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   Chapter 1
 
    
 
   It’s been a week since Dorian, the self-claimed dictator of the survival shelter, took Edgar, Ben and me prisoner after we accidentally stumbled upon nuclear warheads. Within an hour of being captured, Elsie and Masaru were thrown into the cell with us. Even though they are prisoners now, I am relieved that we are all together, and I don’t have to worry what might be happening to them. I’ve only known them since the ‘end of the world,’ but they are my best friends, my only friends.
 
   Should I be terrified that the Denver airport is a hidden plant for nuclear weapons, or does it even matter now? They are death icons from the past. For all we know, the only survivors on Earth are living in this Godforsaken airport, but Dorian evidently cares about the weapons since he has thrown us in this cell.
 
   With nothing to do but stare at stone walls, our minds run wild. Ben is pacing. I can tell he is calculating something in his head, and it doesn’t take long for him to do the math. He sits down at a small table and picks up a deck of cards.
 
   “So, we know Australia and California didn’t make it from the news,” he says.
 
   Elsie shakes her head. Distress takes over her expression. “Hard to believe.” She feeds Bernie sunflower seeds she has hidden in her coat pocket. The pigeon pecks them from the ground.
 
   “Let’s see, so the water has to be over a mile above sea level, or it wouldn’t be here. That would mean most of Africa is submerged. Oh…” He bobs his head, pondering in his own mind. “…yep, except for the mountainous regions on the eastern and southern coasts. They’re probably still there.”
 
   “I have a brother in Johannesburg,” Masaru says taking a seat across from Ben.
 
   I have been twisting a thin braid into my hair but drop it when I hear this. There might be others alive in the world. It’s odd, but it’s the first time I’ve thought of it—the real possibility that survivors are scattered all over the world. “Masaru, he’s probably alive!” I feel excited for him.
 
   “Yes. I would imagine he is.” He isn’t as happy as I expect him to be. “I’ll never see him again.”
 
   Elsie stands behind Masaru and rubs his shoulders. She puts her head next to his in an effort to console him.
 
   Masaru distracts himself out of his own sadness. “Western Asia should still be there.” He adds a three of diamonds to the house of cards he constructs with Ben. They’ve built two levels so far. That’s one thing there’s no shortage of. Most of the cards were sealed in plastic wrap, so the water didn’t damage them as it did the books and magazines. Poker and Spades are the main sources of entertainment for everyone in the shelter—those and dominoes.
 
   Peering up from her trunk, Elsie adds her two cents. “Europe’s a goner.” I’m amazed she’s been able to hold onto that thing this long. Dorian took Edgar’s ax and Ben’s walkie-talkies. Surprisingly, he let Ben keep the mini screwdrivers, which is funny because that’s how we got into the weapon plant in the first place.
 
   I turn the globe in my mind. “No, that’s gone,” I utter, gawking into my subconscious. “Uh no, that’s gone, too.” I realize I’m mumbling out loud. “The Middle East has certainly been shaken up,” I say so everyone can hear. “I mean Iran and Afghanistan are probably okay, but Iraq, Syria and most of Saudi Arabia are at the bottom of the ocean.” It’s so hard to imagine. The whole eastern half of the United States is though, so why not?
 
   “Unfortunately, it’s mostly mountains. That’s not where the population is.” Ben adds a queen of spades to the new fourth level, and the house of cards comes crashing down.
 
   The familiar sound of the door opening vibrates through the corridor, ringing an alarm that someone is coming. No one so much as whispers as we wait to see who owns the echoing shoes—Tobias, Finch or Dorian. I don’t like any of them, but Finch is my least hated. He’ll at least talk to us like he’s a normal person who’s also experiencing the greatest tragedy to ever hit Earth. The other two almost seem happy about the chaos—after all, they are leaders in a leaderless world. 
 
   Usually, Finch or Tobias brings us our ration of food and water which used to be three times a day and larger portions. The past two days, we’ve only been given food twice a day and half the amount. Either they’re planning on starving us to death, or they’re running out of food. Neither one is good. Lucky for us, Edgar managed to hide the beef jerky and trail mix but we’re saving that for last resort.
 
   I count fifty-four echoing footsteps. He’s almost here, whoever he is. I glance at Ben and his lips move as his counts off the steps too.
 
   It’s Dorian. I’m mildly surprised because we haven’t seen him for three days.
 
   “Get up,” he orders. “You’re coming with me.” Of course, he steps in my direction. I stand up and feel the barrel of his gun in my back as he uses it to push me out. 
 
   “Where are you taking me?” I ask. Not sure why I bother—he’ll either not tell me or lie.
 
   “All of you,” he says, motioning for Edgar and Masaru to exit the cell. Elsie follows us out clasping her trunk as Ben grabs the cards from the table.
 
   Dorian’s impatience is growing. “Let’s go.”
 
   Ben gives him the strangest look—a warning, before he steps out of the cell.
 
   “Where are you taking us?” I ask again.
 
   “It’s time for Plan X. We’re going on a little trip.”
 
   ***
 
   After we ascend from the underground caverns, Dorian takes us to central command. There’s already a large group of people gathered near the exit of the shelter with Dorian’s gunmen watching guard. By the way they’re bundled up and carrying their belongings, I assume they’ll be joining us for whatever the little trip is. I peruse the crowd—the old and sick? A few men from the young and brawn bring up the back of the line, but that’s it. 
 
   I look around for Fran, expecting for her to approach us with her clipboard at any minute to check us in. I see her and she looks away. Is she avoiding eye contact?
 
   “Dorian, where are you taking us…and why the old and sick? They need to stay here in the shelter,” I argue.
 
   Dorian gets within an inch of my face. “I’m going to say this one more time and one more time only.” He steps away and faces the rest of the group. “My number one priority is to ensure the survival of the human race. We are dangerously low on food and medical supplies. I will not waste them on people that do not contribute to that priority.”
 
   I may not be able to stop him, but I will expose him. “Why don’t you give them some of the food you’re hoarding in the underground city then? You know where you sleep nice and sound with blankets and pillows each night, drink your beer and eat all the food you want.” I am just a notch below shouting. 
 
   Dorian rushes over. He grips me hard by the back of my arm and the pinch stings as he pulls me over to the side. “I’ve had about enough of you, Claudia Sheeplord. Don’t make me do something I’m probably not going to regret.” 
 
   I know his threats aren’t empty, but I respond defiantly, “I find it hard to believe you would regret anything.” What do I have to lose? I’d rather be dead than under the control of this man for the rest of my life.
 
   Finch interrupts the tension when he approaches. I’m pissed because I see that it’s Edgar’s rifle he’s carrying.
 
   Dorian shoves me to Finch. “Watch this one extra close. Don’t take your eyes off her.” 
 
   At least if I’m going to have a personal bodyguard, it’s Finch. I’m honestly surprised Dorian doesn’t have me handcuffed to his side.
 
   Finch leads me out the hole that goes in and out of the shelter. When I step outside, the sun reflects off of the water to the west. It’s beautiful and amazing, but is it ever going to go down, or is this the new normal? 
 
   It’s strange how so much of what happened has still not sunk in. I mean really and truly sunk in. I’m not sure it ever will—it’s probably a natural survival tactic. Knowing I’m part of the 5% or less of the population who probably made it, isn’t exactly fantastic. And the thought that Dorian Lennox also survived makes it even worse. I’d love to reduce that overall percentage I’m a part of.
 
   Suddenly, Janie, the girl with pink hair from the plane I scavenged, comes to mind. We were supposed to tell her if we ever left. There’s no way to get to her now, and it doesn’t look like we’ll be coming back. Dorian doesn’t like our group of misfits, and he’s paired us up with the people he doesn’t think have the right to eat.
 
   I stare at the expression on Finch’s face as he walks alongside us, and something tells me we’re not being taken out to be executed. But what are we doing? 
 
   Finch, Tobias and the five other young and brawn guys lead us south along the entrance and exit roads to the airport. I overhear Tobias refer to one of the young and brawn as Kaleb. He’s at least six feet tall with spiky black hair, and by his expression, I’d say he’d rather be anywhere than here. 
 
   I may not know what Plan X is, but I’m about to come up with my own plan. One look at Ben tells me he’s doing the exact same thing.
 
   We stop and they have us form a single-file line. I do a quick headcount, and there are thirty-one in the sick and old group, including the mom and baby. Did Dorian ever have a heart or was he born a tin man?
 
   Glancing around, I notice that Dorian has disappeared. I never thought he’d be coming with us—wouldn’t want to take his eyes off the survivors he’s controlling. As soon as the thought leaves my mind, he drives up in Ben’s cart with Edgar’s kayak on the back! I’m not sure I knew what the word “despise” really meant until now.
 
   “Ben,” I whisper and point to Dorian. He rolls his eyes.
 
   Dorian thinks he’s king of the world driving that cart alongside the line of people with his chest pumped out. It’s just a luggage cart. I do my best to hold in a snicker. Ah, what the hell. I let it out. I hear Ben laugh under his breath.
 
   “Okay, people, here’s what we’re going to do,” Dorian yells for our attention and slows to a stop at the front of the line.
 
   A couple of the young and brawn guys standing next to Kaleb talk it up at the back of the line. Staring them down, Tobias steps up in front of them and they go silent. Damn it. I wish one of them would jack him in the jaw instead.
 
   Dorian climbs out of the cart and stands before us like we’re new recruits at boot camp. “We’re going to have to take some of you to another shelter because we only have limited room. This one has been designated as the rebirth complex, so you’ll understand that we need our strongest and youngest here.” 
 
   I can hear the woman with the baby, she’s sobbing. Elsie hears her, too and steps forward out of line.
 
   “Let the mother and her child stay here in the shelter. Have you no mercy?” she scolds Dorian. “Besides, isn’t the baby the youngest? You said this is to be a rebirth complex.”
 
   Kaleb steps forward. “I agree. They should stay.”
 
   “The child is not healthy and needs medical supplies we don’t have,” Dorian says, excusing his actions. He steps into the cart and drives forward.
 
    “Wait!” I don’t know what I’m going to say next, but something has to be done. He can’t just take all these people somewhere to die. 
 
   I step forward next to Elsie. “I’ll go.”
 
   Dorian pulls the cart over to where I’m standing. “You’ll go where?”
 
   “I’ll go search for medical supplies—so they can stay here,” I reply with as much confidence as I can muster.
 
   Ben is the first to volunteer, “I’ll go with her.”
 
   “Me, too,” Elsie adds.
 
   Edgar nods that he is also on board. 
 
   Masaru breaks the tension with a smile. “I want to go, too.”
 
   “That’s mighty nice of you to volunteer, Ms. Sheeplord.” He eyes me down for a second…a long second. He’s thinking. He climbs out of the cart and approaches me. He’s eye to eye—his nose is almost touching mine. What is it about him always wanting to invade my personal space? 
 
   Dorian is snide with his response, “You must think I’m an idiot if you think I’d let your entire fan club go. I need insurance you’ll come back.”
 
   “Why do you care if we come back?” I ask. I’m actually curious.
 
   “You’re going for medical supplies, aren’t you? It’s my job to make sure we get our share…and Ms. Sheeplord, I was always taught to keep my enemies close.”
 
   “Okay, then Elsie and I will go with her,” Ben says. 
 
   “No, you especially aren’t going anywhere,” Dorian is adamant. “Just Claudia and the old lady.”
 
   “Her name is Elsie,” Ben is quick to say.
 
   “And we need the kayak.” I’m sure Dorian is shocked when I don’t push back about who goes. It works better this way because we may need the kayak to get through some areas, and it will only fit two with supplies. 
 
   “Of course you do.”
 
   I can feel his hatred, but he knows he has to deal with me. If he’s not careful, I could do something crazy like start a rebellion. Oh, the thought makes me laugh.
 
   Dorian motions to his thugs to return to the shelter. We’ve won for now. Most of these people wouldn’t have survived one hour in the cold.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter 2
 
    
 
   The sun is hardly awake, and Elsie and I are packed up and ready to go. She brings her trunk and I have stuffed my backpack with what is left of the beef jerky, a few bottles of water and a first aid kit—thanks to Fran. Bernie is also coming along for the ride, perched on Elsie’s shoulder as usual.
 
   Dorian allows us to take the kayak without a fight. It might be the only way we can make it, and he needs the supplies he hopes we’ll find.
 
   Dragging the kayak across the snow, we make our way through the graveyard of cars littered across Pena Boulevard until we reach the gas station. Even though the kayak slides easily over the packed snow, my shoulder is killing me, and I need to take a break. 
 
   Elsie tries the door, but it’s locked. Why was everyone so concerned about locking up before they left? It cost Jeff, the poor sap at the rental car office, his life.
 
   “Do you see anything we can break the glass with?” I ask. I drop down on the curb outside the store. The wind nips my lips as I rub the burn out of my shoulder. 
 
   “Better,” Elsie says with a wink. She reaches inside her trunk and pulls out a key ring with all sorts of small tools on it. Oh, if Ben ever sees that! She starts poking different tools into the key hole of the door—one after another. She turns to me with a huge smile and pushes the door open.
 
   I stand up too fast from the curb, giving myself a head rush. After I shake the dizziness off, I follow Elsie into the store. “Let’s just get what we need for now, and we can grab more on the way back.”
 
   The store has been completely flooded at one point, so anything that isn’t in a bottle, can or tightly-sealed package has been destroyed. We take a lot of beef jerky. I’m tired of it and my jaws are sore from ripping and chewing it, but it’s one of the best sources of protein we have now. Elsie holds up a large bag of peanuts and I feel like I’m going to barf. If I don’t eat another peanut the rest of my life, it will be too soon. 
 
   “No!” I tease her. We grab several bottles of juice and a plastic-coated map of Denver—just in case, and all the trail mix we can hold. Elsie snatches a handful of bags of sunflower seeds and shoves them in her pocket. She takes two jars of peanut butter and sticks them into the top of my bag.
 
   We exit the store, and two cars and a minivan remain parked at the gas pumps. It’s like people were just zapped out of existence. More likely they were carried away by the tidal wave and are deposited somewhere miles down the road. Chills run down my spine as Elsie and I head toward the potential mass grave.
 
   When the water level reaches my knee, I have Elsie get inside the kayak, and I push her along. By the time we get to Tower Road, the water is over two feet in most places and I can join her inside the boat.  
 
   We head south along Tower Road figuring it has more opportunities if we need help or to find stuff we may need. 
 
    We paddle our way toward Denver, and the true depth of what has happened starts to sink in. I guess I thought if we could get outside the airport grounds, there would be survivors popping up everywhere. Not the case—there isn’t a soul—living or dead anywhere. Houses are still flooded and the water level continues to rise as we get closer to Denver. 
 
   My goal is to get us to the hospital. Hopefully, we will find medical supplies and survivors. We float along, but it’s slow because my shoulder is burning and Elsie isn’t that strong. I have to stop to rest every ten minutes or so when the pain gets to be too much. 
 
   “Here.” Elsie tosses me a flat, black container of some kind. The glass is dark so I can’t see the contents inside. “For your shoulder. Rub some of that on it.”
 
   I remove the lid and smell a sweet aroma. “Elsie, what is this?”
 
   “Just some Gilead and Eucalyptus, dear. It will help your sore muscles.” 
 
   I dip my finger in the ointment and then rub it into my shoulder.
 
   “Get a little more, it’s okay. Go on now.”
 
   The salve is already helping. I stick my finger deeper into the slimy substance and then massage it into my shoulder.
 
   “Now, give it a few minutes and you should feel better. Why don’t you hand me that peanut butter.”  She motions to the plastic red lid sticking out of my backpack.
 
   I toss it to her and pull out a can of apple juice for me. A giggle starts to creep out. I’m drifting in a kayak with a witch doctor in the Atlantic Ocean in Colorado! I laugh.
 
   And then Elsie laughs.
 
   I laugh harder.
 
   Elsie can’t hold back her smile if she tries. It’s wider than a Cheshire! She chuckles.
 
   Tears form in my eyes. For such a dire situation, this moment has become hysterical.
 
   Now my stomach hurts. I can’t look at her for a moment if I’m ever going to stop laughing. I gaze at the sky above her head. Grey clouds roll in over the mountains. Within minutes, they cover the sun, and the temperature feels like it has dropped twenty degrees.
 
   A street sign across the way to my right says 56th. I take a minute to look around. I pull the plastic map out of my backpack and unfold it. “Elsie, we don’t need a road. We could take a shortcut as the crow flies. What do you think?” I hold the map out to her. “It’s a straight shot if we cut diagonally through here.”
 
   She looks in the direction to where I point. Water.
 
   “Looks like we can float there the same as here. It’s shorter and it’s already getting cold.”
 
   I feel the first snowflake on my cheek which kicks off my shivering and teeth chattering. Not ten minutes later, the sky is almost black, and we are in the middle of a blizzard. We need to find shelter, but there’s nothing around. 
 
   We try to paddle, but the blustery winds steal our progress, and I can’t see where we’re going. Everything has faded into the darkness. Elsie tucks Bernie into her coat. She’s worried. I’m freezing and my feet have probably already suffered hypothermia.
 
   I honestly have no idea what we’re going to do, but I console her best I can, “Don’t worry, Elsie. I’ll find us a pla-” I stop when I hear the sound of an engine or motor. 
 
   I look over my shoulder and wonder if I’m seeing a mirage—it’s the first time I ever see Kane Fairchild. 
 
   He waves us down from a Bayliner—all six-five feet of him with his long, black ponytail. Slowing down, he pulls up close beside us. “Need a lift?” 
 
   “W-Where are y-you headed?” I chatter. What a stupid thing for me to say. Of course, we need a lift, regardless of where he’s headed.
 
   “Yes, we do,” Elsie says quickly.
 
   I watch Kane’s lips spread into a smile. I was already focused on them because they’re so full. “Downtown. We have a safe place there—you’re welcome to come.”
 
   “Y-yes that would be gr-great,” I manage to spit out.
 
   Kane takes off his coat and gives it to me. “Sounds like you need it more than I do.” His arms are covered with tattoos. The one on his left is a majestic black lion with a full mane and purple and blue highlights. On his right arm, he has two different tattoos—a tribal sleeve decorates his bicep and a pirate lies on the beach drinking rum on his forearm. I was instantly drawn to him because I love tattoos. For my eighteenth birthday, I bought myself a sparrow on my left shoulder. It says ‘free’ in the lower wing, exactly how I need to be. 
 
   I put his coat on and it smells fantastic! “Thank you.” Even after everything, he’s still spraying cologne on his clothes.
 
   “You’re welcome,” he says, helping Elsie move from the kayak to the platform at the rear of the boat. She gives me the goofiest smile once she’s safely on board.
 
   He holds his hand out to me. “You coming?” His eyes are green like a rain forest. 
 
   I take his hand and his grip is tight, safe.  I step from the kayak to the platform and climb aboard the boat. Kane lifts the kayak out of the water and sets it on the platform at the back before handing me the rope to hold onto.  
 
   “Here you go. Hold that tight and it should be okay back there. I’m Kane. What’re your names, ladies?”
 
   “Claudia.” It comes out high-pitched like I’m five years old. He makes me nervous. 
 
   “I’m Elsie.” She opens her jacket to reveal her pigeon. “This is Bernie.”
 
   “Nice to meet you Claudia and Elsie...and Bernie. Where are you coming from?” he asks as he powers up the boat.
 
   “The airport. There’s a shelter there—sort of,” Elsie replies.
 
   “Where is your safe place Downtown?” I wonder how anything can be safe there. I know it’s much lower than the airport.
 
   “The Brown Palace Hotel. There’s a group of us that have stayed there since it happened.”
 
   It. The Death Asteroid—the worst disaster to ever hit the Earth. “How many of you are there?” I ask.
 
   “About twenty,” he says.
 
   Not enough to overtake Dorian. Damn.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter 3
 
    
 
   Kane navigates the boat through the former streets of Downtown Denver. The grid is still in place, but there are no streets, no stoplights, and no people. Elsie and I stare in awe at buildings scattered about like lily pads. The water level is above several floors on most of the buildings, and the situation is redefined once again. Even though it’s been weeks, my brain cannot fathom the reality. Some part of it believes in a place that will be normal when I wake up from this nightmare.
 
   The boat slows and the engine putts. I can smell the gasoline. We approach an open set of windows to a guestroom at the Brown Palace Hotel. I could easily swim from here.
 
   Wrrrreeeeeeeet! With two fingers between his lips, Kane whistles louder than I’ve ever heard anyone. This draws my attention once again to his full lips and strong jaw line. 
 
   My gaze is interrupted when an older man sticks his head out the window. He’s got a long, silver ponytail, but his face is young, and I can tell his body is strong by the definition in his biceps. His mustache curves down the sides of his mouth like someone out of the Old West.
 
   “Well, now how about that,” the man says with a southern drawl. “Looks like it was worth one more trip.” I assume he’s referring to us.
 
   Kane tosses the man a rope. “Thanks, Sam. Found these two stranded a little east of here.” Sam steps away from the window as we float toward the hotel. All I can think is that Dali should have painted this somehow. 
 
   Sam returns and pulls us in. With Bernie peeking out of her coat, Elsie grabs her trunk and heads to the side of the boat. Sam holds her hand as she steps up onto the window sill and into the room.
 
   Kane comes up behind me and grabs me by the waist, giving me a lift up inside the window. I could have climbed up myself, but he smells so good that I let him help. 
 
   I step inside and the room smells musty like week-old wet towels. Candles provide the only light. Based on the brown stained walls and the dingy, greyed carpet, the once beautifully decorated suite was flooded during the disaster. This hotel is an icon—almost every President since Teddy Roosevelt has stayed here. 
 
   The room is empty except for Sam. “I’ll take you to the suites,” he says with a friendly smile.
 
   Just the fact that he says, ‘suites’ instead of ‘shelter’ makes me like him and he has good energy. Elsie must like him too because she is standing far inside his personal space and gazing up at him like she’s in love. I give her a quick smile and motion to Sam which makes her blush. 
 
   Kane finishes securing the boat and then leads us out onto the mezzanine in the center of the hotel. I stand against the golden railing where you used to be able to look down and see the main floor with its classic grand piano—not anymore because the first few floors are submerged. In the dim candlelight, I notice the old piano floating among random Victorian furniture. The Shining?  I can’t see blood, but I know there was plenty of it from the disaster. 
 
   We ascend the spiral staircase and now I can see a few more people scattered about in the flicker of the torch light. Two guys bicker over a chess move, both enjoy cigars. On the opposite side of them, another skinny, older woman snuggles up in a blanket, reading a paperback that looks like it has made its rounds based on the missing cover. I’m happy to see this area managed to avoid the flood. The normalcy is soothing—very unlike the airport prison. I cringe at the fact I have to go back there.
 
   Sam reaches the top floor. “These here are the only two floors that weren’t flooded.”
 
   “Really? How sad,” Elsie says putting her hand on Sam’s arm to help her balance as she climbs up the last step. She’s so short—it’s a climb for her.
 
   We follow Kane into one of the suites. It’s cozy and warm and several others are lounging about. “Turned up a couple more survivors…Claudia and Elsie. They were floating in a kayak when I found them.” Nice intro. He rubs my back, but real quick like a coach congratulating me or something.
 
   A plump older woman with colored-brown hair bellows from the sofa, “Welcome to the palace. Surely, you’ll find it more comfortable than a kayak. I’m Molly.” Her welcome is warm.
 
   “Hi Molly, nice to meet you.” My smile to her is sweet and sincere. I can be charming when I want to be. I was known for it back in the day—the day when stuff like that mattered.
 
   “You can put your things over here for now,” Kane says, pointing to a small rectangular table against the wall. He disappears into another room.
 
   I slide my backpack off my good shoulder and set it down behind the table. Another young man, most likely in his early-thirties, comes over to greet us next. 
 
   “How’s it going? I’m Jimbo.” He is stocky with a strong build and has red hair that sets off his blue eyes—they’re like ice. 
 
   “Hey. I’m Claudia and that’s my friend Elsie.” Elsie is intently focused on Sam.
 
   “Are you hungry?”
 
   “Do you have a lot of food?” I don’t know why everything I say comes out so blunt, but it has since I was ten. I’m not sure how to say things any other way. My mother always said it was one of those things I’d learn as I got older and had more experiences. Lucky for her she’s not here dealing with all this.
 
   “Our supply is getting low, but we’ll always have enough for anyone who’s starving.” Dorian never would have said that. 
 
   Elsie puts the most distance from Sam she’s had since we met him and comes over to join us. “Whatcha got?”
 
   “Mostly things from minibars,” he says. “That was the best night we’ve had here, cracking all those open!” He drifts off into a daydream but snaps out of it quickly. “Unfortunately, the food is usually located on the ground floor of the buildings. We raided all the hotels we were able to get into and salvaged what we could.” 
 
   “Remember Peaks Lounge?” Kane laughs and looks to Jimbo. 
 
   Jimbo smiles big. “The Hyatt was the best hit—we actually got some real food there.”
 
   Kane walks over to us. “Please, make yourselves at home.” He tugs on the collar of his coat that I’m wearing to help me take it off. I could have stayed wrapped up in it all night.
 
   “Thank you.” I wish I could sleep in it. There was something safe and wonderful about it.
 
   “What are your plans?” Elsie dives right in. “Since you are low on food and everything.” She takes a seat at a small wooden table meant for two.
 
   Jimbo sets a jar of cashews on the table in front of her. Cashews! Those are like gold compared to the peanuts we’ve been living on.
 
   Kane sits down in the wingback chair across from Elsie. “We’re planning to move west in another week or so. It’s ironic isn’t it? I kind of have to laugh that big cities like Denver are useless now. No one needs an office or its service. We can’t grow food and there isn’t any more here, so what good is it?”
 
   There it is in a nutshell—real. I like Kane more and more by the second.
 
   “You don’t have any extra medical supplies you can spare do you? Maybe some antibiotics?” I hope I don’t sound too needy.
 
   Elsie stares at me like I’m an alien.
 
    “Well, yeah, sure.” Kane is caught off guard.  “But where will you go? You are both welcome to stay here with us.”
 
   Elsie touches Kane’s hand. “Thank you, Kane.”
 
   There’s no “but” in her gratitude. She wants to stay. I can’t leave Ben behind and I won’t be able to just walk in there and say, “Excuse me Dorian, I’m taking my friends and getting the hell out of your prison,” and leave. Dorian will never allow that, especially once he knows there are other survivors. Or do I even tell him?
 
   “I have to go back for the others.” 
 
   “Claudia,” Elsie doesn’t finish. She knows I won’t leave them there.
 
   “Elsie, you should stay. It’s not safe for you to return anyway with Dorian’s impending Plan X,” I remind her.
 
   “Plan X? What’s that?” Jimbo asks from across the room.
 
   “Who’s Dorian?” Molly chimes in. 
 
   “I can’t let you go there alone,” Elsie ignores them.              
 
   I try my best to persuade her. “The more people we try to escape with, the more likely it is we’ll get caught. We’re already up one to nothing if you stay.” 
 
   “What’s Plan X?” asks a new stranger who sits in the far corner of the room. 
 
   I would guess him to be a professor with his small circular lenses, skinny, yet distinguished build, and his tobacco pipe.
 
   I sit down on the couch near Elsie and Kane. “We’re not exactly sure, but it has something to do with survival of the fittest. Dorian doesn’t want to feed or give any medical supplies to those that are old or sick.”
 
   “Are they barbarians?” Molly interjects.
 
   “They’re headed that way,” Elsie replies. “And Dorian is Conan.”
 
   I’m tickled at her response. It was a blessing she swam up to the roof and found us that day. It seems like forever ago.
 
   “Why would ya go back then?” Sam asks. I swear he jumped right out of an old western movie. 
 
   “Where are you going anyway?” The professor sets his dated paper down.
 
   “I must return to the airport—that’s where our friends are. I have to let them know about you. We have an alternative to that prison.”
 
   “He’ll never let you out,” Elsie scoffs. 
 
   I know she’s right, especially since I won’t be bringing her back. The only way I’ll get out again is to escape. “We made it once before, we can do it again.” I have to force my confidence because I have to believe it myself if I have any chance.
 
   “Suit yourself,” Kane says. He’s disappointed, which makes it even harder.
 
   The thought of leaving is excruciating. “I’ll be okay. I have to help them,” I say under my breath because the words don’t want to come out.
 
   Kane gets up from the table.
 
   Is he coming over next to me? I’ve felt an attraction to him since the moment I saw him.
 
   “Claudia, may I?” He’s in motion to sit before I have a chance to respond. In the candlelight, his eyes are artistic with strokes of green and gold and a sliver of blue.
 
   “When do you want to leave?” He places his hand on my knee in a friendly sort of way. “I would hope you’ll at least stay tonight. Sleep in a nice warm bed and get some rest.”
 
   I know Ben, Masaru and Edgar are going to worry, but I can’t ask him to take me back now. It’s dark, cold and miserable outside.
 
   “Tomorrow morning. Would that be okay?” Nausea creeps into my gut as the words crawl out.
 
   “Yeah, I’ll take you back in the morning,” Kane agrees.
 
    “Thank you.”
 
   “For now, come with me.” He takes hold of my hand. He’s warm and sends a tingle through my fingers.
 
   Elsie winks at me as we exit the room.
 
   ***
 
   We enter a master suite which happens to be the Beatles’ tribute suite. Even though they died forever ago, I love their old rock and roll music. Everything now is metallic, robotic or some kind of code.
 
   Kane disappears for a minute, so I browse around the room. Pictures of the Beatles decorate the walls and there’s even a jukebox. Too bad there’s no electricity, I haven’t heard music for weeks. It’s some of the simple things I miss the most.
 
   He returns carrying a blanket and two wine glasses. “Ready?”
 
   I must have a blank stare on my face because he feels the need to explain.
 
   “Seems like you’re getting ready to head back to a dire situation. Figured you should at least enjoy one night while you’re here. I’m taking you to the lake.”
 
   That sets off my curiosity. “You have a lake?”
 
   His smile is big and white—like a celebrity. Guess we don’t have any of those anymore. I still can’t get used to the random, weird thoughts that occur in my head—the new realities that pop in once in a while. 
 
    “Come on.” He tugs on my hand.
 
   He leads me down the stairs for several floors until we reach the lake, a.k.a. the flooded floors of the hotel. It’s eerie and has the hairs on my arms standing up, but my stomach quivers from nervous excitement—excitement about Kane, not the potentially haunted hotel.
 
   “The lake.” He’s so charming and his smile… “Will you hold these?” He hands me the wine glasses. They’re exquisite, etched with a delicate design in the crystal around the rims. 
 
   Kane spreads the blanket over a couple of stairs above the waterline and motions for me to have a seat. He steps down to the water’s edge and pulls on a small rope. A large suitcase emerges. I used to have a humango one like that with no wheels, and someone once referred to it as a ‘widow maker’ because he thought a person could die from lugging it around.
 
   Kane lifts the suitcase up onto the lowest step and waits for most of the water to drain out. He pulls the zipper around the side and as he lifts the top, I can see that it’s full of beer and Champagne. The butterflies are going nuts in my stomach.
 
   He holds two mini Champagne bottles up for me to grab. I take them from him and he lifts himself up the two stairs to sit next to me.
 
   “Nice way to improvise.” I’m impressed.
 
   My sudden grin tells Kane I’m brooding something in my head. “What are you guys talking about in there?” He touches my forehead softly.
 
   When he takes one of the glasses from me, the tips of his fingers brush my skin and I tremble. I’m insane for thinking about leaving.
 
   The bubbles sparkle inside the crystal as he pours the Champagne. The moment is straight out of a fairytale…well, without the glass slipper and kingdom to rule. He gently puts the glass in my hand, and I can feel the heat when we touch. “Relax. You must be exhausted.” His eyes could pierce my soul. “Stay.” He holds his glass up to toast.
 
   Am I melting? I lightly cling my glass to his, and the crystal sings with a soft vibration. I take a sip of the Champagne. I’m a freaking nervous wreck. I sip again…and again. I turn my face away from him.
 
   “Do I make you nervous?” he asks, calm and confident.
 
   “No.” Guys never make me nervous. This one is different.
 
   “I’ll go with you if you want.”
 
   He’s set on this. Is he trying to kill me with disappointment? I can’t let him do that. What if Dorian locks him up?
 
   “No, these people need you,” I painfully reject his offer. “But it would be nice if Elsie could stay.”
 
   “Of course. But what are you going to do? It sounds like you’re in danger there with this Dorian guy.”
 
   I start unloading, “He’s awful! Super big, like a football player and his soul is black. He doesn’t care about anyone, just control. He makes the rules—decides who leaves, what you can keep and if you eat.”
 
   “Then why risk going back? I know you have friends there, but they would want you to survive.” Kane makes a good argument.
 
    “I can’t abandon them. I promised Ben.”
 
   “Ben?” He raises his brow. Was that a hint of jealousy?
 
   “Benjamin Willoby,” I say with a smile. I can picture his face with those freckles and the curiosity in his eyes every time he asks someone new their name. “He’s sort of like a little brother now,” I say. “No, I take that back. He is my brother.”
 
   Kane moves closer. “Cold?”
 
   “A little.” It’s true. Even though we’re inside this grand hotel, the power to run the heat is out and it’s colder here by the lake.
 
   He motions with the blanket that he’s about to stretch across my chest. “May I?” 
 
   “Yes.” I snuggle closer to him.
 
   He wraps the blanket over me and secures it near my shoulder with his other hand. I feel his free hand slide down my back and find its spot around my waist.
 
   “Is this okay,” he asks softly.
 
   “Yes,” I answer him, but I’m not sure I make a sound.
 
   I see his grin through the crystal as he takes a sip of Champagne.
 
   My sip turns to a gulp. I freeze unsure of what to do now. I did just meet him, but I am so attracted to him—and not just his good looks. His amazing confidence and energy are impossible to resist. Doesn’t hurt that he has those tattoos and that long, black ponytail. 
 
   “So, Claudia, how did you end up at the airport in the first place?”
 
   I tell him about the tunnels and explosions from the planes crashing and how we eventually ended up on the rooftop avoiding the tsunami. I try not to cry when I tell him about Lena’s death, but I can’t help it. I’ll never get the vision of that moment out of my head.
 
   “Wow, you’re quite a survivor.” I can sense his sincerity. “We lost a few.” 
 
   I feel like there is more. He just can’t get the words out. I’m not sure what to say. “I’m sorry. Were you close with them?”
 
   “No. We had just found them…in a rescue effort. They were trapped inside one of the buildings on the lower floor—a little girl and her dad…a couple others. Somehow it flooded suddenly, and we couldn’t find them before they drowned.”
 
   I lean my head on his shoulder. His pain is intense and consuming.
 
   “Sometimes, I feel like there’s still a chance I’ll wake up and this will have all been a bad dream.” I stare at the reflection of a torch in the black water.
 
   Kane rests his head on mine. “Me, too. The world is empty now—lonely.”
 
   We sit in comfortable silence for a few minutes. I don’t know if it’s the Champagne or Kane, but I’m happy. 
 
   “Would you like some more?”
 
   I hold my glass out to him. “Why not?”
 
   He refills both glasses and turns to face me as he leans back on his elbows on the stair behind us. 
 
   “Do you always wear your hair up like that?” he asks, grabbing hold of the tip of my ponytail.
 
   I keep my gaze forward but turn my eyes to him. “It’s easier.”
 
   “I’d love to see it down one day,” he says, letting my hair slip through his fingers.
 
   I take another sip and my emotional exhaustion from the past few weeks kicks in, or maybe it’s the Champagne buzz. I lean toward him, resting my head against his chest, holding my glass on top of my thigh.
 
   He takes the glass out of my hand and puts it down on the stair below us. He settles back and moves in close, and I think he’s going to kiss me. I turn to let him, but instead he sifts the tip of my ponytail between his fingers. 
 
   Kane is close enough to whisper in my ear. “Do you mind?” he asks, gently pulling the hair tie out of my hair, not waiting for an answer. He brushes my hair over my shoulder. “You’re beautiful, Claudia.”
 
   I’ve never thought of myself as beautiful. Smart, athletic, witty and charming—yes. I always assume people have liked me for my personality, not my looks. 
 
   He moves closer. His lips almost touch the corner of my mouth.
 
   “May I kiss you?” The words come out in a whisper.
 
   “Yes.” Please! No sound comes out. “Yes,” I say again too loud.
 
   His kiss is soft and gentle. He pushes my shirt off the edge of my shoulder. His fingers are soft caressing my skin.
 
   “Do I really have to take you back?”
 
   “I have to, Kane.” 
 
   “Will you stay with me tonight—in my room? Just let me keep you warm tonight. I promise nothing funny.”
 
   How can I resist that? I prop myself up a little higher and look him in the eyes. “Just keep me warm?”
 
   “Just keep you warm.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “I’m a respectable southern girl you know.”
 
   He laughs. “Okay.” 
 
   Kane pours us each one more glass of Champagne, and then we head up the stairs to the main area. “There are a few suitcases in that room there,” he says pointing to an open door. “Feel free to rummage through them. Take what you want for you and Elsie.”
 
   I hadn’t even thought about it. What a relief—I couldn’t climb in his bed in my dirty clothes, and I wasn’t about to get naked. 
 
   “I’ll be in my suite, so just come down when you’re done.”
 
   “Okay.” I enter the room but stop and poke my head out. “Kane?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “You’re welcome, Claudia.”
 
   I dig through a few suitcases and find a pretty silky pajama set with matching tank top and shorts. I admire it but then realize the owner is probably dead. Why can’t these thoughts leave my head?
 
   I shake it off and get undressed. Using a towel I soak with water from a bottle, I wash off a little more and then put on the pajamas. The silk feels wonderful against my skin.
 
   I go through a couple more suitcases and find a few things for Elsie and the rest of the gang including new socks and underwear for everyone—have to be practical these days.
 
   When I get to Kane’s suite, he’s nowhere in sight. He must have heard me come in because he steps out from the bedroom wearing loose running shorts and nothing else and he’s brushing his teeth. His chest is smooth and perfectly defined and his abs are ripped—he may have an eight pack. With toothpaste foam covering his lips, he waves me in and returns to the bedroom.
 
   When he goes into the bathroom, I see another tattoo on his shoulder blade. It’s a grim reaper with several names surrounding it. Figure I’ll ask about that one some other time.
 
   I lay the bundle of clothes down on a black leather couch and follow Kane to the bedroom. I feel like I did before my first kiss.
 
   The room is lit by candles, which I know are out of necessity, but it’s still a romantic scene. The gigantic bed and velvet headboard only add to the ambiance.
 
   He comes out of the bathroom wiping his mouth on a towel and then hands me a new toothbrush. “Would you like-”
 
   Am I in Heaven? I about run him over. “Yes, please and thank you!” That’s when I realize I’m a little tipsy from the Champagne.
 
   I brush my teeth for so long I run out of toothpaste so I add another dab. I scrub them as clean as I can get them. I can’t stand not being able to brush my teeth every day. The days old slime is disgusting! 
 
   I watch Kane by his reflection in the mirror. The flicker of the candles creates a shadow against the wall as he turns down the bed. I imagine for a second this is my honeymoon and none of this awful disaster has happened. The sad truth is there will never be a wedding for me. My life will be about survival.
 
   I finish brushing and take a deep breath as I wipe my face. He’s just going to keep me warm.
 
   Kane meets me at my side of the bed. He lifts my hand to his lips. “I’m glad I found you.” He pulls me in and squeezes me tight into his bare chest.
 
   “Me, too.” I brush my fingers over the mane of the black lion tattoo.
 
   We kiss again, standing in the dim glow of the candlelight. He pulls my hair back and brushes his lips against my neck. It tickles and causes me to shiver.
 
   Kane stops unexpectedly, giving me a peck on the lips and then he pulls the bedding down so I can crawl under it. As I lie back on the pillow, he takes the silky soft sheet and grazes my face. I feel like I’m in a palace of luxury as he tucks me in before shuffling to the other side. He pauses when he reaches the end of the bed and stares at me. With a smile and a raised eye, he goes to his side.
 
   Though he sits with his back to me, I can hear him take a deep breath before getting under the covers. He rolls over toward me and kisses me once more. “Good night, Claudia Sheeplord.”
 
   I love his smile. “Good night, Kane Fairchild.” I shoot him a flirtatious smile. What goes through my mind is the fact that he might be the only man left on Earth I could love.
 
   If I don’t turn the other way, there’s going to be more happening than keeping warm, so I face away from him. Just like the gentleman he said he was, Kane curves his body around me from behind. Wrapped in his arms, I fall asleep—completely lost.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter 4
 
    
 
   I wake to sizzling bacon—it’s wonderful! I haven’t smelled hot food in weeks. I’m afraid to open my eyes because I know I must be dreaming.
 
   When I do open them, Kane is standing above me with a stainless steel breakfast tray.
 
   “Good morning, sunshine.” He’s such a charmer.
 
   I sit up in the bed and he sets the tray over my lap. He has cooked up a breakfast with bacon, potatoes, toast and fruit. There’s even coffee! Have I finally woken up from this nightmare?
 
   “Kane, this is so sweet. Thank you!” I’m gushing. “But how did you cook it?”
 
   “Me have fire,” he says imitating a caveman. “Sorry, no eggs.”
 
   I’ve already stuffed my mouth full of potatoes but manage to give him a small grin. I wash it down with a sip of coffee. “Are you kidding? This is wonderful.” I cram a piece of bacon in my mouth. I’m so hungry for good food, I don’t care how sexy I’m not, but hopefully I don’t have something embarrassing stuck in my teeth.
 
   “Have to make sure you get something good to eat before you leave. Never know—it may be your last meal before execution.”
 
   I know he’s trying to get me to stay. Unfortunately, this new world we’re in isn’t all about love affairs.
 
   “I’ll be fine. Really. You don’t need to worry,” I reassure him.
 
   Kane sits on the edge of the bed. “Then come back after you rescue your friends.” He puts his hand on my thigh. “Come back.”
 
   “How will I find you? I thought you were leaving.” 
 
   “We are. The food supply will only last us another couple of weeks, and we need to save some of that for the trip west. Our plan is to leave in five days. Can you meet us before then?”
 
   I have no idea what Dorian is going to do when I return without Elsie. “I can try.”
 
   “Then how about this. When I take you back, we’ll look for a place to meet. You try your best to escape with your friends and take them there and wait for me.”
 
   “When?”
 
   “We’ll figure that out when we find a spot.”
 
   I hate leaving him. I haven’t felt this good since even before the disaster. “You know I want to be here, right? I just can’t turn my ba-”
 
   “You’ll never have to apologize to me for loyalty, Claudia.” 
 
   “Thank you. It means a lot that you understand.”
 
   Kane stands up from the bed. “Eat your breakfast before it gets cold. I’ll take you whenever you’re ready.”
 
   His words are blades of ice. I’ll never be ready, so the sooner, the better. I learned a long time ago not to carry around dread—another lesson from Mom. I’ve tried not to think much about my family because it only makes me sad, but I miss her and my dad. I tell myself that they managed to evacuate and are living in the mountains in North Carolina.
 
   I refocus, and as much as I’d like to put on clean clothes from the stuff I gathered last night, I’ve decided to stash them before I get back to the airport. Otherwise, they’d be listed on Fran’s checklist and I’ll never see them again. And I still haven’t decided what to tell Dorian about why Elsie is missing.
 
   After dressing into my old clothes, I put my hair into its usual ponytail. Staring into the mirror, I notice the toothpaste on the corner of the sink. Yes! Thank you—glad I didn’t forget that. The toothbrushes and toothpaste we found inside the stores in the airport went fast with so many people, and Dorian only lets us brush our teeth every other day to preserve supplies.
 
   When I walk out of the bedroom, I’m disappointed that Kane isn’t here—would’ve liked to steal one more kiss before I head to the main lounge. I take one last look around to savor the moment. I grab the small pile of clothes from the black leather couch and exit the suite, leaving my fantasy world behind.
 
   I see the two men playing chess and smoking their cigars over to the left. At least these people are going on about things as usual. Kane runs daily searches, Jimbo cooks for everyone, and these two play chess.
 
   Elsie and Sam are cozy sitting on the couch when I enter the lounge. Elsie has her trunk on her lap. Has she decided to come back with me after all? Sam looks at the plastic coated map as he feeds sunflower seeds to Bernie, who is perched on his shoulder. 
 
   “Mornin’,” Sam utters, peeking up from behind the map.
 
   “Good morning,” I reply. My smile is too big—everyone can see the giddy mess on my face.
 
   I don’t see Kane at first, but then he comes out from another room dragging an enormous laundry bag packed full of stuff. As he approaches me, a small, first aid kit falls out onto the floor.
 
   “Good timing,” he says as he picks up the kit and shoves it into the bag.
 
   “Is that for me?” I ask. I think for a second Dorian might actually forgive me and besides, he doesn’t want Elsie anyway. Nah-who am I kidding?
 
   “Medical supplies, clothes, food, tools. Figure it’s in your best interest to butter this Dorian guy up,” Kane says with a wink.
 
   “Thank you. He should be happy with this.” Should.
 
   “There’s another one just as full. Think they’ll both fit in the kayak?” Kane teases.
 
   “I’ll make them fit.”
 
   Elsie chimes in, “You know to stash some of that right?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   Just then Elsie gets up from the couch and heads toward me with her trunk. She motions for me to join her on the other side of the room. I love the mysteriousness about her.
 
   I follow her over, and she sets the trunk down on the seat of the chair. She opens the lid and takes out three darts, a blow gun and a small black bottle.
 
   “Here, I want you to take these. Use them to escape,” Elsie says giving me the darts.
 
   “Will it kill someone?” I ask.
 
   “No, but it will make them sleep for a long time.” She pats my hand. “Make sure you save them for the right time. Get Edgar, Masaru and little Ben out of there, okay?”
 
   “I will, Elsie. I promise.”
 
   “And then you get your tail back to us as soon as you can,” she adds.
 
   I laugh and tears well up in my eyes. “I will.”
 
   Kane grabs the map from Sam before he joins Elsie and me in the corner. “Ready?” He’s pulling the laundry bag of supplies.
 
   “Yes. Ready as I’ll ever be.” I follow him toward the door, stopping to give Elsie a hug. “You take care and I’ll see you soon.” I hope.
 
    Pulling the supplies behind him, Kane leads me to the room where the boat is tied up. Sam comes along, dragging the other laundry bag.
 
   Kane climbs out the window first and Sam helps him load the two bags onto the boat. 
 
   “You’re next,” Kane says, holding his hand out to help me climb out of the window.
 
   The sun is out and it’s a beautiful day. Is the winter already winding down? I laugh—that’s a crazy thing to think in Colorado. It snows in June sometimes.
 
   We don’t talk on the ride because it’s impossible to hear over the engine. I lay my head back and enjoy the sun on my face as the frigid water lightly splashes my cheeks. 
 
   We pass by the spot where Kane first found us floating adrift, but he keeps going. He looks back and his long, black ponytail blows hard in the wind. “I’ll take you as far as I can,” he shouts over the engine.
 
   About ten minutes later, we get to “as far as I can” and my stomach is twisted. The thought of going back to the airport makes me sick.
 
   Kane turns the engine off and we rock in our own waves. He makes his way to the back of the boat and sits down beside me, putting his hand on my knee.
 
   “Are you sure you won’t stay?” he asks. I love the way he stares into my eyes when he speaks to me.
 
   “Believe me, if I could. I’ll be back. When do you want to try to meet?”
 
   We both survey our surroundings. To the east, the new coastline is visible about thirty feet away. Buildings are still submerged up to their rooftops to the west.
 
   “See that building over there,” he says, pointing to a two-story brick building that also has a one-story attachment. “The one with the Colorado state flag?”
 
   “Yes, I see it.”
 
   “Try to get your friends out Wednesday and meet me there at three-thirty. That will give you a few days to plan your escape.”
 
   “Okay. That should give us enough time.” Could it really happen? Could we rid ourselves of Dorian for good?
 
   He runs his fingers softly down the side of my face. “I’d come every day to look for you.” He grins. “But I’m running out of fuel.”
 
   “It’s okay. You’ve already done so much.”
 
   He leans in to kiss me and I almost pull away. I’ve already resolved that I have to leave, and his kiss is going to mess me up again. Unable to resist, I kiss him back. His full lips are soft and fit perfectly with mine.
 
   Knee jerk. He stops and stands up rather quickly. He’s probably having the same issue I am. He clears his throat and takes the map out of his coat.
 
   “Sam found our next spot,” he says. He opens it and points to a location in the mountains that has been circled. “If, for some reason, you don’t make it in time, come here.” He taps the place inside the circle. “It’s just west of Empire.”
 
   I feel a thousand times better. Now, I’ll know where he is. “I’ll do my best Wednesday, but at least this way-”
 
   “Not this way. Be here Wednesday.” He kisses me on the cheek and steps onto the platform where the kayak is. After he slides it down into the water, he carefully lowers the first laundry bag into the rider’s hole. 
 
   “You should probably go ahead and climb in.”
 
   “Yeah, okay.” I can see that my feet are going to get wet, so I take off my hiking boots and socks. I shove them into my backpack and hand it to Kane. “Can you hold this while I get in?” 
 
   He takes it and sets it down on the floor, so he can help me into the kayak. I give him an awkward return peck on the cheek as I step onto the platform. I climb into the kayak and it rocks in the water, causing some to splash inside. The water rushes over my feet when I go to sit down and it’s freezing cold!
 
   “Think you can carry this one?” he asks heaving the other bag up on the edge of the Bayliner.
 
   “Yeah, I can handle it.”
 
   He lowers it onto the front of the kayak. “I guess that does it,” he says. He lowers my backpack to me.
 
   “Yeah, I guess so,” I reply.
 
   “Wednesday. Three-thirty.” His eyes are enchanting, green as emeralds reflecting beneath the sun. “Please.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   “Okay. You go on. I’ll stay here until I see you make dry land.”
 
   I pull the paddle up from the floor and begin to row, watching him drift farther and farther away.
 
   When I get to land, I hear the engine crank up and as I turn to look, he disappears into the distance.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter 5
 
    
 
   I drag the kayak across the melted snow and ice and my emotions run the gamut from complete despair to anger that could kill. Then a glimmer of hope crosses my mind. Is it possible since Dorian hates us so much, he will just let me take Ben, Masaru and Edgar and leave? Maybe I have been worrying all this time for nothing. He has no rights to us. We’re not actually in prison.
 
   I plop down on a pile of packed snow to take a break. The extra weight of the laundry bags is almost more than I can handle. I forgot about this part of the journey. “Yeah, I’ll make them fit…”
 
   I’m less than a mile from the airport and it’s time to stash my load. I rummage through both bags, pulling out the stuff I want to keep—the clothes, a couple first aid kits and some antibiotics, a few jars of cashews, most of the beef jerky, some coffee and a few other things. Glancing around, I see a station wagon and I don’t see the remains of anyone inside. 
 
   I approach the wagon and look through the window. It’s clean. The person must have gotten out and tried to run away from the tsunami. Poor soul whoever that was. As I pull on the handle of the back door, it opens and I quickly shove the stuff inside and close the door. I split the rest of the items between the two bags. Now, I can throw one over my shoulder and pull the other one in the kayak.
 
   Instead of entering the airport grounds from the southwest side where they’ll be expecting me, I cut north about a half-mile away and come in from the northeast side. I hope this will give me a chance to see if Janie is still here before Dorian or one of his goons spots me. 
 
   Exhaustion has set in when I get there and I swear my arms are going to fall off. The good news is that it’s quiet, not a soul around—just as I thought. I toss the kayak rope to the ground and head over to Janie’s plane.
 
   I whistle lightly, hoping she might hear me so I don’t have to climb up the inflatable slide. That didn’t go over so well last time, and I’ll probably have a scar forever. I look over my shoulder and I’m still alone. I whistle a little louder but either she can’t hear me, or she’s not there.
 
   Only one way to find out for sure. This time, I climb up the raft without incident. Practice makes perfect. 
 
   All is quiet when I enter. “Janie, you here?” Nothing.
 
   Heading toward the rear galley, I notice the doors to the lavatories are open. She’s gone. I hope she got out okay. Maybe she’ll get lucky and find Kane and his group. Kane—I already miss him, and Elsie, too. Even Jimbo and Molly. I have to get back there—Wednesday, three-thirty.
 
   I slide down the raft and not two minutes later, Finch pulls up in the cart. I guess he’s been making rounds. My arms hurt so bad, I’m actually glad to see him.
 
   “What are you doing up there, Claudia?” he asks, but his tone says he doesn’t care that much.
 
   “Thought I’d scavenge it real quick before I came back. It’s been cleaned out, though,” I reply—just in case Janie is still living there and she’s just out on a search.
 
   Finch drives the cart over next to the kayak. He gets out and grabs one of the laundry bags and places it in the front seat of the cart.
 
   “Need any help?” I ask. Not sure why I offer since he’s one of Dorian’s thugs, but he is the nicest one. I may need him later.
 
   “I’d imagine you’re worn out from the journey home with all this stuff. I can get it,” he says and with a smile.
 
   I wouldn’t call this home. “Yeah,” I reply, as I walk over to the cart. “Thanks.”
 
   He loads the kayak into the back of the cart where the luggage would normally go. “Where’d you make it to?”  
 
   Here we go. “Downtown Denver,” I reply. Do I tell him anything else? And strange that he hasn’t asked about-
 
   “Where’s Elsie?”
 
   Never mind. I’m only going to get one chance at this. I run through things in my mind.
 
   “Claudia, where’s Elsie?” he asks again. Now he sounds like he cares—probably because he knows he better have an answer when he shows up without her to the shelter.
 
   “She, uh,” I begin. Did she die? Did she stay with the others? Do I tell him there are others? Would he help us escape?
 
   “She, uh?” His expression illustrates impatience.
 
   I go for it, deciding that telling everyone that there are others, who have nice warm beds to sleep in, will motivate them to do something other than sit under Dorian’s thumb. “Elsie stayed with them.”
 
   “Them? Who is ‘them’?” he asks with a raised brow. Now, he really cares.
 
   “The others we found.” I have to try to lie, which I’ve never been good at because I typically only straight shoot people. “Staying in a hotel in Downtown Denver—about two hundred of them.”
 
   Finch stares at me long and hard. Have I made a terrible mistake?
 
   “I wouldn’t tell Dorian that,” he warns before driving away.
 
   ***
 
   I walk back to the shelter entrance and Dorian and Finch are standing outside. I wonder what Finch has told him.
 
   “Claudia, sorry to hear about Elsie,” Dorian says, and he actually sounds halfway sincere.
 
   I glance to Finch. Help? 
 
   He saves me. “I told him how she died…when you guys were trying to get those medical supplies—like you said.”
 
   “Electrocution—what a terrible way to die,” Dorian adds. I feel like he is grinding it into my skin—only the laugh is on him.
 
   “Yeah,” I play along, looking to Finch again. “It was awful.” Can I trust Finch?
 
   Dorian ushers me inside and over to the table where Fran is waiting. I look around to see if Ben, Masaru and Edgar are in the central command area. He must have them locked up on the 13th floor still because I don’t see them anywhere.
 
   “Claudia! Look at all of this!” Fran is overjoyed, pulling items out of the first laundry bag. She places a few bottles of antibiotics on the table.
 
   I pick one of them up and lay out my demand, “I want some of this to go to the sick baby. It’s the whole reason I went…and because of it, I’ve lost Elsie.” I might as well play it up.
 
   “Okay, fair enough,” she agrees with a quick glance to Dorian. He nods his head to approve.
 
   I still hate him—really hate him. The kind of hate that has you asking your best friends if they’ll bring shovels when you need to bury the body. I would love for Kane to bust in here and give him a good ass kicking.
 
   After a quick snicker to myself, I refocus. “Where are my friends?”
 
   He’s snide in his response, “They’re in the same place you left them.”
 
   “I’d like to join them,” I say. After all, we have plans to make.
 
   Dorian smiles wide. “Very well. Finch, take her down.”
 
   On the way to the 13th, I walk along with Finch in silence. I’m dying to ask if he will help us but decide I better talk to the rest of the group first. For all I know, Dorian may have told him to warm up to us so he’d have a spy. I definitely wouldn’t put it past him.
 
   I figure I can at least thank him. “Finch?”
 
   “Yeah,” he replies but keeps walking.
 
   “Thanks for what you did back there.”
 
   Finch doesn’t say anything, but sort of grunts his acknowledgement. When we get to the cell, he unlocks the door, opening it so I can step inside. He closes it behind me and walks away. 
 
   “Claudia!” Ben says, rushing over.
 
   Edgar gets up from the table and Masaru stops in the middle of his meditation.
 
   Suddenly, Finch returns to lock the cell door and then gives me a wink. I’m intrigued. 
 
   First things first, I give Ben a hug, followed by Edgar and then Masaru. 
 
   “Where’s Elsie,” Edgar asks right away.
 
   Huddling together, I whisper, “She’s safe. She stayed with the other survivors we found in Denver.” Even though I already told Finch, we could never be too safe and someone else could be lurking. 
 
   “Good for her,” Edgar says. His smile is wide and I know he’s happy she managed to escape.
 
   “What were the others like?” Ben’s curiosity is killing him.
 
   A huge grin streaks across my face and I start to laugh. “There’s only about twenty of them. I told Finch there were two hundred!”
 
   Everyone chuckles.
 
   “You told Finch?” Masaru sounds concerned.
 
   “I thought it would be better—you know give people hope, if they know there is more out there than just this airport. Finch disagreed—told me not to tell Dorian. He told Dorian that Elsie died.”
 
   Ben jumps in quick, “He did?”
 
   “Yeah. I thought that was strange, too. Do you think we can trust him?”
 
   “No!” Edgar says. It’s pretty much always just one word with him. I laugh.
 
   “We may need him,” I say, pulling out the map. I unfold it on the table and slide my hand across it.
 
   “These people are wonderful and nice! Nothing like Dorian and his thugs.” I miss Kane so much. “They offered to let us come with them. If we can escape, we’re supposed to meet them on Wednesday afternoon,” I let them in on the plan. “If we can’t make it out on time, we’re supposed to make our way to here.” I point to the circle Kane drew on the map.
 
   “Where did you find them?” Masaru asks.
 
   “Staying at the Ritz—well not the Ritz, but the Brown Palace Hotel. The whole downtown is still flooded—several floors on most buildings. They were staying in the suites at the top. I actually got to sleep in a clean, warm bed.” I decide not to tell them the rest about Kane—at least not yet.
 
   Everyone remains silent, but their eyes are dreamy. They are probably fantasizing about the warm bed.
 
   “I even had hot coffee, Ben.” I push him lightly on his shoulder.
 
   His eyes do that thing they do when he’s in deep thought. “They had electricity?”
 
   “No, I think electricity is a thing of the past,” I reply. “But they had food, and they cook over a fire.”
 
   “Steam,” Ben utters.
 
   “Steam?”
 
   “Interesting isn’t it? It’s like we are regressing since the disaster. We’ll have to go back to steam power.” 
 
   He must be the smartest thirteen-year old on the planet. He may be the only thirteen-year old on the planet.
 
   Ben doesn’t waste any time. “So, what’s the plan?”
 
   After discussing things for an hour or so, we figure our best bet is to try to lean on the surplus of supplies I brought back from the journey and our history of being the best searchers in the compound. We’ll all be good little soldiers the next couple of days, and on Tuesday, we’ll hit Dorian up to go out searching for more food—all of us. He might just let us go and if he doesn’t, we’ll persuade him to send Finch along to supervise.
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter 6
 
    
 
   Loud footsteps the next morning wake us all. I don’t know what time it is, but it feels a little early for them to be bringing our breakfast ration. 
 
   I’m hardly awake when Tobias reaches the cell door. “Claudia, Edgar and Masaru, come with me,” he says.
 
   My protection instinct kicks in even though I’m half asleep. “What about Ben?” 
 
   “He stays,” Tobias says coldly.
 
   There’s no reason for Dorian to be angry after I just brought him all that stuff so I relax. “You’ll be okay here, Ben?”
 
   He’s a little nervous but tries hard not to let it show. “Yeah. I’ll be fine.”
 
   As I lace up my shoes, Masaru pulls on his fur and leather boots. Edgar glances in the corner at his thigh-high waders but decides to leave them behind. 
 
   Tobias speaks up, “You might want those,” he points to the boots.
 
   This makes me extremely curious. “Where are we going?”  
 
   “Dorian will brief everyone when we get there.” Of course—didn’t really expect an answer. 
 
   When we get to central command, the old and sick are lined up. Damn it, Dorian! I scan the line for the mother and baby. Thank God—they aren’t in the line because I might have to kill him with my bare hands. I look over at one of the groups and see the mother smiling. It feels good because it’s the first time I’ve seen her do that since we’ve been here. Her baby is laughing.
 
    Tobias leads us to the back of the line just before a handful of the young and brawn join us. Dorian passes by—he avoids any eye contact with me.
 
   When he gets to the front of the line, he leads us outside the shelter. I’m sure he doesn’t want everyone inside knowing what’s going on outside. 
 
   “Okay, folks. It’s time to take that trip south,” he begins.
 
   I interrupt him, “Dorian?”
 
   He was expecting it. “Claudia?”
 
   “Must we go now since I brought back all the supplies? That medicine would do some of these people good.” I can’t go south. I’ll never make it back in time to meet Kane. My heart pounds out of my chest.
 
   Dorian dresses his face with a sympathetic look for everyone and speaks in a soft voice, “There wasn’t much food, Claudia. We’ll be out in another couple of weeks.” Nice ploy to gain the support of the people he plans to leave along a deserted highway to starve.
 
   “Shouldn’t we be taking all the strong people—the ones that can help the most and get back the fastest?” I argue, hopefully making the walking dead question him again.
 
   Dorian is done playing nice guy. “If we don’t find any, some of you aren’t coming back. There. Is that clear enough for you—for everyone? We have to survive as a race, people,” he shouts as he shuffles off toward the front of the line.
 
   I remember the darts Elsie gave me. As much as I would like to use one on Dorian, this isn’t the right time. All of his thugs are here. I’m going to need to thin them out first. He won’t put all of his eggs in one basket. 
 
   It’s a miracle I still have the darts. I was able to hide them inside the lining of my backpack—I knew that the hole would come in useful. Fran didn’t have a clue, and she was so excited about the other stuff, she didn’t give it a second look after I showed her it was empty.
 
   It’s too bad Ben isn’t here. This would be a perfect opportunity to escape. Dorian obviously did that on purpose since I’ve proven I’ll come back for my friends. Now, he’s going to use them against me.
 
   ***
 
   We’ve been walking south for two days and the journey has been uneventful. There’s no possible way for me to make it to Kane on time, but I knew that was going to be the situation the moment we left the airport. 
 
   Dorian drives the cart slowly beside our caravan of walkers. Tobias leads the front of the line and Kaleb pulls up the back. There are four more young and brawn guys spread throughout who are carrying guns—guess they went over to the dark side. Unfortunately, Finch stayed back but at least that’s better for Ben.
 
   The good news is that we have been able to walk—not swim the entire way. Of course, Dorian wouldn’t have taken his precious cart if our path was still swamped. I have to rethink my good news.
 
   Nothing has survived. We’ve been following the interstate but have seen no signs of life. Dead animals litter our path, drowned with nowhere to escape. The snow has melted away in most places after days of sunshine and unusually warm weather.
 
   I assume we’ll stop once we find some livestock to start a food chain over with…and hopefully some other survivors. A whole army of them would be nice.
 
   ***
 
   This morning I wake up earlier than anyone else and feel snowflakes falling on my face. Looks like our luck with the sunshine is over—the air is frigid.
 
   Edgar and Masaru are still sleeping. I see that Dorian is on his way over, so I wake them up before he can. He likes to play drill sergeant and scream in your ear like a blaring alarm.
 
   We gather up our stuff and continue on alongside the highway. After several hours, we see them in the far distance. Cows. Sheep. People.
 
   Dorian pulls up alongside us. “Okay, people, it looks like we’ve found our destination.”
 
   I think every soul in the group let out a sigh of relief. I’m pretty sure we were close to losing a few people who could barely keep up—and we weren’t moving fast.
 
   “I want to check things out before we let them know we’re here,” Dorian begins to lay out his plan. “We’ll survey the premises and make sure it’s safe.”
 
   I roll my eyes. Based on the signage along the highway, we’re in an area called Palmer Lake. The mountain edge pushes out a little farther east which is why we crossed its path in the first place.
 
   I’ve pretty much tuned Dorian out when I catch a glimpse of a man hiding behind a boulder. As we make eye contact, he puts his finger to his lips, motioning for me to keep his presence a secret.
 
   I quickly turn my attention back to Dorian.
 
   Oops. Guess he already finished his plan. “Okay, are we ready?” he asks.
 
   I have no idea what we’re supposed to be ready for.
 
   ***
 
   Come to find out what Dorian said was that we are going to ascend the lower reservoir up ahead and take a position where we can spy and see how many of them there are. I laugh because I know their secret spy has already spotted us. After quietly telling Masaru and Edgar this, we all do our best to contain our laughter. Dorian casts me a cold glare, but he has no idea what we’re talking about.
 
   We stake out our place amongst a wall of boulders and Dorian has us scatter up the next quarter-mile or so. My hopes of discovering a ton of people, enough to overpower our group are squashed. It looks like they only have about thirty and of those, probably a third or more are children.
 
   Dorian wants to make sure there are no others, so we watch them for hours until the sun is about to set over the mountains. I’m about to fall asleep when I feel a poke on my back.
 
   As I turn around, I see it’s the guy I originally saw spying and four other men. None of them is as big as Dorian.
 
   “Hi,” the guy says with a smile. “Looking for someone?”
 
   Edgar is at the next post down from me and sees them approach. He immediately heads toward us.
 
   “I guess that depends,” is all I manage to get out before I see Dorian approaching in the cart. 
 
   “Well, hello there,” he calls out from ten feet away. He’s ass-kissing. I can tell by his tone.
 
   Dorian pulls the cart up, putting the break on before hopping out. “Hi. My name is Dorian, and this is Claudia.” His fake sincerity is going to make me sick. 
 
   “Shane,” the spy says. “This is Brody, Jay, Skipper and Pug.”
 
   Brody bobs his head to say hello—his jaw is packed with tobacco. Skipper and Jay look like they could be twins—both with blond hair, blue eyes and about the same average height. Pug is the biggest of all of them. I wonder how he got that nickname? 
 
   Dorian offers his hand, “Nice to meet you all. You’re the first survivors we’ve come across.” By now Masaru and a couple others from our group have made their way over.
 
   “Yeah, not too many left. If the flood didn’t wipe them out, then a volcano or earthquake most likely did,” Shane says shaking his head sadly.
 
   “Volcano?” I ask.
 
   “Oh yeah,” Jay jumps in. “After the Death Asteroid hit, it shook the Earth so hard it set off all kinds of catastrophes – earthquakes, volcanoes. That’s what destroyed almost everything west of Utah.”
 
   “Did you see that on the news?” Masaru asks.
 
   I quickly interject, “Do you have power?” Please say yes.
 
   “No. I don’t think there’s electricity anywhere. We have a pilot in our group,” Jay goes on to explain.
 
   Brody cuts him off, “Had.” He spits out a big stream of tobacco juice.
 
   “We had a pilot. We haven’t seen him since he took off for the last search. Anyway, he flew west after he saw there was nothing east and saw the devastation with his own eyes,” Shane explains.
 
   The world keeps getting smaller and smaller.
 
   Shane looks to Pug. He doesn’t say anything, but he’s clearly waiting for a response.
 
   Pug shrugs his shoulders.
 
   “You all are welcome to stay here tonight,” Shane offers. We can give you a hot meal and a good night’s sleep before you head out again tomorrow.”
 
   Shane’s smart—planting his stake early. He overheard Dorian before and knows all this nice stuff is nothing but hot air. Just wait until I get him alone and give him the real scoop.
 
   ***
 
   Shane and Brody lead us to the village which is a little farther up the lower reservoir. Pug, Jay and Skipper disappear down another path. This makes Dorian nervous because he’s doing this twitchy thing with his eyes.
 
   Shane points to a cluster of houses behind him. “If it’s not already occupied, you can have it for the night,” he offers. Just try to leave it as you found it. Oh and, the best water in nature is running right through here.”
 
   There are enough houses that we can each have our own. I wonder why there aren’t more survivors. I’d think anyone that lived in the mountains would have survived.
 
   “That’s very kind of you, Shane. Thanks.” I head toward the houses when I hear him call out my name.
 
   “Claudia?” The sound of my name rolling off his lips makes me recoil.
 
   “Yeah, Dorian?” I don’t turn to look at him.
 
   “I need you to stay with me. I need your help,” he says quickly.
 
   “I’ll pick a house, and then I’ll meet up with you to plan. How about that?” I am not staying with him.
 
   “Claudia!” his tone is angry and a warning look from Shane makes him change it. “Claudia—just for a minute, then,” he says with a softer tone and a quick flash of a smile to Shane. “I need to show you this before it gets dark.”
 
   Does he think I’m stupid? Before I can respond, Tobias walks up with his gun over his shoulder. He can’t mess with me now in front of everyone, but he can kill me in my sleep later, regardless of where I’m staying. Edgar and Masaru step forward but I nod them off. This isn’t the time for a big blow up. I can handle Dorian for now.
 
   Tobias follows Dorian and me to an empty house on the eastern edge of the village. Interesting. I was sure he would have picked one that was as front and center as possible.
 
   We enter the house and Dorian closes the door behind us. He turns and stares me dead in the eyes. “Hope you aren’t planning on causing any trouble. I’d hate to have to punish Ben for it.”
 
   Despise isn’t even strong enough. Loathe or abominate—those are words more appropriate for a monster like Dorian.
 
   I remain silent and return his dark stare.
 
   “I didn’t think so,” he says, and Tobias flashes a shit-eating grin. “Now get out of my sight.”
 
   I walk out of his house and slam the door. I probably shouldn’t have, but I couldn’t help myself. When I look up, several people are staring at me.
 
   “Everything okay, Miss?” an older man with a cane and a small billy goat asks. The goat is wearing a red studded collar, so I guess it’s his pet.
 
   A ghost of a smile crosses my lips. “Yes, sir.”
 
   Wandering through the houses, I stumble upon a tiny, stone cottage that looks like it’s been here for hundreds of years. It’s perfect, on the western edge of the cluster—as far away from Dorian as I can get.
 
   The inside is a little musty and it doesn’t look like anyone has been in here for a long time. I make my way back to the only bedroom. The bed is small but draped with a beautiful hand-sewn quilt. I lie down and the mattress is cushy, allowing me to sink in as if it’s a cloud. After closing my eyes for only a couple seconds, I almost doze off, so I force myself out of the bed. No time for sleep now, I have to do a little observing before it gets dark—mostly to figure out where Shane’s house is.
 
   I move an old, painted rocking chair from the main room in the cottage out onto the small porch to sit and take a break. My feet are exhausted from walking for days, and it feels good to get off of them. Rocking slowly in the chair, I watch Pug and Brody add logs to the fire pit. Skipper is basting some kind of meat on a table nearby. 
 
   “Coming to the bonfire tonight?” Jay nearly scares me to death when he asks. He must have stepped out of thin air.
 
   “Oh, my!” I almost scream the words. “You just scared the living daylights out of me.” I place my hand over my chest and my heart is pounding. 
 
   “I’m mighty sorry,” Jay says with a chuckle. He sounds kind of like Sam from the Brown Palace.
 
   “Oh,” I exhale the word. “I think I’m having a heart attack.” I laugh. “Yeah, I’ll join.”
 
   “Great. Things’ll start in ‘bout an hour from now, so relax,” he says heading toward his friends.
 
   I gaze over the whole village. No sign of Shane anywhere. I could talk to one of the other guys, but my gut tells me to wait for Shane. I have to tell him about Dorian’s Plan X—make sure these people will be able to stay.
 
   Then, with perfect timing, I hear a noise to my left, and Shane walks out of the house about six or seven away from mine. I was hoping he would be closer, but at least I know where he is.
 
   ***
 
   The gathering at the bonfire is fun and the food is fantastic, but Dorian manages to make sure I don’t get one second without one of his goons standing over me the entire night. This doesn’t surprise me—it’s exactly what I anticipated. I think Shane can tell something is going on, but he keeps his distance, though he does throw me several glances that might have been asking for a signal. 
 
   I know I have to wait until everyone goes to sleep before I approach Shane. It’s not fair for me to involve him without at least telling him what he’s getting into.
 
   With full bellies, the majority of the people retire to their homes shortly after dinner. The earlier everyone goes to bed, the better it is for me and I follow soon behind. There’s not a chance Dorian will leave before me anyway.
 
   I need something to kill the time while I wait for everyone else to settle in for the night. I can still hear a few people talking and laughing outside—including Tobias. I pull a book out of my backpack that Molly had given me at the Brown Palace. She said it was a great adventure about a young girl who sets out on a mysterious journey to find her mom who disappeared into a windmill.
 
   After getting sucked into the book for nearly two hours, I feel like it’s time to make a move. I haven’t heard anyone for at least an hour. I peek out the window at the front of the cottage. It’s dark and empty.
 
   Arming myself with the flashlight Ben gave me at the airport, I creep through the cottage. I want to look out the window in the back, too—just in case. Shining the light outside, I don’t see anyone. I wish I could sneak out this window instead of going out the door, but it was never made to open.
 
   I hate Dorian for throwing Ben in my face. It’s one thing to cause myself danger, but if I get caught, he’s going to take it out on Ben. He’s evil—was probably Adolf Hitler in a past life—the way he has taken advantage of the weakness of people caused by the chaos of the disaster.
 
   The door creaks as I pull it open slowly. I turn my flashlight off—better to wait until I’m closer to Shane’s. I step outside, turning back to close the door behind me.
 
   I never saw him. “Going somewhere?” I can hear the smile on Dorian’s face. 
 
   The thought to scream occurs but so does the image of Ben being tortured.
 
   “I just need some air,” I say as calmly as I can get the words out.  
 
   Dorian comes closer. “Perfect timing,” he says. “I was just coming to get you.”
 
   “Get me for what?” His tone scares me.
 
   “It’s time,” he says. Again, giving me no clue as to what he is truly up to.
 
   When we get to Dorian’s house, all of the members of the young and brawn are already there. Not a single old or sick person. Not Masaru. Not Edgar. 
 
   I realize I have completely underestimated my opponent.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter 7
 
    
 
   Dorian leads us toward the pasture where I saw the cows earlier. He motions to Tobias and points off in the distance. He’s directing him toward a bull. Then, I realize Tobias isn’t carrying his gun like everyone else. He’s got a large rope instead.
 
   Tobias sneaks up on the bull and throws a lasso around his neck. We’re stealing their animals!
 
   “Dorian! These people have taken us in. You can’t steal from them!”
 
   “Shut up, Claudia!” he warns.
 
   Tobias walks the bull toward Dorian. Surprisingly, the animal doesn’t resist. 
 
   Then I see Kaleb out of the corner of my eye. He’s taken another bull.
 
   “Is that all of them?” Dorian asks.
 
   “Yes, the rest are cows,” CJ, one of the young and brawn responds.
 
   “Good, CJ. Are we ready?”
 
   “For what?” I ask.
 
   I’m pretty sure Dorian would love to shoot me and leave me for dead about now. “We’re leaving.”
 
   “Going somewhere?” I turn around and it’s Shane, Pug and Skipper—all armed with shotguns. They snuck up out of nowhere.
 
   I laugh at Shane for the repetition of Dorian’s own words. 
 
   Tension fills the air. “As a matter of fact, we are.” Dorian gets in Shane’s face. Tobias and one of his other goons steps up with guns clenched in their hands.
 
   “Not with our animals, you aren’t.” Shane moves closer to Dorian. He’s not as tall or as muscular, but he’s not afraid either.
 
   Dorian softens his approach a bit. “Listen, Shane. If we all want to survive, we have to work together. I’m just trying to make sure that happens. You have the cows and we have the bulls—it’s a guarantee that our groups will share in this food source—and you can breed your cows any time you want. Surely, you understand.”
 
   Shane stands his ground, “I understand that you better turn those bulls over before things get nasty.”
 
   Shane nods Pug and Skipper toward the bulls. “Boys, take what’s ours.”
 
   “I’m warning you. I will ensure the survival.”
 
   “Ensure what you want,” Shane says heading toward the larger bull held by Tobias.
 
   The gunshot echoes through the mountains. In slow motion, Shane falls to the ground with a bullet in his brain.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   THANK YOU!
 
    
 
   Thank you for choosingThe Others (The Dark Days series, Episode 3)If you enjoyed this series, please check out the Episode 4, Dark Beginnings. Stay tuned for Episode 5, coming Fall 2015!
 
    
 
   Check out these other titles in The Dark Days Series by Ginger Gelsheimer!
 
    
 
   End of the World – Episode 1
 
   Dorian Lennox – Episode 2
 
   Dark Beginnings – Episode 4
 
    
 
   And her highly popular Aurora Conspiracy Trilogy and Prequel Series:
 
    
 
   Crash Landing – Prequel Series 1
 
   Conflict Rising – Prequel Series 2
 
   Calm Before the Storm – Prequel Series 3
 
   Chaos Unleashed – Prequel Series 4
 
   Quest of the Hybrid – Book 1
 
    
 
   If you have a moment, please leave an honest review. We always appreciate your feedback! You may also write to Ginger at:
 
    
 
   gingerlg13@gmail.com
 
    
 
   Follow her at:
 
   www.auroraconspiracy.com
 
   www.facebook.com/AuroraConspiraC
 
   https://twitter.com/AuroraConspiraC
 
   https://twitter.com/DarkDaysPrequel
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