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   Chapter 1
 
    
 
    
 
   With a jolt, I wake from one of those horrible dreams—the kind where you’re falling and if you don’t wake up before you hit the ground, you’ll die. It wasn’t all just a bad dream. I’m still sitting on the rooftop of a rental car office in the middle of the ocean in Colorado.
 
   The morning is bright and sunny, surreal against the total annihilation surrounding us, but I’m happy to see it. The good news is that the water level has gone down a bit overnight, and based on the car tops protruding from the water, it’s only a few feet deep. I can see the airport now, or what is left of it, after crashing planes and a typhoon brought a wrath of destruction.
 
   Ben is still asleep. It’s the first time he looks like a thirteen-year old since I met him on our flight from Florida. He’s smart way beyond his years and it shines through his eyes.
 
   Masaru is over in the center of the roof island doing yoga or meditating—both I think. He looks odd wearing his leather and fur boots, but I don’t blame him, it’s freezing. 
 
   Elsie is nearby—her pet pigeon Bernie rides on her shoulder. She looks up to see if anyone is watching before sifting through her glass bottles. Curiosity is killing me over what all that stuff is for. I know I saw darts.
 
   I do a quick scan. Where’s Edgar? He’s not on the roof.
 
   “Where’s Edgar,” I ask, this time out loud.
 
   Elsie hears me and points down the road with a long, skinny object in her hand. Is that a wand? Time to find out who Elsie really is.
 
   I try to spot Edgar in the mess on Pena Boulevard littered with flooded cars. Some are upside down or on their sides. Others are stacked two and three high. Trash and debris float atop the rippling water and a foul stench of salt water, gasoline and oil, and fish burn my nose.
 
   Edgar has returned to his truck, which is now a quarter-mile down the road. It’s parked on top of what I think is a Corvette. I see him and wave, but he’s focused on his task and doesn’t see me.
 
   Surveying my surroundings, I cringe when I notice how many dead bodies stare out at me from inside the flooded cars. Hundreds of cars are scattered across the old highway. Every one of them had a driver.
 
   Some people got out of their cars. Their bodies float by now and then with cold, empty eyes. I’m pretty sure I saw the lady that threw her cell phone at me when we were making our grand escape. I recognized her by her red scarf.
 
   Ben begins to stir. I’m glad he’s waking up. I need a distraction.
 
   He’s groggy and wipes his eyes. “Good morning.”
 
   “Morning,” I reply.
 
   The remains of the fire are nothing more than smoldering coals and we’re out of stuff to burn without getting off the roof. I stare into the water with complete dread. I’m going to have to come down eventually whether the water recedes or not—probably sooner than later because we don’t have much food. Most of it blew up with Lena.
 
   I need to stop thinking about dead people. “Sure wish I had some coffee.” I divert my thoughts to one of my favorite things. For a second, I can actually smell it brewing.
 
   “I’ve never had it,” Ben says sitting up. I hadn’t tried it yet either at his age.
 
   “Well then, you shall when we get out of this. It makes you actually look forward to the morning.” I am a late sleeper—not one of my classes is scheduled before noon. Guess I won’t be taking my psychology test this week, or ever.
 
   “Yes, when we get out of this,” Ben repeats what I’ve said. It’s like a mantra we need to keep saying. Otherwise, why keep going?
 
   “The water’s gone down,” he says as Elsie approaches. He pulls a rolled up bag of tortilla chips out of his pack. “This is all we have left. The women should have it.” He smiles and gives the bag of chips to Elsie.
 
   “Thank you, Ben.” She bites into a stale chip. I can tell because it doesn’t crunch the way it should.
 
   Just then, Edgar paddles up in a red kayak. He pulls an unopened bag of tortilla chips out of the water. Blood splatter covers the outside of the plastic. Beggars can’t be choosers.
 
   Ben’s so excited about the kayak, I think he’s about to jump off the roof to check it out. “Where’d you get that?” 
 
   Edgar paddles in slowly. “It was floating near my truck. Lucky for us, these were still inside,” he says, holding up the paddles.
 
   “We can definitely use a boat,” I say. At this point, I think the water may never go down.
 
   “What else you got?” Elsie points with her bony index finger at a bundle on the floor of the kayak tucked between Edgar’s feet.
 
   He holds up a jumbo bag of beef jerky and some trail mix. “This ought to carry us over for a couple of days.”
 
   I’m not thrilled at the thought of being up here for a couple of days, but I am relieved to see the food.
 
   Elsie gives me the tortillas and opens her hands up to Edgar like she’s ready to catch a baseball. He tosses the jerky up to her. She pulls out a big piece and chaws down on it, ripping a piece off with her teeth before handing me the bag.
 
   “Looks like we can get another fire going.” Ben motions toward a pile of broken boards and other stuff that looks good to burn.
 
   Perfect, because I’m not getting into that water unless it’s my absolute last resort.
 
   Edgar’s smile grows wider than I’ve ever seen it. He has a gold crown in his top right jaw. It’s the first time I’ve noticed it. We haven’t had too many reasons to smile over the past twenty-four hours, especially big like that.
 
   Edgar peeks under an old army blanket. It conceals something that has caused him to go giddy. He looks up at Elsie.
 
   “Well, go on,” she says. “You’ve got us all chummed up now.”
 
   He pulls the blanket off like a magician exposing his magic box, where the lady miraculously isn’t cut into three pieces. “For you Elsie, to hold your things.”
 
   Awwww, he’s a big teddy bear…with a rifle and an ax.
 
   “Thank you,” Elsie’s voice cracks, and she has to swallow before she can finish, “Edgar.” She’s taken back by his act of kindness.
 
   “You’re welcome, Elsie. Sorry, we had to sacrifice the other one.”
 
   I glance over at the smoldering ash, part of which used to be her intricately-carved trunk.
 
   “It’s okay, I understand…and it kept my old bones warm, too.” I’m glad she forgives us because I like her. I also have a strange feeling I don’t want her angry with me.
 
   “I’ll help you with that,” Ben offers, jumping from the roof to the top of the shuttle. Edgar paddles over to it, still parked where it was before the flood, which is amazing in itself.
 
   “We should pull it up here,” Ben suggests.
 
   “I think you’re right.” Edgar hops out of the kayak, wearing thigh-high, wading boots. He lifts the metal box up to Ben, who tosses it over to Elsie. She scurries off to put her things inside. 
 
   Ben takes the two paddles from Edgar and sets them aside. He grabs the bundle of wood and tosses a few pieces at a time to the roof.
 
   I reach down to take an army blanket from Edgar. I don’t care if it’s itchy, it’s warm.
 
   Lifting the kayak out of the water, Edgar holds the front end up to Ben. “You got it, Son?”
 
   “Yep.” Ben gets a firm grip on the kayak. “I got it. Push it on up.”
 
   With a little help from Edgar, he pulls the kayak up onto the top of the van. With a little help from Ben, Edgar climbs up.
 
   The sun is burning hot on my face as the temperature warmed up quite a bit from yesterday. Colorado is like that. One day you get a foot of snow, and the next day it’s seventy degrees. It’s one of my favorite things about the place. That and how fast storms come over the mountains.
 
   I stack the wood near the old ashes and return to gather the rest of the stuff Ben tossed over. He leaps across from the van, landing light on his feet like a grasshopper.
 
   Thud! Edgar’s approach is not so graceful, but at least he makes it.
 
   I reach down and give him a hand to help him up.
 
   “Thank you, ma’am.” He is gracious, but did he have to call me ma’am? I’m too young to be a ma’am.
 
   Edgar removes the rubber boots, and I realize that his pants are wet from wading to his car before he retrieved the boots. “We have to get you dry, Edgar.” 
 
   “Don’t you let him catch cold,” Elsie shouts from across the way. She places a small green vial into the box. 
 
   I throw a few boards into the hot ashes and blow, trying to ignite them.
 
   The end of a blow torch appears over my shoulder from behind. I look up and Ben displays a Cheshire grin. “It’s easier this way.” We make a good team.
 
   Returning from his meditation, Masaru joins us by the fire. He must have enlightened himself for two hours. His face is covered with concern and he shakes his head side to side. “Things are not good.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 2
 
    
 
    
 
   The water has only receded maybe another six inches throughout the day. The sun is setting, and the temperature has already dropped.
 
   “Should we stay up here another night, make our way west to Denver…head back to the airport?” I ask the group.
 
   “I don’t know, but the water was deeper out toward my truck,” Edgar interjects.
 
   I remember that from geography or some class I had in high school. The airport is actually higher in altitude than the actual city of Denver by over a hundred feet.
 
   Masaru shakes his head. “Not the airport.”
 
   The vision of Lena’s horrible death races through my head. “Not the airport,” I agree.
 
   Ben sits down and dangles his legs over the edge of the roof. “That settles it then.”
 
   I’m not thrilled about spending another night on a rooftop outside in the cold, but it is the lesser of the evils—at least for now. I sit next to Ben and swing my legs over the side.
 
   Wrapping the army blanket around our backs, I observe his emotional state. He seems fine, but he is still a kid, even though I don’t call him that. And what we’ve seen would disturb anyone. “You doing okay?”
 
   “Yeah, how about you?” he asks, his eyes are concerned, looking to me for an honest answer. Had he heard me cry last night?
 
   “Still in a bit of shock, I think.” I gaze across the water to the west. At least the mountains are still there…and hopefully the people that live up in them.
 
   He takes my hand and squeezes it tight. “Me, too.”
 
   We sit in silence for a few minutes watching things float by. Aluminum cans, trash, water bottles…a plastic dinosaur toy. I tell myself the child is home safe, and the toy was just in the car. Survival is a mental game now.
 
   “They’re gone, aren’t they?” He doesn’t have to say who they are.
 
   Nodding my head, I return the squeeze to his hand. “Probably.”
 
   “We’re family now,” he says. No tears, just a solid statement of what is.
 
   The sunset behind the mountains is stunning, so bright it looks like someone colored the sky with crayons. Seems with everything that has happened, it should just be grey.
 
   For another hour, we stare at the mountains, and by now, Masaru, Elsie and Edgar have joined us. No one speaks. We’re all trying to figure out a plan. West—that’s where we need to go. Unfortunately, the kayak will only fit three of us—two with supplies.
 
   I can hear teeth chattering with nightfall setting in, but we need to hold off as long as possible before we build another fire since we had to burn some of the wood earlier in the day to dry Edgar out. Without him, we wouldn’t have any wood at all, so it was the least we could do. He would have suffered from hypothermia from his wet clothes for sure.
 
   The night air is silent, icy and mysterious. The moon, with its new black spot, will forever be a constant reminder of the Death Asteroid. 
 
   I doze off sitting up. That’s one thing I love about myself—I can sleep standing up. My slumber is interrupted by a hard jolt and a rumbling vibration. I’m disoriented at first and have to look around to get my bearings.
 
   “Was that thunder?” I’m still a little hazy.
 
   “Not thunder,” Masaru says. He’s been unusually quiet since he meditated.
 
   Ben is pondering, I can tell by the look in his eyes.
 
   I think we all know what it is. The Earth isn’t done settling.
 
   ***
 
   I sleep amazingly well and the next morning, I’m glad to see the water has gone down some more. Now, we can make it to the airport by hopping from dry patch to dry patch in between the lakes and puddles. Even though it isn’t our first choice, it’s currently our only choice. It’s still flooded to the west.
 
   We pack the kayak with the supplies we have left and Elsie’s trunk. There’s enough room for her to ride on the front, so Edgar offers to push her along by walking through an area that is still flooded alongside Pena Boulevard. The rest of us make our way through the dry spots. Thankfully, the sun is out again.
 
   When we first reach the airport grounds, it looks like a hurricane came through and spun everything around. Planes are scattered everywhere; there’s even one protruding out of the famous DIA snow peaks. Over to the left, a baggage cart and a few cars hang over the edge of the parking garage. Suitcases are strewn all over the place.
 
   Edgar pulls the kayak onto a dry area. He lifts Elsie out with one arm—she weighs nothing and he’s strong as an ox. He sets her down on the ground, and Bernie never moves from Elsie’s shoulder. Her arms are wrapped tightly around her precious trunk. If someone wants that thing, they’re going to have to pry it from her cold, dead fingers.
 
   Ben darts toward a puddle jumper with its door open and the stairs extended. Maybe those people got out alive. Then what? I scan the devastation surrounding me. Ben disappears into the plane, and Masaru, Edgar, Elsie and I search around the grounds for anything that might be useful. The place is a ghost town. It doesn’t look or sound as though there are any survivors.
 
   I find a large tarp and a roll of twine and carry them over to the kayak. Masaru meets me there with a can of gasoline he’s found.
 
   With her trunk tucked under one arm, Elsie scrambles through suitcases like a squirrel digging for nuts. She holds up an old style magnifying glass with a lens as big as her face. Her eyes are enormous and the distortion makes her look like a cartoon.
 
   Ben returns to the doorway of the puddle hopper with several items bulging out of the front of his shirt. He holds the sides of his shirt up together to make a cradle so he can carry everything. I see a gold compass that could easily be a hundred years old and another pair of binoculars, only black this time. Then, he holds something up and waves it back and forth, making sure to get my attention. “Claudia! I got your coffee!”
 
   That’s when the five guns are pointed at our heads.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 3
 
    
 
    
 
   Dorian Lennox is his name—the man I saw speaking into the walkie-talkie at the airport when we first landed. He steps up from behind the wall of gunmen and takes a good look at the five of us: a short, old lady hugging a box; a thirteen-year old boy with freckles and glasses; a lumberjack; an old Japanese guy wearing leather and fur boots; and me, a nineteen-year old girl with a ponytail and a college sweatshirt.
 
   “Lower your weapons,” he says to his men and they obey. “Didn’t mean to scare you…just with everything that’s happened.”
 
   So because we’ve had a disaster strike the Earth, we now point guns at innocent survivors?
 
   “I’m Dorian Lennox, head of security for DIA.”
 
   “So all this is your fault then?” Ben teases Dorian.
 
   This kid is a riot! I can’t believe he just had the nerve to poke fun at the guy that controls the weapons.
 
   Dorian chuckles…barely, and he isn’t smiling. “Follow me, I’ll take you to the shelter where the rest of the survivors are.”
 
   He peers behind Edgar into the kayak, scanning the treasures we’ve collected. “I’m going to need that rifle and ax. No one is allowed to have weapons inside the shelter.”
 
   No one but you. Who died and put this guy in charge of the world?
 
   Edgar doesn’t move. “No,” he says firmly. He’s about the same size as Dorian. Big.
 
   “What right do you have to take things from him?” I join in. I don’t like this guy’s energy—his negative vibe is about to barrel me over.
 
   “As head of security, I can’t allow weapons inside my airport.”
 
   “What airport?” I taunt him a bit. Not the smartest thing to do, but it’s who I am.
 
   Masaru turns his head like an owl—all the way around. “No airport here.” His English is good but not perfect.
 
   Dorian steps up face to face with Edgar. “No weapons inside the shelter. You can leave them here if you like.”
 
   “I’m keeping the ax,” Edgar insists.
 
   I throw in my support, “What if he gets trapped under falling debris? It could save his life.”
 
   “Or yours,” Elsie says, jabbing Dorian’s chest. Her finger must be six inches long.
 
   Dorian’s nostrils flare and his left eye has a slight twitch. He’s irritated with our tribe of misfits. “Fine. Keep the ax.” He turns and heads toward a large hole, which appears to be the entrance to the shelter. It’s where I last saw Lena.
 
   His five gunmen follow behind us. I feel more like a prisoner than a survivor.
 
   ***
 
   Dorian takes us to an area of the terminal not too far from the escalator that leads to The Cantina. Miraculously, the place has made it through the rest of the plane crashes and explosions. Water drips from the ceiling so it must have been submerged in the tidal wave.
 
   Right away, I spot two groups of people that are noticeably separated. One group at the opposite end has maybe a hundred people and the other group has about a dozen. Everyone is bloody and battered. It’s unfathomable this many people survived. From what we saw, it didn’t seem possible.
 
   We pass by the smaller group of people, who are the farthest away from everything else. An inadequate fire struggles to keep them warm with nothing more than hot coals.
 
   “They are the sick ones. They’ve been quarantined,” Dorian says as we walk by them.
 
   A mother holds her sick infant and cries. Fear shadows her face and creates a sharp pain in my side.
 
   We walk on slowly. An old man with white hair sounds as though he is about to cough up a lung—that annoying deep cough he’ll never be able to satisfy.
 
   The rest are just scattered around. Most of them are pale. None of them look as though they’ll live into next week.
 
   Further on, central command consists of an area about a hundred feet long and thirty feet wide where the danger of the roof collapsing has dissipated—it’s already gone. A large mound of snow at one end, with food and beverage items buried deep within, marks the main control station. 
 
   Beyond there, is the large group of people we saw when we first came in. Most of them sit around a blazing bonfire. Some play cards. Others talk in small groups. A few sleep. A person could keep warm there for the night at least.
 
   “If you come across any food on your shift, put it there,” Dorian interrupts my gawking to point out the snow fridge.
 
   What shift?
 
   “Each member of the shelter will spend two hours a day searching the grounds for anything that might be useful.”
 
   That’s fine. I’ll probably spend more than two hours doing that. I’m definitely not going to just sit around here.
 
   “What’s your plan?” Ben steps forward and asks Dorian directly.
 
   Dorian turns to face the rest of us. “My plan is to survive.”
 
   “We have survived.” Ben is sharp. “What are all of these people planning to do? We can’t just stay here.”
 
   “There’s nowhere else to go, kid. Didn’t you see the Atlantic Ocean out there when you came in?” The smile that comes out shouldn’t be classified as a smile, but more of a slimy expression to hammer a nail into someone.
 
   “My name is Benjamin.” He is assertive and does not look away from Dorian’s cold stare.
 
   “We can go west up into the mountains. There have to be more survivors,” I suggest. I’ll do anything outside of staying here in this airport. To do what? Live?
 
   Dorian laughs. “How are you planning to get there? That little kayak?” His expression makes it known to everyone that he doesn’t take Ben or me seriously.
 
   “How are your supplies?” Elsie joins in the questioning.
 
   He points to the snow fridge. “That’s the food we have. We were able to save most of it from the freezer of The Cantina. It’s being rationed.”
 
   So, now he controls the food supply? Better keep what’s left of the beef jerky and trail mix hidden.
 
   Then I see her—the annoying stewardess. She sits at a table stacked with first aid kits, walkie-talkies, a couple of fire extinguishers, several prescription med bottles and some other miscellaneous items.
 
   “Come on over here. Let me get your names.” She waves us toward her and then recognizes Ben. “Benjamin, glad you made it through safely.” She looks at the rest of us and takes a clipboard from the desk.
 
   Handing it to Masaru, she barks out orders, “Write your name down on this sheet. Then step over there to Marshal. He’ll take your temperature. When he’s done, take your place in the group.”
 
   Marshal waves and smiles. “Don’t worry, I won’t bite.”
 
   “Sick people go down there,” she says pointing to the death camp we’d seen before.
 
   She continues with her spiel, “If you find any of the items on this table when you are searching, bring them here. They need to be checked in. There’s actually a full list, I’ll show you in a minute.”
 
   Ben isn’t about to turn over the walkie-talkies we found. They will come in handy here for sure, at least until their batteries die. Both of them were fully charged, and we haven’t been using them. Hopefully, they’ll last us a day or two until we can get out of here.
 
   Just then Marshal yells, “We’ve got another one.”
 
   What? He’s pointing to Masaru.
 
   “Sir,” the stewardess calls to Masaru. “You’ll have to join the others at that end.”
 
   “No!” I yell at her. “He’s with us.”
 
   “But sick people can’t contaminate the rest of the survivors. He has to go down there.”
 
   “No. The five of us will just sit somewhere else.” I grab the clipboard from her and scribble down ‘Renegades’ next to all of our names.
 
   One of the gunmen steps up behind the stewardess. “Is there a problem?”
 
   She looks me straight in the eyes. Great, now they’re going to haul me off somewhere in exile. “No, there’s no problem,” she says.
 
   The gunman steps back into his guard position. I don’t understand what makes them think they need armed guards. Haven’t we all just gone through the same horrible experience?
 
   “You five can go sit over there.” She points to a spot across from her, halfway between the ice fridge and the fire.
 
   “Great, thanks.” I usher Elsie and Edgar toward our temporary home while Ben fetches Masaru.
 
   As soon as Dorian sees that we have not taken our places within the appropriate groups, he approaches the stewardess. They whisper for a minute, and then here he comes.
 
   His shiny black shoes aren’t so shiny anymore, now trashed with scuff marks. “We’re not going to have a problem with you guys are we?” he asks, looking sternly to me, before he eyes the rest of the group.
 
   “Nope, no problem, but we’d like to take those shifts now,” I say with as little attitude as I can manage. I need to get away from this man as soon as humanly possible.
 
   Ben jumps at the opportunity. “Me, too.”
 
   “I’ll stay here with Masaru,” Edgar agrees. Good, I don’t want any of us left alone.
 
   Elsie hands her trunk to Edgar. “Will you watch over this for me?”
 
   “You know it.” He takes it from her and sets it down between him and Masaru. He lays his ax on top of it and winks at her.
 
   “Me, three,” she says and joins us next to Dorian.
 
   “You three check out walkie-talkies from Fran. Only use them if you need to separate. We’re trying to conserve the batteries.”
 
   Who’s Fran?
 
   The stewardess waves us back over to the table where we checked in. That’s Fran.
 
   “Now, only use them if you absolutely must,” she repeats, handing us each a duffle bag. They are all pink with white polka dots. I remember them from one of the shops in the airport. “For every five items you find, you may keep one unless it’s one of the items on this list.” She holds up the clipboard and points to the list. I don’t really pay attention because I will keep whatever I want. “Okay, off you go. Be back in precisely two hours so we can account for you.” Dorian has trained her well in a short amount of time.
 
   The three of us walk outside and I feel like I just broke out of prison.
 
   “That was interesting,” Elsie says.
 
   The first thing I want to see is if Edgar’s rifle is still in the kayak. That will tell us if we can trust Dorian for his word.
 
   Not only is the rifle not there, the kayak is gone.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 4
 
    
 
    
 
   We decide to deal with Dorian later and head toward the northeastern end of the airport where the C concourse is—or was. Counting on human nature to be predictable, we think it’s probably the least-chartered territory for search shifts since it’s the farthest away. The good stuff we find, we’ll hide somewhere there for the same reason.
 
   “So Elsie, what do you do with all those things in your trunk?” I ask.
 
   “Magic.” She smiles and bats her eyelashes.
 
   “Were those darts I saw?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “Good,” I say truthfully. “I think we may need them.”
 
   “I’m right with you, dear.”
 
   Ben picks up an umbrella and presses a button on the handle. The umbrella springs wide open. “Perfect.” He smiles at me and tosses it into his duffle bag.
 
   When we make it to the outside of the C gates, we see an ambulance turned over on its side. “I’ll check that out,” Elsie volunteers and scuttles off. Medicine was first on Fran’s list—I did notice that one.
 
   Ben tinkers with one of the luggage carts, but I can’t imagine it will start after being submerged and battered around.
 
   I walk out toward the runway to a plane that has its inflatable slide extended. I think I can climb up the slide and get into the plane.
 
   Holding onto the side of the raft, I pull myself up. The first time I try, I lose my grip and roll backwards to the bottom. The momentum causes me to flop out of the raft and hit my head on the ground. I wipe my temple, and my hand is smeared with blood.
 
   I try to climb the slide again, and this time, make it to the top so I can get inside. The beverage cart is wedged securely in its space. Perfect timing, I’m dying from thirst from the long walk in the dry air.
 
   The cart is loaded with soda, juice, beer and water. I shove the cans into my bag as fast as I can, but when I go to lift it, it’s too heavy and I have no room for anything else. I take several of the cans out and replace them in the cart before I push it down the aisle to the doorway.
 
   Laying it down on its side, I laugh at what I’m about to do. One small push and it’s going down the slide. A few sodas roll out onto the ground, but overall, it worked pretty well.
 
   Digging through the station behind the cockpit, I find a large plastic sack full of small bags of peanuts. These will make Dorian happy. We’ll turn in half of them.
 
   I return to the rear of the plane. There’s more random stuff in the galley. I find a mini screwdriver set and immediately think of Ben. I tuck it into an inside pocket on my coat. The snack cart is full of cookies, crackers, pretzels and dried fruit. I scarf down a pack of cheddar crackers and shove everything else inside the bag.
 
   Rummaging around the rest of the plane, I find a couple of first aid kits, a fire extinguisher and a bunch of mini liquor bottles. Everything else was pretty much washed away.
 
   I jump a foot in the air when I hear something come from the lavatory. Someone is on the plane!
 
   The door opens, and it’s the girl with pink hair and piercings on her face. The one that wasn’t allowed to go to the bathroom. My presence startles her and she screams.
 
   “I’m sorry, didn’t mean to scare you,” I say quickly.
 
   “What are you doing here?” she asks. I can tell she’s annoyed I’ve invaded her space.
 
   “What are you doing here? Why aren’t you inside with the others?”
 
   She looks around for the missing items I have stolen. “Where’s the soda cart?” She ignores my questions. Fair, I ignored hers.
 
   “I didn’t know anyone was here. I pushed it down the slide.”
 
   “Gee, thanks.”
 
   “Does Dorian know you’re out here?” I ask.
 
   “Dorian?”
 
   “You know, the leader…inside.” I roll my eyes. This must break the tension because she opens up.
 
   “Oh, that guy. He’s why I came out here. They wouldn’t give me food. They wouldn’t let me go to the bathroom. I didn’t see any benefit of staying in there.”
 
   “Can’t say I disagree with you. What’s your name?”
 
   “Janie, what’s yours?”
 
   “Claudia. Nice to meet you and sorry about your drinks…and your food,” I pull some of the peanuts and crackers out of my bag and return them to her.
 
   “It’s okay. I’m about to come out of here anyway. As soon as I think I can make it to Denver.”
 
   “That’s where we’re hoping to go, too. Want to come inside with us until we can leave?”
 
   “Nah, I think I’ll stay out here.” She smiles. “But would you mind coming back to see if I’m still here when you leave for Denver?”
 
   “Of course. I have to go back now though, my friends are inside.”
 
   “Thanks,” she says as I situate myself on the edge of the escape raft.
 
   When I slide down, I don’t see Ben or Elsie, so I browse around the grounds nearby for anything else that we might need. After a few minutes, Ben drives a luggage cart out from behind a pile of broken concrete. Elsie rides on the back. He actually got the thing running. He smiles from ear to ear and waves at me.
 
   They pull up and Elsie hops off the back. Her duffle bag is stuffed full.
 
   “We’re about out of time. We should sort through what we want to take back and what we want to hide for a rainy day,” she says, pointing to her bag.
 
   We remove enough broken blocks of concrete to create a small, two-foot wide hole where we can stash things. She puts half the medical supplies in the hole and leaves the rest in the bag to take to the group. We also stash some of the juice and snacks, and two of the first aid kits. We give a few items to Ben since he spent all his time working on the cart.
 
   Before she puts the medical kit inside the hideaway, she takes out a large band aid and an antiseptic wipe. “Come here, dear. Let me clean you up,” she says, pushing the hair away from the wound on my head.
 
   “Thank you, Elsie.”
 
   “Even us tough girls need a little TLC now and then,” she says with a wink.
 
   Funny, ‘tough girl’ isn’t how I would usually describe a short, old lady, but I can see it in her.
 
   She finishes with my head, and I remember the screwdriver set. “Oh, I almost forgot. I found something for you, Ben.”
 
   His face lights up. “A present for me?”
 
   I pull the mini screwdriver set out of my coat and hand it to him.
 
   It’s like Christmas. “These are so perfect! Thank you, Claudia.” After he gives me a hug, he tucks the screwdrivers away inside his lime green pack that has been hidden beneath his coat since we first returned to the airport.
 
   “I met a girl,” I tell them. “Janie—she’s hiding away over there.” I point to the plane I had scavenged. “Ben, remember that girl with pink hair at the airport?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “It’s her.”
 
   “Why didn’t she come with you?”
 
   “She doesn’t like Dorian and his rules, and she doesn’t have any friends inside.”
 
   Elsie zips up her duffle bag. “I don’t blame her.”
 
   “What about the cart? Should we let them know we have it?” I ask Ben. It’s his prize possession and would win huge points with Dorian. But, do we care about that?
 
   Elsie shakes her head to disagree. “It makes it easier for them to get up this way. The more people that come here, the more likely they’ll find our stash.”
 
   “Let’s leave it here.”
 
   Elsie and I nod. It may be our only ride west. We already lost the kayak.
 
   ***
 
   When we return, Dorian is outside waiting for us with two of his gunmen. Good thing we did all of our shuffling at the other end of the airport.
 
   “We’ll take the duffle bags,” he says, nodding his gunmen to grab the supplies.
 
   “See Fran when you get inside. She’ll check you in.”
 
   Now, it’s time to handle Dorian. “Where’s the kayak…and the other stuff we had when we got here?”
 
   He steps closer, so close I can smell his breath. Beer?
 
   “We have to survive here.” He stares down his nose at me like a drill sergeant. “Everything goes into the community…for the good of all.”
 
   “Maybe I-”
 
   Ben jumps in, “We.” He nods me on to continue.
 
   “Maybe we don’t think you having Edgar’s rifle and our kayak is for the good of all.” I’m pissed now. Elsie steps up and crosses her arms.
 
   The two gunmen mirror her, stepping forward, aligning with Dorian. “Have you met Finch and Tobias?”
 
   “You do know there’s still another world out there, right? There are other people alive besides the people in this airport. Society will come together again,” I threaten.
 
   “Are you so sure about that? This is one of the largest airports in America—don’t you think they would have sent someone to save us by now?” he mocked me.
 
   “Well, what are you planning to do? Live here at DIA forever? You’re running out of food…medicine,” Elsie chimes in.
 
   “That’s why we have Plan X.” He turns and walks away with no care to listen to another word. Tobias puts his gun in my back to push me along. It hits right on one of my vertebra, which is sure to leave a huge bruise.
 
   ***
 
   Before we return to central command, Dorian calls his dogs off and the guns are lowered. I’m sure he doesn’t want to cause a scene.
 
   Immediately, Fran waves us over. “This way, this way. Want to make sure you get credit for everything you’ve found.”
 
   I suddenly notice a new dispersion of people. The sick group is still down at the end to my left, and some of them aren’t looking so good. But now, there’s another group, all of them are old, sitting not too far from them. In the center, Masaru and Edgar are holding down our spot. That’s a relief. To the right of them is a group of young and brawn men and women, maybe thirty of them. Everyone else is sort of scattered throughout.
 
   Finch and Tobias place the three duffle bags onto the table. Fran starts with Elsie’s bag first. “Oh, you had a great shift! Medical supplies are top of the list.” She pulls out several rolls of gauze, adhesive tape, bandages and numerous pre-filled syringes, among other things.
 
   My bag is next. “What did you do to yourself, dear,” she says pointing to my head. “Claudia Sheeplord, one large band aid,” she mumbles to herself, as she writes on the clipboard.
 
   She pulls out the bags of peanuts. “Food, very good, very good indeed.” Next, she inventories the cans of juice and soda. “Mmmm, hmmm, good, good.” She adds the first aid kit to the others. “Well, maybe we can give you credit for that band aid.” She scratches across whatever she had written on the clipboard. “Oh and these…these will be for medicinal purposes only.” Her smile carries warning as she removes the small liquor bottles from my bag and places them in the stack of medical supplies. “Dorian made a rule about no drinking alcohol, just so you all know.”
 
   I don’t even care about the liquor bottles, but these people have let this Dorian guy have far too much power. Do they think this is what life is now? Is anyone even trying to go back to normal life?
 
   Ben’s bag is pretty light, even with the items we shared with him. He has a few bottles of water, some duct tape and half the snacks I found on the plane. He stashed the umbrella for later.
 
   “That’s okay, Benjamin. I know you tried your best,” Fran says sincerely. “We don’t expect as much out of the children.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 5
 
    
 
    
 
   Blizzard conditions have set in over the past few days, so any plans to leave the airport and head west have been delayed. Food is running dangerously low and because of the heavy snow, search shifts are coming up mostly empty. Even Ben, Elsie and I have come up short, with nothing more than a few bottles of water here and there, and we’re three of the best scavengers in the shelter. The truly sad thing is that we are stashing half of what we find. It amazes me at how subdued these people are.
 
   Dorian spends most of his time in small huddles with various members of his gun squad. Fran keeps busy making lists and more lists and tracking people’s temperatures. Five more victims were added to the sick group in the past three days. One actually did manage to get better and come out, but then she put him in the group of the old.
 
   A few more people have died from their injuries or illnesses. The old man with white hair that was hacking up his lung died last night. Ben told me his name was Charlie. He had been flying to see his new grandson.
 
   I can’t stand sitting around doing nothing, staring at devastation for one more minute. I stand up to stretch my legs. “I’m going to explore the other concourses if I can get to any of them. Anyone want to come?”
 
   Edgar grabs his ax. “I’ll come.”
 
   Masaru is sleeping. His fever is gone now, so we’re actually allowed in the general population, but we choose to stay in our spot.
 
   Ben jumps up. “I’m in.” He knocks over a house of cards he’d built.
 
   “I’ll protect the fort with Masaru,” Elsie says. She is fiddling with things inside her trunk anyway. I can’t believe Fran hasn’t come to inspect its contents. Bernie pecks around the ground near Elsie at some trail mix crumbs she must have thrown down.
 
   We haven’t made it ten feet outside the central command area and Dorian approaches us. “Where are you going?”
 
   “We’re low on food. Thought we’d see if we can find some in the other concourses. There're other restaurants, other freezers,” I reply, trying to remain humble.
 
   “It’s not safe. Things are still settling. That’s why we’ve kept everyone here. No one is allowed in the other concourses.”
 
   “Starving isn’t safe either,” I say.
 
   Edgar holds up his ax and smiles, showing his gold crown.
 
   “If people are starving to death, you’ll have a lot more trouble on your hands than if the three of us die from falling debris,” Ben warns. “You’ve heard of the Donner party, right?”
 
   Dorian eyes Ben for a long minute but remains silent. He’s probably decided it would be better if we did die.
 
   Crunching through the snow, we walk around the exterior of the airport to make our way to the old B concourse. It’s the only possible way to get in as the interior corridor is completely blocked.
 
   Even from the outside, it’s still a challenge to find a safe place to enter. We find one spot where we think it looks safe and we almost lose Edgar. He puts his hand against a wall to support his weight, and as he steps inside, a pile of concrete comes down in an avalanche from above. 
 
   “Edgar!”
 
   Ben throws the concrete off of Edgar like he has superhuman strength or something. I help him dig him out, but I’m not near as fast.
 
   “Edgar, are you okay?” Ben gives Edgar his hand to help him off the ground.
 
   “Yep, think so. Just scared the dickens out of me.” He brushes rocks and dust out of his beard.
 
   We continue to search and stumble upon an entry that looks as if it has been made post-destruction. Rocks have been set aside in a pile that is just a little too neat. Someone has been here.
 
   When we enter, the place is a mess. We haven’t been inside for two minutes before a piece of the ceiling crashes down only fifteen feet from us. We all drop to the floor and cover our heads. When it sounds like everything has settled once again, we resume our mission.
 
   There’s a sports bar across the way from us. “I’m going to see if there’s anything salvageable in there.”
 
   “I’ll grab the drinks from here.” Ben points to the cooler inside the general store. “I’ll meet you there.”
 
   At least we aren’t dehydrated. We’ve had plenty of water and if we run out, we have snow. But he has just found juice, soda and even coffee beverages. We are low on that stuff.
 
   I motion to Edgar to stay with Ben. He nods.
 
   Other than the chairs that must have floated around in the flood and are now scattered in and out of the bar and overturned, the place looks pretty much intact. I enter the kitchen and find a huge butcher knife. Masaru needs this. I put it in the bag of stuff to hide.
 
   Looking around, the place is bare. It strikes me as a little odd that there isn’t anything around. No broken spice jars on the floor? No cans of anything? I go into the store room—same thing, it’s bare. I know the water rushed through, but I’d think there would be some remnants of something. This place has been picked dry.
 
   Someone made that entrance and found this place on their shift, although it is forbidden to enter the concourses. Doesn’t mean there aren’t other rebels in the camp. I snicker.
 
   I come out and point the knife at Edgar just joking around. “You will not leave the shelter. This is my country now.” We have a good laugh at my impression of Dorian.
 
   “Did you find anything else?” Edgar asks. “I could definitely eat something.”
 
   “Strangely, no. I think someone has been here already.”
 
   We take a glance around. To go anywhere else is going to require the use of Edgar’s ax and some sweat and probable pain. Then, Ben and I see it at the same time—the “Employee Only” door. We can probably get anywhere through the underground tunnels. 
 
   We run to the door and Edgar follows close behind, down the stairs to the mechanical room. Ben takes a flashlight from the desk and gives it to me. He opens the fake wall and we’re in. 
 
   “Should we head toward the C gates?” I ask. We haven’t been back there since we landed.
 
   “Or one of the other tunnels?” Ben has the most inquisitive look on his face. 
 
   We have no idea where those lead. We saw them but had only explored the main tram tunnel when ‘the world ended.’ 
 
   “I’m game.”
 
   Edgar doesn’t hesitate. “I’ll go wherever you guys want to go.”
 
   We head over to one of the smaller tunnels. The passageway is still lit somehow. I assume it has to be the solar panels, although I’m surprised they’re working with the blizzard we’ve had the past few days, or has it been a week now? I’m losing track being locked up in a shelter where every day seems pretty much the same.
 
   The tunnel is long, leading to who knows where. And I’m pretty sure we are descending. We must walk for two miles when we come to a wall. Why would they build something like this?
 
   Ben finds the switch immediately, and the wall opens up to expose an elevator. Too bad. There’s no way it can work without electricity. He presses the button, and to my surprise, the doors open. The three of us step in and my heart races. What if we end up stuck later?
 
   The inside of this elevator is different. Not only does it have buttons with numbers, there are also four arrow buttons. Ben presses the one pointing left and the doors close slowly.
 
   With a jerk, the elevator is in motion, moving us to the left. Sideways? Interesting. We go along for several minutes before the doors open.
 
   “What the…” I don’t know what to think.
 
   “What do you suppose this place is?” Edgar asks, just as bewildered as I am.
 
   There must be twenty-five or thirty rooms carved out as a colony. Each one is nearly identical with a bed cut into the wall. They’re pretty much empty, but why would they even be here? 
 
   We continue down the corridor until we find a room that isn’t empty. Dozens of cans of food are stacked up against the wall, and there must be at least two hundred bottles of water piled in the corner. Then, I notice a bunch of spices lined up next to several salt and pepper shakers—probably the ones that were missing from the sports bar. The bed is covered with several blankets and pillows from an airplane. To the side, at table is littered with a couple empty beer cans. There’s a deck of cards piled in the center.
 
   We hurry back to the elevator. There’s no telling how big this place is, and we have more exploring to do while we have a chance. I’m betting there’s more down here than a few cubby holes and some blankets.
 
   This time I push the down arrow and the 33 button. It takes forever and feels like we descend for 33-minutes. I’m sweating with anxiety by the time the elevator comes to a stop with a thud. The doors open into another long corridor with tons of smaller pathways fingering out.
 
   “Where to?” Edgar looks to us.
 
   There are at least ten different options we can take. “This way?” I suggest pointing to the closest path.
 
   The tunnel twists and turns every five or ten feet like a maze, so it doesn’t feel like we are getting anywhere. When we finally do make it to the end, it’s a dead end. Or at least we can’t find a false wall. As we head back to the starting point, I can tell Ben is searching like mad for the opening. He knows it’s here somewhere.
 
   “How about the far tunnel?” Edgar suggests. Might as well, it’s not like we really even know where we’re going.
 
   This path winds around like the one we had just come from. Who knew something like this existed beneath the Denver airport?
 
   This time, we do find the false wall, but Ben can’t figure out how to open it. “It must have an eye somewhere,” he says. “There are no access pressure swings.”
 
   What? I know he knows what he’s talking about, so I just nod.
 
   “Edgar?” I ask, eyeing the ax.
 
   Edgar steps up to the wall. “My pleasure.”
 
   Ben and I step back to give him some space. With all his might, he swings the ax into the wall. It makes a hairline split that’s about a foot long down the center. This is going to take some work.
 
   He swings the ax again. Another hairline split. This one is only about six inches long. The blade isn’t even breaking the surface.
 
   “Wait, I have an idea,” Ben says, and he takes the mini screwdriver set out of his lime-green pack. He pulls out the driver with the tiniest flathead and sticks it midway down inside the foot-long split. “May I?” he asks Edgar.
 
   “Sure,” Edgar gives him the ax.
 
   Ben turns the ax head backwards and taps the butt of the screwdriver gently. The split runs up to the ceiling.
 
   “Tap it again,” I say.
 
   He taps the same split again, and it spreads to the floor. Now we have two pieces, but, unfortunately, they are still too tight to pry out.
 
   Ben taps the screwdriver into the smaller split and the same thing happens. “Edgar, try to hit this spot with your ax.” Ben points to a place between the two splits.
 
   Edgar swings his ax and breaks a large hole into the surface of the wall, large enough we can now get the pieces out. We get through the wall and two feet behind it, is a locked metal door.
 
   “They definitely don’t want anyone in here,” I say. “This place has to be tighter than Ft. Knox.”
 
   Ben is already in position, trying to pick the lock. Doesn’t seem likely, and then…
 
   Click! We’re in!
 
   ***
 
   …and our jaws are on the floor.
 
   It can’t be. 
 
   We stare into a gigantic cavern with dozens of vast missile heads protruding from its depths.
 
   “Nuclear weapons?” Ben asks.
 
   “What are you doing in here!”
 
   The sound of his voice makes me jump. Dorian has found us.
 
   Once again, guns are pointed at our heads.
 
   Dorian looks me dead in the eyes. “Take them to level thirteen. They are now prisoners.”
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