. There’s something weird going on in Europe.” 
 
    “Dad –“ 
 
    “No,” he said with that Sergeant Major voice of his that insisted on compliance. “I want you to lock out the elevators. There on Sixty-Two, and you stay there until I tell you different.” 
 
    I balked. “I know it’s Saturday morning, but people still come into work occasionally. They are going to be pissed.” 
 
    “Tough. I’m telling you, Evan, my gut is screaming at me that this is serious. If people get upset, we’ll just blame me. It wasn’t my favorite job anyway.” 
 
    “I –” 
 
    “Evan,” My mom said. I knew instantly that she’d pulled the phone from my dad’s hand. “You do what your father tells you. Do you understand me? You stay there until we tell you it is safe to leave.” 
 
    “Mom I can’t. I’ve got that study session this morning. That was why I worked through the night. I can’t miss it.” 
 
    “Evan Lloyd Carlson,” she said with that mom voice that was even scarier than my dad’s Sergeant Major voice. “You will do as you are told. We didn’t raise you to be a fool. Everything we have ever done was to make sure you are safe. Don’t you dare throw that away?” 
 
    God, it had to be bad, she was playing the guilt card. She only pulled that out when she was really frightened. “Okay Mom,” I sighed in defeat.  
 
    Dad got back on the phone. “Lock out the elevators then call me back. You stay on 62. The place should be empty. From what I am hearing and what Jim said. Don’t be anywhere near people. This thing spreads faster than a scared rabbit and he thinks it’s deadlier than Ebola on steroids.” 
 
    I think that was when it began to sink in. This wasn’t some silly joke. “Okay. I’ll call you back in a minute.” 
 
    The was a long pause then dad said, “I love you, son. I don’t tell you enough. But I am proud of the man you have become.” 
 
    My heart broke as fear filled me. I knew Dad loved me, but we didn’t talk about it much. 
 
    “I love you too. And Mom.” 
 
    “I love you, Evan,” Mom said from the background. “Do what your dad said, and you’ll be safe.” 
 
    “Bye son,” Dad said then hung up. 
 
    I stood there for a moment in that stall staring down at my phone trying to work it all out. Nope, none of it made sense and I was going to look like an idiot when this was all over. But I also knew I wasn’t bucking Dad and Mom on this one. A job wasn’t worth disappointing them. 
 
    Putting the snake and plumbing tools away in the maintenance closet I could only shake my head. It still seemed too unreal. But I hitched my tool belt and headed for the elevators. It was like I was in a numb fog. Nothing made sense. It couldn’t be true, the world didn’t end. Not in today’s universe. 
 
    And he’d said this thing was in Europe. Why didn’t that give me time to get home? If the world ended, I wanted to be with my family. Not stuck here in the middle of the sky. 
 
    When I got to the elevators, I hesitated then pushed the button. The first one to arrive was easy to lock out. I sort of was on autopilot. I popped the service module and used the key to shut it down.  
 
    Only then could I call the next one up and lock it out. The second and third were easy. I didn’t really think it through. But when the last one arrived, I hesitated. I was cutting myself off from the rest of the world.  
 
    Okay, sure, people could use the stairs. So it wasn’t like I was trapping anyone. But no one was going to climb sixty-two flights of stairs to do some paperwork.  
 
    Sticking the key into the slot, I held off for a moment then did it. A feeling of shame filled me. I was hiding. If the world was ending. If people were dying. Then my parents would need me. I shouldn’t be here, safe, above everyone. It wasn’t fair. 
 
    As I marched to the back I couldn’t help looking into the glass-enclosed rooms where the traders worked. Each desk with three large computer monitors. Coffee cups and coke cans everywhere. These guys were fueled by caffeine. The cleaning crew would come in this afternoon. But they’d never get here with the elevators locked out. 
 
    What would the bankers and brokers do when they came in on Monday morning and couldn’t get to their office?  
 
    No way this was lasting that long. It’d be a couple of hours then Dad would realize this was ridiculous. Wow, has anyone ever been more wrong than I was at that moment? 
 
    Once I reached the end of the hall and to the left, I called up the freight elevator and locked it out as well.  
 
    I was truly cut off. But hey, I could stand on my head for a couple of hours if I had to. This wasn’t forever.  
 
    “Now what?” I said to myself. Lock the stairwell door? Could I even do that? It was an emergency exit. I don’t think I could physically lock it. But then it didn’t matter. Like I said, no one was climbing sixty-two flights. 
 
    An alone feeling filled me as I realized I had absolutely nothing to do. There were no work orders for this floor or the twelve above me.  
 
    Looking out through the offices I saw the New York skyline and shivered. Six million people were down there. Did they know what was coming? 
 
    Or were six million people going to be laughing their butts off when the nightly news broadcast the story about the stupid boy so afraid of the boogeyman that he locked out the Wall Street’s Palmer Building and lost the company billions of dollars. 
 
    I was searching around to shake off this confused numbness when I remembered the huge television in the far conference room. There was a smaller one on the wall for each trading room where they could watch CNBC and keep up on the things outside of the market. But the big one in the conference room was used mostly for Monday Night football. 
 
    Taking a deep breath I headed that way. Besides, the break room behind it had a vending machine. When I got to the elevators, I made a detour to make sure they were still locked out. The doors remained open, waiting for me to set them free. 
 
    I was turning the corner to head down the hall when a small bundle of pretty female smacked into my chest and bounced back. 
 
    Without thinking I reached out to grab her and stop her from falling.  
 
    “Who are you?” I snapped as I did a quick inspection. Like I said, pretty. Maybe seventeen. Long blond hair parted in the middle with just enough curl to be fashionable. Blue eyes that at the moment looked both frightened and intrigued. Dressed in a business suit, white shirt, and navy-blue pencil skirt. A high school girl trying to look like a high-priced lawyer. 
 
    Her flawless forehead furrowed as she looked up at me. “None of your business,” she said as she tried to maneuver around me. “I need to get downstairs.” 
 
    I could only stare after her as she slammed to a halt and gawked at the open doors of the elevators then back at me. 
 
    “Sorry, the only way you’re getting down is by taking the stairs.” 
 
    Her frown shifted over to full anger as she looked at me like she wanted to carve me into a million pieces.  
 
    I held up my hands. “Hey, don’t blame me. Haven’t you heard, the world is ending? We’re stuck up here.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Two 
 
    Sydney 
 
    God, I hated being lectured to by people who thought they knew more than me. Especially cute boys wearing tool belts.  
 
    “What do you mean the world is ending? I don’t know what happened to you and your girlfriend. But the world is just fine.” 
 
    He smirked. Another thing that pushed my buttons. “What’s so important downstairs?” 
 
    “Like I said, none of your business.” 
 
    Shrugging, he turned to leave, and I yelled, “Hold up. I need you to turn the elevators back on.” 
 
    Again he shrugged then shook his head. “Nope. Not going to happen. Like I told you the world is going to hell in a handbasket. Some virus is sweeping everywhere.” 
 
    Gritting my teeth I forced myself to remain calm. Getting into an argument with a troglodyte never worked. Taking a moment to calm my angry heart I looked him over. Tall, handsome, with a tool belt. A killer combination. His name Evan was sown above the pocket of his chambray shirt. Obviously, a maintenance worker. A man with the power of the key.  
 
    He’d decided to mess with my plans and was enjoying himself making my life even more miserable. 
 
    “Please,” I said, thinking it would be better to try honey instead of vinegar even though it went against my nature. “I need to get downstairs and find Mr. Kennedy.” 
 
    “Who’s Mr. Kennedy.” 
 
    “Our teacher. He –“ 
 
    “OUR? Who else is up here.” The look of surprise was mixed with a hint of worry. 
 
    I sighed, he was going to make me tell him everything before he let me downstairs. But really, I didn’t have much choice. He was a pumped-up tyrant who thought he was more important than he was. 
 
    “There are four of us. We’re on a field trip, visiting Mr. Jamison. Our Investment club.” 
 
    He frowned in obvious confusion. 
 
    “At school, in Albany, Mr. Kennedy started an investment club. You know. We make mock investments and see who makes the most.” I felt my anger grow when I saw that familiar look of disdain. People always thought it was silly. But it wasn’t. 
 
    “Hey,” I continued. “It looks good on a college application to Harvard. Add it to straight A’s, a high SAT score, Volleyball to show that I am competitive and volunteer work at the Bayside old person care facility to show I am compassionate. I should have no problem getting in.” 
 
    He laughed. “Let me guess, Daddy went to Harvard and will be paying for it.” 
 
    My anger jumped three points, the fact that he was right was totally beside the point. “Just let me downstairs, please. Mr. Kennedy went down to find Mr. Jamison. They should have been back twenty minutes ago.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I swear the idiot enjoyed being a jerk. I was getting ready to abandon the whole honey approach and unload a ton of vinegar when my phone rang. Glancing down I saw Mr. Kennedy was calling and let out a long sigh. 
 
    “Where are you?” I asked as I turned my back on tall and handsome. 
 
    “Sydney, tell me you and the others are still upstairs.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” I said as my stomach clenched up. I could hear the sound of traffic in the background which meant he was outside, probably still waiting for Mr. Jamison. 
 
    “Good. Stay there. Something is going on. I don’t understand it yet. But I think it’s bad.” 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder. The jerk was still there watching me. I lifted an eyebrow to let him know I wanted to be given some privacy, but he totally ignored me. Instead, he folded his arms across his broad chest and waited. 
 
    “Mr. Kennedy –“ 
 
    “Sydney. People are dying. I saw one. On the street. He just fell down. Coughed up half a lung then stopped breathing.” 
 
    “Sir, this is New York City.” 
 
    He sighed on the other end then said, “Sydney, I called 911. The phone just rang and rang. Finally when someone answered they were coughing and sneezing then they told me to call back. That they were swamped.” 
 
    Now my heart jumped as I turned to look at the idiot behind me. He had said something about the world coming to an end. What did he mean? Suddenly I had an uneasy feeling that he might not have been insane. 
 
    “What should we do?” I asked my teacher. 
 
    “Stay upstairs. I’ll be ….” Suddenly I heard him point the phone away as he started coughing. That deep heavy cough that filled me with fear. 
 
    “Mr. Kennedy?” 
 
    “Stay there.” More coughing. “Don’t come down. Not until I figure a way to get you and the others out of the city without being near anyone.” 
 
    “Mr. K –“ 
 
    “Just do it Sydney,” he said then the connection was broken.  
 
    I stared down at the phone in my hand then up at the maintenance guy. I had to hurry to catch up as maintenance guy started down the hall. That was the thing about tall boys, their steps were longer. And I despised running after people. It was unseemly, especially in heels. 
 
    “Stop,” I said as I reached out to grab his arm. 
 
    He looked down at my hand then at me and I felt a spark of something. A serious boy girl type thing that I quickly snuffed out. “What do you think is going on?” 
 
    He simply smiled then started down the hall. Man how I hate being ignored. 
 
    He halted a moment when he saw my three other teammates sitting in the conference room. Liz was playing Stardew Valley on her phone. Kevin had his head buried in a paperback, probably some ancient Sci-Fi thing or some Brandon Sanderson epic fantasy. And Justin of course was surfing TikTok with a focus on pretty girls shuffle dancing. 
 
    All three of them looked up when we opened the door to the conference room. 
 
    “Justin,” I told the maintenance guy for some unknown reason. Justin was the top of the food chain so of course he got introduced first. Handsome, rich, a hero on the basketball court, and a father in the state senate. 
 
    “And this is Liz and Kevin,” I added. The four of us made up the East Albany Prep inaugural Investment club.  
 
    “Did you find Mr. Kennedy?” Justin asked as he shot the maintenance guy a curious look. 
 
    I ignored him as Maintenance guy grabbed the remote control and turned on the TV, flipping it over to the local news station. But there was nothing but a weather report saying that it would hit the high eighties later that afternoon. 
 
    “What is going on?” Justin demanded. “And who is this guy?” 
 
    I took a deep breath. “Mr. Kennedy said we should stay here. That it was safer.” 
 
    “Safer than what?” Kevin asked as he looked up from his book. Kevin was so typically nerd material. Forty pounds overweight he’d been bullied since we were in second grade together. So he’d just naturally migrated to the fantasy world where he could be a hero. 
 
    “He said something was going on. Some kind of virus. We were to stay here until he figured out what to do.” 
 
    “You mean like Zombie type virus,” Kevin asked with disbelief. 
 
    “No,” I said. “Don’t be ridiculous.” 
 
    Liz hurriedly dialed someone then stepped out of the room. I knew she was calling her mother. Liz was the mouse of any group and never did anything without her mother’s approval. I don’t think I’d heard her say a dozen words in the last three years. I would never understand why she had joined our club. Future Investment bankers were not known to be shy and retiring. 
 
    “That still doesn’t explain what the maintenance guy is doing here,” Justin said. 
 
    The maintenance guy glared at Justin and for a moment I saw something behind those eyes that told me not to get on this guy's bad side. But he pulled it in and said, “The name is Evan. I’m here because I work here. If you’re nice, I’ll let you guys stay.” 
 
    A coldness filled the room. Both boys stared at each other, and I knew we were but a second away from a fight. A fight I was pretty sure Justin would lose in about six seconds. Boys can be such idiots. Seeing that I needed to break this up, I reached over and took the remote control from Evan’s hand, and changed the channel. 
 
    My insides turned to stone when I saw the harried, wide-eyed stare on the anchor’s face. She looked like she’d seen death up close and didn’t like what she saw staring back at her. 
 
    She looked down at the papers in her hands then back up at the camera, “We have received multiple reports of a sudden illness sweeping the city. We have been attempting to reach someone in the City’s Health Department. But no one will return our calls. Luckily Dr. John Severs of New York Presbyterian is here to tell us more. Dr. Severs.” 
 
    An older gentleman in a white doctor’s coat blinked for a few seconds then seemed to gather himself. “Yes … well. I can tell you that a severe respiratory illness has broken out in New York. And my contacts in Boston and Philadelphia are reporting they are seeing the same thing.” 
 
    “Thank you, Doctor. What can people do? How serious is it.” 
 
    The man hesitated for a moment then said. “Stay inside. Avoid other people. Do not go to the hospital. They are all filled up. You won’t be seen.” 
 
    The female anchor blanched. “Has anyone died? Doctor.” 
 
    He frowned then nodded. “Yes.” 
 
    Again the Anchor hesitated before asking. “How many? What percentage of patients with this respiratory illness have died.” 
 
    He paused as his eyes grew misty then he let out a long breath and said, “All of them.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Three 
 
    Evan 
 
    I’d never really seen a slack-jawed reaction. But there it was. Four people with their mouths open like fish on the beach. ‘All of them’ the doctor said. Cold fear ran down my spine. This wasn’t some crazy internet guy. This was a doctor on the scene. 
 
    “What? No.” Justin whispered. White faced with big eyes. I swear he looked like someone had just kicked him in the groin. His world was no longer the same. 
 
    Kevin was just as bad. But it was the Sydney chick that really looked the worse. I think she was beginning to believe it. The others were still in that denial phase. I could see the thoughts flashing through her mind. A quick trip from this is impossible to maybe to oh no, it’s real. 
 
    I sat back and really examined who I was dealing with. Rich was my first impression. Come on, investment club. Only a rich prep school would waste its time and money on something so silly. You add the sports coats and ties for the boys. The business suits for both of the girls. Like I said, rich. Which meant privileged.  
 
    My gut hardened when I thought about going through something tough with four spoiled brats. 
 
    I was wondering about maybe taking off. Up to one of the other floors where I could just forget about this lot and focus on myself. But my phone rang, it was my dad. Great, I’d forgotten to call him back after locking out the elevators. 
 
    “Dad?” I said as I stepped out of the conference room. Sydney shot me a quizzical look then started dialing on her own phone. 
 
    “Did you do it?” my dad asked.  
 
    I let out a long sigh. He sounded normal. “Yes, Sir. But …” 
 
    “What do you mean but? If you did it, you should be okay. You’ve been in there alone all night.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I’m no longer alone.” There was a pause on the other end, so I jumped in to fill the void. “There were four kids here on a field trip.” 
 
    “Kids? What kind of kids? Where are they from.” 
 
    “Teenagers, my age Dad. I think they drove down from Albany this morning.” 
 
    Again he hesitated. “How do they seem? Any coughing, sneezing.” 
 
    “No, not yet.” 
 
    There was a heavy sigh on the other end. “Okay, you guys stay there. Hopefully, this thing will burn its way through things fast.” 
 
    My gut clenched up tight. “Dad. What about you and Mom?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about us. Your mom and I have enough food for a month. Hey without you here, make that two months. In fact, she’s neck deep in the freezer figuring out what we should cook first.” 
 
    I laughed, if dad was joking then things weren’t too bad. “Months. Do you really think it will be that bad?” 
 
    “No, no way. A few days at the most.” 
 
    God, as you know, my dad was as wrong as a person could be. Maybe wronger than any person in history. 
 
    “Okay Dad, we’ll hang out here for a few days.” 
 
    “Listen, Evan, I know I don’t have to tell you this. But you take care of those kids. You don’t want to come out the other end of this ashamed.” 
 
    I winced, I’d thought about abandoning them, but my dad had reminded me of our family motto. Don’t embarrass the family by doing things you are ashamed of. “Okay, Dad. And call me later or I will call you.” 
 
    “Hang in there Evan. And we love you.” 
 
    “I love you too. Tell Mom,” Then I hung up before I lost it. Instead, I turned back into the conference room. Three of them were on their phones. Kevin looked up and said, “They aren’t answering.” 
 
    “The cell towers are probably swamped. Everybody and their sister are calling. The same thing happened after 9/11.” 
 
    He seemed to relax a little then started dialing again. 
 
    Sydney looked as if she’d been hit by a bus. Her eyes were the size of small moons as she stared down at the phone, she then turned to me and said, “My mom says I am to stay here and not go downstairs, no matter what.” 
 
    I was tempted to say I told you so, but I figured this wasn’t the best of times to pull that out.  
 
    “You don’t get it,” Sydney said. “My mom is a doctor. A cardiac surgeon. She is helping in the ER. It is bad when they divert heart surgeons to the ER.” 
 
    I nodded. “My dad said we should stay also. He thinks it will burn itself out in a couple of days. Then we can go back to our lives.” 
 
    Liz grumbled under her breath, “What kind of life will we go back to if everyone is dead.” 
 
    “Not everyone will die,” Justin snapped after whispering something on his phone and hanging up. “Really Liz, there is no need to be so dramatic.” 
 
    “You heard that Doctor, he said everyone who caught it died.” The look of fear in her eyes made me wince. 
 
    Sydney’s eyebrows rose, not at what the other girl said but at the fact that she’d pushed back at all. 
 
    I was wondering what to say when three solid beeps came from the TV followed by an Emergency announcement text on the screen.  
 
    “This is an emergency broadcast. Everyone is to stay at home. I repeat, The CDC has ordered an immediate quarantine. Everyone is to stay inside. If at work, stay at work. If in a car, pull to the side of the road and await further instructions. Do not get out of your car. If you are at home. Stay at home with doors and windows shut.” 
 
    “Or the top of a skyscraper, I guess,” Kevin said as he shook his head. 
 
    Another kick to the gut. This wasn’t some silly drill or test. The five of us sat there trying to take it all in when the announcement dropped off and the anchor came back on. She looked like we felt 
 
    “I … We …” she took a deep breath and then said, “We will continue to bring you up to date information. We now have a report from Washing D.C. Larry Talbot, what do you know.” 
 
    A reporter came on the screen standing outside a wrought iron fence with the White House in the background. “Yes Faith, I can hear you,” he said as he pushed at his earbud. “Um, I can tell you that the White House has closed down. Everyone non-essential, which means all journalists were instructed to leave. The executive building next door is emptying out.” 
 
    The screen shifted to the Anchor in New York. “That seems sort of counter to the message just released by the CDC which tells everyone to remain in place.” 
 
    Larry shrugged. “It wouldn’t be the first time the government didn’t follow their own advice. But really, I don’t think anyone knows enough. It is all happening so fast.” 
 
    “What else can you tell us,” the anchor asked. 
 
    Good old Larry looked down at his notes. “I can tell you that the Supreme Court has canceled all arguments and rescheduled them for next Thursday. Luckily the Congress was in recess, most of them are back in their districts.” 
 
    “Thank you, Larry,” The anchor said then turned to another camera as if she was going to talk to a new person. “Jill Preston is at the Pentagon, What can you tell us, Jill?” 
 
    A young female reporter looked at the camera, the Pentagon’s press room in the background. She swallowed hard then said, “I can report that the Secretary of Defense has increased the Defense Condition to DEFCON 3. The last time we reached that level was 9/11. Remember DEFCON 2 is regular war, DEFCON 1 is Nuclear War.” 
 
    “And there in the building. What are people saying? Is this an attack from a foreign power? If so, it would be an act of war.” 
 
    Jill frowned, “They are confused. It seems to be hitting everywhere at once. Across the entire world. There isn’t anyone not impacted so they don’t know who to point the finger at. Perhaps terrorists but no one has claimed credit and …” Suddenly Jill sneezed. Followed by a heavy cough. 
 
    Her eyes grew big with worry. 
 
    Faith back in New York looked as if she’d been hit upside the head. “Jill please take care. We will be back to you in a minute.” 
 
    And with that, the world never heard from pretty Jill again. 
 
    The five of us stared at the TV unable to think straight when Justin jumped up and said, “This is crazy,” then stormed out of the room. 
 
    “Stop Justin,” Sydney yelled as she rushed after him.  
 
    I thought about what my dad had said, it made these people my responsibility. Sighing heavily I pushed up and followed them, She’d stopped him halfway down the hall. 
 
    “You can’t go anywhere,” I said as I drew closer. 
 
    Justin glared back at me. “You aren’t in charge. You can’t stop me.” 
 
    I held up my hands. “I’m not turning on those elevators. Once they get to the lobby, we don’t know who would come up.” 
 
    He pulled away from Sydney. “I’ll take the stairs.” 
 
    My stomach dropped. If I let him go, he’d die. Suddenly the reality of our situation hit me. These people’s lives were my responsibility. I rushed past him and stood in front of the door to the stairs holding out my hands to stop him.  
 
    He surprised me. There was no warning when he caught me on the chin with a strong right. A combination of things all happened all at once, Sydney gasped, stars exploded in a ring off to the right. And he swung again, this time with a left to the gut. 
 
    Okay, the guy knew how to punch. I am rather proud of myself that I didn’t destroy him. I could have, he left himself open. And I’ve got to admit, I was tempted, the thought of some rich jerk punching me sort of pushed my buttons. 
 
    But like I said, I didn’t destroy him. Instead, I stepped inside his reach, grabbed an arm, threw him over my hip, and followed him down to put him in a chokehold. Ten years of sparing with my dad was finally being put to use. 
 
    Again Sydney gasped. I just held him tight enough to where he knew if he struggled it would just tighten the hold.  
 
    “Are you going to listen to us?” 
 
    He tried to twist away, and I just cranked it down about two percent. He froze. The threat of losing consciousness will do that to a guy. 
 
    “Hear us out,” I said. “If you still want to go, then I won’t stop you.” 
 
    There was a long pause then he grunted as he tried to nod. I slowly released him then pulled back and stood up. 
 
    He rubbed at his neck glanced over at Sydney then shot me a look of pure hate before he stood up.  
 
    “Justin,” she said as she put a comforting hand on his arm. “You can’t leave. You saw what is going on. The only place safe is up here.” 
 
    He looked down at her then fought to hold back a tear. “You don’t understand. My mom. She’s all alone. She can’t get ahold of my dad. She’s going crazy. Crying.” 
 
    I took a deep breath. “You can’t help her if you’re dead.” 
 
    Again he glared at me. “you don’t know I’ll catch it.” 
 
    Sydney said, “How will you get home? The buses and trains are going to stop. Or worse, you get halfway there, and they stop. Mr. Kennedy has the keys to the van and there is no telling where he is at.” 
 
    My heart went out to the guy. He was in a tough position and there was no easy fix. But he was a seventeen-year-old boy. There was one thing that might sway him. “You can’t leave. You can’t abandon Sydney and Liz. They’re going to need you. All of us are going to need each other if we’re going to get through this. 
 
    He continued to glare at me then his shoulder slumped in defeat. 
 
    He reached up to rub at his neck again then laughed, “You are going to have to show me how you did that.” 
 
    I smiled as I rubbed my chin, “only if you show me how to punch that hard.” 
 
    We both laughed in that bonding moment neither wanted to admit was occurring. Sydney just rolled her eyes, and I knew we had won. At least our first battle. I also knew there were going to be a dozen more problems before this was over. 
 
    Again I was wrong, a dozen was off by a factor of about one million. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Four 
 
    Sydney 
 
    As the three of us walked back into the conference room. Both Liz and Kevin looked up with stark fear. 
 
    “The President is dead,” Liz cried. 
 
    “What?” Both Justin and Evan said in unison. 
 
    “They just said so on the TV.” 
 
    We all turned and there it was, the crawl along the bottom of the screen. The place they normally announced the latest sports score. Or who was in what scandal. But this time, It simply said, President Branson had died at 8:15. The anchor was openly crying, her mascara running down her face. I didn’t know if it was because she loved the president or she was terrified the same thing was going to happen to her. 
 
    Her losing it also told me they didn’t have anyone to step in for her or switch the camera to. This was New York City. There should have been a dozen people in the wings ready to take over. 
 
    The five of us stood there, too shocked to do anything, each of us running a thousand scenarios through our minds. 
 
    “What is going on?” Kevin asked as he plopped into a chair. “I mean, really. What are we dealing with?” 
 
    Liz continued to cry. Justin looked like he wanted to bolt for the stairs again. I reached out to touch his arm just to remind him we were there, all going through the same thing. 
 
    The anchor forced herself to continue, talking about the transfer of power to the Vice President and how she had been evacuated to an undisclosed location. That the military was on full alert and a dozen other things that just didn’t register.  
 
    I wasn’t really hearing. I was thinking about my mom working in a hospital. Ground zero for any sickness. She used to say that she didn’t get sick anymore because she’d already been exposed to every bug in the world. 
 
    But not this one, I thought as I fought to stop from crying. Either that or run off screaming in frustration. Then I thought about my dad, living on that sailing boat in San Diego with his new wife. But it was barely six on the west coast. I couldn’t call him yet. 
 
    “Yes, I can,” I growled to myself as I pulled up his number and called him. If I woke him up. That was good, I would know he was still alive. 
 
    “Dad,” I said when he answered. 
 
    “Pumpkin?” he answered in a groggy voice, using his pet nickname for me. He only did that when he was tired and forgot I hated it. 
 
    “Dad, do you know what is going on? Have you heard?” 
 
    “No honey. Hey, it’s just after six. Are you all, right? What is it? Is it your mom? Tell me.” 
 
    I heard that take charge dad voice and relaxed a little. You would think with a cardiac surgeon for a wife he would have taken a back seat but that was not my dad. He’d made millions on the trading floor (The true reason I had joined this Investment Club in some stupid attempt of getting closer to him). He’d walked away from Wall Street at the height of his success. 
 
    He’d wanted to travel, see the world, have adventures. But Mom was tied to her work. She knew she was making a difference out there.  
 
    An amicable divorce and six months later I get a call that he was living with a woman named Brandi on a sailboat. 
 
    “Who is it?” A high-pitched female voice asked from a few feet away. 
 
    I swear, I didn’t roll my eyes. Or at least not too much. “Dad, turn on a TV or radio. There is a virus sweeping across the world. People are dead. The president is dead. Don’t talk to anyone just sail out of the harbor. Get away.” 
 
    “Honey, where are you? Are you safe?” 
 
    I half laughed. “I’m on top of a skyscraper in New York.” 
 
    “The City.” 
 
    “Yeah, about a block from your old office. 
 
    He took a long breath. “I’ll call you back in a minute. Okay?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, then luckily, I remembered to add, “I love you, Dad.” 
 
    I could hear the smile in his voice when he said, “I love you too, Pumpkin.” 
 
    My shoulder slumped as I let out a long sigh. If anyone could survive this thing it would be my dad. Nothing could ever hurt him. The man was impervious to trouble.” 
 
    Taking a deep cleansing breath I turned to stare out the windows to the dozen other skyscrapers and couldn’t help but wonder if there were other people like us. Hiding in the sky. That thought didn’t make me feel any better.  
 
    But I continued to stare, thinking about my life. The words on the TV floated in the background. My life had all been planned out to the ninth degree. Harvard for my undergraduate. Law school, maybe Yale for a bit of scenery change. Then investment banking, or high-priced corporate law. Maybe a husband and family along the way. 
 
    Would any of that come true now? I wondered as my stomach clenched. Deep down where I didn’t want to look, I thought maybe no. It wouldn’t. Even after this blew threw the country. Things were going to be messed up for a long time. 
 
    That led me to think about investment opportunities. I know, crass and unfeeling. But that was what we did. There was big pharma. Always a safe bet in a health crisis. Labor was going to be short, so automation and software were looking good. What else? 
 
    A sudden gasp behind me pulled me back to reality. I turned to see the others staring at the TV. When I looked, I almost threw up. Long lines of people waiting to get into a hospital. Doctors and nurses walked among them doing triage.  
 
    But what really hit me was the refrigerated trucks in the parking lot with men dressed in Hazmat suits loading bodies into the back. They placed a body on the pile at the end of the truck and closed the door before they walked to the next one and started again. When the camera shot pulled back you saw three other trucks already filled. 
 
    No, this was impossible. 
 
    I glanced over at Evan and saw his brow furrow. Who was he? I wondered as I tried to focus on something other than what I had just seen. The others I had figured out ages ago. But this guy was different. Something about him was unknowable. He wasn’t just some handsome, toolbelt-wearing guy. The way he talked, the way he saw the world and wasn’t shaken by it made him different. 
 
    Then there was the way he had handled Justin. I had purposely not thought about what he had done in front of the door to the stairs. I’d seen Justin land both of those punches and been shocked. But Evan had shaken them off, Tossed Justin over his hip like he was flipping a pancake then put him in a choke hold before I even realized what was happening. 
 
    No, this guy wasn’t just anybody.  
 
    But what did that mean for us? Was he going to be an asset? A help. Or a problem. Suddenly the thought of him using his physical power against us became a concern. No, more than a concern. A troubling worry. I don’t think the four of us could have taken him if we wanted to. 
 
    So, was he going to be a monster? A jerk? And if so, what did we do? We were trapped in here with him. There was no one to call for help. The police, our parents. No one could help us. A cold sickness tickled the bottom of my stomach. We were truly trapped. 
 
    Justin continued to stare at the TV then down at his phone waiting for his mom to call him back. Liz silently cried. Kevin had laid his head down on the table obviously hoping it would all go away.  
 
    “We need a plan,” I said before I really thought it through. 
 
    Evan shot me a curious look, but he didn’t push back and tell me I was crazy. 
 
    “Like what?” he asked. 
 
    Shrugging my shoulders I felt a little stupid. As I said, I hadn’t thought this through. “I don’t know. Like food, sleep, stuff. You know if we’re going to hang out here for a few days. We need a plan.” 
 
    He pursed his lips then smirked. “You can sleep on the couches in the offices. There must be six or seven on this floor. As for eating, there is a vending machine in the other room.” 
 
    Kevin sat up, then pushed back and left the room to return a few minutes later with six bags of various chips. 
 
    I could only shake my head. When the boy was stressed, he ate. He had always been like that and had always found something to be stressed about. Usually stressing that he was stressing about eating too much. 
 
    I then turned back to Evan, man the guy just pissed me off. I want to come up with a plan and he just starts throwing out solutions. We needed to talk this through. Not have someone tell us what to do. 
 
    “That’s not enough,” I said. “What if someone comes up here? Do we hide? What if one of us gets sick? Do we help or abandon them and go to another floor.” 
 
    Again Evan shrugged. “You’re worrying about the wrong things. No one is going to climb sixty-two flights of stairs. There is nothing up here that important. Especially when the rest of the world is …” 
 
    “What? Dying?” Liz cried. “You can say it. They are all going to die. We are all going to die.” 
 
    “Liz,” I said in my calmest voice. I swear she looked like she was one more shock away from losing it forever. And the sad thing is I knew exactly how she felt. One of the main reasons I wanted to come up with a plan. 
 
    I turned back to mister know-it-all. “What about the rest? One of us getting sick, And you don’t know. Someone might come up. They might think it is an excellent place to hide.” 
 
    He looked up at the ceiling which made me want to slap him. How dare he treat me like some little kid asking stupid questions. 
 
    “Sydney,” he said. “If one of us gets sick. It is too late. As contagious as this thing is. We’d already have been exposed. And if someone comes up. It is too late. I’m not going to worry about it. And before you ask. I can’t lock the stairwells. They are emergency exits. They don’t even have a lock on them.” 
 
    “We could block it off somehow, tie it closed. It doesn’t have to be perfect, just enough to force them to go somewhere else.” 
 
    He stared back at me for a second then took a deep breath and nodded. “Okay, if it makes you feel better, I will figure out some way to keep the doors closed.” 
 
    “We! Will figure out a way,” I said. “You don’t get to decide stuff just because you’re bigger and stronger.” 
 
    He smiled. “You noticed, did you?” 
 
    My insides clenched up. I swear the idiot thought I was flirting with him. A tactical error on my part. I was just getting ready to put him in his place with a snarky comment, but I sort of didn’t have one. Luckily, I was saved by Kevin yelling around a mouth full of chips. 
 
    “Guys,” he said as he pointed at the anchor on the TV.  
 
    “… CDC is saying that the virus is airborne.” She paused from reading the teleprompter for a second and put in an aside, “As if we didn’t already know that.”  
 
    She then continued. “They are also saying that it can travel quite some distance and to remain inside. That you should stuff a blanket around your doors to create a seal. Put tape over any cracks or drafts. Anything to stop outside air from getting in.” 
 
    I could only glare at them then look at the floor-to-ceiling windows. “Thankfully, these windows are all sealed tight.” 
 
    “Oh, crap,” Evan said as he jumped up, grabbed his toolbelt, and ran out of the room like his parent’s house was on fire. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Five 
 
    Evan 
 
    I hit the first two flights, two steps at a time. The next four flights I ran, but one step at a time. Man was I out of shape. During football season I would have been twice as fast. The next four were a combination of run and walk. The last two I had to use the handrail to get up the stairs. 
 
    When I got to the top, I had to bend over to catch my wind. 
 
    Why hadn’t I realized this earlier? The air conditioning was sucking in air from the outside. Normally, I could have shut it down from the control panel down in the maintenance room in the basement. But that was out of the question. 
 
    So instead, once I had my breath back, I stepped out onto the roof. The wind whipped at me, trying to push me back into the stairwell. Over seven hundred feet up and the world looks different, bigger. I glanced over at the helicopter landing pad and shook my head. I wondered if it would ever be used again. 
 
    I started to take a deep breath then froze clamping down on the urge. Instead, I held my breath and ran over to the air conditioning units and threw the off switch on each one. I know. I was being ridiculous, but I still didn’t take a breath until I was back inside. 
 
    Stopping for a moment to catch my breath, I wondered if I had exposed myself. I stood there at the top of the stairs and tried to figure it all out.  
 
    At least now we wouldn’t be sucking in outside air. We weren’t airtight. Almost nothing is. But we were better off on floor sixty-two, or six hundred and twenty feet above the street. Maybe the virus couldn’t get up here. 
 
    I started back down wondering what else I was missing. What more could I do to protect us? One thing was for sure, Miss Sydney would blame me for not thinking about it. She was that kind of girl. A detailed plan for all aspects of her life and anyone not meeting expectations was easily dismissed. 
 
    She might be prettier than just about anyone I’d ever seen. But that didn’t change the fact that she was a rich brat who thought people should listen to her because people had always listened to her. 
 
    I was just passing the sixty-sixth floor when a soft thud from behind the stairwell door made me freeze. Every muscle in my body tensed ready to attack or flee. Waiting for another sound confirming that there was someone in there. 
 
    But nothing. The silence had returned. What should I do? My gut told me to go in and find out if someone was there. But luckily my brain took over.  
 
    People were pure danger now. Even if they didn’t mean to be. I couldn’t risk it. Maybe they’d been exposed before they got here. It wasn’t just me. I had to worry about infecting the others. 
 
    But then there shouldn’t be anybody in there. No way they walked up all those stairs. I’d fixed a leaky faucet on that floor at about four that morning and the place had been empty. Nobody had been pulling an all-nighter. 
 
    So what made that sound? Or had it been my imagination? My hand reached out to open the door, curiosity burning a hole in my mind. But I backed off and finished going downstairs to what I was now thinking of as our floor.  
 
    The farther away I got the more I started to doubt whether I had heard anything or not. But when got to 62 I decided the first thing I was going to do was secure that door. I did not want some stranger waltzing in coughing all over us. I mean, I’d seen enough zombie movies, they always got in because someone forgot to lock a door. 
 
    It took me a bit to figure it out. I planned to secure the door like an English castle. I unscrewed a leg from a stand-up desk in one of the corner offices, then got a couple of computer power cords. I lashed the bar to the emergency handle. It overlapped the door frame by a good foot on either side. Someone on the outside could pull all day, they weren’t getting that door open.  
 
    I stepped back to check out my work when Sydney came around the corner. “You turned off the air conditioning, didn’t you.” 
 
    “Yes,” I answered without looking at her, instead I pulled at the cords making sure they were tight. 
 
    “It’s going to get hot in here. All that glass, we’ll be like a greenhouse.” 
 
    I sighed and turned to study her. “Do you think I should turn them back on?” 
 
    “No,” she said, “But we should discuss things like that.” 
 
    I laughed and pushed past her. “No, you guys do what you have to do, I’ll do what I have to.” 
 
    She glared at me like I’d just told her that Albany Prep was a crappy school. “But we should vote on things. You’re not in charge.” 
 
    “Your right. I’m not. I always figured each person was in charge of themselves.” This was getting us nowhere. I could feel an anger building inside of me. The world was going to hell in a handbasket and this girl wanted every detail worked out to the Nth degree. 
 
    A sense of guilt mixed with the anger. I should have told her about the noise on 66 but I figured I was probably wrong about what I heard.  
 
    She stared at me, obviously not agreeing with the way I thought about things. But I ignored her and headed back to our conference room. When I stepped in, I found three pizza boxes sitting in the middle of the table. 
 
    Liz saw my shock, “Kevin found them. They’re probably left over from some going away party.” 
 
    My stomach rumbled at the delicious smell of tomato sauce and oregano. I didn’t hesitate and grabbed two pieces. 
 
    The TV was still on the same channel but with a different anchor. An older guy. I wondered where they’d got him. He seemed to stumble over his words and had a habit of looking at the wrong camera. 
 
    “Nothing new,” Justin said indicating the screen then pointed to his phone. “Online, they’re saying it is happening everywhere at roughly the same time. Nobody can figure out how or who. But it was coordinated.” 
 
    “Aliens,” Kevin said, looking up from his book with a spaceship on the cover. 
 
    Liz shot him a strange look as if he’d disappointed her. A look not unlike the one Sydney had given me a few minutes earlier. 
 
    “No, really,” Kevin said. “Think about it. It would be the perfect way to wipe out your enemies. Biological warfare with a virus that didn’t impact your own species.” 
 
    Justin scoffed. “It doesn’t matter. Who or how. It matters what we are going to do and when we can get out of here.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and enjoyed the savory taste of pizza then took a deep breath. “I think this thing is going to last more than a few days.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Sydney asked as she came into the room. She had removed her suit jacket as the room began to warm up. And I had to admit, Sydney in a white fitted button-down shirt, a pencil skirt, and heels was something to look at. 
 
    Shrugging I said, “This thing is bad. Fast and deadly. But even then, it takes weeks for a cold or the flu to work its way through a population. I mean they call it the flu season for a reason. And with as … deadly as this thing is we can’t take the risk. Any person might have it.” I immediately thought about the noise upstairs.  
 
    “We can’t stay here weeks.” 
 
    “Maybe months,” I told her. 
 
    “What, no,” the shocked expression in her eyes told me that it was finally sinking in.  
 
    “Think it through,” I told them. “You will see I am right. Who wants to be the first person to go downstairs and risk getting this? It’s not like getting the sniffles.” 
 
    The four of them looked at me as if I’d just sentenced them to death.  
 
    Kevin shook his head, “If it is so deadly, it will burn through fast. There won’t be any hosts to keep it alive.” 
 
    “Not unless it can live outside a host for a long time,” Justin said. “Some spores can live for years.” 
 
    “These aren’t spores,” Kevin answered. “This makes people sick too fast.” 
 
    I ignored the argument as I pulled out my phone to call my Dad and Mom. I needed to hear their voices. Needed to know they were okay. 
 
    The phone rang and rang but no one picked up. My gut fell as I waited and waited. Was it the phones being overloaded or had my parents died and I didn’t even know it? 
 
    Finally, I hung up, determined to try again later. I caught Sydney giving me a concerned look. I could see the pity in her eyes which only made me angrier. I stormed out, this was all getting to be too much. I just needed some time alone as I tried to figure out what to do. 
 
    Should I go to them? We lived on Long Island. And I bet the subways were shut down. They’d be the strongest vector in spreading this. And I knew a taxi would be harder to find than a virgin at a cheerleader's conference.  
 
    So walking thirty miles. All without getting within two hundred feet of anyone else. No, it would be suicide. I knew my dad, he'd be pissed and say he hadn’t raised an idiot for a son. But that didn’t make it easier. 
 
    I hated being stuck like this. Sydney wanted a plan. Kevin wanted to hide from it all. Justin and Liz were too much in shock to think for themselves. I couldn’t get ahold of Dad. It felt like a mountain was sitting on my shoulders. A mountain I shouldn’t have to deal with. It just wasn’t fair. 
 
    I know, not the cool hero outlook. But it was there, nonetheless. 
 
    Turning around I examined my surroundings. Taking stock. Cubicle farms filled the center of the floor on either side of the elevators and some of the spaces along the wall, but mostly the outside ring held management offices 
 
    The outside walls were all glass from floor to ceiling. The inner offices were glass with names painted in gold indicating who had hit the top of their pyramid. Some offices had credenzas and bookshelves blocking some of the outer windows. But most people had left them open for the view. 
 
    Why else would you have an office on the sixty-second floor except for the view? 
 
    Probably the worst place to be stuck during the apocalypse. But there had to be things we could use. I used my master key to start opening offices and searching for stuff. I found an overcoat hanging on a hat rack. A quilt hung over the back of a couch. Probably someone who crashed in his office when he didn’t want to go home.  
 
    Twice I found men’s button-down shirts on a shelf in an armoire. Guys afraid of spilling their lunch on themselves just before an important meeting. Four suits, one of them a woman’s. All hanging in their dry-cleaning bags. I also found a pack of gummy bears and in the maintenance closet a blue tarp. I cut it in half to make a couple of blankets. 
 
    When I got back to the conference room, I dumped everything I found onto the table. “This should help us get through the night.” 
 
    Sydney scowled, “That won’t be enough.” 
 
    “This is one floor,” I told her. “We’ve got twelve more above us to search through. 
 
    “What about food,” Kevin asked. “Those vending machines won’t last long.” 
 
    “There is an executive dining room up on 70. They should have some stuff.” 
 
    The four of them looked back at me fighting to understand. 
 
    “Face it guys. We are a castle under siege. We live off what we have.” 
 
    “And if that isn’t enough,” Justin asked.  
 
    I shrugged, “Then we die. Either up here or down there. But until that time, we do whatever it takes.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Six 
 
    Sydney 
 
    My heart squeezed with fear when I looked at all the clothes Evan had dumped on the table. This was becoming too real too fast. A thousand thoughts flashed through my mind. Mom? Was she still okay? Dad? Had he gotten out of the harbor before he or Brandi got sick? What about us?  
 
    Had we got it and it was just taking a while to hit us? Were we going to die within the next few hours? Who would go first? 
 
    What about Mr. Kennedy, he had said he would call but we hadn’t heard anything. Were the phones clogged or was he laying in some gutter somewhere coughing himself to death? 
 
    My insides clenched up. This was impossible, every bit of it. But the clothes on the table were a stark reminder that Evan didn’t think it was fake or crazy. He was taking it seriously and my gut told me he was right. 
 
    “We need more stuff,” I said as I pushed at the pile to see what he had brought. 
 
    “Why?” Kevin asked, I saw it in his eyes, the unwillingness to admit the truth. Fear. 
 
    “What is the worst-case scenario?” I asked. “We need to plan for that.” 
 
    Justin scoffed. “The worst-case scenario is everyone is dead or will die. We are the last people on earth, and we’re stuck up here and can never leave.” 
 
    A silence fell over the room as the truth of his words began to sink in.  
 
    “Not never,” Evan said. “Just long enough to let this thing die instead of us.” 
 
    “Months, you said,” Liz snapped. “Why months, not weeks, or years.” 
 
    He shrugged, “Because I think we can do it for months, scrounging stuff. But not years. We don’t have enough. So we have to hope we can outlast it.” 
 
    Again the room grew quiet as we processed what he said. I gritted my teeth and forced myself to plan. To think about what was possible and not fear what might be. 
 
    “We need to know what we have,” I told them. “How do we meet our needs, air, water, food, shelter.” 
 
    Kevin laughed. “It really does come down to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs doesn’t it.” 
 
    “Can you think of a better priority list?” I asked. 
 
    He shook his head then reached over and pulled out the large woolen overcoat from the middle of the pile. “I guess I could use this if it gets cold tonight.” 
 
    “That falls under the shelter category,” I told him. “We can’t do much about the air we breathe. Evan turning off the air conditioning was probably the best we can do.” 
 
    He shot me an ‘I told you so’ look which I totally ignored.  
 
    “Water is taken care of,” I added. 
 
    “Until it isn’t,” Evan said. “After we lose power, we’ll lose water pressure. What is in the lines and pump tank will be it.” 
 
    “Lose power?” Liz gasped. 
 
    “At some point,” Evan said. “If enough people die, then there won’t be anyone to maintain the grid. At some point, it is going to drop offline. If enough people stay alive to keep it going. Then we don’t have as big a problem as I think we do.” 
 
    “Flashlights, candles,” I said, “add them to our scavenging list.” 
 
    “Drugs,” Justin piped in. “Not illegal stuff. Prescription. In case someone gets hurt.” 
 
    I was about to push back when I thought that enough opioids might be a better way to go out than to lay around coughing yourself to death. “Okay, prescription and over-the-counter drugs.” 
 
    “We keep skipping over food,” Kevin said. “None of this works without food.” 
 
    “Some of us could go on a diet,” Justin said pointedly looking at the boy across the table from him. Kevin’s face grew beet red but he ignored the insult and focused on me. 
 
    “Still,” Kevin said, “We need to get everything together to see how much we have and how long it will last.” 
 
    “Not just on this floor,” I added. “Evan, you said there was an executive dining room on the seventieth floor.” 
 
    He nodded, “Yeah, I don’t know how much they have. And there are also at least two vending machines on every floor. Also two refrigerators one in each of the employee break areas.” 
 
    “Plus, people keep stuff in their desks. Like that pack of gummy bears, you found.” 
 
    “There is a restaurant on the third floor,” Liz said. “I saw the sign for it when we came in.” 
 
    My stomach fell. Had it only been a few hours ago when we marched into the building, excited at the idea of being shown behind the curtains of the Wall Street machine? Now here we were trying to figure out how to survive. Suddenly trading oil futures or picking which stock would rise the fastest seemed dumb. 
 
    “No,” Evan said as he shook his head. “I don’t think we should go below this floor. Not unless we don’t have a choice. The farther away we are from what is going on down there, the better.” 
 
    The others nodded in agreement.  
 
    “So,” I said, taking a deep breath trying to summarize. “We start on this floor then work our way up. Nothing below this.” 
 
    “I go first,” Evan said, leaning forward in his chair. He had a concerned look as if he was worried about something other than what we were talking about. 
 
    “Why you?” I asked, instinctively fighting against the patriarchy. “This isn’t a time for machismo heroics.” 
 
    He laughed and shook his head. “If there is someone there. Are you going to stop them from getting onto the stairwell and exposing everyone? What are you going to do, yell at them? Maybe debate them out of their decision. No, it will take physical force, and I’m better at that than you.” 
 
    Freezing, I glared at him, Angry both because he always disagreed with everything I said. But also because he might be right. The way he had handled Justin sort of proved that. 
 
    “Think about it Sydney,” he continued. “If there is someone there. I will be able to give you guys time to get away and back down here and bar the door.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” I asked him. “If there is someone there?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I guess I will hang out with them until I learn if they have it or not. Quarantine me for a couple of days then come back if neither of us gets sick.” 
 
    All of us sat there silently. The boy had just volunteered to put himself first in line to take a bullet. He didn’t even know us. He wasn’t part of our club. Why would he do this? Did he know something? 
 
    “I could stop them,” Justin said with hesitancy in his voice. 
 
    Evan nodded, “Yes you could. You punch like a kick from a pissed-off mule. But your Mom is going to need you. All of you have to stay alive. If there is any chance they survive, your families are going to need you.” 
 
    “Why us, why not you?” I asked as I tried to understand. 
 
    He stared off into the distance for a moment then sighed heavily. “Because,” he said as he pushed back from the table and left the conference room. As if that was answer enough. 
 
    I watched as he marched down the hall like a man with a mountain resting on his shoulders. 
 
    Taking a deep breath I tried to forget the worried look in Evan’s eyes and focused on what needed to happen next. We’d strip this floor then ask him to help on the ones above us. 
 
    “Liz,” I said, “You are in charge of water. Fill every container you can find. Totes, flower vases, buckets. Anything watertight. We don’t know how long we will have water so let’s get as much as we can while we can. While the rest of us search, we’ll pull out anything we find and put it in the hall for you.” 
 
    She nodded but I saw a hesitation behind her eyes. Doing this sort of made it all real. A person only acted on things they thought were going to happen. 
 
    “Kevin, food on this floor. Bring it all back here.” 
 
    “I don’t have enough money to empty the vending machines.” 
 
    Justin laughed. “There is a fire axe by the elevators. Smash your way in.” 
 
    Kevin’s eyes grew as big as watermelons. Like Liz, reality was beginning to sink in. 
 
    “Just pry the door open,” I told him, trying to soften the reality. “We’ll pay the vendor for any damage we cause.” 
 
    A large scoff told me that Justin doubted that would ever come to pass. 
 
    “You and I,” I said to Justin, “will go through every drawer, every cupboard. Every nook and cranny. If we think it will be something, we’ll need we bring it back here. Agreed?” 
 
    They all nodded but I could see the hesitation in their eyes. I chose to ignore their concerns. This was the right thing to do. It made sense. “Anything else we should look for?” I asked the others. 
 
    “Books,” Kevin said. “If we’re going to be stuck here. It’s going to get boring.” 
 
    I nodded. And so, that is what we did. Scavenged the sixty-second floor of the Palmer Building. Justin started on one end, I took the other. When I got to the farthest corner office, I tried opening a desk drawer and was pissed off when I found it locked. 
 
    “I don’t have keys to the desks,” Evan said. He was standing in the doorway holding up a crowbar. “From the maintenance closet.” 
 
    Stepping back, I watched as he used the huge iron bar to pop the first drawer open. I scrambled through it, discovering nothing but personnel files. After that, we got down to a system. He’d open the draw, I would search. Over and over, hundreds of drawers.  
 
    I found a flashlight in the second desk. And a box of birthday candles in one of the secretary’s desks. In the third office, I discovered a packet of Top Ramen. In the cubical farm, I must have found a dozen different pill bottles and enough Maalox to float a battleship.  
 
    There were other things, Three bodice ripper Regency romance novels at the reception desk. Sweaters, dress shoes, both women’s and men’s. I guess people changed out before going home. The diaries I left in their desks. But everything else I took.  
 
    Evan and I would load up then walk down and dump them on the conference room table, then return to find more. 
 
    When Kevin finished, he helped Justin. Liz was seen rushing around filling containers from a dozen different faucets. Buckets, plastic totes filled with files that she had dumped on the floor, Water bottles scavenged from the trash. Anything that looked like it could hold water. “I will keep some in the bathrooms,” she said, “For washing.” 
 
    “Fill the sinks,” Evan told her. 
 
    I nodded as I glanced over at Evan. Would we be able to waste water for washing? It was then that I realized I only had the clothes I was wearing. My heart fell. It would be impossible to live in these for months on end. I’d end up stinking like a pig farm. 
 
    Evan simply shrugged then pulled the next office open and we returned to work. I couldn’t believe this. We were leaving a storm of debris in our wake. What if this all turned out to be for nothing? The disease stopped and they found out we’d destroyed their office, rummaged through their personal things. 
 
    God, I could only pray that happened. The world would almost be normal if we got into trouble. 
 
    When we walked in with our last load, Justin and Kevin were separating things into sections. Drugs and flashlights on the far end. Food in the middle, clothes at the near end. Evan and I started helping them, pulling things from the piles, and putting them in the right spot. 
 
    The food pile was surprisingly large. Boxes of cereal, oatmeal, coffee, all from the break rooms. Donuts, and some of the remaining pizza. From the desks, we’d found everything from twelve packs of gum to six bottles of Johnny Walker Black. Two bottles of scotch, one of gin, and a six-pack of warm beer. There was a case of Ramen, cans of tuna, and a bag of diabetic candy. 
 
    I started to feel better as I realized just how much stuff we had found. Maybe we might live. 
 
    “I left some things in the regenerators,” Kevin said. “We should probably eat that stuff first.” 
 
    “Good thinking,” Evan told him as he shook out a cardigan sweater and draped it over the back of a chair. 
 
    “And this is only the first floor,” Liz said as she came in. “There are twelve more upstairs.” 
 
    Evan shook his head and my stomach clenched up. “It’s not enough, maybe three- or four days worth. If the other floors are like this, we won’t last six weeks. Unless the dining room is stocked to the gills.” 
 
    I looked again and realized he was right. Five people would go through a lot of food. 
 
    “Maybe that will be long enough,” Justin said. 
 
    “And maybe it won’t be,” Evan answered with a look that told me he didn’t think it would be. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Seven 
 
    Evan 
 
    My gut tightened when I looked at what we found. If we stretched it, maybe a week. Probably less. 
 
    I glanced over at the others, they looked like they had just been told they had a fatal disease. That sort of made sense when you think about it. 
 
    Sydney stared into the dark night outside our castle and said, “Let’s attack the rest tomorrow.” 
 
    Kevin nodded then stepped out to return with a bowl and a carton of milk then proceeded to dish up a hefty portion of Capt’n Crunch cereal for himself. 
 
    The rest of us just stood there and gawked at him. 
 
    “Hey, there are five of us,” Justin said as he shook his head.  
 
    Kevin looked up, suddenly ashamed that he had been thinking only about himself. 
 
    “Liz,” I said. “Why don’t you take over being in charge of the food? Make it last.” 
 
    She frowned. Sydney turned and glared at me. “Why Liz? You just made her the cook. Just because she is a girl doesn’t mean she should be forced into that role.” 
 
    I held up my hands. “Fine, then you do it.” 
 
    “Me, why me,” she asked as she put her hands on her hips. 
 
    I sighed, I swear everything was an argument with this girl. “Because,” I said as patiently as I could. “Justin and I are going to be doing most of the heavy lifting, carrying stuff down those stairs. And do you want Kevin in charge of the food?”  
 
    “Hey?” Kevin said around a mouthful of cereal. 
 
    “Nothing personal,” I told him. “But we all know Liz is strong enough to tell people no, they can’t have more food.” 
 
    “We do?” Justin asked with a surprised look. 
 
    I swear, these people couldn’t see what was right in front of them. “Yes, we do. What is more, none of us will try to intimidate her. And she is trustworthy. She can be relied upon to be fair.” 
 
    The others looked at Liz for a long moment, she was staring back at me as if I’d just nominated her to become the head cheerleader. Something she had never anticipated in her entire life. 
 
    “Besides,” I continued, “You don’t want me in charge, you guys won’t trust me. So that leaves Justin, Sydney, or Liz. And we all know you two won’t want to be left here on guard duty. Being left behind is not in your makeup.” 
 
    Sydney and Justin looked at each other then nodded. Once again, I had been proven right. 
 
    “Yes, I’ll do it,” Liz said then pulled the bowl of cereal away from Kevin, she gave him a kind smile but took it into the break area. “You guys finish off the pizza, it will be bad by the morning.” 
 
    “But …” Sydney began. 
 
    “Face it Sydney, it will keep me busy and right now I need that more than anything.” 
 
    Sydney hesitated then finally nodded. 
 
    “Good,” I said. “We’ll attack the other floors in the morning. Pick a couch and get some rest. It has been a long day.” 
 
    The four of them looked back at me and I could see it in their eyes. The fear of being alone with their thoughts. 
 
    I grabbed a piece of tarp and headed to the far corner office to the only couch long enough for me. I draped my shirt over the back of the chair and plopped my toolbelt on the desk then laid down and tried to get some sleep but of course my mind raced with a thousand terrible images. Mom and Dad dying in their bed, alone. My friends? Where were they and how were they handling this? A sense of guilt filled me. Why did I get to survive, and they didn’t? 
 
    Turning and tossing, I tried to find a comfortable spot. I should have been comatose. I’d worked through the previous night then spent the day surviving the apocalypse, but sleep wouldn’t find me. 
 
    Cursing under my breath I got up to hit the bathroom. I was walking down the hall between the offices and the cubicle farm when a movement to my right caught my eye. I turned to see Sydney shaking out the quilt. But she’d changed into one of the button-down shirts I’d found. 
 
    My heart jumped. I swear there is nothing sexier than a pretty girl in a man’s shirt. 
 
    She caught me staring at her and our eyes locked for a long moment. Then both of us shifted over to really looking at the other. Her stare locked on my chest, I stared at her long legs. Then she seemed to return to reality and turned away as if I hadn’t been there. 
 
    Shrugging I finished up what I had to do then returned to my couch. Once again thoughts danced through my head. But intermingled with the dying world was the memory of Sydney, bare-legged, her hair in a ponytail. A vision a guy could think about all night. 
 
    When I woke the next morning it all hit me like a sledgehammer up side the head. The virus. My parents, being stuck up here. All of it pushed the grogginess out and filled it with fear and gut-wrenching depression. 
 
    “No,” I mumbled to myself as I forced myself to get up. If I let it, the doubt and depression could take over. Hell, I had more than enough to be depressed about. We all did. But if we didn’t take steps to save ourselves, we died.  
 
    And no one was going to do it for us. 
 
    The others were already in the conference room. I noticed that Sydney had changed back into her skirt and white shirt. All of their phones were out and obviously, they had tried to call their parents and by the look on their faces, no one had been successful. 
 
    I tried real quick but like the others, the phone just rang and rang, not even going over to voice mail. 
 
    Liz had dished out five equal bowls of cereal. “That is the last of the milk on this floor.” 
 
    I nodded as I took my first bite. Savoring the sugary taste and the cold milk. How much longer would we have this? Milk would be the first thing to spoil once the power went out. 
 
    The five of us ate in silence, each lost in their own thoughts. The TV droned on in the background. Nothing new, just more of the same. A different anchor. A young woman. I wondered where they’d found her. She looked young enough to be an intern, not a seasoned reporter. But then maybe that was all they had left. 
 
    “Two of the other channels are off air,” Justin said, “Another just shows an empty chair.” 
 
    I nodded then took my last bite and said, “Remember, no one goes into a new floor until I give the all clear, agreed?” 
 
    They all nodded, I thought Sydney was going to push back but she bit her lower lip, forcing herself to remain quiet. Something I was pretty sure was rather difficult for her. 
 
    “We’ll bring stuff down here, Liz can separate it and we’ll examine what we have at the end of the day.” 
 
    Again they nodded. 
 
    When we got up to the next floor I hesitated for a moment before opening the door. Justin, Sydney, and Kevin stared at me, waiting. My gut tightened, what if there was someone in there? Was I signing my death warrant by going through the door? 
 
    Finally, I took a deep breath and opened the door. Of course, not breathing wasn’t an option.  
 
    I listened for a long moment then made a quick sweep, hurrying through the halls, checking each office, then sighed with relief, Emptier than a new trashcan. 
 
    So that was how we spent our day. The Sixty-Third floor was pretty much just like ours. About the same haul. We’d dump boxes full of copy paper and use them to haul the stuff downstairs. Anything that could be used for water was turned over to Liz who would fill them up and store them in the bathrooms. 
 
    The same for Sixty-four. I didn’t hesitate as long and didn’t hold my breath. Thankfully, it was like the others. Although Sydney did yell when she found a pair of pink yoga pants. 
 
    Sixty-five was a complete bust. The cubicle parts and computers were all stacked in the corners. The offices were empty. They’d cleared out the space, either for a remodel or to move a different department in. 
 
    That left Sixty-six. This time I really did hesitate as I thought about the sound I had heard when coming down from the roof. Suddenly I turned back to the others and said, “Why don’t you guys wait downstairs, I’ll come get you.” 
 
    Sydney frowned, “Why. What are you hiding.” 
 
    My stomach fell as I tried to hide my guilt and failed miserably. 
 
    “What?” she demanded. 
 
    Really, there wasn’t any way to avoid it, not if I wanted them to stay away. “When I came down yesterday. I might have heard a noise on this floor.” 
 
    “What?” Sydney yelled. “And you didn’t tell us.” 
 
    “I’m telling you now. And I can’t be sure of what I heard.” 
 
    Kevin’s face grew white. “We could skip this floor.” 
 
    “We can’t,” Justin said as he stepped to go around me. “If there is someone in there, we need to know. Besides, we can’t afford to not get the stuff we need.” 
 
    I put out an arm to stop him. “I’ll do it. The same thing applies. If there is anyone in there I will stay. You guys don’t come in until I open the door.” 
 
    “But …” Sydney began but a glare from me stopped her. Really this wasn’t up for discussion or debate. 
 
    Before anyone else could think of a reason to stop me I opened the door and slipped in. Freezing with my back to the door I listened but was greeted by silence. Nothing but the soft hum of a distant refrigerator pump. 
 
    On the floor by the reception desk was a pile of papers. It looked like a thick folder had been knocked off the counter. My gut tightened, had someone’s elbow bumped it in passing. Or had my running up and down the stairs caused just enough vibration to wiggle it off the edge? 
 
    Had that been it? All my worry had been for nothing. My gut was mixed. It really could have been either. 
 
    Putting it behind me, I turned to the left and slowly started down the hall, scanning back and forth for any sign of people. When I got to a far corner office, I noticed a couch cushion on the floor, and I froze. 
 
    But again, maybe there was a valid reason. Clumsy cleaning-crew? A pissed-off office worker who took out his frustration on his couch. I know, silly, but my mind was frantically trying to explain away things that might kill me. 
 
    Well, whoever or whyever didn’t matter, they weren’t there now. So I finished making a round of the floor then opened the stairwell door. 
 
    The other three stared back as if they were expecting a zombie to attack them. Kevin held his ax at shoulder level. Justin had brought his fists up, and Sydney had spread her feet, ready to stand against an attack. 
 
    “No zombies,” I told them with a laugh. “Not a vampire, werewolf, or serial killer in the place.” 
 
    Everyone laughed with relief, but it was one of those false laughs. The kind that said it would be funny if the rest of the world didn’t suck so bad that funny would never be like it used to be. 
 
    The next three floors were pretty much like the first two. But carrying stuff down six flights was getting to be a bitch. The no air conditioning was starting to set in. The outside glass was coated with an anti-UV film, but the place was still getting hot. I had to pull my sweaty shirt away from my skin to get some airflow. 
 
    By the time we’d finished the sixty-ninth, I was beat. 
 
    “Let’s do the rest tomorrow,” Sydney said. Her hair was plastered to her forehead and she’d pulled her shirt from her waistband. “I want to go through what we’ve found.”  
 
    Liz had moved all the food into the break area. But the clothes, drugs and other stuff remained on the table. 
 
    “It’s not like it’s going anywhere,” Justin added dropping into the seat next to me.  
 
    The five of us looked at the pile when there was a heavy thunk sound and our world went dark as the New York City power system gave up the ghost. 
 
    I looked out into the night and saw nothing but darkness. Every light in every building had been extinguished and my gut told me they would never come on again.  
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Eight 
 
    Sydney 
 
    Not even two days, I thought. Can you believe the power didn’t even last two days? My stomach fell as I looked into the night. 
 
    Enough faint light came in from the silvery moon for Liz to reach over and grab a flashlight and turn it on then set it on its end to shine off the ceiling. The five of us peered through the gloom at each other, all wondering what to say next. 
 
    Of course, Evan took charge, something I was getting tired of by the way. He pushed away from the table, grabbed a spare flashlight, and said. “I’m going to bed. I secured the stairwell door again. I’ll see you guys in the morning.” 
 
    “What, No,” I stammered. “We need to figure out what to do next.” 
 
    He laughed and shook his head. “Hey, I’m a pretty good maintenance guy. But even I can’t make electricity. It’s over.” 
 
    I could see it in his eyes. It was gone and it was never coming back. No, this was impossible. But then everything for the last two days had been impossible. 
 
    “I’m going to bed also,” Justin said as he grabbed a bottle of Motrin and popped a couple of pills. He and Evan had done the majority of the lifting and carrying, and I could tell that he was stiff, not his normally nimble self. 
 
    “But …” 
 
    “Me too,” Kevin said as he got up. “Thank you, Liz, for dinner. It had to be some of the best cereal I have ever had.” 
 
    She smiled then blushed. 
 
    I watched him leave then turned to Liz. “This is wrong.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Sydney, not everyone is like you and wants to talk about things they can’t fix. Especially guys.” 
 
    I blanched, “Since when did you learn so much about guys?” 
 
    “Hey, I have three older brothers,” she said as a sudden sad look came over her when she almost said had instead of have. My heart broke. I had forgotten that I wasn’t the only one hurting through all of this. Suddenly I wondered about her. She was the only other girl in this situation. I really needed to understand her better. 
 
    “Why did you join the Investment Club,” I asked as a deep curiosity filled me. “I mean, you don’t seem like the type of person who would become an investment banker.” 
 
    She glared at me for a long moment then said, “Why? Because I am quiet, shy?” 
 
    “Well, to be honest, Yes. Investment bankers are brash, risk takers, one step above pirates. You don’t come across as swashbuckling material exactly.” 
 
    Liz laughed then turned and looked away, out into the dark. “If you tell him, I will kill you,” 
 
    “What, Justin? You have a crush on Justin and thought this would be a way to be closer to him.” 
 
    She looked at me and shook her head, “Not Justin.” 
 
    “Me?” My stomach clenched.  
 
    She rolled her eyes, “I said him.” 
 
    “Kevin?” And I know my incredulity set off her natural defenses. 
 
    “Hey, he is super smart and very sweet,” 
 
    I could only sit there and stare at her, Never in a million years would I have guessed that. Then I instantly understood why Evan had put her in charge of food. Kevin wouldn’t want to disappoint her. I’d seen the way they interacted. He was always kind. If Justin or I did it, Kevin would have fought us every step of the way then sneaked around our back. He wouldn’t do that with Liz. In addition, it had focused her, she didn’t seem so fragile. 
 
    “He doesn’t treat me like I don’t exist.” 
 
    “We don’t treat you that way.” 
 
    She smiled and shook her head. “Sydney, you didn’t even know my name before I joined this club and we’ve been in the same school for three years.” 
 
    A shameful guilt washed over me. She was right. I had been vaguely aware of her. But Liz didn’t stand out. She wasn’t a threat nor a stepping stone to something more. She had always just been there in the background. 
 
    Not exactly one of my prouder moments. But the last two days had taught me to start looking at things honestly. Denial wasn’t going to work. 
 
    I smiled at her and said, “Well, I know who you are now. And I have a feeling we are going to become best friends before this is all over.” 
 
    “Yeah, it's not like there is a lot to choose from.” 
 
    A few words to put a damper on everything. 
 
    I helped her gather up the dishes and take them into the break room. I couldn’t help but think that the women ended up cleaning. No way was that going to continue.  
 
    Later as I changed for bed, I remembered the previous night. Seeing a shirtless Evan was something that was hard to forget. But if that happened tonight. I wouldn’t see a thing, the offices were darker than a grave. 
 
    I laid down and started going over my day. Something of a habit for me. I reviewed my life and tried to find ways I could do better. Ways to improve. Of course I thought about my conversation with Liz and promised myself to do better there. Then I thought about all we had found on the upper floors and decided we had done the best we could. I didn’t see any way to do a better job. 
 
    But then I thought about Evan going in first. He had known there was a definite possibility that there was someone in there but gone in first anyway. Why? 
 
    That led to me to thinking about him, which was upsetting. Really I shouldn’t but I couldn’t pull my mind away from him. So different, infuriating, impossible, obstinate, with an oversized ego. But at the same time, different. 
 
    When I woke up the next morning, I saw Justin walk by talking with Kevin. I cringed, I’d been sleeping in a glass office, anyone could have looked in and watched me sleep. Not a comforting thought. 
 
    The power was still out but one thing about all those windows was that we had more than enough light. Swinging my legs over the edge of the couch I leaned forward and tried calling my mom and then my dad but didn’t get an answer. Were cell towers on the grid? I stared at my phone for a good ten minutes thinking about what it might mean then sighed and forced myself to get up. 
 
    I tied my man’s button-down shirt off at the midriff and pulled on the yoga pants I had found the other day. Not the greatest look, but I wasn’t going to a job interview at JP Morgan. 
 
    I was putting my phone away when I realized that I wouldn’t be able to recharge it. I pulled it back out and turned the power off to save every little bit. 
 
    We’d each changed our wardrobe. Liz was wearing the cardigan and some business slacks. Kevin had found a vest that fit him and a new suit jacket. Again not what I expected, the boy looked like an investment banker without a bank. 
 
    Justin had found some basketball shorts and a tank top. I swear he was in seventh heaven. 
 
    But it was Evan I found the most intriguing. He’d put on the other man’s button-down shirt, but he made it look good. Wide shoulders. Jean-clad hips. Yes, a good look. 
 
    Liz caught me checking him out and shot me a secret smile before passing out Pop-tarts. “This is it for breakfast. If you’re nice I’ll make tuna fish sandwiches for lunch. 
 
    We each finished our breakfast then we all went up to seventy, Liz included, she wanted to see the food situation. 
 
    The seventieth floor was laid out differently. The right half was offices, the left half a small restaurant set up to look out over the harbor and New Jersey in the distance. Maybe a dozen round tables. A place for the executives to entertain business clients. 
 
    We all held our breath as we pushed through the batwing doors into the kitchen. The place wasn’t that big. 
 
    Liz gasped then hurried over to the stove. “Gas,” she said as she turned a knob and the blue flame ignited.  
 
    “It will last as long as there is gas in the system,” Evan said. “We’ve got to be one of the highest places in the city. Maybe a couple of other restaurants. But It is going to rise to our level.” 
 
    “Long enough, I hope,” Liz said as she turned it off. She then opened the door to a walk-in refrigerator and shook her head.  
 
    I pushed past her and felt my heart sink. There was hardly anything in there. Maybe a dozen steaks, A hotel pan filled with ground beef. Four flats of eggs, two gallons of milk, and a half gallon of heavy whipping cream. Some vegetables, a big jar of mayonnaise. “I thought this place would be fancy.” 
 
    “Maybe they get their food shipment on Mondays,” Evan said with a shrug. 
 
    “There’s flour, rice, and a bunch of seasonings, sugar,” Justin said as he opened a drawer then a cupboard. “Cooking oils, and here’s a twenty-pound bag of potatoes.” 
 
    Kevin opened a cupboard then stepped back to show us a dozen cans of Tomato sauce and a few odds and ends. 
 
    And that was it. We all stood and looked around then Liz said, “It’s not going to be enough, is it?” 
 
    “We’ve still got four floors and the other half of this one,” Evan said. We all felt that sudden dread. What would happen when we ran out of food? Had we put off dying only a few weeks? It would have been better to be with our parents. 
 
    “Come on, let’s check out the rest,” Evan said, as always leading the way and not giving us time to wallow in our misery. 
 
    “I think we should move to this floor,” Liz said as she continued to stand by the stove. “I don’t want to be carrying meals down eight flights of stairs three times a day.” 
 
    Evan’s brow furrowed then he looked at each of us. Kevin shrugged. Justin nodded, “We’ll have to carry stuff up.” 
 
    “We don’t have to do it all at once,” I said. “We can do a little each day. And only the stuff we have to have. We will know where it is at on 62.” 
 
    “We’ll start here,” Evan said, “But use the restrooms up on the seventy-fourth floor.” 
 
    “Why,” I asked. Well sort of demanded. 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “Because as the water drops, those restrooms will become unusable, you’ll get one flush per toilet.” 
 
    My insides scrunched up in disgust, No power, little food, that I could tolerate. But toilets that didn’t work were unacceptable. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Nine 
 
    Evan 
 
    My phone went dead on the fourth day after we lost power. I woke that morning and tried turning it on so I could try my parents again. But it was deader than dead. And with that, civilization ended. 
 
    I didn’t know what would happen in the future, but I was positive we would never be the same again. Even if enough people lived to keep going. We wouldn’t be the same. 
 
    My guts twisted into a knot as I looked down at the piece of plastic junk in my hand. Useless now. Even if I somehow charged it again, the cell towers would go down, or the server farms that ran everything would no longer work. Or the copper miners that mined the oar to make the wires wouldn’t be digging through the earth. All of it was gone. 
 
    The sun was peaking over the Bronx for the start of another day. And no sign of life anywhere. No planes in the air. No steam rising from subway vents. No red taillights of yellow cabs darting through the city.  
 
    Nothing but a stiff breeze rattling the windows looking out over the city. 
 
    I grabbed a flashlight and undid the bar on the stairwell door before I started to climb the stairs to the bathrooms on the top floor. When I got back down, I stopped for a moment and thought about things. Liz and Sydney had the large corner office with the L-shaped couch.  
 
    The rest of the offices were too small to have couches so us guys had dragged seat cushions from the other floors and made our own nests. 
 
    Now what? I wondered. We’d been so busy making homes, finding what we needed to survive. But I started getting that nervous feeling I got when there was nothing to do. 
 
    A movement caught my eye and Sydney turned over on her couch and opened her eyes to catch me looking at her through the office floor-to-ceiling glass. Okay, even I knew it seemed creepy, but she didn’t glare at me. Just maintained that steady stare. Her eyes were red-rimmed, and I knew she had been crying. But then who could blame her?  
 
    And the last thing she needed was some creep staring at her while she slept. 
 
    I smiled as I came up with a solution and started gathering what I needed. After a breakfast of pancakes, I got some tablecloths, a canvas tarp, and a roll of duct tape then asked Sydney to come help. 
 
    She frowned but got up and followed me. 
 
    “Here,” I said as I shook out a folded tablecloth and held it up. 
 
    Her eyes grew big then she smiled as she reached up to hold it in place. I tore off a piece of tape and attached the cloth to the top part of the office windows. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said when we finished covering all the glass walls.  
 
    “No privacy sucks.” 
 
    “Too much would be so much worse,” she said then sighed and I thought she might start to cry again but she pulled herself together and focused on folding the quilt she used on her couch. 
 
    We were all doing that, I realized, trying to stay busy so we didn’t have to think. We were going through our days in a numb haze, denying the truth so we didn’t have to face it. Pretending it was all just a dream. 
 
    The two of us stood next to each other staring out over the city. 
 
    “How long do you think we will have to stay here,” she asked, and I could see it in her eyes, the need to check on her family. Even if it was bad, at least she’d be able to start putting it behind her. 
 
    I paused for a moment. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Guess.” 
 
    “It could already be done, and we just don’t know it.” 
 
    She thought for a moment then shook her head. “We’d see signs. People walking, cars. Army trucks coming back into the city to maintain peace. Something.” 
 
    Unless everyone was already dead, I wanted to say to her, but I kept my mouth shut. “I think we stay as long as we can. Going out too early is too risky.” 
 
    She nodded, “What, the first frost? Do you think that will kill it off?” That was the thing about Sydney, she needed a plan. A goal to reach for.  
 
    Again I shrugged, “Let’s say the first snow. If we can last that long, then we try it.” 
 
    “Wow, five months.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’ll probably have to scavenge off the lower floors, maybe down to 40.” 
 
    “But, I thought you said we shouldn’t go below sixty-two.” 
 
    “We might not have a choice.” 
 
    She was silent for a long moment, and I knew she wanted to ask me something but was holding back. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked her hoping to prompt her into unloading herself. 
 
    Her brow furrowed then she asked, “You think they are all dead, don’t you.” 
 
    My gut twisted into a knot. Should I tell her what I really thought or try and hide it? Finally, I said, “Maybe not all, but most.” 
 
    A lone tear started down her cheek as she continued to stare out the window. “My mom is a doctor. She would have been in the middle of this, she couldn’t hide somewhere like us.” 
 
    “There might be natural immunity,” I said hoping to ease the pain she was feeling. 
 
    Scoffing she shook her head. “That’s not what that doctor said on TV. He said everyone who caught it died.” 
 
    “That was the first day. We don’t know.” 
 
    Again she glanced up at me and I could tell she was trying to see if I believed it. 
 
    For a moment we were two people going through something together. I felt drawn to her. I knew she thought I was an uncouth idiot, but I still felt an overwhelming protective instinct towards her. To all of them in fact. 
 
    It was more than my dad telling me to take care of them. This was lizard brain stuff. An animal instinct to protect and I realized that they were now my people, and we were becoming a tribe. My tribe. 
 
    She took a deep breath then turned to go. “I’m on kitchen duty this morning. Thank you again,” she said as she pointed to the covered walls. “Liz is going to love it also.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. If you can think of anything else to keep me busy. Please, don’t hesitate to ask.” 
 
    She smiled and left me there.  
 
    I took a deep breath then decided to go through all the floors again. Maybe there was something we had missed.  
 
    Later that afternoon as I was stepping out of sixty-seven, I heard a click down below and froze. That was a stairwell door closing. I’d heard that sound a hundred times hauling stuff up and down for the last four days. 
 
    Every nerve went on full alert as I tried to identify what I had heard. My flashlight beam was lost in the deep darkness of the stairwell. But I could tell the sound was from below sixty-two, I was positive. Had one of the other guys gone down there? Why? I’d kill them. 
 
    I stood there frozen, afraid to move. If someone was down there. Someone, not us, then who was it, and were they sick? I ran upstairs to our floor only to find all four of them sitting around one of the dining tables. Each lost in their own world but wanting to be close. 
 
    Kevin was reading a romance novel. He’d burned through the two Sci-Fi books we found the first day. Liz was writing in a diary she’d started. Justin was staring out the window and Sydney was looking at pictures on her phone. She’d done a better job husbanding her charge, obviously. 
 
    I ground my teeth. It hadn’t been one of them down there. And I knew what I had heard. 
 
    “Justin, Kevin, can you guys come give me a hand?” 
 
    Both Liz and Sydney looked up. “Why them?” Sydney asked. 
 
    I laughed, “Because I need their help doing hot sweaty work. You in?” 
 
    Sydney hesitated then got up. “I’m so bored, sweaty work sounds great.” 
 
    “Why are we doing sweaty work?” Kevin asked. “Me and physical work don’t get along. 
 
    “Really,” Justin teased, “I never would have guessed that.” 
 
    Kevin shot him a look of pure hate. I would have to keep an eye on that before it got out of hand. 
 
    Sydney raised an eyebrow waiting for me to answer. 
 
    I took a deep breath. “I think I heard someone down on Sixty.” 
 
    “What,” Liz gasped.  
 
    “Yeah, the door closing. I was out on the stairs and I definitely heard a click.” 
 
     “It has been four days,” Liz said. “They probably don’t have it.” 
 
    I shook my head. “We can’t risk it. They might have climbed up from down below and got exposed on their way here.” 
 
    “What should we do?” Sydney asked. 
 
    “Load the stairwell with desks on Sixty-two. Make it so that it’d take a small crane to break it open.” 
 
    And so that was what we did, all five of us working together stacked a couple of desks and some cubicle partitions at the top of the stairs coming up from Sixty-one. I propped the door open to let in enough light. We Jinga’d them together so it’d take a puzzle master to get them all undone, and they’d never do it without making so much noise we’d hear and could lock ourselves in. 
 
    When we finished, Justin pushed and pulled at it to make sure it would hold. 
 
    “Another wall to our castle,” Sydney said with a heavy sigh. 
 
    Unfortunately, she was right. We were becoming ever more isolated. Cut off from humanity. Would we ever rejoin the rest of what remained of society? Would there be a society to join? 
 
    As we climbed back up to seventy, I stopped and let the others go ahead as I listened for any clue as to who was down there. Were they sick? Were they dangerous? God, I wished I’d turned around and gone back and found out instead of letting it play out the way it did. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Ten 
 
    Sydney 
 
    Bright moonlight glistened off the water as I stared at the faint Statue of Liberty across the harbor. July Fourth, there should be fireworks exploding. But there was nothing but darkness. One more kick to the stomach. 
 
    We’d been locked up for almost four weeks, but nothing ever changed. I was filled with a burning desire to run. To find my mom. To live the life I used to live. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I wiped at a tear and was getting ready to walk away when Evan came into the dark dining room. The silvery moonlight was enough to show him frowning. I wondered if he ever felt this need to just leave. To say to hell with the danger and just go. 
 
    He shot me a quick smile then stood next to me and looked out over the harbor. The two of us stood there in silence, shoulder to shoulder neither knowing what to say. 
 
    I caught a whiff of hand soap and realized he’d done his laundry that morning. That mixed with a faint scent of leather was surprisingly enticing. I felt myself leaning towards him just to take it all in when I caught myself and pulled back. 
 
    He, being a boy had been oblivious, thank god. 
 
    Turning to me he asked, “You’ve known Justin for a while, haven’t you?” 
 
    “Ha,” I laughed. 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    I smiled, “Justin was my first boyfriend.” 
 
    “Oh, awkward,” Evan said with concern in his voice. 
 
    Laughing, I shook my head. “No, not really, it was in sixth grade. That doesn’t count.” 
 
    When he simply raised a questioning eyebrow, I continued to assure him it wasn’t a problem, “We held hands twice and kissed once,” I told him. “Under the bleachers during a prep rally. Boy, what a disaster.” 
 
    “The kiss?” 
 
    “No, Mr. Garcetti tripped over the mic cord and broke his nose on the gym floor just as we started kissing. The crowd erupted in laughter. I thought everyone was laughing at us. It sort of ruined the moment.” 
 
    He smiled kindly. “Why did you guys break up?” 
 
    “Hey, it was sixth grade. Any relationship that lasted more than two weeks was a long-term thing. Besides, Marcie Gibson was willing to do more than just kiss. So Justin moved on.” 
 
    He paused for a moment. “Were you brokenhearted?” 
 
    “Why did you ask about Justin?” The last thing I wanted to do was remember an idyllic time when life and the future seemed so perfect. Besides, I didn’t want to be talking about a sixth-grade ex with this guy for some reason. 
 
    “Because,” he said. “I need you to talk to him about laying off teasing Kevin. It’s getting worse. If he doesn’t watch it, Kevin is going to explode on him, and I’ll never be able to put all the pieces back together.” 
 
    I frowned, he was right, it had been getting worse and worse. Justin wasn’t normally a cruel person, but he did have blind spots and couldn’t see where words could hurt. “Why me? Why don’t you talk to him?” 
 
    Evan smiled, “Because a guy is more likely to listen to a pretty girl. The last thing they want to do is be thought of as a mean idiot.” 
 
    “So, does that mean you would listen to me if I told you to do something?” I asked as a sudden wave of flirtiness filled the room. Where had that come from?  
 
    But Evan was different remember, he simply smiled and said, “Asked, yes. Told no.” And there was a moment there. A recognition of this pull between us. But then I thought about the world and my mom probably being dead and I was filled with revulsion at myself.  
 
    Now was not the time to be thinking about handsome boys. 
 
    I swear, I think he was having the same exact thoughts about strange girls. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “I will talk to him.” And I tried to use a tone that said any flirting was not going to be a thing. 
 
    He sighed then said, “Thanks,” and walked away. Leaving me there to gaze into the darkness. 
 
    When I woke on September Ninth two months later, I felt that oh so familiar depression. Today was my birthday and no one knew. There’d be no cake, no smiling mom. No phone call from my dad. Just another day in purgatory. 
 
    Three months and we’re still alive, I reminded myself, suddenly feeling guilty. Survivor’s guilt they call it. And boy did I have it in spades. 
 
    Glancing over at Liz I saw she was still wrapped up in table clothes, snoring slightly. But then that was sort of normal. We’d all taken to trying to ignore each other and the world in general. Each of us locked in our own universe. 
 
    I could tell by the morning sun that it was almost noon. And still, I didn’t feel any motivation. No need to do anything special. Justin had cooking duty today. So it was just another day. 
 
    An anger began to build inside of me. This was no way to live life. Sad, depressed, and pissed off. Swinging my legs off the couch I went in search of something to do. 
 
    When I passed Kevin’s office I saw him in the chair behind the desk, his feet up on the corner, buried in a big book. 
 
    “What are you reading?” I asked him. 
 
    He looked up, flipped to the cover then read, “New York State Contract Law, 2011 and 2012.” 
 
    “You have got to be kidding me.” 
 
    He shrugged then went back to reading. Hey, we all had to pass the time our own way. 
 
    Justin was standing in the middle of the dining room shooting crumpled up papers into a small office garbage can a dozen feet away. He looked over when I came in then went back to shooting, raising his hands in triumph every time he made a shot. 
 
    “Have you seen Evan?” 
 
    “Sixty-Four. He said he had something to do.” 
 
    My curiosity rose. The boy was always doing something. I’d caught him fixing a squeaky wheel on an office chair the other day. There were a hundred chairs to choose from, but he wasted his time fixing that one. 
 
    “What’s for lunch?” 
 
    Justin pointed to a table and said, “Pita bread and tomato sauce. Think of it as deconstructed pizza.” 
 
    “Without the cheese and pepperoni.” 
 
    He ignored me and took another shot. 
 
    Grabbing my flashlight I headed downstairs, but the beam hardly shined, and my gut tightened. We were down to maybe two lights. The thought of being caught on the stairs when this went out sent a moment of dread down my spine. 
 
    But I was bored out of my mind, and it sounded like Evan was doing something. Anything would be better than sitting around staring at a dead city. 
 
    I’d just stepped out into the pitch darkness of the stairs when I heard a banging metal sound from downstairs. Curious, and suddenly happy to have something to do I hurried down there only to find Evan in an interior office, bent over a desk he had converted into a workbench, hitting a piece of sheet metal with his hammer. He wore his tool belt low on his hips and I’ve got to admit I stood there for a moment admiring the view. 
 
    When he stood up from his work, he saw me and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked. 
 
    He grabbed another piece of metal and began shaping it over the edge of the desk. “Making a flue.” 
 
    Okay, I hadn’t expected that answer. “You’re going to make me ask why do we need a flue.” 
 
    “For the fireplace obviously.” 
 
    I gritted my teeth and stopped from rolling my eyes. “And why do we need a fireplace?” 
 
    He stopped working, “The gas is running out. I was cooking the other day and noticed the flame was getting smaller, weaker.” 
 
    “No,” I gasped. 
 
    “Besides, it is going to get cold, and this building isn’t exactly insulated. We’ll have to move down here, camp out in this room, away from the windows.” 
 
    Nodding, I moved closer to check out his work. 
 
    “I took some air conditioning ducting from down on sixty-three, I plugged the ends and will tap our fireplace into the air conditioning conduit up out of the roof. If that doesn’t work, I’ll run it to a window on sixty-five and cut a small hole.” 
 
    Shaking my head I could only admire his plan as a sense of guilt filled me. I was moping around, and he was doing stuff. But then I had come to realize that was his way of dealing with pain. 
 
    “Maybe you should be building batteries for our flashlights. Have you noticed they are almost dead?” 
 
    He nodded as he used tin snips to cut a corner of the metal. “I’m going to open all of the doors on the stairs. That should give us enough light during the day.” 
 
    I watched him work for a moment then asked, “Do you need any help?” 
 
    He smiled at me, and I could tell he knew I was bored. “Hold this,” he said as he handed me a six-inch square tube he had built and worked on fitting another one into the end.” 
 
    And that was how we spent my birthday. Building a fireplace. As birthdays went, it wasn’t bad.  
 
    He built a metal fireplace in the middle of the room with a hood that hung from the ceiling and hooked the flue into the overhead duct work then stood back and admired our work. 
 
    “What will we burn?” 
 
    He laughed, “There are a dozen oak conference room tables, a hundred wooden desks, bookshelves. Wood won’t be a problem.” 
 
    I suddenly frowned, “Will we last long enough to use this? I mean food-wise?” 
 
    He shrugged. “We’ll have to start scavenging below sixty-two.” 
 
    “But what about that person? The one you thought you heard.” 
 
    He shrugged. “We don’t have a choice, besides they are probably gone. I haven’t heard anyone in months. I just hope they left enough for us to find. And if they are still there then they aren’t sick.” 
 
    I nodded, “Let’s do it now,” suddenly worried about being bored again and letting my mind wander. This doing things worked, and for the first time in weeks, I didn’t feel like I was being crushed under a mountain of grief. 
 
    He thought for a moment then nodded, “We can at least see what we are dealing with.” 
 
    When we got to the big castle wall of furniture and desks, Evan undid the cables holding it all together then we started taking it all apart. After the last piece had been moved back into sixty-two, we hesitated at the top of the stairs. 
 
    “Sixty-two was always coincidental. There is no reason it should be any safer than sixty-one.” 
 
    I nodded and followed him down the stairs, my heart beating. We had survived above Sixty-two. Were we making a fatal error? What if the virus rose up just far enough and was still viable? We could be walking to our death. 
 
    But Evan never hesitated. I don’t know if it was just him, or if guys just naturally had to pretend, they weren’t scared. But I would never understand what he was thinking at that moment. 
 
    When we got to Sixty-one, he hesitated then pulled the door open and stepped inside. I was rather pleased when he didn’t hold up a hand and tell me to wait. I think he knew I wouldn’t have listened to him. 
 
    We both stood there for a moment, listening, searching with our ears to see if there was anyone on the floor. Slowly, we made our way into the office space. Just like the one above, cubicles in the middle, offices on the outside. I rested a hand on Evan’s shoulder as I followed him. If a monster jumped out at us, I was honest enough with myself to realize Evan could deal with it better than I could. 
 
    But the place was empty. But someone had been there. The vending machines were broken into, with empty wrappers scattered across the floor. Evan gave me a quick smile, “I knew I heard something.” 
 
    “They’re not here now,” I said looking around at the fine layer of dust everywhere.” 
 
    Evan nodded as he left the room to hit the offices, using his claw hammer to open drawers. Every so often I would hear him yell out, “Flashlight,” or “gum.” I was focused on finding clothes. I’d been shifting back and forth between yoga pants and my skirt for the last three months. God, I would have given anything for a pair of jeans. 
 
    I started going through the armoire in the offices, working my way from office to office. I’d come back later and try the desks with Evan, but right now, I needed new clothes.” 
 
    The far corner office looked promising, A big armoire in the corner looked like it could contain a princess’s trousseau. I opened the door hoping to find a treasure only to have a man jump out, grab me around the waist, and slam a hand over my mouth. 
 
    My heart pounded into my chest like a freight train as I fought to understand what was happening. He smelled of stale sweat and whiskey. Kicking and twisting I tried to wrestle myself away. But I was truly trapped, his large arms holding me against him, making my skin crawl with revulsion. 
 
    He leaned in and whispered, “I knew you would be pretty.” His breath stunk of Cheetos. 
 
    My stomach fell as I began to realize the true danger I was facing. So I did the only thing I could think of, I bit down trying to tare out a chunk of his hand. 
 
    He cursed, jumping back. 
 
    I took a deep breath to scream but he backhanded me, knocking me to the floor. I lay there stunned. In my entire life, I had never been hit. My head spun and it was true, stars really did dance around my vision. 
 
    Before I could gather myself, he was on me. His knees were on either side, trapping me. Then he smiled an evil smile as he put a kitchen knife to my throat.  
 
    The cold metal blade made my blood run cold. It was at that moment when I saw the madness in his eyes and knew that he could do whatever he wanted and would never regret it. He was too insane to think about anything but what he wanted at that moment. 
 
    “Please,” I cried, not too humble to beg for my life. 
 
    But his smile widened, and I realized that he would enjoy inflicting pain. My heart pounded as I tried to think of some way to escape when Evan’s calm voice said from the door. “If you kill her, you’ll have to kill me also. And I won’t be so easy.” 
 
    The smile dropped from the man’s face as he twisted to face this new threat. That was all Evan needed to make his move. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Eleven 
 
    Evan 
 
    Every instinct was to charge the bastard. The sight of that knife against Sydney’s throat made my gut clench as a rush of pure hate flashed through me but I held back. The wrong move and she’d die. 
 
    ‘Keep your head,’ My dad had said to me in a thousand sparing matches. Over and over he’d pounded into me the idea that being smarter was more important than being stronger. So I said, “If you kill her, you’ll have to kill me also. And I won’t be so easy.” I needed his attention on me, not Sydney. 
 
    And it worked. He shifted, staring at me over his shoulder with a heated anger then sprang up as I rushed in. He swiped with his huge kitchen knife forcing me back long enough for him to gain his feet. He bent at the waist preparing to charge. 
 
    From the corner of my eye, I saw Sydney scooting away on her elbows and a new fear filled me. If I lost this, he’d have her. I wasn’t just fighting to stay alive, but to keep Sydney safe. It put an entirely new picture on things. 
 
    There was no room to circle. It was just the two of us, him with that huge carving knife, me waiting for him to make his move. 
 
    He shifted then lunged. I jumped back, as he stopped his move. It had been a fake thrust to see how I would react. But that was what I wanted.  
 
    My heart pounded, my focus narrowed down to just the man in front of me. My mouth was dry, and I swear I could have heard a mouse fart at a hundred paces. Every sense was on full alert. 
 
    The next time he thrust forward I didn’t jump back, but stepped in and to the side. The blade caught the side of my shirt, but it was all I needed as I grabbed his wrist, forcing it away. 
 
    We stared at each other, him trying to force his knife closer to my gut, me pushing back, holding that twelve-inch blade away. If I failed, I’d feel the cold steel slicing into my intestines and there’d be no putting me back together. 
 
    The battle of wills continued as I slowly pushed his arm back and I saw the beginning of realization in his eyes. 
 
    “Never smart to attack someone your own size,” I said as I smiled, driving home the point.  
 
    He glared and grumbled under his breath as he redoubled his efforts. That was my queue. I suddenly shifted from pushing to pulling while I kicked out with my foot to trip him. A move my dad used to love employing on me. The man was helpless as I used his own momentum to pull him down while twisting his wrist. 
 
    The knife flew from his hand. But the man wasn’t a complete fool. He didn’t waste his time scrambling for the knife, he scissor-kicked me, bringing me down next to him. A good move unless your opponent knew what he was doing.  
 
    We rolled as I tried to get a chock hold. He threw a punch that caught me just below my left eye then tried to tear my hands away from my hold. I felt something snap, but I refused to let go. Wrapping my legs around him in a figure four I held him in place as I cranked down on his neck. 
 
    I held him like that until the light slowly leaked out of his eyes. I continued to hold him for a moment just to make sure. 
 
    “Did you kill him?” Sydney gasped. 
 
    “No,” I said as I let him go and rolled away. “But he’s going to wake up with a massive headache.” 
 
    She peered down at the man with a mixture of hate and curiosity.  
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked as I gingerly reached out to touch the bruise on her cheek. 
 
    She nodded without looking away from her attacker.  
 
    I sighed with relief. The memory of that knife to her throat would haunt me for years. Looking down I noticed my left pinky was sticking out at a ninety-degree angle. It had obviously been dislocated in the fight. And a slight burning pain in my side let me know that first knife thrust had been closer than I had wanted. 
 
    But I put it aside as I pulled computer power cords from the wall and rolled him over to tie his hands behind his back before he came too. Only when he was truly secure was I able to relax. I stood up to look at Sydney, I needed to know she really was alright. 
 
    Sydney gazed at my errant pinky finger with wide eyes then she stared up at me for a long moment before she threw herself at me to wrap her arms all the way around my back and say, “Thank you.” 
 
    I patted her back with my good hand, silently letting her know I understood, and she would be okay.  
 
    We stood like that for a long moment, our two racing hearts beating against each other. But when the man on the ground began moaning, I reluctantly stepped away from Sydney. 
 
    She glared down at him for a long moment then reached back and kicked him in the stomach. 
 
    My jaw dropped. 
 
    She shifted her glare to me and shook her head. “Don’t you say anything. He deserved it.” 
 
    I laughed. “Remind me not to piss you off.” 
 
    “Don’t you forget it,” she said, and I swear she was going to kick him again but stopped herself, barely. 
 
    “Are you okay to get the others?” I asked her. “I don’t want to leave him alone and I think this calls for a group conference. And bring your first-aid kit,” I added holding up my hand. 
 
    She looked down at the man who was groaning as he fought to regain consciousness. 
 
    “Don’t kill him,” she said as she started for the door. “Not until we vote.” 
 
    I smiled, the woman was pure lioness. 
 
    While she was gone, I gritted my teeth and forced my finger back into its socket. Not one of my favorite pastimes. I then gingerly removed my shirt to find a ten-inch tear and a thin red line of blood from just below my ribs. 
 
    “Do you know how hard it is to find clothes,” I said to the man on the floor. “I should throw you off the roof for what you did to my shirt, let alone what you did to Sydney.” 
 
    His eyes grew wide with pure fear. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I asked him. “The place looked like it hasn’t been used in months.” 
 
    He shifted on the floor obviously looking for a more comfortable position. “I heard you guys taking apart your wall.” 
 
    “So you moved in here? Why? To capture a pretty girl?” 
 
    A guilty look of shame flashed behind his eyes, but he didn’t deny it. 
 
    “What are you doing here? I mean were you here from the beginning?” 
 
    “I was working on the fifty-fourth floor, Benson and Turnbull law firm. But some idiot shut down the elevators. I couldn’t leave and then when I heard about what was happening, I realized the best place to be was right where I was at.” 
 
    God, had I set this in motion when I had secured the elevators? Was this all my fault? A sick despair threatened to fill me, but I pushed it away. No, the man was responsible for his own actions. We all were. 
 
    “How low have you gone? What floor?” I held my breath if he had recently gone all the way to the bottom we might be exposed. 
 
    “Not below Fifty-Four,” he said, and I was able to relax 
 
    It was sort of strange having a civil conversation with a man tied up and lying on the ground. But it was obvious he was hoping to curry favor and save his life by being cooperative. I was getting ready to ask him if he’d heard anyone else when the others came in from upstairs. 
 
    All three of them stared down at the man on the ground as they gingerly stepped around him. Liz held the collar of her T-shirt up over her nose. 
 
    Justin grunted and shook his head, “Let me guess, you used that ju-jitsu crap on him.” He then turned to the guy on the ground. “Not a smart move, attacking this guy, let me tell you.” 
 
    “Is he safe?” Liz asked. I knew she meant was he sick, were we going to die? 
 
    Before I could say anything, Sydney jumped in. “What are we going to do with him?” 
 
    Kevin squatted down close to examine him like he was a bug under glass then shook his head. “We can’t kill him.” 
 
    “Why not?” Justin asked. “He was going to kill one of us. An eye for an eye, I say.” 
 
    “Justin, are you going to be the one to push this guy off the roof?” I asked. He looked back as the color drained from his face. I don’t think he had thought this all the way through.  
 
    “I just want him gone,” Sydney said. “He can’t stay here. I’d never feel safe.” 
 
    “We could tie him up,” Kevin said. “Or lock him in one of the closets.” 
 
    Justin grunted. “That would mean we had to take care of him. Escort him to the bathroom. Feed him our food. No, execution is a better answer.” 
 
    The man on the ground blanched as he shifted looking at each of us in turn and I knew he was desperately trying to find a way out. A way in which in the end he was still alive. 
 
    “Let me go,” he pleaded, “And I will leave. I promise.” 
 
    “But it might not be safe,” Liz said through the cloth over her nose. 
 
    “So?” Justin said. “It would be safer than falling seventy-four stories. Of course, it isn’t the fall that will kill him. It is that sudden stop at the end.” 
 
    I took a deep breath and looked over at Sydney. She was glaring at the man as her hand gently touched the bruise on her cheek and I knew she hated the idea of being constantly reminded about what he had done to her. Not just the punch, but besting her, trapping her on the ground, making her feel weak and useless. Emotions Sydney wouldn’t easily accept. But I also knew that if we killed him, she’d beat herself up about it for years and years. 
 
    “If we let you go?” I asked him. “Will you post yourself on the far corner of Liberty and Williams, every day for a week, at noon? We can see if you still live.” 
 
    His eyes lit up like I’d just offered him a lifeline in a raging storm. 
 
    “Yes, Yes, I promise.” 
 
    I could see the lie before he even finished, but it wasn’t important. If this guy thought he got one over on us he was less likely to return and threaten us. Instead, he’d high-tail it out of the area just so we wouldn’t learn if he lived or not. 
 
    “What’s your name?” Liz asked. 
 
    He frowned, “Jim Reading, why?” 
 
    She lowered her temporary mask and said, “So we know what to put on your tombstone if you come back in here. We won’t hesitate but will kill you on sight.” 
 
    The four of us looked at Liz with wide eyes of surprise but she glared at the man on the ground until he swallowed hard then nodded. I think it was the seriousness in Liz’s eyes that finally hit him. Here was an obstacle he couldn’t ignore nor work around. She’d do it and never have another thought on the matter. 
 
    Justin and I pulled him to his feet then marched him to the stairwell. Kevin untied him, my hands were shaking too much as the adrenaline began to wear off. It was finally sinking in. We had won. Sydney wasn’t hurt, not seriously. So we would survive another day. 
 
    He looked down at the dark stairwell then back at us. “Can I have a flashlight?” 
 
    “No,” I said. “And I’ll be following you a ways behind just to make sure you don’t stop.” 
 
    He glared back at me, and I could see that his fear was beginning to be replaced by hate. I had beat him, easily. Disarmed him, now we were making him go into the unknown that might have a virus that would kill him. Of course he hated me. I just didn’t care. 
 
    The five of us stood there and watched him disappear into the darkness then Justin turned to me and said, “You go get fixed up. Kevin and I will make sure he goes all the way down.” 
 
    “Don’t go below forty. I think that is the bottom of what we want to risk.” 
 
    I glanced down at where this Reading had disappeared then asked Sydney if she could fix me up. 
 
    A strange look crossed behind her eyes as she took my good hand and lead me out of there back to her first-aid kit. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said. Her cheeks were red, and she couldn’t stop glancing at me from under her brow. 
 
    “You’ve already thanked me, all in a day’s service.” 
 
    She laughed then shook her head. “Not for saving me. But for not letting us kill him. I know if you had suggested it, the others would have followed your lead.” She paused for a moment. “Why do I think you did that for me?” 
 
    I shrugged, then winced when she wiped at the wound on my side with peroxide. 
 
    “If he lives,” she said as she examined my wound. “Does that mean we can leave also?” 
 
    Biting back a wince I shook my head. I knew she wanted to get to her family. We all did. But I also didn’t think it was worth the risk. Not after we had all sacrificed so far. Why throw all of that away? “I think we should wait for the first snow, like you said, just to be safe. Besides. I don’t think we will ever see him again. Whether he lives or dies.” 
 
    She took a deep breath then nodded, “The first snow it is then.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twelve 
 
    Sydney 
 
    I woke up shivering like I did every morning. Reaching over I threw two chunks of wood onto the dying orange embers and waited until they caught. The yellow flames illuminated the room. 
 
    We’d moved into the interior office on Sixty-four a month ago. We had to. Evan had been right. Glass isn’t a very good insulator, to say the least. It was like living in a deep freezer. But our body heat and the small fire in this room kept us warm enough to survive. Thank you, Evan, I said to myself. If he hadn’t built a fireplace that worked, then we might have literally frozen to death. 
 
    The air smelled of woodsmoke and stale bodies. But I’d gotten used to it long ago. It wasn’t like we had much of a choice.  
 
    I lifted up on my elbow and looked at the others. We’d brought in couch cushions to cover the floor. Justin was on the far side curled up in a fetal position. Kevin was a few feet away in his great overcoat. Liz on the other side of the fire, like me, wearing every piece of clothing she had found and wrapped up in two dingy tablecloths.  
 
    Evan was behind me, over by the door. His natural protectiveness exerting itself. Anyone who tried to get in would have to get through Evan first.  
 
    A sudden desire filled me to crawl in next to him. To soak in his warmth, to have him hold me and make me feel safe and secure. To allow myself for a moment to forget everything and just be. 
 
    But I wisely remained where I was. It wasn’t like that between Evan and myself. We’d sort of fallen into the friend zone. Which is kind of surprising when you think about how much I despised him a first. It was as if we’d both realized that neither of us could take a risk. Not on top of everything going on in our lives. We’d already lost too much. 
 
    At least that was the way I looked at it. But that didn’t stop me from imagining and thinking about what might have been. 
 
    Of course, if there hadn’t been the apocalypse then we never would have ever known the other. We had different futures. A sadness filled me at the thought of never knowing Evan. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I lay back down and thought about everything over the last five months. It must be the middle of November by now. I remembered the scavenging. The glee at finding something useful, the drudgery of climbing up and down those dark stairs. 
 
    The memory of being attacked by Jim Reading sent a cold chill down my spine. And then the jerk didn’t even have the honor of living up to his agreement by letting us know whether he lived or died. Oh, how I’d prayed he’d show himself so we would know once and for all. But he’d disappeared. Either that, or he died from the illness. 
 
    Letting out a long breath I allowed my mind to wander to random thoughts. The way Kevin had lost so much weight. Or how Justin still teased him, but not as much. My parents? Friends? What would we find when we got out of here?  
 
    Of course the long moments of boredom and drudgery were broken up by brief glimpses of happiness. The way Kevin and Liz were getting closer. But both of them were so timid when it came to the other it was maddening. But it was there, the signs. Sitting close together and talking. When Kevin walked into a room, the first thing he did was check and see where Liz was located. Little things. 
 
    My stomach clenched in dread, afraid of what we would discover on the outside yet needing to know. At the same time terrified we’d never leave. That we’d die up here, forgotten, the last in a long line of deaths. 
 
    Justin grumbled in his sleep and rolled over. 
 
    I threw another stick onto the fire. The boys had spent a week breaking up every wooden desk and table for twenty floors. We had enough to last the winter. Of course we didn’t have enough food, but wood we had.  
 
    A new worry filled me. Would we have to go below Forty to scavenge more food? When was too low going to be too much? 
 
    We’d moved every morsel we could scavenge, every Cheetos bag and diet coke. Every pack of ramen and all that remained from the restaurant on Seventy. All of it had been brought down and stored in the conference room on the only table not converted to firewood.  
 
    Sighing to myself I grabbed one of the only two remaining flashlights and stepped over Evan to go to the bathroom. I had to go down two flights of stairs to sixty-two and in a couple of days, we were going to have to move even lower. The water in the pipes the only thing keeping us from having to use empty buckets. 
 
    When I came back upstairs, I made a detour to the conference room. Today was my day as cook so I wanted to see if I could come up with something special. Maybe pancakes without butter or syrup. 
 
    I was standing with my back to the dark window staring at the supplies on the conference table when I shivered. God, it really was getting colder. Clenching my teeth to stop them from chattering, I turned to look out the window and froze. The gray morning light exposed small white flakes falling through the air just outside. Fluttering as they danced on the breeze. 
 
    “Guys!” I yelled as I rushed back to our room and threw open the door. “Guys, it’s snowing.” 
 
    Liz gasped. Evan smiled as he got up, stretching to work out the kinks in his back. 
 
    “Does that mean …” Kevin began then stopped, obviously unwilling to get his hopes up. 
 
    “Let’s wait and see,” Evan said. “We don’t want to rush too fast.” 
 
    “But we still don’t know if the snow will kill this thing.” 
 
    Evan shrugged, “It might already be dead.” 
 
    I gritted my teeth, they were arguing what it all meant without even seeing. “Come on.” 
 
    They followed me into the conference room and joined me in staring into the early morning light. Even in the last few minutes the night outside had lightened even more, enough to see the building across the street and the fine snowflakes filling the air.  
 
    The five of us just stood there thinking about what this might mean. My heart began to race at the thought of getting out. Of finding my mom. Of not being a prisoner any longer. 
 
    “Someone will have to go out first,” Liz said with hesitancy in her voice. 
 
    “They’ll need to stay five days at least,” I said as my stomach fell. Would they die? What if it was me? 
 
    “Then we can go home,” Justin added. “If everything is okay.” 
 
    “Maybe not,” Evan said as he shook his head. “Not right away.” He indicated outside. “This could go on all day.” 
 
    “So?” Justin asked. 
 
    Evan sighed. “No snow plows. We could have three feet of snow. Nothing is getting through that. And it is too far to walk. Especially in this stuff.” 
 
    “No plows,” Liz said with a sudden realization. Civilization really was gone. 
 
    “We’ll need to find some place to hole up,” Evan said as he continued to stare into the snowstorm. “Somewhere with a fireplace. Access to wood, food. A place we can defend.” 
 
    “That’s only if they live,” Liz said, “Otherwise we will have to stay here until …” 
 
    “I’ll go,” Evan said. 
 
    I rolled my eyes, “We will draw straws.” 
 
    He frowned and shook his head. “We don’t know what or who is down there. What if you run into some crazy survivor.” 
 
    “Then we will have to deal with it.” I insisted. “We draw straws,” I said with what I hoped was finality.  
 
    I swear he was going to push back when he shrugged then turned away only to return a few minutes later with several broom straws in his hand. “Here, Liz, you do the honors. I don’t want anyone saying I cheated.” 
 
    She took the straws from his hand while he shot me an angry scowl. 
 
    “So,” I started, “We are agreed, the short straw will go downstairs and into the world to return in five days if they remain healthy. If they don’t come back, then the rest will know it is still not safe to go outside.” 
 
    Justin grabbed the binoculars we’d found on Forty-five. “They could go to the corner of Liberty and Williams like we wanted that Reading guy. Every day at Noon. Just to let us know.” 
 
    Evan nodded, “The rest of the time they’ll be scoping things out. Finding a place for us to live until the snow melts.” 
 
    We each nodded, fully aware that simply surviving would be the true test. The one thing we needed above all else.  
 
    Finally, Liz held out her hand with five straws sticking out. We each of us looked at the other, very aware that one of us might be leaving us forever. That we might be sacrificing one person so that others might live. 
 
    Evan scoffed then reached out and took a straw, quickly hiding it so the rest of us couldn’t see. 
 
    Justin took a deep breath and was reaching for a straw then changed his mind and started for another. 
 
    “We can end this now,” Evan interrupted with a concerned look. “I pulled the short straw.” 
 
    The four of us let out an unconscious sigh as he held up a short straw. My heart was torn, a guilty happiness that I hadn’t chosen the straw mixed with fear for Evan. 
 
    “Hey, Kevin,” he said. “How about letting me borrow your overcoat?” 
 
    Kevin nodded and started to take it off when Liz said. “Is it light enough? Do you have to go now?” 
 
    Evan laughed, “It will be light enough by the time I get down sixty flights of stairs.” 
 
    “But …” suddenly I was terrified that he was going to leave, and I would never see him again. A sense of pure dread filled me as I realized just how much he had come to mean to me.  
 
    He caught me staring at him with that frightened fawn look and shot me a quick smile as he slipped into Kevin’s heavy overcoat. “Noon, starting today,” he said. “If you see me, I’ll be okay.” 
 
    Kevin started to gather some food for him to take but Evan smiled and shook his head. “You’ll need that. There will be plenty down there for me.” 
 
    He frowned then nodded, obviously upset that he couldn’t do anything more for him. 
 
    Justin held up a fireman’s ax and lifted a questioning eyebrow. 
 
    “No, you guys keep it,” Evan said as he started for the stairwell. He didn’t even stop but opened the door and went in but at the last moment, he caught the door and looked back at us, his gaze resting on me for a moment. He smiled and said, “You guys are way cooler than I thought. It’s been nice hanging out.” 
 
    Then he was gone and my heart broke. 
 
    The four of us stood there looking at the door each lost in our own thoughts when Liz gasped as she looked down at her hand.  
 
    There, as plain as day were three long straws and one short one. 
 
    “The bastard,” I said. “He broke his own straw when we were watching Justin then passed his off as the short one.” 
 
    Justin laughed, “You’ve got to admire the man’s guts.” 
 
    “That doesn’t change the fact that the man is an insufferable idiot.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Evan 
 
    I hurried down the first twelve floors or so. I wanted to be far enough away before they discovered the truth. To think I was going to let one of them go down there all alone. Justin sure. But the others couldn’t have fought their way out of a wet paper bag. 
 
    It was darker than deep space, but I was used to it. Thirteen steps down, turn left, another thirteen.  
 
    When I hit forty, I started pulling the latest castle wall apart. I used a chair to prop open the door for a little extra light. I was on Thirty-eight when I suddenly got lightheaded and realized I’d been holding my breath. 
 
    Laughing at myself I forced myself to take a deep breath and continue on.  
 
    When I got to three, I was tempted to stop at the restaurant but kept going. I needed protein and fat. We’d been feasting on mostly carbs for so long that I felt like a walking piece of bread. No, keep going, I’d find what I needed later. 
 
    The lobby was a surprise. My eyes squinted as I adjusted to all the light. When I glanced over to the reception area, I saw the night security guard Charlie bent over, face first on the desk. Dead. A dried-up corpse.  
 
    My gut tightened. He’d always been pretty cool, and it hurt to think of him spending his last hours guarding a building that was in no danger. 
 
    I ran back up to the restaurant on the third floor and grabbed a clean tablecloth then hurried back down and draped it over him. He deserved at least that much. Only then did I look out. A foot of snow had drifted up along the bottom of the windows. 
 
    When I grabbed the door handle, I hesitated a moment. There was no going back. I thought of my Mom and Dad. They’d be pissed if they learned I’d thrown my life away. But then I thought of my friends upstairs and realized there really was no choice. They couldn’t stay up there forever. 
 
    Taking a deep breath I pulled the door open and was greeted by a blast of cold air. I set my shoulders and stepped out into the snow sinking halfway up my shin.  
 
    “It’s going to be a cold day,” I mumbled to myself as I forced my way out into the snow then froze to let my senses catch up to my new reality. I wasn’t in a tower seven hundred feet in the air. I was down here in the real world. Were there others? Would they be dangerous? Not just the virus. But crazy dangerous. People who had lost everything and didn’t want to share what little they had left? 
 
    I headed uptown. I’d mapped out my route a dozen times over the last two months. Places I wanted to hit first before I started looking for a place to live. I kicked my way through the snow while I constantly scanned for any movement. 
 
    I was only a block over when a quick movement to my left made me freeze. I held my breath as I watched a large brown dog slink up out of the subway and to the left. I wondered if he was part of a pack or a lone actor. 
 
    I stayed perfectly still as I watched. He looked like a cross between a husky and an Australian Shepherd. Healthy looking. Of course he was, I thought with a shiver. There were more than enough bodies laying around. 
 
    Only when he turned a corner and disappeared did I allow myself to relax and immediately readjusted my priorities 
 
    First, I hit the Abercrombie and Fitch store two blocks over. I know, it was for yuppies, and you wouldn’t have caught me dead in the place six months ago. But I didn’t have much of a choice and it was colder than last week's lunch.  
 
    The front doors were locked, I reached for my hammer and remembered that I’d intentionally left my tool belt back on sixty-four. So I did what any survivor would do, I bent a mirror off a truck and used it to smash the window. 
 
    I reached in and opened the door then tossed the now useless mirror off into the snow and stepped inside. 
 
    A touch of trepidation made me stop. I’d just broken and entered a store. Technically I was looting. What if there was some old codger in the back with a shotgun who’d been waiting five months for this moment. 
 
    Taking a deep breath I called out, “Hello?” 
 
    Nothing, the silence of the dead. 
 
    Letting myself relax I quickly found what I needed then checked out the girl’s section. Yep, this store would work when I got the others down here.  
 
    “If I live,” I said to myself then chuckled. Thirty minutes alone and I was already talking to myself. 
 
    I changed from the skin out. Layering with a T-shirt, a flannel shirt, jeans, a gray hoody, then back into Kevin’s overcoat. Gloves and a black beanie that I pulled down over the tips of my ears. The only thing I kept were my work boots. I wasn’t going to find anything better in that store. 
 
    It felt so nice to have new warm clothes. I was going to leave my old stuff on the floor but then thought about bringing Sydney and Liz in here and quickly gathered them up and tossed them into a changing room. I didn’t want them thinking I was a slob. 
 
    Okay, next on my mental list I thought as I sighed internally. I started up the middle of Broadway. I figured the last thing I needed to worry about was some taxi running me down. I almost wished they would try.  
 
    The snow continued in a steady stream. But the weirdest thing was how quiet everything was. New York City is never quiet. This sounded like a winter walk in a Vermont forest. 
 
    A heavy sinking feeling began to settle in as I made my way north. It really was over. They hadn’t all been hiding. It hadn’t been a weird nightmare.  
 
    When I got to Park Road, I forced myself to turn right until I found the police station. This was where there would be a command center. But the place was as silent as a grave. No flashing lights. No helicopters dropping experts off to explain how to fix everything. 
 
    Nothing but quiet. 
 
    “Okay,” I said to myself as I took a deep breath and set my shoulders. The place had the sweet sickly smell of decomposing human bodies and my gut tumbled over itself as I forced myself to keep it down. 
 
    The first cop I found was just like Charlie back at home, face first on the reception desk. There was enough light leaking in to know the guy had been dead from the very beginning. But he had what I needed, a heavy flashlight. It was dented on the rim around the lens, and I just knew it had been used as a baton more than once. 
 
    Using just two fingers I gingerly slid it out of the holder on his belt then said, “Thank you.” Swallowing hard, I got it out and sent up a silent prayer of thanks when I turned it on, and a powerful beam of light shone down the hall. 
 
    It took me almost twenty minutes to find what I need. Every office had at least one dead guy or woman in it. The holding cell doors were all open, but a young guy lay dead on the bench. Never getting out. 
 
    Ignoring them I continued back into the depths of the building my new favorite flashlight leading the way until I found it. The armory. This place had enough weapons to hold off an alien invasion. But all I needed was an M4 machine gun, and a 9mm Baretta with enough ammo to make me feel comfortable. 
 
    Once I had slammed home loaded magazines and put a bullet in the chamber, then, and only then was I able to relax. Jim Reading and zombie bodies could show up and I’d take them down.  
 
    I shoved the pistol into my new holster then adjusted the strap and slung the machine gun over my shoulder. Okay, now I could afford to find something to eat. 
 
    Glancing out at the weak sunlight and doing the mental math in my head I figured it was about eleven. I needed to get back to the corner. My stomach rumbled, demanding to be fed. Grumbling under my breath I shook my head. I’d have to traipse all the way back down there, passing grocery stores and restaurants. 
 
    But the first thing I hit was a jewelry store for a watch. Hey, my phone didn’t work anymore remember? I got myself the coolest Rolex. Okay, they were all cool, but I chose one of the less ostentatious ones. Silver with a blue face. I used one of the working watches to set the time then wound it up. Satisfied, I started for the corner again. 
 
    And yes, I did catch myself looking down at my watch ever so often as I shuffled through the snow.  
 
    It was still coming down. Small flakes which Dad used to tell me meant it would snow for a while. When it shifted over to large flakes that would mean it was getting close to the end. 
 
    No weather forecasts, I realized. No radar maps showing bands of rain or snow coming in. No watching hurricanes forming two weeks before they hit. All of it gone. I shuddered, we were going to have to learn so much. 
 
    When I got to the corner of Liberty, and Williams I looked up and counted down from the top until I got to the sixty-fifth floor. Were they there watching? I smiled to myself, they really were pretty cool kids. 
 
    Lifting my arm up I waved. I hoped they were watching. 
 
    Suddenly a new fear filled me. If I got sick. They’d be stuck up there, ever creeping lower and lower until they got sick and died. 
 
    Taking a deep breath I shifted the gun strap on my shoulder then started back up town. There was a small grocery store I’d passed. Suddenly I had a craving for tuna fish sandwiches. Mayo should still be good, right? If it hadn’t been opened. It could sit on a shelf for months. There should be some kind of crackers. They’d found that hardtack from the 1890’s and it lasted a hundred years. 
 
    I was turning a corner when a movement caught my eye. That dog again. Only this time it had spotted me. The brown husky shepherd mix with half-floppy ears and mismatched eyes. Like I said, healthy looking. Fifty feet away. I froze, afraid if I moved it would think I was a threat.  
 
    Suddenly it charged. Putting its head down and bounding through the snow determined to take me down. 
 
    I scrambled to get my machine gun down, completely forgetting the pistol on my hip. The dog was getting closer and closer, and I realized I wasn’t going to get my gun up in time. I put up my arm to ward it off if it leaped for my throat. 
 
    But instead, the dog slid to a stop, plunked its butt in the snow, and started whipping its tail back and forth, his tongue hanging out the side of his mouth, for all the world obviously delighted to see me. 
 
    I swear, he looked at me like I was his brother and we’d been separated from our litter mates. 
 
    All I could do was stare down until I was sure I was seeing what I was seeing. This was a pet who’d been on his own for five months and obviously didn’t wish to remain in such a situation. No, I was people, and people were good. They gave a dog a reason for living. 
 
    Bending down I check his tag, “Mack,” it said with a phone number underneath. 
 
    The dog twisted his head under my hand demanding to be petted. 
 
    “Okay,” I said to her. “If you want to tag along, that is fine with me.” 
 
    He jumped up and circled me twice to get me going then followed in my tracks. I swear that natural herding instinct took over and he wasn’t letting me out of his control for one instant. 
 
    We found the grocery store and I spent the afternoon checking it out. A lot of the boxed goods had been destroyed by the rats. And the produce aisle and meat aisle stunk so much I wanted to gag. But I found what I needed and made a ton of tuna fish, dishing it out onto crackers, and sat back and let my body soak it all in. 
 
    I was just finishing up when I suddenly sneezed. Not one of those dainty sneezes. No, a full-on snot shooter. 
 
    My stomach clenched. Was this it? 
 
    Mack looked at me and I swear I saw pity in his eyes. He’d seen this before and he didn’t like the outcome. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Sydney 
 
    A sense of euphoria flashed through me that first day at noon when I saw Evan standing on the corner. At least I believed it was Evan. Why else would a person be on that corner at that time staring up at our building? 
 
    But on the second day when he didn’t appear my stomach fell as I stood with the others waiting for him to show up. But nothing. 
 
    An emptiness filled me. Was he alright? Was it the virus or had he been attacked by evil strangers? Glancing at the others showed they were thinking the same thing. Had Evan died? 
 
    A sick sadness engulfed me. I might have lost someone again. Someone very important to me. I turned and raced away before the others saw me cry. When I got to the stairwell I plopped down on the top step and buried my face in my hands and cried. That ugly cry that I hadn’t let myself have when I realized Mom was probably dead. 
 
    My body was racked with sobs as I mourned all I had lost. Mom, Dad, the world. And now Evan. 
 
    The door opened behind me, and Liz sat down next to me, putting her arm around my shoulders, and hugging me. “We don’t know, not yet.” 
 
    “Bu … but …” I blubbered. “What if he is dead? Or … or hurt, alone.” 
 
    She squeezed my shoulders and held me, letting me cry. 
 
    On the third day at noon, the four of us stood there waiting, hoping. We must have stood there for an hour. But Evan didn’t appear.  
 
    This time I didn’t cry. I was too numb. 
 
    Somehow, I made it through the afternoon and through the night. But all I could think about was Evan. That square chin, those wide shoulders. The way his eyes crinkled when he smiled. How kind he was. How hard he worked.  
 
    He was the rock we all clung to. The foundation we stood on. 
 
    I knew the others were hurting. Sorrow at the thought of losing Evan, fear at what it might mean. That we would never escape our prison.  
 
    But it was the fourth day when it really began to sink in. Evan wasn’t there. He hadn’t forgotten. Hadn’t gotten confused about the time. In fact, I couldn’t think of one thing that would have kept Evan away from that corner except being dead.  
 
    “So,” Kevin said as we sat around the fire that night. “How long do we wait until the next person goes out?” 
 
    “Kevin!” Liz gasped. 
 
    “What? We’re all thinking it.” 
 
    My heart ached. No, it was too early. I couldn’t think that. 
 
    “We could scavenge below forty, see how long we can last. Maybe until next spring,” Justin said as he tossed another stick onto the fire.” 
 
    “But when is it going to be too low? We could send someone down there, let’s say to thirty but they come back up with the virus and we’ll all get it.” 
 
    Liz whimpered. “We’re all going to get it. Aren’t we.” 
 
    “We don’t know that,” Kevin insisted as he put an arm around her and squeezed. 
 
    Liz melted into him and my heart broke. I should have done that with Evan. Hugged him. Kissed him. Even if it was only to say goodbye. 
 
    A heavy silence fell over us until Justin looked up, “What do you think we should do Sydney?” 
 
    I sighed heavily and snapped, “how should I know? I’m not a microbiologist. I thought the snow would kill it. I was wrong.” 
 
    “We all thought that,” Kevin said as he gave me a concerned look of pity. Which just naturally set my defenses off. 
 
    “But it was my idea. That first time Evan and I talked about it. I suggested waiting for the first snow. What if we had waited as long as we could? Going one floor lower each time. Like you said, maybe we could have lasted until next spring.” 
 
    “But Evan agreed with you,” Liz said, obviously trying to console me. 
 
    I scoffed and shook my head, “That was because he already knew he was going to trick us and be the first outside.” 
 
    Kevin’s brow furrowed in confusion, obviously trying to see how one fit with the other but I ignored him. Evan had deceived me and now he was gone. 
 
    Again we fell into that awful silence. I knew they were all looking at me like I might go crazy at any moment. That hesitant look you give a psychotic person one breath away from a major episode. 
 
    Jumping up I raced out of the room. I needed to be by myself. Alone, where I could grieve in private. 
 
    Liz woke me the next morning. I’d fallen asleep at the conference table, my head on my arm which was now all tingly as the blood rushed back in. 
 
    “Sydney,” she said as she gave me that concerned look that just made me angry. Being worried about me didn’t fix the problem. Nothing would fix the problem now that we had lost Evan. 
 
    “Come help me,” she said. “We found an unopened jar of strawberry jam on forty-one. I’m going to make tarts.” 
 
    I laughed. “Liz I …” 
 
    “Come one,” she said, pulling at me. “It’s almost ten. We let you sleep but I need help.” 
 
    Scoffing, I got up, twisting to work out the kinks. Of course that made me think of Evan the way he would twist and turn every morning when he woke up after sleeping on the floor. His hard muscles moving and I lost it. 
 
    Complete meltdown with heavy crying. 
 
    “Oh, Sydney,” Liz said as she pulled me into her arms and let me cry on her shoulder. She held me, rubbing my back. 
 
    After a long moment, I pulled back to say thank you and saw the tears running down her face and knew she was hurting almost as much as me. Evan had been our friend. 
 
    “He would want us to keep fighting,” she whispered. 
 
    I half laughed and nodded, “Yes he would.” I thought as my heart once again melted. We stood there and held each other for a long minute when some distant sound began to force its way into my awareness.  
 
    A sound that made no sense. Pulling back from Liz I frowned trying to work it out. Kevin came into the conference room his face twisting in confusion. “Was that a dog barking?” 
 
    The three of us stood there, looking at each other trying to understand when there was another bark. We all heard it.  
 
    “It’s come from downstairs,” Justin said as he joined us. “Come on. Let’s go see.” 
 
    We’d barely gotten out into the hall when the stairwell door opened and a brown dog burst through followed by the greatest sight in the world. Evan Carlson bent at the waist fighting to catch his breath. Dressed in a flannel shirt, new jeans, and his boots. 
 
    “I told you,” he gasped between breaths. “Only an idiot would climb sixty flights of … stairs.” 
 
    “Evan,” I yelled and threw myself into his arms. I didn’t care how mad I was at him. I didn’t care that he was barely breathing. I didn’t worry that he might be sick. All I could think about was my desperate need to hold him and to know that he was real.  
 
    Finally, he got enough air into his lungs and pulled back. I reluctantly let him go, suddenly embarrassed at holding onto him like he was some long-lost love. We were friends, I reminded myself. Nothing more.  
 
    “Who’s this?” Liz asked as she patted the dog now leaning against her shin. 
 
    Evan smiled. “That’s Mack. He refused to be left behind. Anywhere.” 
 
    I reached out before I could stop myself and touched Evan’s arm. I just needed to remind myself that he was really there. Then I remembered the four days of misery and slapped his arm. “Where were you?” 
 
    He sighed, “Sick.” 
 
    “What?” Justin barked as he and the others stepped back. 
 
    “No. No.” Evan said as he held up his hands. “I just think it was a cold or something. I spent the morning walking in the snow. I started sneezing, running nose, sore throat. But nothing else. Maybe a low-grade fever.” 
 
    “But you stayed away,” I said to him. “You weren’t on the corner.” 
 
    His cheeks grew faintly pink with embarrassment. “Well, at first, I didn’t know for sure. I thought maybe I had it. The virus.” 
 
    My heart broke. Of course, he was all alone and thought he was dying. Obviously, we had been his least concern. 
 
    “Then,” he continued, “I didn’t want to go walking through the snow more than I had to. I figured I needed to get well enough so I could come back on day five. That is a long climb and impossible with a clogged nose.” 
 
    My heart melted and I forgave him. Of course, he had a good reason. He wasn’t the mean type who had put us through that on purpose. 
 
    “So you think it is all clear,” Justin asked with a frown. 
 
    Evan smiled widely. “I do. In fact, I saw other people. None of them appeared sick.” 
 
    “Other people?” Liz gasped. 
 
    “Well, two,” Evan replied. “An old man who ran away as soon as he saw me. And a woman in her forties in a mink coat who ducked into an apartment building before I could get to her. I didn’t want to approach her just in case. But I know where it is at, and we can try later if we want.” 
 
    “Did they have immunity?” Kevin asked. “or did they find a way to hide, like we did?” 
 
    Evan shrugged. 
 
    My heart jumped. Were some people immune from this thing? Could my mom still be alive? The four of us looked at each other unable to believe what we were hearing. We were free.  
 
    “Well, what are we waiting for,” Justin said. “It’s not like we have to pack. There isn’t a thing here I want to keep.” 
 
    “Hey,” Evan said, “Give me a few minutes, I just climbed thirty-six miles of steps.” 
 
    “What’s it like outside,” Kevin asked. 
 
    Evan smiled, “Cold. I got you guys some coats and left them at the bottom. Along with my rifle.” 
 
    That was when I noticed the pistol on his hip and balked. But then I remembered the feeling of being attacked by Jim Reading and knew I never wanted to experience that again. I pointed to the gun and said, “I want one.” 
 
    He smiled, “I know just the place.” 
 
     
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Evan 
 
    There is something so frustrating about watching girls shop for clothes. I swear. They had the entire world to pick from and they still had to look at each item twice, three times when comparing it to something else. Especially when done by flashlight. 
 
    The first thing had been getting them to the clothes store. Sydney had squealed when I pushed the door open and showed them all that was available just for them. 
 
    It took Justin and Kevin about four and a half minutes to find what they needed then the three of us stood around with folded arms waiting. I swear if Sydney had a purse she would have had me hold it for her. 
 
    Mack kept looking back and forth between the two groups trying to understand the strange beings known as humans. One of the first things I’d learned about the dog was his intense need to understand. I think it was the trauma of being left behind. I was sure that he believed if he could understand humans then he could prevent being abandoned again. 
 
    I also noticed he couldn’t let me out of his sight. I’m sure he was afraid I would disappear, and he wasn’t going to let that happen. 
 
    “So,” Justin said nodding to the rifle over my shoulder. 
 
    I shrugged. “Got them at the police station. We’ll get more later. We still don’t know what we’re dealing with down here.” 
 
    Kevin frowned, “Do we really need to? You said you’ve only seen a few people.” 
 
    “Better to have them and not need them than the other way around.” 
 
    The three of us fell into a silence as we watched the girls go through the clothes section like a fine-toothed comb. Finally, Sydney looked up and caught us watching them. She said something to Liz and they both laughed. 
 
    My heart melted hearing that laugh. Five days alone had driven home just how close we had become. I had missed them. Especially Sydney. I don’t ever think I will forget the way she looked when she saw me step out of the stairwell. It was as if I was important. Significant. A feeling that could make a guy glad to be alive. 
 
    Finally, the girls finished up, stuffing a backpack they had removed from a mannequin. I decided to take them to the house I had found. Give everyone a chance to warm up as we planned out our future. 
 
    It had continued to snow on and off for the last five days. But if we hugged the east side of the street next to the building the snow was lower and easier to get through.  
 
    “Where is this place?” Sydney asked as she hurried to walk next to me. I instinctively shifted to put her next to the building and me on the outside. 
 
    “About three blocks over. It was the first place big enough with a fireplace. A row of brownstones. Nice ones.” 
 
    She hesitated for a moment then asked, “Was it empty.” 
 
    I sighed, “It is now. I promise.” 
 
    Biting her lip she nodded then said, “We thought you were dead.” 
 
    My stomach clenched, I hated scaring them and I probably should have been more considerate, but I really had been thinking it was better to get over that cold before I went back out into the snow. 
 
    We fell into an awkward silence that made me smile. Even an awkward silence was better than an alone silence. 
 
    The other three were behind me, Justin, then Kevin, and Liz behind him. Mack was following where he could keep us all in sight. 
 
    I glanced over at Sydney and almost laughed out loud. 
 
    She caught it and frowned up at me, “What?” 
 
    “You look so different than that first day I saw you.” No longer a preppy in a business suit. Now she was dressed in a green plaid flannel shirt, jeans, perfect jeans at that, hair in a ponytail, a red and green beanie, heavy hiking boots, and a parka so thick it’d keep an arctic explorer alive through the winter. 
 
    Her brow furrowed as her cheeks grew pink. “What, you don’t like it? You think I should keep my pencil skirt?” 
 
    “No, No, you look wonderful. It is just that I don’t think anyone will ever wear a pencil skirt ever again.” I paused for a moment. As the reality began to sink in. It truly was an end of an era. The end of civilization as we knew it. Besides, the world would miss something. Sydney in a tight skirt was something of value. 
 
    We continued on, when we got to the corner, I held out a hand to guide her and felt her shiver as the heavy wind hit us from the north. Hunching my shoulders I told her to get behind me, then yelled to the others, “Single file.” 
 
    They fell in and we fought our way through the wind. Three blocks later Mack rushed past me then up the steps to our new home. 
 
    I’d spent that first afternoon finding it. Four three story brownstones parked between office buildings. A working fireplace, enough rooms. A woodpile out back. Only one body that had to be moved next door.  
 
    Stepping aside, I let them go inside then heard Kevin yell when he spotted all the food, I had stashed on the dining room table. He was stacking cans of Dinty More stew and looked up with a smile. “I want this first.” 
 
    “Let me show you around,” I said then led them upstairs. “Three bedrooms upstairs plus the master on the top floor. The toilets work. I think we are low enough that the water pressure keeps it working.” 
 
    “A bath,” Sydney said in amazement as she reached over and turned it on just to prove it really worked. “And a fireplace to make hot water.” 
 
    “Sydney and I will take this room,” Liz said as she indicated the only room with two single beds. I knew immediately that she didn’t want to sleep in a room all by herself. 
 
    Nodding, I showed them the rest of the rooms. I’d taken the master bedroom, but no one seemed upset. When we got downstairs, I started a fire then showed them the half cord of firewood in the small backyard. 
 
    “If we need to, we can break up furniture in the other houses before we start on our stuff.” 
 
    And that was how we spent our first night in our new home, sitting around a blazing fire scarfing down bowlfuls of stew. Glad to be alive. Glad to have each other. Talking about what we had gone through and how long we would have to wait until we ventured out of the city. 
 
    “I am never eating crackers again,” Kevin said as he scraped his bowl clean for that last bite. 
 
    “It is surprising how long it has snowed, “ Liz said. “I thought climate warming was supposed to stop this.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said as I stared into the fire. “I always sort of thought it was all our carbon output that was stopping us from sliding into another ice age. No people, no carbon in the atmosphere.” 
 
    The four of them looked at me like I was an idiot. I shrugged, “it was just a theory. But if it keeps up like this, it will be spring before we get out.” 
 
    We fell into a comfortable silence each lost in our own world when Justin yawned and said he was headed up to bed. Liz and Kevin left a few minutes later. Kevin helped her up from sitting on the floor and I noticed that he held her hand about six beats longer than he needed to. 
 
    Glancing over at Sydney after they had left, I raised an eyebrow, “Is something going on there?” 
 
    She smiled, “Is it surprising, people going through a stressful time together? It brings them closer.” 
 
    A guy could read a thousand different things into a statement like that. Was she talking about us? A sudden hope flowed into me, but I quickly squelched it before it could burst into life. No, Sydney and I weren’t like that. 
 
    Besides, I wasn’t what she wanted in life. And even if I was one of the few men left in the world. She deserved better. Plus there was the whole friend thing going on. If I tried something and failed. It’d be impossible around there. Awkward wouldn’t begin to describe it and it wasn’t like I could just move on and leave them behind. We’d be stuck together. Not a pretty prospect. 
 
    So that was how we started our New York winter as we called it, scrunched together in that house. It was two weeks before I could get over to the police station and get a ton of guns. I brought them home but only Sydney was interested. 
 
    A week later, on one of the clearer days, I took her out into the backyard and showed her how to use the 9mm, having her plink a few cans sitting on the fence. She was a natural. For someone who had never fired, she didn’t flinch after that first shot and was soon hitting the can almost every time. 
 
    “Who would have believed it,” Sydney said as she cleared her weapon and set it aside. “Firing two dozen bullets in the city and a hundred cops never show up. No license, nobody reporting us to ATF.” 
 
    When we stepped back inside, I glanced over at the dining room table loaded with new stuff and laughed. Kevin had become an expert at finding food. He particularly loved raiding the specialty shops. Those little boutiques that New York is famous for. Three dozen cans of caviar. Smoked salmon, Icelandic herring, pickled quail eggs, Danish canned ham, Italian pochette, and dried Portuguese sausage. Anything and everything. 
 
    I was going to thank him again when I realized I hadn’t seen him all day. “Where is Kevin anyway. Has he gone out again? I swear we have enough food to last for weeks. It’s not like it is going anywhere.” 
 
    Liz frowned, “He said he was going to the library over on New Amsterdam. He said he wanted to get Christmas presents for everyone.” 
 
    Her look of concern was like a knife to the heart. I shook my head, He shouldn’t be out there all alone. A few blocks might be okay. But that far, in this weather, not smart. It was still below freezing, and we might get hit with another blizzard at any moment. 
 
    I glanced out the window and shivered, the sun was an hour from setting. “One of us should have gone with him,” I said as I got my rifle out of the closet and holstered my pistol. 
 
    Sydney’s eyes opened wide. “Should we all go?” 
 
    “No, you guys stay here, I don’t want to end up having to be searching for you guys also.” I pulled on my gloves and wool cap. 
 
    “Hey,” Justin said, “you don’t have to be the hero every time. Let one of us give it a go.” 
 
    “Next time,” I said as I patted my leg for Mack to join me as I hurried out. Justin never would have understood. It wasn’t me needing to be a hero but a need to be doing something. I couldn’t sit and wait, it was never in me. So I pulled my coat tight, adjusted the gun on my hip, and started west towards the New Amsterdam. 
 
    I was only a couple of blocks away when I realized just how cold it had gotten. One of those clear days with a high blue sky, the sun threatening to sink in the west. But to the east in a growing gloom, angry gray clouds hovered on the horizon. 
 
    “Where are you,” I mumbled to myself as I searched the street hoping to see Kevin walking towards us. “You see him,” I said to Mack, “Don’t keep it to yourself. You hear?” 
 
    The dog looked back up at me then hurried ahead his nose to the ground. Did he know who we were looking for? I wondered then shivered again. 
 
    We made good time, we’d had about six hours of thawing a few days ago. Just enough to melt then freeze the top layer of snow letting us walk on top without sinking all the way down. We’d just gotten to Church street when a quick movement caught my eye.  
 
    My heart jumped thinking it was Kevin, but I saw immediately it wasn’t. Two guys raced around the corner of the building like they were chasing someone. 
 
    “No,” I muttered to myself. This was so not good. Stranger danger had taken on a whole new meaning in this world. Grabbing Mack’s collar, I hurried after them all the way knowing that Kevin was in danger. Don’t ask me how I knew, I just did. 
 
    When we rounded the corner, My fears were confirmed, the two men had taken Kevin. One of them held him against the brick wall, a gun in his hand, poking it into Kevin’s chest. 
 
    Because I had been holding Mack’s collar, I hadn’t pulled my pistol. Mack growled before I could get my rifle off my shoulder. I know, Dad would have been furious at me. But what can I say, I was rusty. 
 
    The big guy, the one with the gun looked over his shoulder. Maybe forty with a heavy beard. The other one next to him appeared to be my age. Both of them were surprised and I could see the fear in their eyes. 
 
    Letting go of Mack’s collar I didn’t really think, I pulled my pistol from my holster. Mack growled again but didn’t charge. 
 
    The big guy started to swing around toward me. I was just getting ready to fire, furious that I was going to have to kill one of the last remaining people on the planet when a sharp pain exploded in my head and my world suddenly dissolved into darkness. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Sydney 
 
    I wasn’t pacing because I was nervous. I swear. But Evan should have been back, and it was getting dark. A thousand fears danced through my brain. This new world had so many hidden dangers. Anything could have happened. 
 
    Liz wasn’t much better. I knew she was worried about Kevin. She sat on the hearth next to the fire and stared into nothing. That faraway look in her eyes. 
 
    Justin shook his head. “We should go after them.” 
 
    I could see it in his eyes. The shame of being left behind. Evan had a habit of hogging all the heroic moments and Justin was getting tired of it. 
 
    “We wait,” I said as I turned to retrace my steps across the living room. I knew deep down that I was adding to everyone’s nervousness by constantly pacing, but I couldn’t have stopped if I wanted to. 
 
    Justin was about to argue with me when a sharp bark outside the front door sent a burst of happiness through me. Mack and the others were back. But then the barking continued, an anxious bark that sent a cold chill down my spine. 
 
    I rushed to the door and threw it open to see Mack standing in the snow at the bottom of the steps, dancing back and forth like a jumping bean on a hot plate. I immediately scanned the street both ways looking for Evan and Kevin, but the place was empty. The silvery moonlight cast everything in gray shadows but there was enough light to see two boys walking up the street. 
 
    “Where are they?” I asked Mack. 
 
    The dog tilted his head then charged off up the street for a dozen yards before he stopped and turned to look at me as if wondering why I wasn’t following.  
 
    Both Liz and Justin had joined me on the stoop. Justin scoffed then said, “I swear he looks like Lassie, and someone has fallen down a well.” 
 
    Liz gasped. 
 
    I ignored them and hurried back inside to get my gun. All three of us wintered up with jackets, scarves, and gloves then returned outside to follow Mack. 
 
    “Show us,” I told the dog as my heart pounded in my chest.  
 
    He immediately raced up the street, stopping at the corner for us to catch up.  
 
    Every time we got within a few feet he would take off again. Around corners, down alleys, until we reached the New Amsterdam Library. The glass front door had been shattered. I froze for a second looking for a flashlight beam inside the library, but things were darker than dark. 
 
    Mack rushed around the side of the building. We chased after him then slammed to a halt as our flashlights showed red blood on the white snow. 
 
    “Evan,” I whispered, I don’t know how I knew, but I did. Using my flashlight I tried to make sense of the tracks. Four people, and one set of drag marks. He was still alive I hoped. They wouldn’t waste their time dragging a body, would they? The things were a dime a dozen now. Why keep one? 
 
    I knew I was scrambling for some kind of hope, but I had to grab anything I could. The thought of losing Evan was just unthinkable. A quick glance at Liz and I knew she was fearing the same thing with Kevin. 
 
    “There,” Justin said as he pointed down the street. 
 
    A flash of white light in a building plain as day. Moving. Like someone was using a flashlight. 
 
    I didn’t think, I didn’t take time to worry or allow my fears to stop me. I charged down the street hoping the others would follow me. Mack ran next to me, looking up at me for instructions. Reaching down I grabbed his collar, I didn’t want him charging in there until we knew what we were getting into.  
 
    My heart raced with both worry for Evan and fear about what we were rushing into. 
 
    As we got close, we slowed down then sneaked in under the window. All three of us were huffing and puffing. I felt adrenaline rushing through me like I was getting ready to take the stage for the state debate championship.  
 
    But this was too real, I thought as I pulled my gun from my holster and cocked it. The snap of the slide sounded so loud that I winced. Only when I was ready did I slowly stick my head up and look in through the window. 
 
    “No,” I gasped as an anger and terror filled me. Both Kevin and Evan were sitting in hardbacked chairs in the middle of a deserted flower shop. Evan’s head hung down, his chin resting on his chin. He was taped with gray duct tape to the chair to stop him from falling over. 
 
    My heart broke to see him like that. 
 
    Kevin sat next to him, also taped to the chair, Blood dripped from his mouth and a nasty cut dripped blood down his forehead. He stared back at his abductors with a hate I had never seen before. My insides tightened. No, be careful, I wanted to yell at him. Don’t make them mad. 
 
    But before I could finish my thought a man punched him again, snapping his head to the left. 
 
    Liz cried out. She had risen to see what I was seeing. “No,” she growled then pushed away from the building to charge in there and get her man.  
 
    “Stop,” I hissed as I held up my gun. “I go in first.” 
 
    “There are three of them,” Justin said as he sunk back down to join us. 
 
    “We’re not leaving them in there,” I told him. 
 
    “I know,” he said, “But you go in second. I’ll rush in then dive to the side. You come in after with the gun.” 
 
    My gut told me to go in first but maybe he was right. He’d divert their attention long enough for me to get in there. Besides, getting Evan and Kevin out was our goal. 
 
    “Okay,” I said to them as my heart began to pound in my chest. Seeing our people hurt like that had changed something inside of me. I wanted to destroy our enemies. Nothing, no one was allowed to hurt one of us.  
 
    “Liz, hold Mack. I don’t want him getting in the way of my shot.” 
 
    She grabbed the dog’s collar and looked at me with a fierce stare. As if to say, if you don’t hurry, I am going in there without you. 
 
    Justin paused at the door looking back at me to make sure I was ready. 
 
    I nodded as I fought to try and calm my racing heart. I swear I thought I was going to have a heart attack. I was breathing so hard I felt faint.  
 
    Justin gritted his teeth then gently pushed at the glass door just enough to see that it wasn’t locked. 
 
    He grunted with amazement, took a deep breath, then rushed through.  
 
    I followed on his hip, my gun in front of me, and yelled, “Freeze.” I know. A hundred cop shows had made an impact. 
 
    Three men turned, one of them swung the flashlight beam into my face. My gun went off, gouging a six-inch scrape off the floor between his legs. I hadn’t meant to fire but my finger sort of acted on its own.  
 
    I gasped at the realization I had almost killed a man by accident. 
 
    The flashlight bounced off the ground then rolled to the side casting the room into a weird yellow light. All three of them threw their arms into the air. 
 
    “She said freeze,” Justin yelled as he stood next to me. Liz and Mack came up on the other side. 
 
    I quickly looked around to make sure it was only these three, and there on the table were Evan’s rifle, and pistol. 
 
    Evan groaned as he tried to wake up. Kevin squirmed to get out from his tape. My heart broke seeing the bruises on his face. They had been working on him for a while. 
 
    While I was staring at Kevin one of the men, a big guy, maybe forty, was slowly moving his hand to his shoulder holster. 
 
    “Please,” I begged as I shot into the ceiling above his head, “Give me a reason.” 
 
    He froze and for the first time, I think it was beginning to sink in. He wasn’t going to get away with it. 
 
    “Using two fingers, drop the gun.” 
 
    He swallowed hard then did as I ordered, Really, he didn’t have much of a choice, I think he was just as afraid that I would shoot him on accident than I’d do it intentionally.  
 
    “Justin grab his gun, check the others. Then grab Evan’s weapons off the table.” 
 
    He moved around me from behind and approached them in a way that he never got between me and my targets. He pulled a gun from one guy’s belt and another from an ankle holster on the third guy. 
 
    Liz let go of Mack and rushed to check on Kevin.  
 
    I ignored her as I watched Justin finish up. “In the corner,” I ordered them, “On your knees, facing the wall.” 
 
    Their eyes grew big, I could see it, they thought I was going to shoot them in the back of the head. And I swear, I was surprised when the thought crossed my mind. I know. Not cool. But it was there. A burning need to end their existence.  
 
    A quick glance at Kevin and Evan only made it more intense. 
 
    Mack bared his teeth as he growled deep in his throat, pinning all three men in the corner. 
 
    “I’ll watch them,” Justin said as he pointed Evan’s pistol at them. “You check on Evan.” 
 
    I looked at him and shook my head as I handed him my pistol and took his. He frowned until I slid the slide back cocking it. “It works better this way.” 
 
    He blushed then shrugged. 
 
    Hurrying over to Evan I kneeled down next to him and started unwrapping the tape holding him in the chair. His shirt was covered in blood from a wound on the back of his head. 
 
    “Hey angel,” he mumbled as he tried to raise his head. “You took long enough.” 
 
    I laughed with relief. He was going to be all right. Evan giving me a hard time meant the world was spinning on its axis. I slipped his arm over my shoulder and tried to get him to stand up. I needed to get him home. 
 
    “What should we do with these three?” Justin asked. 
 
    “Kill them,” Liz growled through gritted teeth.  
 
    “No, no.” The youngest one cried. 
 
    “Tie them up,” Evan mumbled as he fought to stay conscious. “Do it so it will take them days to break out of them.” 
 
    I sighed with relief to have the decision taken from me. In my gut, I knew it was the right thing. Not because of them, but because of us. I don’t know if I could have done it, kill someone on his knees. I like to think I couldn’t, but I still don’t know for sure. 
 
    Liz was trying to help Kevin up, but he scowled at her and pushed her away. “Kevin,” she begged, desperate to help him. 
 
    He ignored her and made his way to our prisoners, dragging one leg. His eyes narrowed and I thought he might take the gun from Justin and shoot them himself. But instead, he pulled a cord from a blind covering a side window and started tying their hands behind their back. 
 
    I let out a long breath. I started on getting Evan out of there and home. He rested on my shoulder, and I swear it was like trying to move an iceberg, possible, but slow. When we got to the door, I looked back to see Kevin step away from the prisoners. All three of them were tied up like pigs for market, bound hands to feet and each tied off to a table leg. They weren’t going anywhere soon.  
 
    Kevin stood over them for a long moment and I still worried about him changing his mind when he let out a long breath and turned to pull Liz into a hug and follow us out of the door. The four of us had gone about ten feet when three shots rang out from inside the building. 
 
    All of us froze. Terrified at what might have happened. 
 
    Justin stepped out with a huge smile. “What, you thought I killed them?” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “No, I just fired a shot next to their ear, told them to imagine that this was the bullet that killed them. Of course, I might have broken an eardrum or two. But they are still alive.” 
 
    Evan sagged against me, and I decided not to go back and check. Instead, I focused on getting him home. Suddenly the only thing I wanted in this world was Evan safe in his bed.  
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Evan 
 
    Someone had set up a construction site in my head. Pounding bricks with a sledgehammer over and over. Taking a deep breath I forced my eyes open only to discover I was back in my bed. A storm lantern on the dresser flickered with a soft yellow light. Enough to show Sydney sitting in a chair next to my bed. 
 
    She smiled at me. A comforting, relieved smile. “How are you doing?” 
 
    “Kevin?” I asked. 
 
    “He looks like he got run over by a freight train. But he will be okay.” 
 
    I sighed. Safe, somehow, they had gotten us out of there. A faint memory of Sydney standing in the middle of the room dictating who should do what leaked into my mind and I had to smile even though it hurt. The girl was a born bad ass. No doubt about it. 
 
    Somehow, she had gotten us out of there. I had known for sure that we were going to end up dead before the night was over. But Sydney and the others had rescued us. It was enough to make a guy look at a girl differently.  
 
    “I need to see Kevin,” I said as I tried to swing my legs off the bed. 
 
    Sydney jumped up and put a hand on my chest to stop me. “No,” she ordered. “You have a concussion. Someone should stitch up the cut on the back of your head. Six or seven stitches. But all I could do was use some butterfly bandages to hold it closed and wrap your head in ace bandages.” 
 
    Ignoring her, I pushed past her. I needed to know Kevin was all right. I owed him too much. “Where are my clothes?” I asked as I realized I was down to my boxers. 
 
    Sydney blushed then said, “They were covered in blood.” 
 
    Taking a deep breath I stood up. Sydney turned away to give me some privacy as I wobbled over to my dresser and pulled out pants and a T-shirt. 
 
    “Do I remember that we left them tied up? Those men.” 
 
    Sydney didn’t turn around to watch me dress instead she continued to look at the opposite wall. “Yes. You told us to. And I still think you shouldn’t get out of bed.” 
 
    She didn’t see me shrug. Ignoring her I started for my door. I needed to do this. A debt that needed to be acknowledged. I know, not smart. It could have waited but I wasn’t thinking straight at the time. 
 
    “Evan,” she said as her eyes begged me not to go.  
 
    I stopped and said, “Thank you Sydney. For saving us. You were fantastic. But I need to check on Kevin.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes then sighed with acceptance as she grabbed the storm lantern to follow me. 
 
    I used both handrails to go down the stair then stopped in front of Kevin’s door and knocked as I gathered myself. 
 
    “Yes,” Liz said. 
 
    I opened the door to find Liz sitting on the side of Kevin’s bed. He was sitting up, leaning back against a half dozen pillows. And Sydney was right, the kid did look like he’d been run over by a train. Blue and yellow bruises were all over his face. Both lips split in multiple places. The left eye was swollen, and half closed. Thick white bandages around his head covered a nasty cut on his forehead.  
 
    It looked like that train had backed up and run him over twice. 
 
    Our eyes locked, resharing a moment. My heart relaxed once I knew he was going to be okay. He’d been hurt but he would survive. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “I owe you, man.” 
 
    Even under all that bruising, I saw a blush of humility as he looked down at his hands. 
 
    Liz’s brow furrowed as she looked at Kevin then back at me. “Why? What happened.” 
 
    “It was nothing,” Kevin quickly interjected. 
 
    “Ha,” I scoffed as I pulled out a desk chair and sat down. It was getting harder and harder to keep standing. “They were getting ready to start working on me,” I said as a cold shiver ran down my spine. “I was half out of it. But I saw that much. The big guy was getting ready when Kevin made them hit him instead of me. I swear I don’t think I have ever heard better insults in my entire life.” 
 
    Kevin continued to stare down at his hands then shrugged. 
 
    “What was it you called him? And inbred imbecile born to a two-dollar whore?” 
 
    Kevin laughed. “My favorite was telling that young guy that he was too pretty to be in their group, and it was obvious they were keeping him around for troll bait.  
 
    Liz’s eyes grew twice their size as she stared at Kevin.  
 
    “But why?” Justin asked from the doorway. 
 
    Kevin shrugged. “Because I was afraid Evan would answer their questions. He was so far out of it. He wouldn’t have known what they were asking.” 
 
    “He’s right,” I told them. “I didn’t know where I was at and who was talking. There is no telling what I might have told them.” 
 
    “What questions?” Sydney demanded. 
 
    I looked at Kevin. He took a deep breath. “They wanted to know where you were.” 
 
    “Me?” Sydney asked with a frown. 
 
    “Not just you. The girls. That was all they wanted. They wouldn’t shut up about it. One of them had seen us all together, that day we got out of the tower. But they lost us and had spent the last month looking for us when I showed up out of nowhere.” 
 
    “Us?” Liz asked. “Why us?” 
 
    Kevin just looked at her until awareness began to sink in. I glanced over at Sydney to see the color drain from her face. This was a different world. The rules of civilization no longer applied. 
 
    “I should have killed them,” Justin said through clenched teeth. 
 
    “Thank you, man,” I said to Kevin as I held out my hand. “You were right. I might have told them, and I would have hated myself for the rest of my life. You stopped that from happening.” 
 
    He winced when he tried to smile but he took my hand. “And if you and Mack hadn’t shown up. There is no telling what would have happened to me.” 
 
    “And of course,” I said, “There was the lioness names Sydney, the mama bear known as Liz, and the lone wolf called Justin. Without them. We would be nothing more than a bloody stain on the floor.” 
 
    The five of us looked at each other, accepting that we had again avoided a tragedy. 
 
    “Now,” I said as I tried to stand up. “I will let you get some rest.” 
 
    Liz took Kevin’s hand as she looked into his eyes with a strange intensity that made me feel warm inside. I nodded with my head so that we could leave them alone. Instead of going upstairs, I turned to go down. Sydney shot me an angry look. But I needed to sit by a fire and think. 
 
    Things changed after that. Of course, they did. For one thing. I started giving shooting lessons every day for a week first Justin and Liz, then Kevin when he got well enough. No one turned their nose up. 
 
    “Remember,” I told them. “A man unwilling to use a gun will always be the slave to a man willing. You can’t hesitate. If it comes down to kill or being killed. You chose the former.” 
 
    The next thing we did was make the place as secure as possible. We removed the cupboard doors to use for boarding up the windows in the front, and the kitchen. Justin built a barricade for the front door by fabricating some holders on either side of the door then dropping a 4x4. It’d take a tank to get through it. 
 
    “We’ve created another prison, another castle,” Liz said when we were done. 
 
    “Not much choice I said to her. We don’t know who is out there. If not the three guys we ran into there might be others. But at least we can leave when we want to.” 
 
    “We should load up on supplies and hide here until spring. They won’t find us if they don’t see us moving around.” 
 
    “Smoke from the chimney,” I reminded them. “But you are right. We need to stock up. They could wait for us outside and lay siege to the place. Trapping us in here, waiting to starve us out. We’ll all go together, tomorrow, and get enough to last until April.” 
 
    A silence fell over the group as we each remembered what would happen come spring. We would go and try to find our families. 
 
    The next morning we hit the stores loading up on enough food t last for months. I threw in a couple jugs of lamp oil and flashlight batteries.  
 
    When we were putting the food away Kevin said, “We need to go out again. For Christmas stuff.” 
 
    “Isn’t that what got us into this mess,” Justin replied 
 
    “Kevin is right,” Liz said, jumping to his defense. “We need to keep some things as normal.” 
 
    So, we spent a second day getting what we needed. Each of us took turns guarding the door at the drugstore as the others browsed the aisles. The girls also demanded that we get an artificial tree and a ton of ornaments. 
 
    We were loaded down with boxes and stuff. Justin looked like he’d cleared out half the store but he’d wrapped up everything in towels so no one could see what he’d gotten. 
 
    I thought they were crazy but that night after the tree was done, the ornaments sparkling in the firelight I had to admit they were right. It did feel special. 
 
    On Christmas morning I woke to the scent of biscuits and fried summer sausage. Liz and Sydney had woken early to make a special breakfast of scrambled eggs from powders eggs. Biscuits and gravy made from summer sausage. And canned mandarin oranges. 
 
    “It smells wonderful,” I said as I tried to sneak a biscuit. Sydney caught me and slapped at my hand with a wooden spoon. I laughed and felt good. 
 
    We waited until after the breakfast before exchanging gifts. I gave both Liz and Sydney a fancy brush and comb set and a bunch of makeup. 
 
    “What?” Sydney asked. “You don’t think we are pretty enough, and we need this?” 
 
    “No, no,” I said as I threw up my hands. “That isn’t it. I …” 
 
    Sydney laughed then leaned over and kissed my cheek. “You are too easy.” 
 
    Laughing inside, the girl was right. I was too gullible when it came to them. I then gave Justin and Kevin pocketknives. Small enough to fit in a pocket, big enough to stick someone with and do some damage. They both smiled, obviously pleased.  
 
    Kevin gave me Huckleberry Finn and Justin Tom Sawyer. “The classics need to be kept alive. Plus they made me think of you guys.” He then gave Sydney, ‘Little Women’. “And you are Jo.” 
 
    She smiled then hugged the book before giving him a deep hug.  
 
    He then handed Liz a small package wrapped in green and red stripe Christmas paper. Liz opened it then pulled out a gold locket shaped like a heart. Her eyes grew misty as she opened it then gasped. He had cut out the picture from his driver's license and put it in the locket. 
 
    “Oh, Kevin,” she cried as she threw herself at him. “It is so beautiful.” 
 
    He blushed but I could tell he was ecstatic. She hadn’t laughed in his face. 
 
    Sydney gave Liz a Diary. “You’ve almost filled the one you’re using.” She then gave each of us guys a belt holster with our initials carved into the leather. 
 
    “Perfect,” I told her. “But those aren’t my real initials.” 
 
    Her face turned white as she stammered. 
 
    “You are too easy,” I told her, and she slapped my arm. 
 
    Liz gave Justin, me, and Sydney postcards showing the Palmer building. The building we had hidden in at the first of the plague. On the back, she had written, “Our first castle. I will never forget being saved by you. Thank you.” 
 
    She then handed Kevin a small rectangular box and said, “Don’t open it until later. When you are alone. You will understand.” 
 
    Kevin frowned but he nodded.  
 
    I glanced over at Sydney to see her giving Liz a secret smile. 
 
    “And now me,” Justin said as he got up and ran down to the basement. We waited, looking at each other until he came back up lugging a stationary exercise bike. 
 
    “Really. I told you. I don’t do exercise,” Kevin said with a curious frown. 
 
    Justin smiled as he set the bike up in the middle of the living room then ran back downstairs and returned with a laptop. 
 
    All four of us just stared. Kevin shook his head, “Those things are useless without electricity.” 
 
    Smiling from ear-to-ear Justin fiddled around with some wire, plugged the laptop in then got on the bike and started peddling. 
 
    We still remained confused until he leaned over and opened the laptop. Each of us gasped as the WINDOWs log-in appeared on the screen.  
 
    “It took me forever to figure it out. But I got one of those bike generators to charge the front light. I converted it over. It takes about two hours to charge up a computer. We don’t have a web to go to. But we can use it to watch DVDs. Charge your phones, look at pictures, listen to your music.” 
 
    “Oh Justin,” both Sydney and Liz said as they hugged him. “Thank you. Thank you.” 
 
    I sat back and smiled, a little bit of civilization had returned. 
 
    We spent that evening watching the two greatest Christmas movies ever, ‘It is a Wonderful Life’ and ‘Die Hard.’ 
 
    After the others had gone to bed, I asked Sydney the question that had been bothering me all day. “What do you think Liz gave Kevin.” 
 
    Sydney just smiled that Cheshire cat smile then went up to bed. The next morning I figured it out when I caught Liz sneaking out of Kevin’s room with a huge smile. She saw me staring at her and didn’t flinch. Just smiled more and more. Like a person who had finally gotten what they had always wanted. 
 
    And that was how we spent the winter. Holed up in our new fortress waiting for spring. We had two weeks of thaw with most of the snow melting away. We were just waiting for the flooding to recede when our world shifted once more. 
 
    It was the middle of the night when I heard Mack whining at the back door. Grumbling under my breath I made it down the stairs to let him outside. But when I opened the door, I was greeted by a smoky smell and an orange gleam coming from uptown. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Sydney 
 
    I was shivering under a dozen blankets, thinking about going downstairs and starting a fire when there was a soft knock at my door. 
 
    “Sydney, I need you,” Evan said from the other side of the door. 
 
    My heart jumped until I realized he hadn’t sounded seductive. No, this was Evan needing me for something other than needing me, if you know what I mean. 
 
    I quickly pulled on a robe and opened the door. He stood there in a white T-shirt stretched across his broad chest and PJ bottoms. We all slept in PJs. It was just too darn cold all the time. 
 
    “There’s a fire, in the city,” Evan gasped. 
 
    My forehead crinkled in confusion.  
 
    “I need you to wake the others. We might have to bug out.” 
 
    My stomach dropped. Okay, this was serious. Evan didn’t fluster easily but I could see it in his eyes. He was worried. Even worse was that Mack looked worried. 
 
    He headed back downstairs. I banged on Justin’s door then Kevin’s. Liz opened the door and frowned. “Downstairs. Evan needs us.” 
 
    I ran back into my room and got dressed. No way I was facing a possible tragedy in my pajamas. When we got downstairs Evan was standing at the back door looking out. Framed in an orange glow, he looked like a powerful statue standing at the gate to hell. 
 
    Liz gasped, Kevin cursed, and Justin just shook his head. “When are we going to find a world that isn’t always trying to kill us?” 
 
    “We need to get on the road,” Evan said without looking away. “Before this thing wraps around behind us and traps us.” 
 
    “But the streets are flooded,” Liz said. “How can there be a fire?” 
 
    Evan shrugged. “The buildings aren’t wet on the inside. This thing looks so big it is probably jumping from building to building. And the fire department is sort of absent.” 
 
    I winced inside as my mind scrambled to make sense of it all. 
 
    “Sydney, you come with me. We’ll get transportation. You guys get stuff packed. Food, clothes. We can get more. But we don’t know when or where.” 
 
    The others nodded. Evan ran upstairs to get changed then slipped his rifle’s sling over his shoulder and checked the magazine before holstering his pistol. He shot me a look, silently asking if I was ready then told the others to keep Mack with them. 
 
    “Where are we going?” I asked as I looked at the glowing sky. I swear it had gotten brighter and closer. An orange that turned the black sky into some kind of Halloween hell. Then something exploded sending yellow flames shooting into the air.” 
 
    Evan turned to run but I saw it in his eyes. He was scared. Not just for him. But for us. I knew him. He didn’t scare easily. 
 
    I charged after him, my boots sloshing through the slush and deep puddles. Snow and debris had clogged the storm drains covering the streets with six to ten inches of water.  
 
    “Where are we going?” I asked again as I fought to keep up with him. 
 
    He pointed to a car garage across the street and raced up the ramp looking left and right until he found what he wanted. A huge white Lincoln Navigator. Evan nodded to himself, glanced at the parking spot number then started back up the next ramp. 
 
    “Won’t that one work? It’s big enough.” 
 
    Ignoring me he continued on until he slid to a stop before a small MG sports car. Again he registered the spot number and turned to race back down to the office. When we got there it didn’t take him but a minute to find the keys hanging on a peg board. Then some jumper cables rolled up on a desk. 
 
    I fought to stop from yelling at him. Why did he even need me? Again we raced back up to the MG. 
 
    “Get in. This will be easy to push out and start. We need it to jump the navigator. Get in.” 
 
    I balked. I’d never driven a stick. “You do it. I’ll push it out.” 
 
    He didn’t fight me, just squeezed himself into the tiny car then looked at me waiting. I pushed it out and he turned it so it would roll down the ramp. “Meet me down there,” he said as he let it roll forward then popped the clutch. The car hitched and coughed then fired.  
 
    By the time I got down to the Lincoln, he had both hoods up and the cables connected. He gave it a moment to charge, both of us standing there our hearts racing  another distant explosion occurred.” 
 
    “That is Soho,” I said with a shudder, no more than ten blocks away. 
 
    “Closer,” he said. “I think those are cars exploding. 
 
    Suddenly a crumbling crash echoed through the garage. “That wasn’t a car.” 
 
    He shrugged. “A building collapsing.” 
 
    “We need to go,” said as I jumped into the MG and gave it gas to hurry the charging. 
 
    Evan slid into the Navigator and turned the key. There was nothing but two clicks, then silence. 
 
    “We’ve got to give it time. It’s been nine months and a cold winter.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but wonder if we would be trapped here. Was this how my life ended, burned to a crisp in a car garage? 
 
    He tried again, this time the car turned over, chugging twice then catching and firing.  
 
    “Get in,” he yelled.  
 
    I pulled the cables and slammed the hood. I hadn’t even finished belting in when Evan tore out of the parking spot bumping the still running MG out of the way. He flew down the ramp and crashed through the wooden barrier without even slowing and raced for home.  
 
    Water flew off to the side in huge waves. “Will the water kill the engine?” I asked. 
 
    “Not deep enough. Not unless we hit a hidden hole.” 
 
    When we got there, the others were waiting for us on the stupe. Backpacks at their feet, Liz holding Mack. They threw the bags in the back then jumped in. Kevin and Liz in the middle seat. Justin and Mack in the far back seat.  
 
    The air was smelling more and more burnt, and I could hear a distant rumble in the distance. Evan sped around a corner and stomped on the brakes. All of us slammed into our seatbelts. Poor Mack slid off his seat. 
 
    I was going to yell at Evan then I saw the wall of flames a block down. Both sides of the street had buildings with flames licking out of windows. Beyond them more buildings fully engulfed. As we sat there in awe a portion of a building wall fell into the street like a literal ton of bricks. 
 
    Evan shifted to reverse and pulled back around the corner. “That was the way to the Brooklyn Bridge.” 
 
    “What about the Holland tunnel,” Justin asked from the back. 
 
    “Flooded, I’d bet,” Evan answered as he swung around another corner. “We’ll try and see if we can get to the Manhattan Bridge.” 
 
    I held my breath as Evan swerved around a car parked in the middle of the street then hit a hard right. Again, both sides of the street were aflame with buildings burning. But instead of stopping Evan hit the gas. 
 
    “We don’t have a choice.” 
 
    Every instinct told me to run the other way. But we were truly trapped. There was no other way out. Buildings erupted in flames turning the night as bright as day. Smoke seeped into the car making it hard to breathe but still Evan charged on. 
 
    We were just past the park when another building started to let go. Evan swerved to the right and we made it past just as the building crumbled behind us. 
 
    It was as if I had entered Dante’s inferno. And yes, Mrs. Powel, my tenth-grade English teacher would have been proud of me for coming up with that reference. But really. It was what I felt. The world was coming to an end. AGAIN.  
 
    Then Evan swung hard to the right and there before us was the bridge. And no fire on the other side. 
 
    “We made it,” Liz whispered as she grabbed Kevin’s hand. 
 
    Then I saw the pile of cars at the head of the bridge and felt my heart sink. It looked like someone had created a jigsaw puzzle out of cars, interlocking them.  
 
    My soul hurt. Why couldn’t it ever be easy?  
 
    “Grab the bags,” Evan yelled as he slammed to a stop and jumped out to look at the raging fire behind us. 
 
    “We can’t abandon the car?” I said to him. 
 
    He frowned at me like I’d grown a second head. “There are thousands to pick from. We’ll get something on the other side.”  
 
    Oh yeah, right. End of civilization, remember Sydney.  
 
    The others joined us, handing me and Evan our backpacks. And that was how we left the city. A few steps ahead of a holocaust. But the six of us were alive. That was all that mattered. 
 
    Of course, now we had to face the truth. It was time to find out what happened to our families.  
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Evan 
 
    I closed my eyes and took a deep breath then started coughing up a lung. The smoke was thicker than burnt pudding. “Come on,” I said as I unslung my rifle and threw my pack over a shoulder, and started to weave my way between the cars. Hundreds of them all jammed together. It looked like there had been an accident and cars kept coming in, piling up with too many cars behind them to back up and get away.  
 
    Sydney hurried up next to me taking two strides for every one of mine, but I didn’t slow down. We had made it out of Manhattan, but we didn’t know what we were getting ourselves into. Again, a new world. 
 
    The stars to the east were disappearing and the sky had grown light enough we didn’t need flashlights. The smell of burnt city hung in the air. “We need to find a car lot or another parking garage. Justin, you take tail end Charlie. Everyone keep their head on a swivel.” 
 
    He grunted an acknowledgment then fell back a half dozen paces. 
 
    Everyone was quiet, each lost in their own world as we walked up the middle of the street. We had instinctively spread out so we could cover every quadrant.  
 
    There wasn’t as much flooding on this side, higher ground, better runoff. I don’t know. I just knew I was grateful we didn’t have to slog our way through ten inches of water. 
 
    We were maybe ten blocks in when a new noise made me stop. All of us stood frozen in place ready to run when a guy on an off-road motorcycle turned a corner and slammed to a stop. His bike idled as he sat there looking at us. 
 
    A thousand thoughts danced through my mind. Why would someone be using an off-road motorcycle in New York? Who was this guy and what did he want?  
 
    He was dressed in a black leather coat with long hair and goggles. I swear he looked like a wanna-be thug. 
 
    “There,” I said pointing to an empty storefront. We were too exposed. I didn’t know if this guy had friends.  
 
    Kevin kicked out the front door and we stormed in, taking up position in case we were attacked. It made my heart swell with pride when I saw that each of them had pulled their gun. Ready for anything. 
 
    The guy on the bike just shook his head, gunned it, and took off. Who was he? I wondered and how had he survived. 
 
    The sound of his motorcycle disappeared into the distance. Only when I thought it was truly clear did I start us off again. Sydney kept looking at me strangely, I knew she wanted to ask a thousand questions, but she was smart enough to know I didn’t have any answers. 
 
    A few blocks later we found a car lot and lucked out, they had another Navigator, a black one this time. Again we found a sports car with a stick shift, all four of them pushed me enough to get it started then we used it to jump the Navigator and we are on the road.  
 
    I think it was at that point that I felt my world shift again. We were safe, but we were heading to a truth I didn’t want to face.  
 
    No one questioned my decision to take 475 and head through Queens out to Long Island towards my parent’s house. A quiet fell over all of us. Sydney would occasionally glance at me with a concerned look. I could see the pity in her eyes. 
 
    Every part of me wanted to turn around and not face what I was going to find. But another part needed to know. Had they lived? Dad was pretty resourceful. If anyone could, he would have.  
 
    How much food had they had? How long had the virus lasted? Those were the two parameters that would determine everything. 
 
    The closer we got the sicker I grew. Was I about to find my parents dead in our home? Each mile was like the tick of a timebomb.  
 
    When we reached Medford, I pulled off and started weaving my way back to the suburban neighborhood we had lived in. Everything was so empty. Blowing trash the only movement. An eerie silence hovered over this world. No lawnmowers, no yelling kids. No music blaring from some teenager's car. Nothing but death. 
 
    No bodies, I realized. Either everyone had made it home or the animals had gotten to them.  
 
    I swallowed hard. Sydney reached over and touched my arm trying to be supportive but all I could think about was my folks. They had been good parents. Not perfect, but pretty darn close. And then everything became very real. 
 
    Our house was gone. Burnt to a crisp. Months ago it looked like, last fall. A charcoal black two-by-four stuck up out of a black mass of charred debris.  
 
    I sat there in the Navigator looking at where my house used to be. What had happened? Had dad turned it into a funeral pyre at the end? A bolt of lightning? A gas explosion? 
 
    I would never know I realized as my heart crumbled into a thousand pieces. They were gone.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Sydney said. 
 
    Biting my lip, I backed up the car and turned around. 
 
    “Where are we going?” She asked. 
 
    “Albany,” I said without looking over at her. I knew if I did, I would see that questioning look. How could I leave so easily. How could I not care? But she would never understand. They were gone. I knew it in my soul. I had always known. This just confirmed it. 
 
    The others kept quiet as I retraced our path. I know they were worried about me. Felt my pain. But I also knew they were thinking of their own families and the truth they were going to have to face in a few hours. 
 
    I decided to take the Verrazzano Bridge and go up through New Jersey instead of working our way through the City. The Orange glow had diminished but I didn’t want to get anywhere near that disaster.  
 
    As I drove, I couldn’t help but notice the lack of cars. There were a few sitting in the middle of their lane, but I was able to weave my way around them easily and barely had to slow down. I noticed a semi jackknifed on the other side of the road, but we were blessed. 
 
    My mind had sort of become this numb machine. Able to drive without thinking. No, what ifs. No, why me? No memories. Just being. I also knew I would grieve when I could be alone.  
 
    Just outside of West Point, I found a rest stop so everyone could take a bathroom break. Kevin broke out some protein bars and we are on the road once more. 
 
    As we got closer, I noticed that the tension in the car was going up with each mile. My heart broke thinking about what they were about to go through. We all knew the truth. But facing it was just too hard. 
 
    Liz was curled up under Kevin’s arm. Justin stared off into nothing. Sydney kept wringing her hands. 
 
    “Do we have to do this?” Kevin asked. “I mean …” 
 
    I shrugged. The others didn’t say anything until Sydney let out a long breath. “We have to see.” 
 
    That was my cue, so I kept driving. Though slower this time, giving them a chance to change their mind.  
 
    We were just on the outskirts of Albany when I had to come to a quick stop. Concrete Jersey barriers had been placed across both sides of highway 87. What made it truly remarkable was the man standing behind the barrier with his hand up, the international signal to stop.  
 
    We each looked at each other, silently asking what could go wrong next. I hesitated to open the door. The thought of talking to a stranger just set my nerves on end. That whole germ thing had sort of taken a hold. But really there was no other way, so I got out and started for the barrier. 
 
    Sydney and the others joined me, the five of us and Mack approached. The man didn’t pull a gun. There weren’t a bunch of people hiding ready to take us out. It was just this guy, maybe late twenties, with his hand in a cast. 
 
    His brow narrowed as he watched us. “What can I do for you guys?” he asked like he was working at a Starbucks or something. 
 
    “Can we get in?” Sydney asked. “We used to live here.” 
 
    The guy studied us for a long moment then said. “If you come in, you’ll be put to work.” 
 
    “How many survived?” I asked as my hopes started to go up. 
 
    He frowned then shook his head. “There are twenty-two of us.” 
 
    “What” Kevin gasped. “Out of all Albany, only Twenty-Two survived.” 
 
    Again he shook his head. “No one in Albany survived. Most of us are off farms from outside of the city.” 
 
    It was like a punch to the gut. I could see it in their eyes. The truth.  
 
    “No one?” Sydney asked in a whisper. 
 
    “Not in the city. Believe me, we looked.” 
 
    Again a painful silence fell over everyone. I kept to the side, letting them deal with it themselves. I’d just gone through it a few hours earlier but there wasn’t anything I could say or do that would make it easier. 
 
    “What kind of work,” Justin asked. 
 
    “Moving bodies,” The guy said as he pointed to a distant plume of smoke. “We got to worry about typhoid, cholera, stuff like that. There’s this guy. Jake Sinclair, he’s sort of in charge. A rich guy who owned a big farm to the east. He says before we do anything we have to dispose of everybody. You come in here. You’ll be doing it too.” 
 
    “Why don’t you just leave?” I asked him. “Nothing stopping you.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Where am I going to go? Ain’t the whole world like this? No matter where you go, it’s going to be full of bodies. At least this way eventually we’ll be clear of them.” 
 
    I glanced at the others. They had each known it was doubtful to find that their families had survived. But the truth still hurt. Kevin, Liz, and Sydney each had that thousand-yard stare as they tried to figure out their new world. Only Justin looked as if it was no big deal. I wondered what that was all about. He’d been so worried about his Mom back when this all started. Now it was like he’d just been informed that the basketball game had been moved to Saturday. 
 
    “It’s up to you guys,” I said to them although the idea of moving a couple hundred thousand bodies didn’t seem all that pleasing but I’d do it if they wanted to. 
 
    “The hospital …” Sydney asked. 
 
    “No one,” the guy said again as if trying to break through a wall of denial. 
 
    I glanced at each one and realized they didn’t know what to do next. We’d never really talked about the future beyond this point. And it was obvious we couldn’t go back to Manhattan. They all looked at me, wanting me to make the decision. 
 
    Sighing heavily I said, “We need to talk about it. We’ll let you know.” 
 
    The guy pursed his lips then nodded. Really it wasn’t much of a problem to him whether we stayed or left. 
 
    Nodding back to the car I got them inside then turned to ask. “What do you guys want?” 
 
    “I want my Mom,” Liz said with a tear running down her cheek. 
 
    “I’m not going in there,” Justin said. “With our luck, we’d catch some deadly disease for sure.” 
 
    I glanced over at Sydney. “She’s gone.” The sadness in her eyes tore at my soul. “I don’t need to see her body to know that.” 
 
    Kevin nodded. Then Liz joined him.  
 
    “Okay then, where next?” I asked them. 
 
    “Anywhere there isn’t a ton of bodies creeping everything out,” Justin said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Someplace with space,” Liz said. “That guy said people on farms survived. Maybe we should do that in case it comes back.” 
 
    Kevin shrugged, obviously willing to go with whatever Liz wanted. 
 
    “West,” Sydney said. “I don’t know where. We’ll know when we find it. But west.” 
 
    And like that our new path was determined. Everything that happened after that point could be traced back to that one word, “West.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty 
 
    Sydney 
 
    So that became our life, drifting west. No goal, no reason for living. I think each of us was dealing with the finality of it all. Before, there had been this hope, this thing to cling to. But now, it was gone and none of us really knew what to do next. 
 
    We spent that first night in western New York. Some town I never learned the name of. A roadside motel with four unbodied rooms. When Kevin put his arm around Liz’s shoulder and took her into their room my insides clenched up with pure jealousy. To have someone’s shoulder to cry on sounded just so appealing. But instead, I cried into my pillow that night.  
 
    I was tempted to knock on Evan’s door, but something held me back. He was going through his own pain I reminded myself. The last thing he needed or wanted was some useless female weeping her eyes out screaming at the world. 
 
    The next morning Evan said we needed to gas up and got a hose and some buckets from a hardware store, popped the cover on a tank at a gas station and began siphoning. Suddenly he started coughing and gagging as he spat out a quart of gas. 
 
    I swear the guy kept it up for ten minutes trying to get the taste out of his mouth. 
 
    “We’ve got to figure out a better way,” Justin said. 
 
    “You think?” Evan snapped then started coughing again.  
 
    Eventually, he found a hand pump and we used that to gas up the Navigator. But I don’t think I will ever forget seeing that shocked, surprised look on Evan’s face. It was sort of nice to see him not perfect. You know what I mean. 
 
    Like I said, that became our life. Get gas, raid a store for food. We got camping stuff, sleeping bags, a Coleman stove, and lanterns. Then used them at the motels we stopped at. Each day one of us would be in charge of dinner. We’d get what we needed from the nearest store and cook up a hot meal. 
 
    Kevin always picked Dinty Moore's stew. But Liz was the best, she’d make things like cheese less Enchiladas. Or powdered egg quiche. 
 
    Then we’d drag some chairs out of the rooms, break up some furniture and build a bonfire in the parking lot then sit around staring into the flames. 
 
    I could feel this despair sitting on us like a load of heavy bricks, but I couldn’t find a way to get out from underneath. Mack tried, he’d make the rounds each night, laying his head on our laps. Stare up at us with those soulful eyes, begging to be told how to make us feel better. 
 
    We were two weeks down our new path when Evan jumped up and stormed off into the night.  
 
    “Where are you going?” I yelled after him as my heart hitched. That was my biggest fear. Losing someone else I cared about. Mom dying had torn a hole in my heart. What about Dad? Had they gotten out of the harbor in time? Had they stayed away long enough?  
 
    I wondered if I should ask if we could go to San Diego to check. But I knew it was hopeless. Even if they lived, I’d never find them.  
 
    As the night grew darker, I kept looking in the direction Evan had gone. Where was he? My gut tightened. Why couldn’t he just tell us what he was up to? He had changed. He talked less. And spent his time staring off into the distance. 
 
    But then I couldn’t blame him, could I? But a part of me just wanted him back. The guy who always knew what to do. The rock in the stream that I could cling to. 
 
    Mack suddenly got up to stare into the darkness and then barked. That happy bark welcoming a member of the pack. 
 
    Evan stepped into the firelight and started passing out bottles. 
 
    “What’s this?” Liz asked.  
 
    “That one is peppermint schnapps,” Evan told her as he handed a bottle of Johnny Walker Black to Justin. “If you don’t like it, trade with someone else.” 
 
    Her brow narrowed. “Why?” 
 
    I know I was wondering the same question as he gave me a bottle of rum and a bottle of Eggnog. The kind that is preserved and lasts forever. 
 
    “Because we are going to get drunk,” he said as he plopped down in a chair and unscrewed the top off a bottle of Jack Daniels, “Here’s to you Dad,” he said as he raised the bottle then took a long drink. He winced then smiled. 
 
    The four of us stared at him, confused, and I’ll admit, worried. But then Kevin raised his bottle of Tequila and toasted his parents before taking a drink. He coughed almost as much as Evan had when he’d gotten that mouthful of gasoline.  
 
    I dumped half the bottle of Eggnog on the ground then filled up the rest with rum. Shook it and took a sip. A warm burning feeling filled me. Was this smart? I wondered. Wasn’t this new world filled with monsters? Jim Reading, those three guys who beat Kevin and Evan. But then that warmth began to sink in, and I took another drink. 
 
    “To Coach Simpson,” Justin said as he raised his bottle. 
 
    “To Dungeon and Dragons,” Kevin said then began to giggle before he took another sip, this time not coughing at all. 
 
    And that was what we did, Remember the good times. The good people in our lives that we had lost. Every so often someone would throw another piece of furniture onto the fire then we would sink into silence until someone remembered someone they wanted to toast. 
 
    My head began to twirl. I lifted up my bottle and realized it was half gone. How had Evan known I would come to love Rum and Eggnog?  
 
    Glancing over I saw Liz begin to cry, long slow tears rolling down her cheeks and I wanted to go to her, but Kevin reached over and took her hand I and I realized that was what she needed. 
 
    That was how we spent our night. Evan yelled at the sky, or god, I don’t know which. Justin shifted from maudlin to giggly back to maudlin.  
 
    I sat there and realized how much I loved each one of them. This was my new family I realized. The people I would always care about. 
 
    “To you. All of you,” I said as I raised my bottle. “I …. I ove you all.” 
 
    Evan laughed at my slurred speech, but he didn’t laugh at the emotion. 
 
    Slowly we ran out of wood for the fire. Then we ran out of booze. Liz helped Kevin to their room. I noticed her bottle of Schnapps had hardly been touched. Just when she toasted. Probably enough to give her a buzz but not enough to get her drunk. 
 
    My mind wobbled from side to side as I tried to think of what I should do. It kept drifting off to weird thoughts that didn’t make sense. But when I stood up, I stumbled into Evan, it wasn’t intentional, at least I don’t think so.  
 
    For just the briefest moment I looked up into his eyes and thought I saw what I wanted to see. That need for me. But then my body betrayed me as I turned away and threw up. A deep retching vomiting that I was afraid would never stop. 
 
    A cold shame filled me but then my mind wandered away and I sort of forget everything after that.  
 
    In the middle of the night I woke up to find the bed still spinning as I fought to stop from being thrown off the world. But then again darkness took me. 
 
    Of course the next morning I wanted to crawl into a hole and die. Not just the hangover But remembering the look in Evan’s eyes when I puked. God, could a girl ever make a worse impression?  
 
    What was even more embarrassing was knowing the evidence of what happened was still out there in the parking lot. 
 
    We didn’t travel that day. Each of us was fighting our own demons. But Evan had been right. Things were different after. We had started to put it behind us.  
 
    It was well after lunch when we started to get together. Kevin looked ashen-faced and blurry-eyed. Justin just shook his head at Evan and said, “Next time. Let’s do pot.” 
 
    “There won’t be a next time,” Liz said with a serious shake of her head. “I’m not sharing the end of the world with a bunch of drunks.” 
 
    I didn’t laugh. It hurt too much to laugh. Instead, I wobbled across the street to the grocery store and grabbed a bottle of mouthwash and some diaper wipes. But Liz was right. Never again.  
 
    Things changed again. We became more comfortable with our new world. We had everything we needed to survive. Food. Weapons. Shelter. Everything except what we had lost. 
 
    But slowly, an adventure feel sort of took over. A desire to keep moving. Seeing what was on the other side of that hill. We occasionally saw people. Usually on farms. But we didn’t stop. No one tried to wave us down. Each was armed. And almost always alone.  
 
    Without discussing it we stuck to the back roads. Avoiding the huge interstates. Evan always drove. We didn’t covet the job. We knew that Evan had to have something to do. So we let him do it.  
 
    We had crossed over the Missouri River and were on a long stretch of a Nebraska two-lane highway when our world changed once again. I had my head buried in a map, sitting up next to Evan, he suddenly began to slow down then said, “That’s not something you see every day.” 
 
    An old man was driving down the middle of the road in a motorized wheelchair with a cocker spaniel sitting in his lap, and a shopping cart being pulled behind. 
 
    My jaw dropped as I tried to make sense out of it. 
 
    Evan came to stop and allowed the man to draw closer. We looked at each other questioning. I shrugged. Another new thing.  
 
    Laughing to himself, Evan got out. We joined him, standing in front of the truck waiting for the man. Evan can be just so naturally intimidating that he has to work on making other people calm.  
 
    The man smiled and held up a hand in greeting. His dog jumped down and immediately rushed for Mack, its tail wagging a mile a minute. Mack hesitated for a moment then started sniffing, doing that dog greeting things they do to make sure they don’t tear each other’s throat out. 
 
    “Hello,” the man said, “Name’s George. George Thompson. And that there girl is Duchess. Looks like they’re right friendly.” 
 
    Evan looked up the road, obviously looking for a threat then he smiled at this George guy and said, “I’m Evan,” Then he introduced the rest of us. 
 
    And that was how we met George Thompson. A man who would change our lives in so many ways.  
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    Evan 
 
    Both my sixth and seventh senses were telling me this guy was cool. No obvious weapons. And nasty villains don’t have cocker spaniels. But most of all, the eyes. He was happy to see us and not frightened. 
 
    “Glad to meet ya,” he said as he held out his hand. “Can’t stand up and greet ya like I should. Pegs haven’t worked for thirty years.” 
 
    I shook his hand and was surprised at his very strong grip. He had to be about fifty with a bit of a paunch. He wore sweat pant, a gray hoody, and a John Deer ball cap. “Where you from?” 
 
    “New York City,” Sydney told him. 
 
    His eyes opened wide, “That there has got to be a story I want to hear. A guy came through a couple of weeks ago on a motorcycle. Said the place had burned down.” 
 
    My gut tightened. “A big guy, young, on a motor cross off road bike.”  
 
    George nodded, “Yeah, guy by the name of Luke. Said he was going all over the country checking things out. Meeting people. Tried to get him to stay but he had an itchy foot.” 
 
    “How did you survive,” Justin asked. Jumping right to the question we all wanted answered. 
 
    George slapped his leg. “Couldn’t go anywhere if I wanted to. I lived off the grid before doing so became all fashionable. So I just hunkered down.” He turned and indicated the shopping cart behind him. “But a guy has to have things and Amazon ain’t delivering anymore.” 
 
    “Do you live close?” Liz asked. 
 
    George smiled, “Just a lamb’s flick of a tail down the road. You all passed it. That big farmhouse tucked in behind the trees surrounded by flat fields that used to grow corn.” 
 
    Kevin laughed. “Every field around her used to grow corn.” 
 
    George laughed then said, “Why don’t you lot come on by? I’ll cook us up something good and we can swap lies for the night.” 
 
    I glanced over at the others and saw a hope and willingness that surprised me. Obviously, they weren’t getting any creep vibes and the idea of talking in depth with someone else who had survived was just too tempting to avoid. 
 
    So I turned the truck around and followed George at a snail’s pace. But when I got there, I was amazed. Two huge grain silos stuck out on the other side of the big red barn. The yard between the house and the barn had been paved. Off to the side, a farmer’s windmill twirled in the afternoon breeze. A dozen solar panels were laid out catching the sun’s rays. 
 
    When this guy said he went off grid I guess he really meant it. 
 
    A tall metal tower out in a field about a hundred yards looked like some kind of antenna. And off to the side, a long wire stretched between two poles. 
 
    “For my ham gear,” George said when he caught me checking it out.  
 
    Maneuvering his motorized wheelchair like a professional he went up a ramp then leaned back and unhooked his trailing cart. “I’ll get it later,” he said then went into the house leaving the door open, obviously inviting us in. When I stepped in, I couldn’t help but smile. Electric lights and the smell of home-cooked bread.  
 
    I thought of my mom and had to regather myself.  
 
    “Come on,” George said, “Don’t let the flies in. And I can’t afford to air condition half of Nebraska.” 
 
    Laughing, I got everyone inside, each of us looking around checking it out, looking for dangers. But the guy hadn’t even asked us to leave our weapons outside. Why? How could he trust us so easily? Where we that not scary? 
 
    I wouldn’t say the house was sparse. But there wasn’t a lot of extra stuff to get in the way. A couch against a wall. Two stuffed chairs, but enough room to easily get by in a wheelchair. The kitchen had been modified, lowering the sink and counters so he could reach them from his wheelchair. There were no cupboards on the wall.  
 
    Everything has to be low, I realized, amazed that he had set up his life where things worked. 
 
    “I ain’t got no beer,” he said indicating the refrigerator. “But I got ice and some sun tea I made the other day. Sugar’s on the table.” 
 
    So that was how it began. Welcomed like long-lost cousins. We sat around the kitchen table and told our stories. 
 
    He was amazed at what we had gone through and kept shaking his head. “Not the same for me. I was stuck here like a beaver caught in a trap. Alive, but not going anywhere. I just watched the world melt away and then there was nothing. No phone, no TV. But …” he smiled as he maneuvered away from the table and started to the back of the house. “I had this,” he said opening a bedroom door. 
 
    Inside was a long table with a bunch of weird electronics. Some of them blinked red lights at us. There was a microphone and a morse code key on the table along with a green ledger open. On the wall to the side, low enough for him to reach, a map of the world, and on the other side of the room a map of North America. Red and blue push pins were stuck sparingly over the maps. 
 
    “This kept me from killing myself,” he said with a half laugh. “Talking to people.” 
 
    Kevin smiled as he sat in the swivel chair and stared at the equipment. I could see it in his eyes. Electronics. The meaning of life. 
 
    “And you have enough electricity for all this,” I asked. 
 
    He shrugged. “I was just kidding about the air conditioning. I only run it in this room, keeps the equipment cool. Come summer, I’ll spend all my time in here. Don’t use the upstairs. Ain’t no need. Two lights, the refrigerator, and the water pump. That leaves enough left over for my gear and the chair. If it storms, then I don’t talk to people and switch over to manual mode until the sun comes back. Got a generator but I ran out of gas and don’t got a way to get more.” 
 
    I smiled at him. I could see it. A guy trapped in his wheelchair had broadened his world. All before it ended. 
 
    “Come on,” he said as he backed up his wheelchair and started back through the kitchen. Out the back was a dozen metal raised garden beds separated enough so a wheelchair could get through. “We’ll have to put more in if you all want to stay.” 
 
    My gut fell. Stay? Why would he think that? 
 
    “Really,” Liz said, “You’d be all right with us staying?” 
 
    George shrugged, “Up to you lot. I’ll be honest, I wouldn’t mind having some extra legs around. And you all seem like nice enough people. So, yeah, if you wanted to.” 
 
    Stay? No way I thought until I looked at the others and saw them actually thinking about it.  
 
    “We wanted to find a farm,” Liz said. 
 
    “And I bet Mr. George here could teach us a lot,” Justin added. 
 
    Kevin pointed to the antenna in the field, “He’s talking to the world.” 
 
    I could believe what I was hearing. We had it good. All the stuff we needed. And if we ran out, we just moved down the road. But most of all, we had the space to be moving around. The thought of being trapped in one place just gnawed at my gut. 
 
    Sydney frowned at me then said, “We’ll think about it. We don’t have to decide just yet.” 
 
    George nodded, “Keep your options open, It’s good to see young people with half a brain. But just so you know. We got four bedrooms upstairs. Two of you will have to bunk together unless one of you wants to sleep in the barn. 
 
    “That won’t be a problem,” Liz said as her cheeks grew pink while she slipped an arm into Kevin’s. 
 
    “And,” George continued, “We got an Amazon warehouse twenty miles to the west. A SpartanNash grocery store just down the road, a silo filled with corn and another half filled with wheat. We got cows and pigs roaming the fields and I got a dozen chickens in the barn. So we ain’t going to starve.” 
 
    I felt like I’d stepped out on an icy lake and my feet were going to fly out from beneath me. This was all way too fast. We didn’t know enough. 
 
    Sydney was looking at me strangely. But the others seemed excited. I just didn’t get it. Why the rush to settle down? 
 
    “We’ll think about it,” Sydney told George. 
 
    He shrugged then started back to the house. “Got to get ready for dinner. Eating a can of cold chilly over the sink probably ain’t acceptable. Not for guests.” 
 
    The others followed him into the house, but I held back. Sydney looked at me, torn between following the others or staying with me. She finally sighed and asked, “What bothers you about him?” 
 
    “George? Nothing, the guy is the salt of the earth.” 
 
    “Then why are you worried about staying?” 
 
    “Come on Sydney, is this how you plan on spending your life, sitting on a farm in the middle of nowhere?” 
 
    Her brow furrowed, “What other choice do we have? Sitting in a dead city with a bunch of bodies?” Slowly I watched as her face turned over to anger. “It’s not like we can fly to London, or climb up to Machu Pichu in Peru. We can’t walk along the Seine. We can’t even live in the suburbs. With green lawns and block parties on the fourth of July. That world is gone.” 
 
    The pain in her eyes tore at my guts. But still, I wasn’t ready. “We don’t know what is out there. We haven’t looked. There might be something  better. More people.” 
 
    Letting out a long breath she studied me for a long moment, and I knew it was taking every bit of her self-control not to say I was being silly. Instead, she said, “Don’t worry, like I said we don’t have to decide right now.” 
 
    “Really?” I snapped. “What is going to happen that will change our mind? What new information might we obtain that would cause us to leave? You saw the others. I swear, Liz was already picking out wallpaper in her mind. She wants to build a nest. Safe from the world where she and Kevin can begin their lives.” 
 
    “Do you blame her?” Sydney snapped back at me as she put her hands on her hips. “She wants to move on. She’s lucky she has found someone who wants the same thing.” 
 
    “And you think I don’t want to move on? I just don’t know if this is the best place to do that. We can’t know until we have looked.” 
 
    She frowned at me and slowly shook her head as if I was a lost cause. I think it was the first time she’d looked at me that way. As if I had disappointed her somehow. Maybe they were right, I thought to myself. After all, I didn’t have a lot of experience with this whole end-of-the-world thing. Maybe we should settle down? 
 
    But I turned and looked at the far horizon and wondered what was out there that we were missing. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    Sydney 
 
    We really never did make an official decision to stay or not. We just did. For the first time, I began to feel a bit of hope. We all did. At least all of us except Evan. He was hesitant. I’d catch him looking off into the distance and just know he wanted to be on the road. 
 
    My stomach would clench up at the thought of him taking off. But he didn’t. Instead, he started working his butt off. But then he was Evan, he could do nothing less. 
 
    First, he and Justin went to town to get some gas for the generator and returned with a gas truck. I’d expected a couple of five-gallon cans. 
 
    “Hey,” Justin said, “We found it fully loaded.” 
 
    “It’ll last until it goes bad,” George said with a large smile. “Come summer, we can air condition the whole house.” 
 
    Next, we all went in and cleared out the grocery store. We loaded up a U-Haul with every can, bottle, and package left by the rats and parked it in the barn. 
 
    Kevin smiled, “We won’t have to rely on vending machines this winter.” 
 
    A shiver ran down my back. I didn’t want to ever be worried about food again. Once had been enough to burn that into my brain. 
 
    After that, George taught us how to build a vegetable garden. Evan got a tractor from the farm next door and used it to rake off the top six inches of topsoil from the cornfield. He made six long rows of piled earth. Liz and I cleaned out the chicken coup and mixed it in with the soil. 
 
    “Potatoes,” George said, “We need seed potatoes. We could use seeds, but it is already too late. We’ll also need to grow tomatoes, and onions. Enough to feed you lot.” 
 
    “What about green vegetables?” Liz asked.  
 
    “We’ll use the raised beds for those. Lettuce, cabbage, cauliflower, peas, beans. But the new rows will be used for the things we need a lot of. We’ll also need fertilizer, Miracle Grow should work.  
 
    “Where are we going to find seed potatoes?” 
 
    George winced then looked across the fields. “You lot are going to have to check out the root sellers around here. It’s been over a year, but you might still find some.” 
 
    I don’t know why but that became mine and Evan’s job. I think the others just found other things to keep them busy, so they didn’t have to do it. 
 
    “Aren’t root sellers on the outside of buildings? I know George’s is?” Evan said to reassure me. 
 
    “We’ll see,” I replied. The idea of going into a home filled with a dead family made me sick to my stomach. 
 
    The first farmhouse was easy, the root seller was just off the porch. Evan lifted the heavy metal doors and let them slam open. “Let me go first,” 
 
    “Why?” I asked. “It’s not like we are going to find monsters down there. I don’t think this will be a time when you being a small giant is going to be needed.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow then stepped back to let me go first. 
 
    My stomach turned over as I realized I’d backed myself into a corner. Taking a deep breath I shined my flashlight into the darkness expecting something to jump out at me. But there was nothing but black waiting for me. 
 
    I slowly climbed down and had just stepped off the last step when something ran across my foot. A furry, disease-ridden thing. I screamed and flew back up the stairs. I know not very brave. But when Evan made a motion to get past me and do what I was supposed to do, I pushed him back and once again climbed down. No way was I going to let him smirk at me that he had been right. 
 
    This time I was ready. I flashed my light around to see if there was anything I needed to worry about but there was nothing. Wooden shelves with three glass jars. A pile of folded canvas and an old storm lantern. But nothing we could use. 
 
    At the next one, we couldn’t find the root seller, so we had to go inside the house. We both held our breath as Evan opened the back door. “Hello!” he called out. 
 
    “No one is here,” I said as I slapped at his arm. “Look at that dust.” 
 
    He shrugged, “Just letting the ghosts know we were coming in.” 
 
    I pushed at his back, the sooner we got this over with the better. The kitchen had a door that led down to a large basement. I let out a long sigh. Some farmer’s wife had canned half of the state. All four falls were lined with shelves and each shelf was stocked with filled mason jars. 
 
    “We don’t need this stuff,” Evan said. “We got more than enough already.” 
 
    My eyes grew misty thinking about all the hard work to grow and put up this only to have it never used. Her family had died before they could appreciate all her hard work. 
 
    “Here,” he said as he pulled back a canvas tarp to reveal a pile of potatoes.  
 
    They looked shrunken and shriveled. Several had long white stringers sprouting. But we weren’t going to be eating them. 
 
    “You hold the light,” Evan said as he opened several burlap bags we’d taken from George’s.” 
 
    He loaded both bags, tied them off, and threw them over his shoulder. I could only stare. I would have had a hard time lifting them up off the ground. Okay, sometimes it was good to have a big strong man around. 
 
    Evan stood there for a moment and our eyes locked. Alone, in the dark. I felt a thousand butterflies jump with joy. There was a hunger in his eyes that set my soul on fire. But he shook it off and started up the stairs. 
 
    I could only stare after him as my insides tried to figure out what had happened. That was not the way a friend looked at another friend.  
 
    Was it possible … No, I was being silly. The man had been standing with a hundred pounds of potatoes on his shoulders. No way was he thinking about me. Besides, it had been dark with only my flashlight. Obviously, I had been mistaken.  
 
    But on the trip home, I couldn’t stop from wondering and might have shot him hidden looks as I realized my mind kept saying I had been mistaken but my body kept telling me otherwise. It knew what it saw and had liked it. 
 
    Of course, Evan didn’t do anything. It was as if I was his sister. No meaningful looks. No casual touching. No long deep talks. I was just one more of the people on the farm. It was enough to make a girl question herself. The last woman on earth and I can’t get a guy to want me.  
 
    As spring turned into summer we began to learn so much. Things George just knew how to do because he had always done them. The kind of things kids from the suburbs don’t learn. How to plant and weed. I learned that if you are slow, a mother hen will let you take her eggs. If you go too fast, they get upset and start pecking at you. 
 
    We learned how to pluck and butcher chickens. George had us use a pail of grain to entice a steer close to the farm then Evan shot it, and we butchered it out. George sat in his chair and told us what to do. How to hang it, where to cut. 
 
    I was queasy at first, but the steaks that night were really something. 
 
    Evan was always working, even fixing fences that didn’t need to be fixed. He unloaded the entire U-Haul and alphabetized the cans and moved them to George’s storm shelter. He left the packaged goods in the truck where the rats couldn’t get to them. 
 
    “Did you leave enough room for all of us to get down there if a tornado comes calling?” George asked Evan. 
 
    I felt the color drain from my face. That was right, this was Dorothy's territory and things like that happened around here. 
 
    All of us worked during the day. But at night, George would fire up his radio and we would sit around and listen to him talk to other people. 
 
    We were all enjoying a gallon of homemade ice cream using powdered milk, but it worked, sort of. We were lounging around. The soft hum of the generator ran in the background. The sun had gone down. George said he got more signals at night. The radio had that static sound of anticipation. His dog Duchess at his feet. 
 
    I noticed that Mack had a habit of sitting close to Evan, his head on his paws watching the room for any problems. 
 
    George leaned forward and adjusted the frequency on the radio, then said, “Hello all stations, This is Kilo Alpha six Xray Yankee Golf. Anyone out there tonight?” 
 
    We all held our breath when the radio crackled and a voice said, “George that you. This is Oregon. How do you copy?” 
 
    “Five by Five,” George replied then turned to us, “That means loud and clear.” He then returned to the radio, “Carl, How do you have me?” 
 
    “Same buddy, you sound like you’re in the next room.” 
 
    George smiled. “It’s been a couple of months. How you been? Over.” 
 
    On the other end, the voice laughed, “Been busy. Starting a new civilization can take up a guy’s life.” 
 
    Laughing George nodded then told this Carl guy all about us. How five New York refugees showed up on his doorstep. He told him our ages and names. As if he was talking to a neighbor over the back fence. 
 
    I felt Evan wince next to me. But he didn’t stop it. 
 
    “That’s cool,” Carl said. “There are still thirteen of us. Heard about a group of sailors up in Bremerton near Seattle. Talked to a man in France. He said it was pretty much the same over there.” 
 
    George turned to us, “Thirteen kids out of some summer camp in Pennsylvania. All about your guy’s age, a few of them younger. Somehow, they ended up in Oregon.” 
 
    People our age, suddenly I was interested. I don’t know why but I felt like this changed the world a little. It just felt better knowing there were others my age who were going through this. 
 
    George and Carl continued to share information. Who they had talked to. What frequencies were busier. Then Carl said, “I’m going up to 14235, supposed to meet KA3RCS out of Maine. We meet every Tuesday.” 
 
    I gasped when I realized I hadn’t known what day it was. 
 
    George acknowledged and said his goodbyes then shifted to a different frequency to see if he could find someone else. 
 
    I was so focused on George that I was surprised when Evan got up and stormed past me. 
 
    Jumping up I followed him out and found him out on the porch staring up at the stars. 
 
    “What?” I asked him.  
 
    He sighed heavily. “Who is out there who doesn’t have a radio? Or electricity. If there is that group in Oregon there might be an even bigger one. A place with enough people we don’t have to worry about safety.” 
 
    My stomach churned with worry. “I don’t know. We should just be thankful we have this.” 
 
    He sighed again as he turned to look down at me. “I’m leaving.” 
 
    “What? No! You can’t.” 
 
    Pausing for a long moment he slowly shook his head. “You guys are safe here. For now. You’ve got everything you need.” 
 
    “We need you,” I said as I put a hand on his chest. My world was ending again. Why didn’t he understand?  
 
    “It’s not forever,” he said, trying to reassure me. 
 
    “But …” Suddenly the thought of Evan out there all by himself. What if something happened to him? I would be hurt. No, I realized. I would be devastated. This wasn’t a friend leaving me. This was a boy I loved. No, a boy I was in love with.  
 
    “Please,” I said as I looked up into his eyes, hoping he would see that I would do anything to keep him there. But he turned away before I had a chance to show him what I was offering. And maybe that was for the best. If he’d rejected me directly, I would have fallen apart. At least this way I could continue to hope. 
 
    “I’ve got to go,” he said as he resumed looking out into the dark. “I’ll go up north first. Just looking for people. Trying to figure out what is out there.” 
 
    My heart continued to break only to shatter into a dozen pieces when I thought of him finding someone. Another girl. Suddenly the thought of him showing back up here with a woman just ate at my soul. 
 
    “Take Mack with you,” I managed to say, determined that he not become aware of my feelings. No, he was determined to do this, and nothing I said or did was going to change him. At least this way I could pretend to be supportive. 
 
    He smiled and nodded at the thought of Mack going with him then our eyes locked, and I thought for a moment that he was going to kiss me, but then he pulled me into a hug and kissed the top of my head. 
 
    Oh, I wanted so much more, but I would have to live with what I could get. 
 
     
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    Evan 
 
    It was harder than I expected to say goodbye. I spent three days getting ready. I found a pick-up with duel tanks and loaded up five extra twenty-gallon jerry cans of gas. Hung my rifle in the gun rack behind my head and then it was time to go. 
 
    The others gathered to say goodbye. I could see it in their eyes. They thought I was abandoning them, and I’ve got to admit a part of me felt like I was. But I had to do this, or it would eat at my soul for the rest of my life. 
 
    George sat up on the porch and shook his head at me. Duchess sat next to him looking at Mack with a sadness in her eyes. George thought I was an idiot but had the kindness not to say it out loud. Liz and Kevin stood next to each other. I smiled to myself, the kid had turned that fat into muscle and looked like he could take on the world. 
 
    “You take care of her,” I said to him as I held out my hand. 
 
    He laughed as he took it in a firm grip, “She won’t let me do otherwise.” 
 
    Liz hugged me, “You come back, you promise. Even if you find what you’re looking for. You come back and tell us just so we know you are safe.” 
 
    Justin punched me in the shoulder then pulled me into a bro hug. “Stay on the ground. No skyscrapers. Watch your back.” 
 
    My gut tightened as I turned to Sydney. She had stood a little away from the others, arms folded, looking at me with a strangeness in her eyes.  
 
    “You’ll be okay here,” I told her. 
 
    She looked up into my eyes and sighed heavily. “I’m not worried about me.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Mack will make sure nothing happens to me.” 
 
    Suddenly she threw herself at me and pulled me into a tight hug that lasted forever. My heart jumped as I felt her soft curves against me. God, I really shouldn’t be going. I should convince this girl that I was the best thing in her life. But I needed to get this out of the way first. 
 
    “I’ll come back. I promise.” 
 
    “You had better,” she said as she stepped back and wiped at a tear. 
 
    I was filled with a sadness, but I forced myself to tell Mack to get up into the truck then followed him in and turned it on. Leaning out the window I said, “You guys are the greatest. Take care of each other.” 
 
    They were grim-faced as they nodded then stepped out of the way for me to turn around and leave. Mack looked out the back window at them then glanced over at me and I was sure he was thinking I was an idiot also. 
 
    I took a deep breath and forced myself to continue on and turned onto the main road and headed north. We put about a hundred miles behind us before I pulled over and let it all sink in. This had to be one of my worst mistakes and I knew Dad would have been disappointed in me. Leaving them unprotected. But I really did think they were safe. I wouldn’t have left unless I thought so.  
 
    Besides. It wasn’t forever. 
 
    As I drove, I could only shake my head. Flat fields all the way to the horizon. Nothing else. No long fingers of smoke. No cars on the road. The world was returning to its natural state. Some day there would be no indication that people had ever tamed it. 
 
    The small towns were the worst. Dead and empty. I knew there were bodies in those homes. But it was still empty and always would be. 
 
    I crossed over the Missouri and kept heading north. That first night I hit some Podunk town and found a motel but each of the rooms stunk of death, so I changed my mind and found a bunch of camping equipment and slept under the stars in the back of the truck with Mack curled up next to me.  
 
    I cooked breakfast of powdered eggs over a Coleman stove and fried up some sausages George had slipped me then hit the road again. 
 
    As I drove, I began to realize just how fruitless this might be. There could be a family ten miles to the right or left and I would never see them. I started doing a grid search up and down every road then moving over and hitting the next one available. Only after I was confident there wasn’t anyone around would I move down the road and start over. 
 
    It took a week before I found the first person. I was cruising down a back road when I saw an old lady outside her farmhouse. Slamming on my breaks I backed up so I could turn down her driveway. 
 
    She was heavyset, dressed in an old cotton dress, and was tossing seed onto the ground.  
 
    Holding my breath I got out and approached slowly. “Hello,” I called out. 
 
    She didn’t turn but continued to throw corn onto the ground, mumbling under her breath. 
 
    “Ma’am,” I said as I got closer. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “Shush,” she whispered as she looked up at me with wild eyes. “Or you will frighten the chickens.” 
 
    My stomach fell. There wasn’t a bird in the yard. She was throwing chicken feed to nothing. I quickly looked around and felt a sickness fill me. There was feed spread out across the hard ground. It looked like she had done this every day for weeks. Maybe months. 
 
    But it was the look she shot me. It was the same look a homeless person in New York might give you. She was in her own world, and I wasn’t invited. 
 
    Luckily, she looked like she had food. I knew in my gut there was nothing I could do for her. She wouldn’t have let me even try. My heart fell as I wondered how many people left were like her, their minds gone, ravaged by losing everything they ever knew. 
 
    I returned to my truck. Mack looked at the woman and then back at me, silently asking why I was abandoning her. “I don’t think we can help,” I said as I climbed up into the truck. 
 
    When I got back to the main road I looked back and she was still out there talking to imaginary chickens. 
 
    .o0o. 
 
   
 
 

 Sydney 
 
    At first, I was just angry at him. A deep anger that never let up. How could he do this to us? Do this to me, kind of anger. Slowly though, the days slipped into summer. That hot Midwest summer that made a person thankful for air conditioning. I didn’t want to think what it would be like when we ran out of gas for the generator. 
 
    Kevin and Liz became very domestic as we sort of fell into roles. Liz became our regular cook. Kevin spent almost every day working in the garden. 
 
    We lured a cow and calf into the barn with a bucket of corn and named them Rose and Jimmy. I don’t know why. But it was sweet having fresh milk. I became responsible for the animals. Justin helped where he was needed. 
 
    But I would find myself looking off into the distance hoping to see a black pick-up coming down the road only to be disappointed every time. 
 
    I just didn’t understand. That was what made it so hard. He had chosen the road over me. I know, I was being silly. There had never been an us for him to reject. But still, that was how I felt deep down inside. 
 
    We killed a sow and cured her meat. Then another steer and filled a freezer Justin retrieved from town. 
 
    Somehow it was October and time to start putting stuff up for the winter. And still, Evan hadn’t come back. Every day I wondered if he was all right. He should have come back. It was six months. 
 
    We got a dozen cases of mason jars from the dry goods store and started canning. First vegetables. Then we raided fruit trees on the other farms and put up enough plum and apricot jams to fill half the root seller. Then we filled a corner of the seller with potatoes and onions. Packing them with sawdust. 
 
    If it hadn’t been for George, we never would have figured it all out. He told us stories of his mother and grandmother putting stuff up and somehow all the knowledge had stuck only to be shared with four kids from New York forty years later.  
 
    When we were all done, I stood and looked at the overflowing shelves and shook my head. We’d have to grow and preserve our food from now on. 
 
    I looked at the barren earth and shook my head. We had enough food to last until the next harvest. And if not, there was still a ton in town. But still, I felt this emptiness. Where was he? Why hadn’t he come home? 
 
    Because this wasn’t his home, I realized as a hopelessness filled me. 
 
    I spent the first of November mucking out Rose’s stall and was just turning around to find Justin leaning up against the barn door staring at me. My stomach tightened as I saw a strange look in his eyes. 
 
    “You surprised me,” I said as I put the rake away. 
 
    He didn’t smile, instead, he just shook his head. “I’m the last guy on the planet and you don’t even see me.” 
 
    Suddenly I felt a trepidation. I hadn’t even thought of Justin, certainly not that way. 
 
    “God,” he continued. “Did you ever wonder about me? I mean I’m not that bad looking. And it isn’t as if there is a lot to choose from.” 
 
    “Justin,” I said with a heavy sigh. I so didn’t want to have this discussion. 
 
    He laughed and waved his hand in dismissal. “Don’t worry Syd, I’m not going to put you on the spot. But have you thought about what you’re going to do if he doesn’t come back?” 
 
    I could only stare at him. Of course I had thought about it. I just hadn’t thought about Justin. Not like that. 
 
    Again he laughed, “Or what if he comes back with someone else?” 
 
    My stomach clenched. Of course that thought was always in the front of my mind. 
 
    “I don’t know what you mean,” I said as I started to go past him.  
 
    He reached out stopping me. “I’m serious Syd. He might not come back. And even if he does. He might not want what you want.” 
 
    I gasped, was I that obvious? 
 
    Justin shook his head. “You’re in love with him. Aren’t you? I don’t have a chance.” 
 
    Looking up into his eyes I took a deep breath. This was Justin. I didn’t have to worry about my safety. But I did have to worry about hurting his feelings. He was too important to me. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Sydney Jean Parker,” he said with a kind smile. “You are a terrible liar. But I will be here if he doesn’t come back.” 
 
    “Oh, Justin,” I said with a heavy sigh. “You’re just lonely. And I am the only person available. You know we would never work. We didn’t’ in sixth grade and not a lot had changed.” 
 
    He scoffed, “The entire world has changed, Syd.” Then he turned and walked away with slumped shoulders as if he’d just lost the state championship at the final buzzer.  
 
    My heart hurt at the thought of his pain but still, I turned and looked off to the north. What if he was right? What if there was no one else? The people on the radio at night were too far away. What if this was all I would ever have? 
 
    Was that why Evan had left? He was searching for something. Someone to make life worth living. And why couldn’t that person be me? 
 
    Glancing over at Justin as he stepped up onto the porch I was filled with a sudden guilt. I knew exactly what he felt. Wanting someone who didn’t want you back was the worst thing in this world.  
 
  
 
 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    Evan 
 
    I woke in the back of my truck and stared up at the last star in the sky. The wind from the north made me pull the sleeping bag up to my chin. 
 
    Mack lifted his head, silently asking if we were getting up or if we were going back to sleep.  
 
    That was the thing about being on the road, there was no rush. It would still be there later. But that north wind reminded me that I needed to hurry up. The snows would be coming soon. 
 
    I’d hit most of the Midwest over the last six months. Minnesota both of the Dakotas, Wyoming, and Colorado. They hadn’t been detailed searches, but I’d hit the best spots. And I’d been lucky. Twenty-six people. And I was sure there was more out there. But Twenty-six people wasn’t nothing.  
 
    Most had been singles. Although there was that couple in Casper Wyoming. They’d lived on a ranch but moved into town after a hard winter and now lived in a ski lodge. Sheila had said she’d always wanted to live like a rich person. They’d set themselves up just fine, with generators, and enough food to live through the winter. Large fireplace in the center of the lodge.  
 
    She and John had been nice people, but I noticed that after a few days, they were happy to have me hit the road again. 
 
    It was because of John that I was up here in Northern Montana. He told me about an old cowboy he’d run into named Winston Smith about two months before I found them. The old timer had told him he’d heard an entire town still survived up here.  
 
    I thought he was crazy, but I was just insane enough to want to check it out. But as I shivered in my sleeping bag, I was starting to think I was out of time. I didn’t want to get caught in these mountains in six feet of snow with no food and nothing but a dog to keep me company. 
 
    “Come on,” I said to Mack as I forced myself up. John had no idea where these people were supposed to be but they had to be far back, away from anyone else so I was driving down the most remote roads I could find. If I didn’t discover them in the next day or two, I was going to have to turn around and head home. 
 
    Home. God, what a wonderful word. My heart ached thinking about them. Were they okay? Had they changed? Taking a deep breath, I fixed myself some quick oatmeal and started out. I’d just crossed the Missouri River for the seven hundredth time when I saw an old billboard for a town named Hope Montana, Fly Fishing Nirvana. Just this side of Heaven. A guy casting into a blue stream. Not much different than a hundred other towns except this was on a gravel road. 
 
    I swung the truck and followed the road up into the mountains. I’d gone about ten miles when I realized this place was really off the beaten track. Then another twenty.  
 
    The country was a mix of wild grassland between mountain ridges covered in pine. I was just coming around a bend when I had to slam on the brakes and skid to a stop six feet from driving off the edge into nothing.  
 
    Someone had destroyed a bridge. If it had been dark, I’d have driven right out into thin air before crashing into the canyon below.  
 
    Sitting there for a few seconds I fought to calm my racing heart. Across the way was a small shack with smoke coming up out of a metal chimney. Well, at least there should be someone there. 
 
    Getting out I made sure my gun was free in my holster then called for Mack to join me. We both stood at the edge of the drop-off and waited. 
 
    Cupping my hands to my mouth I yelled, “Hello.” 
 
    An old man stepped out of the shack waved at me then went back inside. 
 
    Well, not very helpful I thought as I looked up and down the canyon for a way to cross but there was nothing. It’d take a hundred feet of rope and the skills of a Billy goat to get down there. 
 
    I was just thinking of calling again when a police suburban pulled up. A young guy in a white Stetson and a gold star on his chest stepped out, pulling back his suede coat to adjust the gun on his hip.  
 
    “Hello,” I yelled again. It was strange seeing an authority figure. 
 
    “Don’t come no further,” the cop said holding up his hand. 
 
    I laughed and shook my head, nice to meet you too. You prick. “I couldn’t if I wanted to. Someone lost a bridge.” 
 
    He just stared back, and I began to get an uneasy feeling. “You do know about the world ended, don’t you? The virus.” 
 
    The young cop scoffed, “Why do you think we lost a bridge.” 
 
    “So, how many survived?” I asked deciding to get straight to the point. 
 
    “We started with a hundred and seventeen. Got just over a hundred left.” 
 
    What? No. I had been running into singles and the occasional couple. Here were over a hundred people all in the same place. 
 
    “How bad is it down there,” the guy asked. “We haven’t had anyone come through for almost a year.” 
 
    I thought back and realized these people had somehow survived for eighteen months. “It’s bad,” I told him. “The virus is dead. No one is getting it. But there aren’t many left. And only those that stayed away from other people. No natural immunity.” 
 
    “How many you think?” 
 
    I shrugged, “let me put it this way. You got more people here than I’ve found searching across five different states. But we talked to a group out in Oregon. Thirteen kids our own age.” 
 
    He blanched and stepped back like I’d hit him in the gut. Then he gathered himself and said, “Just thirteen?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    He sighed then shook his head. “Sorry, but we can’t let you in. And don’t try a back way. You’ll be shot on sight.” 
 
    Shaking my head I said, “There aren’t enough people left in the world to be shooting them. We’re going to need everyone.” 
 
    He shrugged then looked at me, telling me my problems weren’t his.  
 
    I stood there staring across that abyss trying to understand when a cold snowflake grazed my cheek. I looked up to discover a gazillion white flakes beginning to fall and my stomach clenched. This was it. I couldn’t go any further and now I had a reason to go home.  
 
    It was over, my search and I hadn’t found what I wanted. 
 
    “Well, if you send anyone out,” I called across to him, “You can find us down in northeast Nebraska. Six of us. Stop by, we’d love to have you drop in for a visit. Trade lies for the night as a friend of mine likes to say.” 
 
    He laughed. “Anyone who left here wouldn’t be let back in. Cutting ourselves off worked.” 
 
    I glanced up at the falling snow and shivered. It was going to be a long cold winter for them up here in these mountains. “You got to do what you got to do.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “And I,” I continued, “have got to be headed home. This snow looks like it won’t stop until next March.” 
 
    “You drive safe,” he called raising a hand in farewell then returned to his suburban. But he didn’t get in. Instead, he stood there and waited for me to leave. I am sure he wasn’t abandoning that spot until he was sure I was out of the county. I also wondered if he might be a little jealous. 
 
    When I hit the main road, I turned south and asked Mack if he was ready to go home. He wagged his tail and peered through the window as if to ask me to hurry up.  
 
    As I drove a cold fear began to fill me as I realized that our old problem had returned. No snowplows. If this stuff got too thick, I’d never make it through. Especially in a pick-up truck with no weight in the back. 
 
    It was about an hour before sunset when I drove through a small town. I found a house with a chimney and pulled in. I ended up sharing the place with some dead bodies back in the bedrooms, but they didn’t bother me, and I didn’t bother them. 
 
    The next morning my gut fell when I saw the eight inches of snow blanketing the town. “Come on,” I said to Mack. “We’re going to skip breakfast and hit the road.” We’d just crossed over into the bottom corner of South Dakota when I had to pump the brakes because some idiot had put his van into a ditch. 
 
    Two guys about my age stood there looking at the van then looking at me. It looked like they’d come out of that farmhouse and missed the turn onto the main road. I laughed to myself. Make that twenty-eight, plus that hundred up in Hope. Both of them were dressed in thick coats and cowboy hats. 
 
    I was getting out to offer to help when one of them reached into the van and pulled out a machine gun. I froze, then pushed Mack down into the wheel well as the world erupted in an explosion.  
 
    My windshield dissolved into a cascade of glass as this asshole fired a full magazine into my truck. The eerie silence after was broken by the hiss from my punctured radiator and this guy laughing. 
 
    Suddenly getting home seemed like an impossibility until I realized he was probably changing magazines. I either acted now or I was dead. Jumping out of the truck I pulled my pistol and fell flat on my face. 
 
    My left leg didn’t want to work but I ignored it as I rolled over just as the guy was bringing the gun around to kill me. I gripped my 9mm with both hands and tried to hold off the fear filling me. I fired and I missed. 
 
    I could see him bringing the gun to his shoulder. I had to kill him now or I was dead. I fired again. Then emptied my pistol into him. 
 
    He jerked back three times then fell to the ground looking at me with pure hate. But then he fell forward into the snow face first. 
 
    I twisted around to find the other guy, but he was running away across a field to a distant horizon. Sighing, I fell back into the snow and let him go. It was too much to reload. I lay there as a sudden burning pain began to hit me. My left leg felt like someone had opened it up with a meat cleaver. 
 
    Forcing myself to look, my stomach turned over when I saw the blood. “Sydney, I need you,” I thought as darkness took me. 
 
    It was the soft whine of Mack that brought me back up out of the darkness. He kept licking my face, nudging my shoulder. I shook off the burning pain in my leg and tried to figure out what to do next. My truck looked like it had more holes than a colander. 
 
    The cold wind bit at me. I needed to get somewhere warm, or I was going to die there in the middle of the road. I crawled over to the truck and used it to pull myself up. The house wasn’t but a hundred yards away. Unfortunately, when I took a step in that direction, I fell on my face again. 
 
    Mack had to jump out of my way, or he’d have been crushed. Once again, I felt that darkness approaching, and this time, I knew I’d never get out of it. A memory of Sydney staring out the window of the Palmer building back in New York hit me. The way the light had bathed her in perfection.  
 
    The curve of her hip. That long blond hair. The way she smiled at me over her shoulder when I stepped into the room. No. I couldn’t die. Not this way. Not without her knowing. She deserved at least that much. 
 
    The house was only a football field away. I could drag myself that far, couldn’t I? I don’t know how I did it. But every time I rested, Mack would bark and paw at me until I started again. My world became an agonizing haze of pain and hope as I used my arms and one good leg to push myself through the snow. 
 
    I will never know how I did it. The memory is lost forever. But somehow, I pulled myself up the steps into the house and kicked the door closed before I slumped onto the hardwood floor. 
 
    “Sydney,” I thought as once again I passed out. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    Sydney 
 
    I looked at the snow and shivered. Where was he? It was going to be a white Christmas, but Evan wasn’t there to share it with us. 
 
    My stomach clenched up in fear. It had been too long. I thought for sure he’d be back before Thanksgiving. But now … 
 
    I turned to find Justin looking at me with a sorrowful expression. I could see it in his eyes. When was I going to accept the fact that Evan wasn’t coming back? 
 
    Stepping out onto the porch I let Duchess out to do her business, but she took one look at the snow and whined to go back inside. George laughed when we came back in and said, “She is spoiled.” 
 
    I smiled and tried to hide the hurt I was feeling. Evan was in trouble, I just knew it. And there was nothing I could do to help him. It was eating me up inside. No way he would have spent the winter away from us. 
 
    “Hey guys,” Kevin said as he came into the living room from his radios. “I was just talking to Carl. With that group in Oregon. He was saying how come spring, we should all move out there with them.” 
 
    “What? No,” I stammered. “Evan isn’t back.” 
 
    Justin just shook his head. Kevin shrugged, “It was just an idea. They said their gas is starting to go bad. But they have electricity from a water wheel.” 
 
    “So’s our gas,” Justin said. “The Navigator is chugging like it’s got fourth-stage cancer.” 
 
    “I think we should go,” Liz said stepping up next to Kevin and resting a hand on his shoulder. “They have more people. Our children would have a better life.” 
 
    My jaw dropped. She smiled and shook her head. “No, I am not pregnant. But someday I hope to be. I don’t want them growing up all alone without other kids.” 
 
    It felt like my world was melting away. They couldn’t be serious. Turning to George, I silently asked him to help but he shrugged. “I’m not married to this place. I’d go if you lot went and wanted me to tag along.” 
 
    “Of course we would,” Liz said as she kneeled down next to him and gave him a quick hug. “You are going to be the greatest grandfather in the world.” 
 
    He scoffed, “Not a high bar any longer.” 
 
    “But …” I started. 
 
    “We don’t have to decide now,” Kevin said. “It will be three or four months before the snows melt.” 
 
    I bit back a nasty remark and forced myself to be calm. Maybe Evan would be back before we had to decide. And if he wasn’t, I would fight them then. 
 
    Turning I stared out the north window at the far horizon. Where was he? My gut told me that he was in trouble and for the thousandth time I wished I was with him. 
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 Evan 
 
    It was Mack licking at my face that pulled me back up out of the darkness. The dog knew if I didn’t move, I’d die there on the floor.  
 
    A burning pain radiated from the back of my left thigh. Clenching my teeth I twisted to try and get a look but couldn’t see anything except ripped jeans soaked in blood. This was so not good. My stomach clenched. I was alone. If I lived or died was going to be up to me. 
 
    Taking a deep breath I pulled myself across the floor to the fireplace and started a fire. Once I had it burning, I rolled to my back and stared up at the ceiling as I tried to gather the strength to keep going. God, it would be so sweet to just roll over into a ball and let the darkness take me. But the thought of Sydney kept me going. 
 
    I pushed myself up on my elbows to check out the place and found salvation. An office chair with wheels behind a desk in the corner, a computer covered in dust sitting there like a silent reminder of a past world. 
 
    Grunting like a steam engine I pulled myself up onto the chair and sunk in on myself as I fought against shivering. Instead, I pushed myself one-legged down the hall to the bathroom and smiled to myself. It looked like those two guys had been living here for a while. 
 
    That made me suddenly terrified at the thought of the runaway coming back. I’d be a sitting duck. I pulled my gun and swapped out the magazine. At least I wouldn’t make it easy for him. But if he got to me when I was passed out, I was a goner. 
 
    Gathering up all the first-aid stuff I could find I held it on my lap and used my good leg to push me back to the couch. The room had already started to warm up as the fire took hold. Throwing another long on the fire I transferred over to the couch and grimaced as I worked my pants down over the wound. 
 
    Mostly by feel, I poured peroxide over the wound and knew I’d hit the right spot when the world exploded in pain. I then covered it in an anti-septic goop and wrapped bandages around everything. 
 
    I don’t know much after that. Somehow, I pulled a quilt down over me and sank into nothingness. 
 
    Sometime in the night I woke shivering. A combination of a fire almost out and a fever as my body fought itself. Mack looked up at me with a concerned expression that pulled at my heart. If I died, he’d be trapped in here. The thought pushed at me. No way was I letting that happen. I hadn’t rescued him from New York only to lose him in South Dakota. 
 
    So that became my world. Using the office chair to get cans of food from the kitchen for both Mack and me. Wood from the porch, and water from the tap. I’d warm us up some soup or chili, or whatever I could find, then crash on the couch, waking only enough to repeat the process every eight hours or so. 
 
    On the third day, I broke the bathroom mirror and used a piece of it to inspect my wound. It looked like someone had used a melon scooper and removed a six-inch gash from the back of my leg. It looked like aged steak surrounded by red swollen flesh. 
 
    I think the shock had done something to the nerves because it was a good week before I could flex the muscles of my lower leg and another week before I could sort of stand up and only after I’d eaten a dozen Motrin. 
 
    As I lay around doing nothing my mind wandered. I thought about my parents. I thought about those people in that nice secure town up in Montana. But most of all I thought about Sydney. 
 
    “You’re an idiot,” I mumbled to myself as the realization began to sink in. I never should have left them. I never should have left her. A new goal filled me, I needed to get home. I needed to find Sydney and make sure she was all right.  
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 Sydney 
 
     January passed into February and the snows kept getting deeper. George said how it was the worst he’d ever seen, and he’d been there for thirty years. 
 
    All I could think about was Evan out there all alone. 
 
    February turned into March, and we got our first warm spell. The snow slid off the roof and pilled up around the house. But then it started raining and didn’t stop until April. 
 
    I found George out on the porch staring across the muddy fields. 
 
    “What?” I asked him when I saw the concerned expression on his face 
 
    He just shook his head then drove his chair back inside.  
 
    I stared off into the distance and felt something inside of me shift. Evan wasn’t coming back I realized as a deep depression hit me. I would never know why. Was it because he had been hurt? Had he died in some ditch? And what about Mack? Would the dog know enough to come home? 
 
    Or had Evan found someone else and decided to stay? But I wasn’t ready to tell the others that I had accepted that Evan wasn’t coming back. Not yet. I just couldn’t admit it out loud yet.  
 
    The rains held off almost a week then came back in mid-April with full force. Long wet storms that turned the ground into deep mud. George would spend a bit of each day out on the porch looking north. 
 
    But something was different this time when he came back in. Shaking his head he said, “it doesn’t look good.” 
 
    “What doesn’t,” Justin asked.  
 
    “The water’s rising,” George said pointing out the window. “The top field is flooded, and the south field isn’t far behind.” 
 
    We stare at him silently asking for more. 
 
    He sighed heavily. “We’re on high ground here. Maybe two or three feet. But if that levee up north goes. This place can be flooded out. It happened in ’93. I was still recovering in the VA hospital. But it flooded out my Mom and Dad. It took ‘em two years to rebuild stuff.” 
 
    My stomach tightened as I looked out the window at the blowing rain. 
 
    “What will we do if it does,” Liz asked. “We should be ready.” 
 
    George said, “The trick is to get out early. Before we get trapped. The main road is elevated enough. At least at first. If we wait too long, we’ll have to swim for it and I’m not joking.” 
 
    “Should we go now?” Kevin asked as he looked around the room trying to decide what to grab. 
 
    “Where?” Justin asked. “Oregon?” 
 
    They all looked at me. This was the moment. I was the one stopping them. My insides curled up but really, I didn’t have a choice. Evan wasn’t coming back. I couldn’t risk their lives for something that wasn’t going to happen. 
 
    “If we have to,” I said. “But it’s not necessary yet, is it George?” 
 
    “No, not yet. But we should be ready just in case. The Navigator gassed up, food and stuff ready to go. If we have to bug out, we don’t want to forget something important. We’ll let the chickens and the cows out. They’ll stay in the barn, but they can get away if they need to.” 
 
    I suddenly remembered seeing an old black-and-white picture online of a cow standing on a barn’s roof as it floated down a river. It was impossible to believe I might be living through such a thing. But then everything that could go wrong was now a reality of my life. 
 
    For two days we watched the weather and the rain. Until George suddenly burst in and yelled, “it’s time to go. The water’s up an inch in the last hour. That only happens if that levee busted.” 
 
    No. I still didn’t want to face the reality of what our leaving would mean. Evan would never find us. Then I got an idea and said, “You guys load the Navigator, My bag is on my bed. I’ve got to do something.” 
 
    I ignored them as I grabbed my coat and raced through the rain to the barn. Splashing through the water that already covered the yard.  
 
    In the back tool shed I remembered several cans of spray paint. And there they were. My heart began to calm down as I shook the black and did a successful test. 
 
    Grabbing the ladder I leaned it against the barn and climbed up to about six feet below the roof. At least this way he would know. 
 
    In big block letters, I wrote Oregon via 80.  
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
    Sydney 
 
    I was putting the ladder away when I heard the Navigator fire up. Stopping I looked up at what I painted and prayed it would last long enough for Evan to find it. So many things could happen. The rain could wash away what I had written. The barn could float down the river. Evan could never come back. 
 
    So many things that told me I would never see him again. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I started for the vehicle only to realize the water was already up over my ankles with a slight current tugging at my legs. And we were on high ground. 
 
     I climbed into the Navigator. Justin was driving. George was in the passenger seat. It was easier for him to get in and out. Kevin and Liz were in the back which left the middle seat for me and Duchess. 
 
    They’d strapped George’s old mechanical wheelchair folded up on the roof. 
 
    But I couldn’t stop thinking about all that food we had canned and put up for the winter.  
 
    “Wait,” Liz yelled as she opened her door. “I forgot my diary.” 
 
    “We don’t have time,” Justin said as he dropped the Navigator into drive and started for the main road. Liz didn’t have a choice but to close her door and leave a special item behind. I couldn’t stop from wondering if Evan would find it. 
 
    Nobody looked back at the farmhouse. We were too worried about getting away. The rain hit the car like a stuttering sawmill. When we dropped into a dip in the driveway water flared out and I was reminded of our escape from New York. 
 
    When Justin pulled up onto the main road I sighed only to freak when he dipped down and the car coughed and sputtered as water got up around the engine. We all held our breath as he came up from the other side. 
 
    “How do I know when we’re going to hit one of those?” Justin asked. 
 
    George shrugged. “I didn’t do a lot of driving, remember.” 
 
    My hands grew sore from grabbing the back of Justin’s chair, silently helping him get us out of there.  
 
    We drove through town, I was shocked to see the cars parked in front of the stores with water up to their hubcaps. It was rising so fast that I seriously doubted we would get out of there. And what about Evan? Was he going through something like this?  
 
    My heart wished he was there with us. I just knew the world would be alright if I could just touch him.  
 
    “Turn left up here,” George said, “That’s a straight shot down to 80.” 
 
    The fields were covered in water, rain splattering across the wet surface. I noticed things moving, trash, wood, and an old Styrofoam cooler, all floating south in the gentle current. In the far distance, a cow turned to watch us pass. I just knew it was confusing not knowing what way to go. 
 
    “Three, four days,” Justin said, “And we will be in Oregon. 
 
    Wronger statements have been made, I just don’t know when. 
 
    It was an hour before sunset, we were about ten miles outside Columbus with flooded fields on either side when the Navigator decided it didn’t want to go any further. 
 
    “Bad gas,” George said as the vehicle chugged its last breath. 
 
    We helped George into his old wheelchair and took turns pushing him. I kept looking over the side wondering what we would do if the water got too high.  
 
    By the time we hit the small city, we were beat. We still walked through a good section before we found a motel clean enough, so we didn’t die of scurvy or something. Somewhere up on a small hill. 
 
    “I guess we get another SUV,” Kevin said the next morning. The water in the distance had gotten closer. 
 
    George grumbled, “I’m worried about the gas going bad somewhere out on the road. We’d be stuck.” 
 
    “What, you want us to walk all the way to Oregon?” Kevin snapped back.  
 
    George shrugged as we all looked at each other trying to figure out what to do. Then Justin got a big smile and pointed across the street. 
 
    “Bikes,” he said, “I bet they’ve got trailers and everything. Maybe even one of those hand bikes for George. You could handle one of those couldn’t you.” 
 
    George thought for a moment then nodded. 
 
    And true to his word, we found exactly what we needed. Four cruising bikes, each with a trailer, one for Duchess, the other for our supplies, and George’s chair. And best of all, a three-wheel bike that George could power with his hands. 
 
    He smiled, “You guys try and keep up,” he said as he started pumping his hand peddles sending the bike around the parking lot. “I ain’t felt this mobile since the sandbox in ’91.” 
 
    Just before he took off, I ran back to the Bike shop and spray-painted Oregon via -80 across the front in six-foot letters. I decided I was going to do that every night we stopped. Yes, Evan probably would never see it. But it made me feel better. 
 
    .o0o. 
 
   
 
  

 Evan 
 
    It was Mid-April before I was well enough to start for home. Three days later I hobbled out of the jeep and leaned on my walking stick at as I stared at water as far as the eye could see. My map told me the Missouri river was a good ten miles to the south. But my eyes told me it was about three feet in front of me as tiny waves lapped at the edge of the road that disappeared into the water. 
 
    “It never goes easy,” I told Mack as climbed back into the Jeep. 
 
    He looked at me cocking an eyebrow. 
 
    “We’ll find us a boat I guess,” I told him as I started to turn the jeep around. I’d found it two days earlier three farms over from where I had been staying. I’d been able to push it enough to get it going. Not a pretty sight, a cripple pushing a jeep in the rain, but it worked.  
 
    My gut tightened when I looked in the rearview mirror at all that water. Had it reached George’s place? Were they far enough away? Again, that sense of guilt filled me, I shouldn’t have left them alone. 
 
    That shame continued to eat at me until I found a flat-bottomed skiff with an Evinrude outboard motor parked behind some guy's house.  
 
    It was dark by the time I got it hooked up, back to the water, and the engine running. Instead of taking off right away, I decided to sleep in the jeep that night and start out in the morning. It wasn’t like it was going to be easy finding my way. 
 
    The morning broke clear with the sun peeking up over the horizon. “Let’s do this,” I told Mack as I used my walking stick to push us off and start south. 
 
    The engine chugged sending a cold shiver down my spine. If the gas went bad out here, I was screwed. I’d float along until I hit the gulf of Mexico sometime next year. But it kept going. Eventually, I was able to relax and let my mind wander.  
 
    I should have come earlier, before the flooding. I’d be there already. But I’d waited. Yes, my leg still wasn’t working right. But how much time had I wasted sitting around carving that walking stick for instance? A month? 
 
    Pushing the guilt away I tried to focus on where I was going. If I hit something out here, I could knock off the prop or even dump us into the river. Keep your mind on what is important I reminded myself, my dad’s voice echoing in my mind.  
 
    Mack stood in the front of the boat letting the wind hit him. Taking in every scent, scanning for danger. Every so often he’d look back over his shoulder and I swear he was having the time of his life.  
 
    It was midmorning when I crossed over the main river. The current picked up, pushing us east at a good clip but I worked through it and hit the quieter water on the far side.  
 
    “It’s still another ten miles to the farm,” I yelled to Mack as we passed through a town with the water licking the bottoms of the second-story windows. I’d passed through this town last summer, the water had to be twenty feet deep. 
 
    How was I going to find George and the others? And what would I find when I got there? The deeper I went the more I began to worry.  
 
    Cutting the engine, I let us drift as I wobbled to a standing position to try and find some kind of landmark. When I couldn’t see anything but silvery water I started again, pointing us a little to the east. Mack turned and barked at me then stared to the south then back at me. Obviously telling me I was going in the wrong direction.  
 
    I shifted the engine to the left and headed southeast. 
 
    The wind picked up ruffling the water, but we kept going. Twice I altered course when I saw a big red barn but both times, I was wrong. But the third time I knew I was right. There was George’s antenna sticking up out of the water. 
 
    My stomach fell when I saw the water up over the porch. A thousand fears filled me. Had they been trapped? The place was dark. No way had they stayed. Suddenly I realized just how alone I was. My people were gone, and I’d never find them.  
 
    We drifted into what would have been the yard as an abandoned, empty feeling filled me. I’d lost them. I’d lost Sydney. 
 
    Turning slowly, turned to examine the far horizon. Which way had they gone? South, East, West? Who knew? 
 
    I looked north and wondered if I should go back. At least I knew the Jeep worked. That was when I saw it. Words that set me free and gave me a goal. Oregon via-80. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
    Evan 
 
    I couldn’t stop smiling. I’d bet that was Sydney’s way of telling me to get my butt in gear. Pushing the throttle to full I started south towards I-80. I followed the telephone poles. I knew they marked the main road and would keep me on track. 
 
    “Let’s hope we find dry ground before it gets dark,” I told Mack as I let myself relax. They’d gotten out in time, and I knew where they were going. They could be a day ahead of me or a month. But it didn’t matter. They weren’t going any further than Oregon. 
 
    We’d gone about four or five miles when I saw the Navigator with water licking at its running boards. My gut tightened. What had happened? Had they gotten water up in the engine? Bad gas?  
 
    I pulled up next to it, grabbed the mirror to steady myself, and stood up to peek inside. They’d left nothing behind, and it was impossible to tell how long it had been sitting there. Suddenly I didn’t feel so calm. A thousand things could go wrong, and I wasn’t there to fix them.  
 
    Once again, I felt a tug at my insides at the thought of Sydney being in trouble. I know, I didn’t have any right to feel all possessive, but it was there anyway. Ever since being shot I’d looked at things differently. The future had become important. And a big part of me wanted Sydney to be part of that future. 
 
    And yes, I was probably being stupid. The girl was beautiful, intelligent, and kind, with a backbone of steel and the grace of a swan. Only a fool would not want a woman like her. But I could want all I wanted. It wouldn’t mean anything unless she felt the slightest thing in return.  
 
    Laughing at myself I shook my head, “Get a grip, Evan.” 
 
    The day turned overcast, and the wind picked up. I had to reduce speed, the bow kept getting caught by a gust of wind and twisting the boat to the north. I knew one wrong move and it’d dump us in a heartbeat. 
 
    My soul demanded I hurry but my brain kept the desire in check. I couldn’t help anyone if I was dead. And one thing I’d learned these last few months. It was too easy to end up a heap of nothing. 
 
    The wind was joined by a cold rain making the telephone poles harder to see. A fear gnawed at my gut that I was going around in circles and was going to run out of gas before I found dry ground again. 
 
    As was usual, it was Mack who pulled me back to reality by barking then looking back at me. 
 
    “You’d make a good sailor,” I told him as I spotted a road rising up out of the water. I swear it was like I was sailing with Columbus, and we’d sited land after a six-month-long voyage.  
 
    I drove the boat up onto the road and stared through the rain at a town in the distance. The road was covered by a sheen of rainwater. But the road was there, I wouldn’t be swimming.  
 
    “We walk from here,” 
 
    Mack jumped out, his tail wagging, obviously as happy as me to be on solid ground again.  
 
    I slung my backpack and grabbed my walking stick. My leg had gotten stiff sitting in the boat, and it took me a quarter mile to get it loosened up again. But even then, it didn’t work like it used to. I couldn’t put my full weight on it, and I wasn’t winning any foot races anytime soon. 
 
    By the time I made it, I was dragging. Leaning on the walking stick more and more. But I didn’t have a choice but to keep going. I wanted a dry room and warm food. 
 
    A gas station had stuff I could warm up over a quick fire and a back room with a couch.  
 
    “We’ll find a car tomorrow,” I told Mack as I looked up and smiled to myself. Across the street was a bike store with six-foot letters painted on the windows. Oregon via 80. 
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 Sydney 
 
    “Sixty-Eight miles,” Justin said with a huge smile as he ran his finger over his map. “The best so far.” 
 
    I could only smile. Two weeks on the road and my legs weren’t screaming anymore. Seven hundred miles on a bike. Again, one of those things I never would have imagined happening to me before the world ended. 
 
    Kevin undid George’s wheelchair and held it as he shifted himself over. Duchess danced at his feet then jumped up into his lap once he was all settled. 
 
    He flexed his hands and looked up at me with a smile. “Did we actually just cross the continental divide?” 
 
    I smiled back and nodded. “Just be glad we didn’t have to do it in covered wagons.” 
 
    “I thought it would be harder,” Liz said as she swung off her bike and stretched. 
 
    “The climb is so gradual,” Justin said without looking away from the map. 
 
    “That and two weeks building up our strength.” I pushed my hands into my lower back then looked back down I-80. Where are you Evan, I wondered for the tenth time that day. 
 
    Justin grunted. “We’ll have to shift over to I-84, head north, bypass Salt Lake City.” 
 
    My insides tightened. I would have to change my daily sign. Would he see it? Then I felt a bite of shame at myself. I needed to move on. I needed to put Evan behind me. But I also knew I wasn’t ready. 
 
    But my biggest fear was that I would never be ready to forget him. 
 
    We gathered what we needed from a Safeway and built a fire in the parking lot and cooked up a pot of chili. Kevin pulled out some chairs and we let the evening swallow us, each lost in their own thoughts. 
 
    George pulled his wheelchair over next to me and shot me a quick smile. “How you doing?” he asked. 
 
    “Fine,” I said, “My legs aren’t even sore.” 
 
    He stared at me for a moment and shook his head. “I wasn’t talking about your legs. Leaving him. How are you doing?” 
 
    My stomach fell as I fought to hold back a tear. How could a few words bring me to the edge like this? But I realized I wanted to talk. Needed to talk and I am positive there is no better person to talk to in this world than George. He never came across as judgmental. None of that old person attitude towards young people. No condescending looks or rolled eyes at our naivety.  
 
    “I don’t understand,” I managed to say. “Evan. I don’t understand why he had to leave.” 
 
    George took a deep breath as he stared into the fire. “Boys, they got to have an adventure.” 
 
    “What? Surviving the end of the world wasn’t adventurous enough?” I gasped. 
 
    He laughed, “No, not after you lot found me. You got to admit, things became easy. Food, generators for electricity. There wasn’t much of a challenge left.” 
 
    My brow furrowed as I tried to understand. Was that it? Had our life become too easy? 
 
    “Besides,” George continued. “there is an urge that grabs a young man. An urge to test himself. To see what is over the next mountain. To see the world. To find a dragon that needs slaying.” Here he patted his legs and shook his head. “Sometimes, he don’t come home the same way he left.” 
 
    “What if he never comes home,” I whispered. 
 
    His eyes flickered in the firelight as he shrugged. “I don’t know what to tell you Sydney. It could happen. But it could happen to any of us at any time. A deer jumps in front of us, and we swerve off the road and into a canyon. A bolt of lightning. Or a bacterium so small you can’t see it.” 
 
    My stomach turned over. So many people had died. It hadn’t been fair. None of it. But still, I was worried about me and my feelings. Sometimes I could be self-centered. But I also knew I couldn’t feel any different. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” George said as he reached over and patted my arm. “If anyone could make it back, it would be Evan, the boy just has that thing, you know.” 
 
    I smiled at him, he was right. If anyone could find us it would be Evan. Taking a deep breath, I felt a calmness fill me as I looked across the fire to see Justin staring at me with a look that was hard to decipher. A mixture of pain and anger. 
 
    The next morning I was sure to change my sign and underline the 4 in Oregon via 84. 
 
    Slowly we made our way towards Oregon. Twice we saw men but both times they ran away as soon as they saw us. A forest fire made us detour but we caught back up with 84 the next day and crossed over into Eastern Oregon. 
 
    Each afternoon we would find a motel close to a store. We had found that usually, the motels had empty rooms and a place to build a bonfire. We averaged about fifty miles a day. Much more than that and George got too tired.  
 
    Actually, it was amazing that he could go so far. But the man really was built like a bull from the waist up. I thought about the future. What would it be like for disabled people? Sickness, how would we handle it? 
 
    It really hit home when you thought about it. How much had changed? We’d been knocked back to the 1800s. Sure we had bikes. But for how long. No one would know how to build new ones. Eventually, it would all go away. 
 
    The Blue Mountains were behind us when we crossed into Eastern Oregon.  
 
    “We’ll be there in a week,” Justin said as he pulled up alongside of me. “Do you think they’ll be cool?” 
 
    I laughed, “If not, we can move down the road. It’s not like things will be too crowded.” 
 
    He didn’t laugh, instead, his brow furrowed as he stared forward. I turned to look at what he was seeing. A man was standing in the middle of the road waiting for us. 
 
    “Drop back,” he said as he pulled forward. 
 
    My heart raced. This guy wasn’t running away. It would be nice to talk to someone new. Nice to find out what other people had experienced. 
 
    As we drew closer, I saw that he had a rifle, its butt resting on his hip, pointing to the sky. His legs were spread, just standing there waiting. 
 
    All five of us pulled to a stop in front of him.  
 
    The man was about thirty in a jean jacket, a three-day-old beard, and a Seattle Mariners ball cap.  
 
    “Hi,” Justin said, “How’s the road? We’re headed for Oregon.” 
 
    The man just stared at him then dropped his rifle barrel to point it a Justin. 
 
    My stomach clenched then I heard from behind me, “No you’re not. You ain’t going anywhere until we are done with you.” 
 
    A cold chill ran down my spine as I turned to see that two men had stepped out onto the road behind us. Both of them holding shotguns pointed at our heads. 
 
    The man in front ran his gaze over me with that hungry predatory look that made me want to vomit. We’d ridden into a snake’s den and hadn’t even seen it coming. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
    Evan 
 
    I cursed for the twelfth time that hour as the truck sputtered and came to a stop. This was the third one in the last three days. It wasn’t just losing another vehicle. It was the twenty mile walk to the next one that was getting to me.  
 
    A sick feeling kept working its way down my spine. Every delay ate at my gut. I needed to find Sydney and the others. They’d taken bikes so you would have thought I’d catch up with them by now.  
 
    For the thousandth time, I thanked God I’d spotted Sydney’s new sign last night, or I would have missed them and ended up in Oregon before they got there. If they got there. 
 
    “We’re walking again, Mack.” 
 
    The dog wagged his tail then scampered off, his nose to the ground searching. Suddenly a Jackrabbit jumped out from behind some sagebrush making Mack jump back. I laughed, but Mack obviously felt his honor had been challenged and took off after the rabbit.  
 
    I just stood there and smiled. Let him burn off some energy, I thought to myself. It wasn’t like he was going to catch it. 
 
    Of course, ten minutes later he stepped out of the bushes with one dead rabbit clenched in his jaw. 
 
    “Good boy,” I told him as I made him drop it. I liked knowing that if anything happened to me, he could take care of himself. “You can have it for dinner tonight. They’re better if they’re cooked.” 
 
    He barked then took off searching for another one while I started down the road. As I walked or more like limped, I kept looking west at the sinking sun then down the road wondering how far until the next town. 
 
    When I realized, we weren’t going to make it before dark I found a group of boulders off the road and set up camp. Mack got his rabbit, I got a can of stew. Then we bedded down for the night. Sticks for the fire and my guns next to me.  
 
    As I lay back, I stared up at the stars and marveled. So many, I watched them for a while before I noticed one was moving faster than the others. “A satellite,” I told Mack as my insides clenched up. Sending signals down here but no one to hear them. Just a useless piece of junk circling the planet.  
 
    Sadness filled me as I thought about all that we had lost. We had reached the pinnacle only to be knocked off. It was as if the gods had wanted to teach us humility or something. I wondered if we would ever get back to this level of technology. And how many generations would it take before we could send something up there again? 
 
    It was mid-day when I found a crew cab pickup. It was getting harder. I had to find something with no gas in it already or the lines would be all plugged up with gunk. Then I had to siphon and haul gas out of a gas station tank, treat it with fuel additive, hike back to my chosen victim, then push the vehicle and jump in. 
 
    I found the pickup up on a stage in a dealership. I wrestled the ramps in place and pushed it off the edge, jumped in, popped the clutch, and crashed through a plate glass window out into the lot. 
 
    Mack looked over at me and I swear he was smiling.  
 
    Once we were on the road, I felt a slight sense of serenity. My leg ached with a dull pain that never went away and got worse when I had to use the clutch. But, we were getting closer, I just knew it. All I wanted was to keep the truck going until I got to them. I could shift over to a bike at that point if the gas gave out again. 
 
    Eastern Oregon looked a lot like Utah. Distant mountains and long flat roads. The air this side of the Rockies tasted of dust and distant rain. 
 
    “I say we stop just the other side of Pendleton,” I told Mack. He just looked back at me then turned and stuck his head out the window. 
 
    Laughing I shook my head. If we got an early start, we might be in Oregon tomorrow afternoon. Then my stomach clenched. Five bikes were laying in the middle of the road like abandoned trash. For some reason, my people had abandoned perfectly good transportation. 
 
    “Sydney?” I whispered. 
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 Sydney 
 
    They don’t tell you that zip ties hurt. In all those crime shows, no one ever mentions just how painful they are, biting into the skin.  
 
    I swear, the bigger guy had enjoyed pulling them extra tight. 
 
    There were three of them and they had us before we saw it coming. I know, I know, we were idiots. The shorter one looked like he was about eighteen. The bigger guy with a straggly beard and beady eyes looked maybe twenty-five and kept shooting me looks that made my skin crawl.  
 
    They made us drop our guns then tied Kevin and Justin’s hands behind their backs, Liz moved to stop them, but I held her back. Now was not the time for heroics. “You’ll get him killed,” I whispered. 
 
    She blanched and then stopped fighting to save her man. 
 
    When the big guy did mine and Liz’s hands, he did them in the front. I thought it was some sort of misguided chivalry until he gave me an evil smile and said, “You can lay flatter on your back this way.” 
 
    True terror filled me. I had always known that some men could be truly evil. But I don’t think I had ever really seen it until that moment. Eyes that didn’t blink and a mind that belonged in a sewer. 
 
    “Jeff,” the leader in his jean jacket said to the big guy, “You pick up the guns. Tony, you fall back a dozen paces. If one of them runs, kill all three of the men. You can’t miss with that 12-gauge pump.” 
 
    Again I felt overwhelming fear fill me as I realized just how easily they could do it. There would be no second guessing. And no one to ever stop them. 
 
    “You two,” he said to Liz and me, “Help the old man into his wheelchair then start pushing. Jeff, tie him off to the chair.” 
 
    We helped George move over then Duchess jumped up into his lap. When Jeff started to approach the dog growled deep in her throat at the evil man.  
 
    The big guy balked then pulled a pistol from a hip holster and took aim, preparing to shoot the dog. 
 
    “NO!” we all yelled at once. 
 
    The leader shook his head. “You keep that dog quiet, old man. Or he’ll be the first thing we kill.” 
 
    George looked whiter than a ghost as he buried his face in the dog's neck and whispered to her while the big guy tied his arms to each rail. 
 
    How had this happened? I kept asking myself. How had we been so foolish? If we’d been in a truck, we could have gotten out of there. But no, we had decided to take bikes. Obviously, the old rules didn’t apply. 
 
    Liz and I started pushing George, he looked over his shoulder at us silently apologizing. I smiled back trying to relieve his guilt as I fought to figure some way out. What did they want with us? My gut told me the truth. We were women. What had evil men always wanted from women?  
 
    We hadn’t gone a hundred yards when Justin started arguing, “This isn’t right,” he said. “you can’t do this.” 
 
    The leader stopped and turned around. His frown deepened as he walked up to Justin and punched him in the nose, knocking him to the ground. 
 
    I gasped. It had been so casual. As if he had been swatting at a fly. It was the ease and complete lack of empathy that bit at my soul. This man would never feel remorse. 
 
    “That’s your warning,” he growled down at Justin. “The next time I’ll take your woman in front of you then put a bullet between your eyes. Do you understand?” 
 
    Justin lay on the ground, blood dripping from his nose. He sniffled to stop the flow, then nodded. 
 
    The leader turned and started off as Liz and I hurried over to help Justin up.  
 
    “Be careful,” I whispered to him. Angry at him for risking himself, afraid that he might do it again, and miserable that there was nothing I could do. 
 
    He stared into my eyes for a long moment then sighed and nodded. 
 
    It took us almost two hours to reach the next town. It isn’t easy pushing a wheelchair down the highway with your hands cinched up with plastic torture instruments.  
 
    During the entire way, the leader kept looking forward. Jeff, the big guy walked amongst us, occasionally pushing either Justin or Kevin in the back if they slowed down. And in the rear, Tony with his shotgun ready to kill everyone if they tried anything. 
 
    As we drew closer to the town my fear and anxiety grew with each step. Obviously, there was a reason they had taken us, and I was terrified that they were simply waiting until we got to town to start. 
 
    Liz glanced over at me with wide eyes. “They’re going to kill us.” 
 
    “If they wanted us dead, they would have already killed us,” I hissed back at her. 
 
    She glared back at me, “let me rephrase that. When they are done with us, they are going to kill us.” 
 
    I didn’t think an argument was advisable at that particular moment. Instead, I focused on the front and thought about Evan. 
 
    He was safe, that was what mattered. Of course, I couldn’t stop from wondering if we’d ever have fallen into this mess if Evan had been there. Yes, I know he wasn’t perfect, and I know these thugs might have killed him if he tried to stop them. But that didn’t keep me from thinking about him. 
 
    We were just east of Pendleton when the leader pointed to a motel off to the side. I wondered if they had found what we had found that motels were mostly empty. But then I saw they’d been staying there for a while. Empty food cans were scattered across the parking lot and a Weber grill was set up off to the side with a cord of wood next to it. 
 
    Had these men stayed here all winter? How had they survived the cold? How had they avoided the virus? A dozen questions danced around in my head. Why no car? Were there other people around? 
 
    Of course, none of those questions about their past was as important as the one about our future. 
 
    They herded us into a small group in the middle of the parking lot. The leader and Jeff walked off to talk alone. Tony, the youngest came up behind us. 
 
    Maybe this was our best chance, I thought. He didn’t look any different than the boys I knew at school. But it was the way he wouldn’t look me in the eye that made me think that he might be our only chance. 
 
    “How did you survive the virus, Tony?” I remembered a documentary where this phycologist said you should call the captors by name to establish a connection. Supposedly it would make it hard for them to hurt you. 
 
    I don’t know if it would work but it didn’t hurt. 
 
    He shrugged, “We were up in the mountains at Jeff’s cabin when we got word. We just hung out there. Killed a couple of cows from a nearby ranch.” 
 
    I was searching around trying to figure out what I should ask next when Jeff and the leader turned and started back towards us. 
 
    “I get the blond,” Jeff said with a huge smile, looking straight at me. “Tony, you get the brunet.” 
 
    My gut twisted up into a knot as I frantically looked around for an escape when Tony pointed his shotgun at Justin and smiled as he shook his head. It appeared my charm had zero effect on the boy. 
 
    Big Jeff kept smiling as he walked up and patted Kevin on the cheek. “Don’t feel left out. Paul prefers boys like you. Six years in San Quinton will do that to a guy.” 
 
    Kevin’s eyes jumped even wider as the color drained from his face. 
 
    No, this was impossible. I looked over at Liz and saw that she was just as frightened as I was. 
 
    “You do whatever it takes to survive,” I yelled at her as Big Jeff grabbed her arm. “Nothing else is as important.” 
 
    She bit her lip then nodded. 
 
    “Come on,” Jeff said as he started to drag me towards one of the rooms. 
 
    “No,” I yelled as I tried to pull away. 
 
    He just smiled then pointed his gun towards George and fired. The bullet exploded in the asphalt under George’s chair as the explosion echoed off the motel walls. “We don’t need him. You make this hard and I’ll kill him.” 
 
    It felt as if my world was melting away. Everything I had ever known had disappeared. But I didn’t have a choice. I knew he’d kill George. But the sheer terror made me keep pulling away from him.  
 
    The leader folded his arms and was standing back watching when he suddenly frowned and turned to look down the road. 
 
    Somehow through all of my fear and anger and despair, I realized something had changed. The frown on his face made me shift to look over my shoulder and that was when I heard a vehicle approaching. 
 
    And then there he was, Evan. Turning the wheel, charging straight for us, with Mack hanging out of the window barking that angry bark. How dare anyone threaten a member of his pack. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
    Evan 
 
    My gut tightened as my world narrowed down to just the three men threatening my people. Seeing that big guy gripping Sydney’s arm sent a bolt of pure anger through me. I didn’t think, I didn’t plan. I just swerved straight for him. 
 
    There would be no explanation. No excuses. My people were tied up. They’d been forced against their will. This could not be allowed. 
 
    I think the thugs were caught flat-footed. They’d been in charge, things had been going their way when suddenly a new threat appeared from nowhere. 
 
    But all I saw was that hand holding Sydney’s arm. I gunned the truck aiming straight for him. He moved to get out of my way when Sydney suddenly pushed him back into the path of my truck. 
 
    I hit him flat at thirty miles an hour. It would become one of my most treasured memories. Seeing the fear in his eyes just before I hit him then watching him fly through the air a dozen feet before hitting the ground face first and sliding another ten. 
 
    Two left, I thought as I slammed on the brakes, twisting the truck to place it between my people and the men with the guns. 
 
    A shotgun exploded as I bailed out. Either it went overhead, or the truck took the brunt. I didn’t really care as I pulled my pistol and used the engine block as a barrier. I poked up over the hood of the truck and fired three shots, missing by a mile. They’d scrambled behind an old green Pontiac. 
 
    Mack raced past me to check on the others. Thankfully Liz grabbed him and held him down to stop him from charging the gunmen. 
 
    After firing, I ducked back down as shots tore into the truck and ricocheted off the asphalt. It sounded like a thousand firecrackers had been set off and the air burned with the smell of gun smoke. 
 
    I looked over my shoulder and saw that the others were crouched down trying to find shelter, their arms tied off, unable to help. George and Duchess were sitting out in the middle with no cover. His hands were strapped down and he couldn’t move. I could see it in his eyes, his desperate need to protect Duchess mixed with an anger and the need to hurt his enemy. 
 
    This had to end now before a stray bullet caught him or one of the others.  
 
    Lifting up I fired again, but instead of dropping back down, I held my fire until some punk kid peaked up over the roof of the Pontiac, just his eyes. 
 
    It was too tight a shot, so instead, I put one through the passenger window straight into his gut. 
 
    He dropped, screaming and I knew he was out of the game. That left just the guy in the jean jacket.  
 
    Fighting to calm my racing heart, I waited, my ears searching for any sign of his intentions. If he moved, then I would rise up and take my shot. But there was nothing. Suddenly I was terrified he had a bead on where I would pop up. I’d stick my head above the hood, and he’d put a bullet between my eyes. 
 
    I leaned my back against the truck as I desperately fought to figure out what to do next. My heart raced and I was gulping air. This wasn’t like in the movies. People could actually die. Die a long permanent death. 
 
    Trying to figure it out, I was interrupted when Sydney ran crouched over to me. 
 
    “What are you doing,” I yelled as I pushed her behind the tire. It might give her some protection. 
 
    She stared at me then held out her hands. 
 
    I looked down at the tie wrap and ground my teeth at the blood on her wrists. Pulling my knife from my belt I cut her free. 
 
    She smiled up at me then moved to the tuck door. 
 
    “What are you doing,” I hissed. 
 
    “Getting your rifle,” she hissed back at me as if I was a complete idiot. But that was so Sydney. 
 
    “Wait,” I said as I edged to the front of the truck and got ready, then I nodded to her and stepped out, and fired off the rest of the magazine. 
 
    Sydney opened the door then slithered in without exposing herself and got my rifle off the front seat. 
 
    I ducked back down behind the truck as I dropped the empty magazine and slammed home another one then waited for her to get into position. God, my heart was going to break if she got herself killed but I also knew there was nothing in this world I could do to stop her. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I nodded, we both stood up and started firing. We put two dozen rounds into and around that Pontiac, but the guy was gone. 
 
    Dropping back down I looked over at Sydney and smiled.  
 
    She smiled back and said, “You are the biggest jerk in the world. But thank you. I knew you would come.” 
 
    I laughed as my heart soared with happiness at the fact that she was unharmed. 
 
    For a long moment, we stared at each other, just taking it all in when Kevin got to us. I cut him free, and he rushed back with the knife to free the others. 
 
    The moment between Sydney and myself had been broken. It was time to return to the real world. 
 
    “Why were you gone so long?” Sydney asked. 
 
    My heart broke at the thought of letting her down. Letting all of them be put in danger. But now was not the time. There was still a guy out there and I’m pretty sure Eastern Oregon had more than enough guns. He could probably find a fifty caliber or a rocket launcher. “Not now,” I told her. “We need to get out of here.” 
 
    She sighed heavily then nodded in agreement.  
 
    I turned to call the others only to find Kevin bent over the big guy I hit with the truck. 
 
    Suddenly the whoosh of a bullet whizzed past me followed by the crack of a rifle. 
 
    I dropped, bringing my pistol up as I searched for the new threat. 
 
    Mr. Jean Jacket had worked his way around the motel and come at us from the other side. And he had me dead to rites. I was out of position. 
 
    Suddenly he was knocked sideways as a shotgun blast took him, partly in the arm, but mostly in the head. 
 
    Kevin stood there, the big guy’s shotgun in his hand, smoke rising up out of the barrel. He then surprised me by turning to the big guy laying on the ground at his feet. “This one is still alive,”  
 
    “Forget about him,” I said. “Let him bleed to death. We need to go. There may be others.” 
 
    Kevin balked for a moment then nodded but kept looking at the man he had killed.  
 
    Justin went to the young guy behind the Pontiac I had shot in the gut. “We don’t have to worry about this one, he’s dead.” 
 
    “Come on guys,” I yelled, really it was as if they were all in shock and moving through Jell-O. Kevin kept staring at the guy missing half his head. Liz was staring at him then let Mack go to run and hold her boyfriend. 
 
    Really, they were taking too long. I let the tailgate bang as I opened it, hoping that would get through their shock. I banged it again when I closed it after the dogs jumped in. That seemed to break through their haze, and they started moving again.  
 
    George was trying to maneuver his wheelchair to get up into the truck. “Here old man,” I said as I lifted him up and into the cab.  
 
    He smiled and said, “Next time you take off. You might want to think about taking us with you.” 
 
    I laughed then patted his shoulder before I folded up his chair and put it in the back with the dogs. I then turned and scanned the area, worried there were others in the area. Evil had a habit of gathering together.  
 
    Sydney scooted in behind the wheel then over next to George to sit in the middle. The other three got in the back seat and I did one last scan then limped to the truck. 
 
    “You’re hurt?” Sydney gasped as her brow furrowed. 
 
    “Not today, five months ago,” I said as I got the truck running again, praying the gas would last just a little longer. 
 
    She continued to frown then leaned back and let me drive. Both Justin and Kevin stuck their shotguns out the window, ready for anything. I was pretty confident they wouldn’t allow themselves to be surprised ever again. 
 
    “So Oregon?” I asked Sydney. “Via 84” 
 
    She didn’t smile, instead, she looked off into the distance and I knew she hadn’t heard me. She was reliving what had just occurred, men killed. She and Liz threatened with true terror. Of course she was reliving it.  
 
    My heart broke at the thought of what she and the others had gone through. Reaching over I patted her leg. “You’re going to be okay. I promise. It is over.” 
 
    She gave me a weak smile then returned to staring at the distant horizon. 
 
    .o0o. 
 
   
 
  

 Sydney 
 
    He was here. That was all I could think about. But when would he leave again? He’d come back and saved us. Saved me. But what if he wasn’t close enough next time? 
 
    I couldn’t get the taste of terror out of my mouth. A metallic burn to the back of my throat. The memory of what they had intended for us refused to leave my brain. I knew in my heart of heart they would have used us repeatedly then killed us and never thought about us again. 
 
    Gritting my teeth I gripped my knees to stop from screaming at the top of my lungs. It was so frustrating, fighting this constant fear that danced just out of reach. To know just how vulnerable I was. Civilization had truly ended.  
 
    I had known it before, intellectually, but not emotionally. I hadn’t really come to grasp all we had lost. The interlocking expectations of mutual support. The knowledge that there was always someone more powerful to turn to for help. The Police, the Army. Someone.  
 
    But it was all gone and that made me want to cry.  
 
    I looked over at Evan and felt my world shift once again. It was impossible to believe he was here. With us. He wasn’t lying dead in some ditch somewhere. But I would never forget him standing up and firing at those men. He’d put himself between us and them. He’d risked himself and at that moment I realized I might lose him yet. 
 
    A cold emptiness had filled me at the thought. 
 
    Suddenly, I couldn’t hold it back and I started crying. At first, just silent tears ran down my cheek but then as I thought about what had almost happened, a slow ugly cry with pathetic gasps of air. 
 
    I don’t know how long I would have cried. But when I felt Evan’s arm around my shoulders, I sank into him and realized I would be able to put this behind me. I felt safe. As safe as I would ever feel. 
 
    “Don’t worry, it is over,” he whispered again and again as he drove with one hand, the other holding me tight next to him.  
 
    He would never understand. It would never be over. That was why I was crying. He would leave again, and I would once again be all alone. That was why I was really crying. I might be alive, but I wanted more. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Thirty 
 
    Evan 
 
    Honestly, I expected to be chased by Mad-Max’s marauders at any moment. I spent half my time searching the rearview mirror, ready to floor it if I had to get us out of there. 
 
    But nothing. Either it had only been those three. Or if there were others, they weren’t coming for us. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I pulled my arm from around Sydney so I could downshift while we were going up a hill. She shot me a quick smile and wiped her eyes. 
 
    “Do you think we will be there tonight?” she asked. “Kevin has a detailed map of where they are at.” 
 
    I shook my head. “We’ll have to stop this side of the cascades. I don’t want the gas going bad in the dark, we’d be stuck in the mountains without a ride. Besides. I don’t like the idea of pulling up on these people in the middle of the night. They have no idea who we are and might start shooting.” 
 
    She nodded then looked over her shoulder at the others. “One last bonfire?” 
 
    They nodded but there were still a lot of blank stares and grim eyes. My heart broke. We had all been through so much. All we wanted was to get to this group in Oregon and start our life over.  
 
    As I drove, I couldn’t help but feel the soft body next to me as her lavender perfume tickled my soul making it hard to concentrate on the road. A dozen regrets filled me. I shouldn’t have left them alone. But most of all I wondered if I had angered her so much, she would never forgive me. 
 
    Oh, well, I would just have to wait and see. In the meantime, I kept one eye on the rearview and another on the country around us. Dry and flat. The road was clear with only the occasional rusted car parked on the shoulder. 
 
    We joined up with the Columbia river and I started looking for someplace to pull off. It wasn’t until we got to The Dalles that I found a roadside motel. Glancing over at Sydney I raised an eyebrow asking if this would be good. 
 
    She smiled slightly and nodded.  
 
    We fell into an old routine. I got six large cans of stew, and we cooked them over a fire in the middle of the parking lot. I wondered if I should find some booze and get them all drunk. 
 
    “I’m so angry,” Kevin said suddenly as he stared into the fire. “I just want to go back and kill them again.” 
 
    George cleared his throat then said, “Always remember. You did the right thing. All of you survived.” 
 
    Justin scoffed. “If Evan hadn’t shown up … they were …” 
 
    “But Evan did show up,” George said as he glared at each of them. “If you had gotten killed. There would have been no one to save. You did the right thing. These things are measured in results.” 
 
    My heart broke as I thought about the guilt and shame they were feeling. “George is right,” I said as I tossed my empty can of stew into the fire. 
 
    The others remained quiet, but I saw a subtle shift as they sat a little straighter.  
 
    A few minutes later Liz got up and took Kevin’s hand before leading him to their room. Justin watched them go then glanced over at Sydney, then at me. Something was going on. Suddenly a new fear filled me. Was there something between them? 
 
    God, what an idiot I could be. Of course there was. He was a good-looking guy. They were the last people on the planet. But Sydney surprised me by getting up and saying to me, “Can you sit with me for a bit? I don’t think I could fall asleep unless someone is there.” 
 
    She’d asked me, not Justin. Suddenly the world seemed a wonderful place. “Sure.” 
 
    Sighing heavily she grabbed my rifle from next to her chair and started for her room. I glanced back and saw Justin with a sadness in his eyes which surprised me. 
 
    When we got to the room, I felt a sudden nervousness as I saw that big bed and a thousand fantasies danced through my head. But I’m not an idiot. Not completely. I knew after what she had gone through that day the last thing, she would want was some guy coming on to her.  
 
    Instead, I lit a candle and pulled up a chair, adjusted the gun on my hip, and sat down. 
 
    Sydney put the rifle on the far side of the bed where she could get to it easily then smiled sweetly at me as she kicked off her tennis shoes before she climbed under the blankets fully clothed. Again one of those changes. She wanted to be ready for anything even in the middle of the night.  
 
    Laying on her side, her hands tucked under her cheek she stared at me for a long moment then laughed, “tell me a bedtime story. What did you do on your travels? Did you find what you were looking for?” 
 
    I swallowed hard. God, the woman was so beautiful. She took my breath away. Innocent, pure, and beautiful.  
 
    Shaking my head I said, “No, not really. But then I didn’t know what I was looking for so of course I couldn’t find it.” 
 
    She smiled encouragingly so I told her everything. The people I found. The town in Montana cut off. Getting shot and having to hole up for the winter. 
 
    Her eyes grew misty when I talked about trying to survive and caring for my leg. 
 
    “Do you think you will always have a limp?” she asked.  
 
    I laughed. That was the thing about Sydney and me. We could talk truth. There were no hidden agendas. No fear of offending the other person.  
 
    “I think it will get better. Probably not all the way. But better.” 
 
    She let out a long breath then said, “We missed you.” 
 
    We, not I, I realized as I smiled at her. If she only knew how much I had missed them. Missed her. 
 
    .o0o. 
 
   
 
  

 Sydney 
 
    I stared at him. In the soft candlelight. So handsome, a born hero. I had to look away, my heart just hurt too much. I shifted to stare out the window into the night. The bonfire had died down. Justin and George had gone to their rooms. It was just Evan and me, all alone.  
 
    “When do you think you will go out again?” I asked him as I held my breath, terrified of the answer. Please stay for a while, I wanted to beg. But I feared he would get us settled with this new group then take off again.  
 
    He joined me in staring out into the night. “When I was holed up in that house, not knowing if I was going to make it. I realized something important. Something only an idiot wouldn’t have seen earlier.” 
 
    I held my breath as I watched him turn to watch me. Our eyes locked as my heart pounded in my chest. The tension in the air vibrated between us as an intensity filled the situation. 
 
    “Then if I hadn’t already known, today reminded me.” 
 
    “What?” I asked as I still continued to not breathe. 
 
    He laughed then shrugged those wide shoulders. “What I was searching for was right there in front of me all the time.” 
 
    My heart jumped with hope, but I clenched my jaw to stop from begging. 
 
    He smiled then sighed, “It took me going away to realize just how much I love you.” 
 
    “WHAT?” I gasped as I sat up in bed. 
 
    Shrugging like a little boy caught stealing a cookie he gave me that Evan smile and shrugged his shoulders again. “I sort of knew I was in love with you. That might have been part of why I left. You deserve better.” 
 
    My world began to spin around me.  
 
    “Of all the most ridiculous words ever spoken,” I said as I glared at him. “Those have to be amongst the most stupid.” 
 
    He just shrugged.  
 
    “Evan Lloyd Carlson. You are all any woman could ever want. Tall and handsome, kind, sweet, with a hero complex a mile wide.” 
 
    He cocked his head and studied me for a moment, “So are you saying you are such a woman?” 
 
    Sighing heavily I rolled my eyes. “Of course, you idiot.” 
 
    His smile grew wider and wider as he stood up and pulled me up into his arms and I knew that I had found what I would always need. 
 
    A thousand butterflies took flight as he looked down into my eyes then leaned down and kissed me. I melted into him, I was safe, I was where I was meant to be.  
 
  
 
  



 Epilogue 
 
    Evan 
 
    Sydney rested her hand on my leg as I turned off the highway. She held the map for the last few miles, but I’ve got to be honest, I wasn’t thinking about where we were going but about where we had been. Especially last night. 
 
    She glanced up at me with blushing cheeks and I knew she was thinking the same thing. 
 
    Liz leaned forward from the back seat and said, “You two love birds need to concentrate on the road.” 
 
    I laughed, Sydney blushed even more. God, the world could be so good sometimes. 
 
    We wound our way up a two-lane road fenced in by tall pines passing the occasional farm. Cows in the fields. Yes, I could see where this land would give us what we needed. 
 
    We turned a wide bend and there it was. Just like they had told us. A large ranch house with another off to the side. A big red barn. Radio antennas and solar panels behind the house. A crop of green corn on about forty acres. 
 
    Everyone in the truck leaned forward to get a better look as I pulled to a stop in front of the gate. We sat there for a moment taking it all in until the door opened and more people than I had seen in two years spilled out onto the porch.  
 
    I could only stare. There must have been almost twenty of them. Everything from a little girl to the big guy staring at us, as he held a shotgun. 
 
    This was it, I realized. Were these good people? Would this be our new home, or would we have to move on down the road? I got out. Both Duchess and Mack jumped out of the back of the truck to join me. 
 
    As the others got out and helped George into his wheelchair I stood there watching as they approached the gate. 
 
    “You the lot from Nebraska,” the big guy asked. “We’ve been hoping you would show up.” 
 
    I sighed inside. “I’m Evan,” I told them as I held out my hand, then introduced the others. Sydney stepped up next to me and I instinctively put my arm around her shoulders. I knew I was sort of marking my territory, but I didn’t really care. 
 
    “I’m Nick, and this is Jenny,” he said pulling a young woman with a baby in her arms next to him and putting an arm around her waist. Again, obviously marking his woman. He smiled then introduced his people. Another guy my age named Luke and his girlfriend Brie. Then a bunch of names that I didn’t remember. 
 
    They looked healthy, happy, as if they had figured it out. My soul rested easily. We could stay here if we wanted to. There was safety in numbers. Our children would grow up together and build a new world. 
 
    Maybe we could attract others. Good people. I thought about that town in Montana. There would be at least two places that were large enough to survive. Yes, the human race was not going to slink off the stage and be forgotten. 
 
    Sydney reached up and pulled me down so she could kiss me on the cheek. “Thank you,” she whispered. “For making my future worth living.” 
 
    I squeezed Sydney then nodded to this Nick guy. Yes. the human race was going to survive after all. 
 
    The End 
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    Worth Saving 
 
      
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t the last person on earth, I reminded myself. It just felt that way. A gut-wrenching loneliness that never went away. 
 
    Blowing trash and a whistling wind were the only distractions as my eyes scanned across each window, every doorway, searching for movement or anything not right. So far everything seemed okay, but hey, you can never be too sure.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, I scrambled across the street and ducked into an old restaurant. The door had been smashed, but the windows were still intact, a minor miracle after five years.  
 
    The air smelled dusty and old with a biting taste.  
 
    Stepping in, I followed my bow and arrow, ready for any surprise, be they bogeymen or worse, rats. I hated rats, they always appeared so damn happy with the world.  
 
    Thankfully the place was quieter than a corps.  
 
    My stomach growled as I began searching for food. Hell, it beat hunting in the park. You never knew, I might get lucky.  
 
    My heart dropped when I realized the place had been cleaned out years ago. Everything was empty. All the shelves in the kitchen were bare, even the trashcan was empty.  
 
    I slammed my hand on the countertop and slowly spun around. Searching, my mouth-watering, I’d let my hopes get too high.  
 
    Spying an office to the side, the door partially open, I stuck my head inside and gave it a quick glance. I almost tripped over my own two feet when I saw what they’d left behind the desk.  
 
    Somebody had made a nice little pile of a ten-pound bag of flour, a restaurant can of cooking oil, and a Danish ham in a can. I couldn’t believe it and had to keep swallowing as my mouth filled with saliva just thinking about all that salty goodness. 
 
    Using my free hand, I wiped off a fine layer of dust from the can of ham, hoping to see some kind of expiration date. Hell who was I kidding, the thing could have expired years ago, it wouldn’t stop me. Nothing I couldn’t fix with a hot fire and a frying pan. 
 
     Bending down, I stuffed my backpack. My heart raced a mile a minute as I started thinking of all the ways I could cook the ham.  
 
    Throwing my bag over my shoulder, I scanned the kitchen area one last time. Finding nothing new, I sighed and returned to the dining room.  
 
    I might have made it out if that one thing hadn’t caught my eye, something off-kilter, that one thing out of whack. 
 
     A small boot print in the dust by the front door. It had me instantly dropping my pack and slipping my machete from its scabbard with a hissing “sssshwing” sound.  
 
    I quickly searched high and low, every dark corner and under every table but there was no one. I was still alone and able to breathe again. Squatting down, I examined the boot track. It wasn’t mine, too small, and with a pointy toe.  
 
    Resting on my heels, I ran a finger along the edges comparing it to my tracks through the dust. This one looked a little older, like it’d been made a few days ago. I must have missed it.  
 
    “Not good Kris,” I mumbled to myself.  
 
    Mistakes like that could get a person killed around here. I never would’ve missed it at home. I knew where to look, and what was important on the mountain.  
 
    Here, everything was different, out of place. I had to think about every action, every detail. None of it came instinctively since I left the mountains. 
 
    A scary thought flashed through my mind, why hadn’t they found the ham and flour? Had they left it for me? Was it some kind of trap? Poison maybe? Or did they have so much food they didn’t need this stuff?  
 
    It was confusing, not enough to get me to leave the food behind, though. I might be nervous, but I was also hungry. Hunger can make a guy do some pretty dumb things. I hoped this wasn’t one of them. 
 
    Closing my eyes, I let my senses take over, searching for any noise or smell. Hoping to get some type of feeling about what I should do next. 
 
     Of course, nothing happened. A little disappointed, I grabbed my pack and peeked out the front door, machete back in its scabbard and bow and arrow leading the way.  
 
    I made sure the street was clear before I left the building and started making my way back to my home in the library. 
 
    I’d walked about half a block when a subtle twitch started traveling between my shoulder blades. You know, the kind you feel when someone is staring daggers into your back. Whoever they were they were good at disappearing. I stood there, examining every possible hiding space. 
 
     Seeing all the useless cars parked on the street made me remember the Tinker I’d met two years earlier. He’d driven to the farm in a horse-drawn wagon and laughed when he saw me staring at his horses.  
 
    He bitched about the useless electric cars.  
 
    “No electricity, no car,” he said as he unhitched his team and complained that all the gas had gone bad, ruined by the chemicals the big oil companies added to it.  
 
    After a few years of sitting around, the gas clumped together and ruined the engines. Because no one had pumped new oil since the illness, that meant no one went anywhere and that was why being a Tinker with horses was valuable.  
 
    “No gas, no car, no problem.” 
 
    My mind snapped back to the street. It wasn’t good to let my mind wander like that. I must be hungrier than I thought as I scanned the street again. Nothing!  
 
    The feeling was still there. It was so frustrating. I wanted to find people. I was done with being alone all the time. Unfortunately, they didn’t want anything to do with me. 
 
     Resuming my journey, I was almost at my new home when I spun around real fast and caught a movement. Someone had ducked back behind the big brown First National Bank on the corner.  
 
    Running as fast as the heavy pack would let me, I rounded the corner, but no one was there.  
 
    The street was emptier than my stomach. There wasn’t even blowing trash to distract the eye. They could be anywhere by now, having slipped into any of a dozen buildings.  
 
    “I just want to talk,” I yelled, surprised at the sound of my voice. I hadn’t planned on saying anything, but I was getting pissed off with this constant game of hide and seek. 
 
    Frustrated, I turned for home. The shoulder twitch didn’t go away. 
 
      
 
    .o0o. 
 
    Sitting on the ledge of the cathedral’s bell tower, six stories above the street. I draped my arm over the ugliest of the gargoyles like a modern-day Quasimodo as I wondered about my future.  
 
    Looking out across the city I scanned everything, each street, building, or back alley for any sign of life. Hoping to see smoke, moving cars, recent construction, anything.  
 
    The city looked deader than the bodies in the church below.  
 
    I’d come to the cathedral ledge to watch the sunrise over the city and come to some type of resolution. Go or stay? If go, where?  
 
    The purple sky slowly turned red and eventually yellow enough to start throwing deep dark shadows. This was the most active time of the day, with enough light to see potential predators and enough shadows to find good hiding spots.  
 
    Dispersed people made quick trips from doorway to doorway and into derelict buildings to retrieve what they needed. 
 
    After several minutes of watching, I saw what I was looking for. A slight figure at the end of the block slowly opened a door and scampered across the street to a strip mall and into one of the stores.  
 
    They were dressed in jeans and a green sweatshirt with their hood up. I’d seen this person twice before and didn’t think they lived in either building.  
 
    If they followed the normal pattern, they’d return the same way they came. I gathered my things and ran down the stairs, two at a time. Within minutes I was in the tall building and in place. Crouched behind a receptionist's desk, my leg muscles burned as I waited. 
 
    It wasn’t long before I was rewarded with the crunch of glass as the person returned from their supply run. Quickly standing, gripping my bow and notched arrow aimed between their shoulder blades. I watched them close the door.  
 
    “Hello,” I said. What else do you say in a situation like that? 
 
    The person squealed and turned with a nasty looking spear in her hand. She crouched ready to take on whatever awaited her. 
 
    A girl! About my age. Eighteen or so, and she wanted to shove her spear into me three ways from Sunday.  
 
    She whipped her hood back to eliminate any blind spots and put her back to the wall, making sure nothing could come up from behind. All the while, her eyes bore into me with such hate that I felt dirty, like I’d failed somehow.  
 
    “Hold on, I just want to talk,” I stammered. My voice sounded horse and unused. I moved the arrow so it no longer pointed at her and held up my other hand.  
 
    “Just talk,” I said with more clarity this time. 
 
    Her ponytail whipped back and forth as she searched the area for other threats. Seeing none, her gaze returned to stare at me as she slowly slid back to the door. The tip of her spear never waved. Reaching behind her she grabbed the knob with her left hand. 
 
    “Please,” I said, sounding all needy and stuff. “Why is everyone hiding?” I added. Hoping that if she knew, I was curious and not a threat, she might relent.  
 
    Still no response 
 
    She was short, about five foot three with blond hair and blue eyes that didn’t stop moving and were so intense they could cut through steel. 
 
     She reminded me of a cornered badger, cute and ready to tear my heart out by the roots. Her jeans were tight in all the right places and made me feel sort of strange inside.  
 
    It was her face though that shocked me. It’d be beautiful if she ever stopped scowling.  
 
    “I just want to …” What did I want I wondered, not for the first time.  
 
    Taking a step to the side of the desk I stepped towards her, I didn’t know why, I just wanted to get closer.  
 
    “Stay back,” she screamed, emphasizing her point by thrusting her spear my way. 
 
    I froze in my tracks before slowly moving back behind the desk. Anything to make her feel comfortable enough to stay. 
 
    Both of us looked at each other across the room, neither knowing what to do next.  
 
    “Can I meet your group, maybe your leader?” I asked. God how lame, I thought, kicking myself internally. This isn’t some alien visiting the planet, you’ve been reading too many Sci-Fi books.  
 
    Watching her, I wondered if she thought I was a total idiot or only partly one. 
 
    “What makes you think I’m not the leader,” she said, her voice pitched high and tight. Sticking her chin out a little she dared me to contradict her. “And what do you know of our group?” she added with a worried look on her face. 
 
    “Nothing, I mean, I don’t know. I’m trying to figure out what’s going on around here,” I said. Exasperated that I couldn’t think straight, and continued to make a fool of myself. 
 
    “Nothing’s going on, the world ended,” she said. As if that was all the explanation I needed. 
 
    “What about here in the city, who’s in charge?” 
 
    “No one’s in charge,” she said as if it should be obvious. “And before you ask, there are no zombies or mutant aliens. Between the dogs, the slavers, and the Bengal Tiger some idiot let out of the zoo, we have more than enough monsters thank you. We’re all trying to avoid becoming someone’s next meal. And the best way to do that is to avoid other people.” 
 
    It was as if someone had hit me upside the head. No one in charge, how was that possible?  
 
    I’d counted on some kind of organization, something I could join. I didn’t care if my emotions were showing. I’d hoped for so much.  
 
    Five years of hiding, of following my father’s instructions to the letter. I’d risked everything, abandoned his wishes to find something else. And these people were no better. In fact, they seemed to have it worse. At least in the forest and on the farm, I knew what I was dealing with.  
 
    Did she say Bengal Tiger?  
 
    Looking at her, I didn’t know where to go from here.  
 
    The girl’s brow furrowed with pity, but she didn’t leave the door. “Welcome to the big city,” she said with a sneer. “You should probably go back to where you came from.”  
 
    The words hurt, did she think that little of me? Hell, I was the one who'd trapped her. Believe me, my bow outweighed her puny spear. I knew I could take care of myself, that wasn’t the question.  
 
    Besides, I didn’t need some girl telling me what to do, even if she did fill out a pair of jeans to perfection.  
 
    I’ll admit up front, I didn’t have a lot of experience talking to people, especially female-type people. Five years in the mountains will do that.  
 
    This one seemed awful bossy, maybe they just naturally told people what to do. Shaking my head, I tried to get my mind wrapped around what she’d told me. 
 
    “I’ve got to go,” she said and was out the door in a flash.  
 
    I ran to the door to stop her but she was already across the street and entering another store. At the last moment, she turned and looked back at me, those blue eyes boring into my soul.  
 
    “The Library was a good choice,” she yelled. Pushing a wisp of hair behind her ear, she knocked a piece of hanging glass out of the way with her spear as she ducked into the building.  
 
    I stood there hoping she’d come back. Slowly realizing I was alone once again.  
 
    My anger slowly built as I made my way back to the library. Things were so screwed up. By the time I got back, my face was beet red, and my hands ached from clenching the bow so hard. It wasn’t right; someone should have done something about it by now. 
 
    Reaching my room, I put my things into the corner and flopped onto the bed I’d dragged in from the department store down the block. My anger slowly gave way to despair as I realized that all of my hopes, plans, and dreams had vanished.  
 
    Should I go back to the mountains? Maybe somewhere else might be better.  
 
    As my mind wandered, trying to figure out what to do next, I thought of the girl and the way she looked in those jeans.  
 
    I hadn’t even gotten her name but could remember every curve, the way her eyes cut right through me. I cringed when I remembered the sting of her words.  
 
    Go Back! Not on your life.  
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    I climbed into the bell tower the next afternoon in a rather foul mood. I was going to have to start naming the gargoyles if I was going to continue coming up here. Hell, they may be the only friends I ever had. 
 
    “She isn’t the only person in town,” I mumbled to the stone creature next to me. “Not even the only girl I’d bet. There must be other people. Someone must be willing to talk, maybe an adult.”  
 
    Okay, I talk to myself. It happens when you live all alone for as long as I did.  
 
    I could easily see what the city used to be like. Full of movements, never still. Cars and people rushing everywhere, horns blaring, music spilling out of the bars and taverns, traffic lights, neon signs, and street lights mixing together to create a canvas of vibrant images.  
 
    The aroma of fresh bread, car exhaust, and the ozone of electric motors mingled to form the sweet smell of progress and comfort. I could taste it on my tongue I wanted it so bad. 
 
    Now the city was dead stone buildings, tan, brown, and gray interspersed with glass and steel. All of it drab, dirty. The black streets laid out in a grid. Shuffling blowing trash from one side to the other.  
 
    If I listened hard, I could hear the wind whistling through the man-made canyons, across the sun faded cars parked neatly along broken sidewalks.  
 
    Today’s city had that sweet dry smell of dust and old death. The smell was constant, regardless of which way the wind blew. A deep sadness at the huge waste of it all washed through me.  
 
    Pulling my dad's pocket knife from my pocket, I absent-mindedly flicked it open. Closed it, and flicked it open again. It was a habit I'd picked up since leaving the mountains. I think it kept me in touch with my home, my dad, and all I'd left behind. 
 
    If I closed my eyes, I could also see what the city would become. A future pile of grass-covered rubble located next to the river. A huge hill between the prairie and the mountains. The type of place that the future local wandering nomads spoke of in hushed tones as they migrated with the great herds. A place filled with un-placated ghosts. 
 
    I’d left the mountains on my eighteenth birthday two weeks earlier, after spending five years up there on my own. Ignoring everything my father had said on his death bed.  
 
    Disregarding the three black and white marbled notebooks crammed with dictated information passed along by a dying man who knew he was leaving his son all alone in the world.  
 
    Books filled with everything from how to dress a deer to changing a flat tire, all of the things he thought I’d need to survive in this new world. The pages interlaced with a single message – Avoid people at all costs.  
 
    After five years I couldn’t take it any longer. I didn’t care. I couldn’t stay there all alone anymore, living like a hermit. Something inside my gut pushed me.  
 
    An unknown force was driving me to stretch the limits, to break some rules, to ignore what was smart, and do what felt good instead. To hell with the consequences. Maybe it was hormones. I don’t know, and there wasn’t anybody to ask.  
 
    So without really thinking about it, I’d left our small farm on a tree-covered mountain and sneaked into the deserted city hoping to find other people.  
 
    This was not what I expected. 
 
    I sat there on the ledge sixty feet above the empty street. My feet dangled over the side as my mind drifted to the past.  
 
    The plague was pretty efficient, leaving five people for every ten thousand it took. It’d come out of some Mid-East war and spread across the world in less than a month.  
 
    Most people had time to make it home and crawl into bed before dying an agonizing death. Not everyone had chosen that path of course, as the pews in the church below demonstrated.  
 
    Old white bones covered in old clothes were the iconic image of this new age.  
 
    Movement caught the corner of my eye; a pack of feral dogs was hunting near the park. Their noses close to the ground, sweeping back and forth as they searched for that elusive scent that would signal dinner. I shivered.  
 
    It hadn’t taken long after the illness swept through before they’d gotten used to human flesh. There’d been a full course meal on every corner.  
 
    My mind flashed back a couple of months ago to Mrs. Jacobson on the side of the road. It looked like some wild dogs, or a wolf pack had caught her too far away from her house.  
 
    I don’t think I’ll ever get that sight out of my mind.  
 
    She’d been the last person I knew from before the plague. In fact, she was the last person I knew period. A sweet lady like her shouldn’t have had to worry about wild dogs. 
 
     She’d stop by and make sure I was alright. Even tried to take me in after my dad died. I’d always found some excuse not to. Maybe if I was there, she wouldn’t have been taken like that.  
 
    As I watched, the dogs caught a scent and tore into the park, baying in full-throated glory.  
 
     A doe sprang from the bushes and scampered across the park’s meadow and into the trees. The dogs had her scent though and wouldn’t give up easily. A large German Shepherd raced to the front of the pack while a beautiful Red Irish setter turned to the left, trying to herd the deer back towards the shepherd.  
 
    I had a bird’s eye view and watched, fascinated when the dogs trapped the young deer by a chain-link fence, her path cut at every turn. She turned to face her enemies, frantic, still searching for that escape. 
 
    I felt sorry for her, it was hopeless.  
 
    The dogs moved in cautiously, knowing they had her trapped. Working together they turned the deer, and the shepherd got in close to hamstring her. As he held her heel, the big red setter got her by the throat. In an instant, she was down.  
 
    I couldn’t pull my eyes away as the dogs tore into the tawny hide and began to feast, snapping and snarling at each other over the choicer parts.  
 
    Without thinking, I reached for my bow and quiver, making sure they were close. Even at sixty feet above the scene, a disquieting sliver of fear crept up my spine.  
 
    I’d taken my share of deer, this was different. Seeing such violence inside the city made me uncomfortable.  
 
    For the thousandth time, I desperately wished I had a gun. A bow, even a professional compound bow like the one dad had left me was great for hunting, but I’d need a machine gun if I ever got cornered by a large pack of wild dogs.  
 
    Living was easier at the beginning, as long as you didn’t mind the overpowering stink when going into some dead person’s house to retrieve their food. Now, after five years, the easily found stuff was running out or had already spoiled.  
 
    I could survive in the mountains on my own, - barely, but it was close and wasn’t much fun and only a small step up from the dogs below. 
 
    Tearing my gaze away, I returned to scanning the city. The cathedral sat catty-corner from my library overlooking the park and the river. Several places on both sides of the river had been turned into blackened rubble. There hadn’t been anybody to put the fires out. Still, other buildings had smashed windows and doors hanging open on their broken hinges.  
 
    Most of the city looked normal, only abandoned. As if someone had vacuumed up all the people and left everything else untouched.  
 
    An eagle cruised above the building behind me. Suddenly a pair of crows flew up to harass the bigger bird. They acted like fighter jets attacking a lumbering bomber. They’d swoop in from above and then dart out of the way before getting too close. Cawing, and raising all kinds of hell the whole time.  
 
    The eagle tried to ignore them, probably frustrated out of his mind. Deciding he’d had enough, he turned and slowly left the area. He must have traveled a good mile before the smaller black birds left him alone.  
 
    Smiling to myself I returned to searching the city.  
 
    I tried to come here at least once a day. It was definitely the best vantage point. Automatically I looked at the last place I’d seen her, what I called ‘Her building.’  
 
    I tried to scan the rest of the city, but my eyes kept being pulled back to that spot. 
 
     Only after a long time, could I force them away. I slowly searched each street and the park. Gasping with shock as I grabbed the ledge for balance.  
 
    Smoke rose inside the park, a long column stretching into the sky. A campfire at the far end. How had I missed that? A fire meant someone wasn’t afraid, someone willing to be found. My heart racing once again, I ran down the stairs and into the park. 
 
    I’d gone a few feet into the trees of the park before I froze, slow down Kris, I thought. Just because they’re willing to be found, doesn’t mean that all the dangerous beasties have disappeared.  
 
    Putting my head on a swivel, looking everywhere, I notched an arrow and slowly made my way forward, crouching and constantly scanning everything around me.  
 
    The acrid smell of charred wood tickled my nose long before I saw anything. Slowly I approached the edge of the tree line, being careful not to scare anyone away. If the last time had been any indication, people around here didn’t like strangers. I stopped at the edge, being sure to remain hidden.  
 
    Three wagons, the type with big wooden wheels, were arranged in a loose triangle. Six horses were picketed not far away, tearing at the luscious green grass of the park.  
 
    Weren’t these people scared of the dog packs? I wondered. Or did they not know about them? Maybe they were from outside of the city. Maybe they weren’t afraid of strangers. I had to fight to keep my heart from jumping out of my body.  
 
    Still, I didn’t move, I’d spent too many years being cautious to throw away good habits now. I could hear my father whispering in my ear. “Patience Kris. Nothing was ever accomplished by rushing.” And, “Slow and steady wins the race every time.” I wished my dad was here now, he’d know what to do.  
 
    Shaking off the maudlin thoughts, I made my way to the right, hoping to get a better look into the campsite. I’d traveled about ten feet when I caught sight of a man squatting by the fire, stirring it with a stick.  
 
    The man was old, about forty, (my dad’s age), dressed in jeans, boots, a red flannel shirt, and a blue ball cap. He appeared to have something hanging on his left hip, it was too small to be a sword and too big… A GUN!  
 
    No wonder they didn’t worry about the dog pack. How did he get a gun? They were supposed to have all been confiscated decades ago when the second amendment was revoked.  
 
    We were taught about it all in school. Every year there would be several lessons about why no one had guns, and why no one ever would.  
 
    I was sure it was a gun, I could see the wooden grip, the hammer, and the back of the trigger guard. It was in a leather holster hanging from a belt with several bullets filling the special loops. 
 
     I’d seen enough pictures and remembered my dad talking about them wistfully. My mouth began to salivate as I thought about what I could do with a gun. I’d love to run into that dog pack, boy would they be surprised.  
 
    Maybe the men had extras and would be willing to trade, although, I couldn’t imagine what I could have that they might want. They could pick up anything they needed in the city for free. 
 
    My stomach got that nervous feeling it always got when I came across something unknown. Looking at my measly bow, I shook my head. Careful Kris, a gun changes things.  
 
    Turning, I looked over my shoulder and tried to catch a glimpse of the sun through the trees. At least two hours before dark. I had to start making some decisions soon. I didn’t want to be caught in the park at night.  
 
    Continuing to make my way to the left, I saw two more men, both with guns on their hips and one carrying a rifle. Jesus, it wasn’t fair, the man had two guns. The immense wealth was hard for me to fathom and a feeling of green jealousy washed through my body.  
 
    I knew I wasn’t supposed to feel like this, it wasn’t right; maybe the man earned his wealth. My heart raced, I craved a gun like nothing else in this world.  
 
    As I watched, the man with the rifle got up and said something to his companions, dressed in Jeans, cowboy boots, and a suede jacket with a wool collar he was too far away to be heard clearly.  
 
    His body language screamed alpha male. Marking him the guy in charge. The third man was about my age, with beady eyes and greasy hair tied back in a long ponytail that stretched to the middle of his back. 
 
    I saw that the bushes were closer to the wagons about twenty feet further to the right. I slowly made my way to them and peered through the branches I had slowly spread.  
 
    I was shocked to my core to see two girls tied to one of the wagon wheels. The first girl was about six or seven, with brown hair and wearing a pink parka. She looked scared, her forehead creased in worry. Like a rabbit snared in a trap.  
 
    She slightly blocked my view of the other girl. I could tell it was a girl because of the way her jeans were stretched over a tight rounded hip and her long legs ended in small black, pointy-toed boots, just like …  
 
    I gasped and froze, afraid the men would hear me. Thankfully they didn’t react. Quietly I moved a little, I had to know. Yes, it was her alright, the girl I’d met the other day. She was pissed off enough to kill a grizzly. She had a big red bruise on her cheek and kept pulling at the ropes binding her hands.  
 
    I glanced down at my bow and mentally counted the seven arrows in my quiver. Oh crap, what had I gotten myself into this time? 
 
      
 
    Worth Saving 
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