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        Fear the night. Fight for the day.

      

      

      

      When the annual shipment of supplies from Low Tide outpost never arrived, Ash and her friends must leave the safety of The Park and trek across the sunburnt earth through Hell’s Passage to find out what went wrong.

      

      But the wasteland itself isn’t their biggest problem. Ash's group must survive the night when the wailers, creatures born in the CME’s wake, stalk their prey. But it’s worth the risk. Ash would do anything in order to ensure her sister, Keyes, stays alive, even if it costs Ash her life.

      

      Join Ash as she travels through Hell's Passage in this post-apocalypse CME fiction with solarpunk and steampunk elements.
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        Scorched: Sun Extinction is a prequel to The Burnt Earth Series.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Leaning against the doorframe, I stared out at the yard. A stiff breeze blew, carrying the dust with it. I winced when the grime gusted into my eyes. Even though the sun had just come up, it was already burning hot. I swallowed hard, my mouth dry, and looked back at my sister, who lay sleeping on her cot. She slept with both arms above her head.

      “Dancing with angels,” my mother used to say when she saw her sleeping like that.

      I remembered the line well because the last time she’d said it, my sister was only two, and our father had just died of solar sickness.

      “There are no angels left,” I’d said. “The sun scorched their wings off.” I was angry, and I thought I had a right to be. But I didn’t have the right to hurt her.

      My mother didn’t reply, merely gazed down at my little sister, but I’d seen her dash the tears off her cheeks. What a horrible thing for a daughter to say to her mother.

      Carrington, my mother’s friend and one of our community elders, was right about me. “You’re all mouth, impatience, and bravery. Think first, Ash. Always think first.”

      I sighed and looked back out across the compound. Somewhere in the distance, a piece of metal slapped against a pole. Its banging kept time with my thoughts.

      One: The number of times the delivery from Low Tide had ever been late. Ever. And even that time, they’d arrived the next day.

      Two: The number of public conversations the elders had held about what to do about the late delivery. The decision? Wait. Do nothing. Just wait.

      Two was also the number of weeks the current delivery was late.

      Three: The number of days since the elders had last addressed the community.

      Four: The number of times Faraday, Lordes, Nasir, and I had talked about what we thought should be done.

      Five: The number of minutes before we went to speak to the elders. The time for waiting was done.

      I headed back inside and knelt beside my sister’s bed. She sighed in her sleep, winced, and then relaxed again. I listened to her steady breathing. She looked beautiful when she slept. Her red hair framed her face. Her brow, perpetually scrunched in concentration when she was awake, was relaxed and smooth. While asleep, she looked younger than eighteen. In her teenaged face, I saw the shadow of the little baby she once was. I also saw my family. Her eyebrows arched just like Mom’s used to. She had Dad’s perfectly shaped lips. And her eyes, hidden behind those long lashes, were exactly the same kaleidoscope of colors as mine: a storm of green, brown, gray, and gold. We were more alike than either of us cared to admit. And right now, we were all each other had.

      And if the supplies from Low Tide never arrived, we’d both be dead within the year.

      That was the reality.

      I needed to do something.

      “Ash?” someone whispered.

      Nasir’s silhouette shadowed the door.

      Time to go.

      I rose and set my sister’s canteen on top of the table beside her bed. Leaning over, I kissed her lightly on the forehead. She stirred but didn’t wake. She’d probably be mad if she knew I’d done that. At seventeen, my sister was young enough to be willfully independent and not yet old enough to be sentimental. At twenty-five, having seen a quarter of the people in our community die, I knew the value of sentiment.

      I grabbed my bag and headed outside, closing the door behind me.

      Nasir, Lordes, and Faraday were waiting.

      Nasir looked over my shoulder. “Where’s Keyes?” he asked.

      “Sleeping.”

      He nodded then motioned to all of us to follow him as we headed toward Park Building.

      “Think they’ll listen?” Lordes asked as she yanked her long hair into a tight braid.

      “Listen, yes,” Nasir said. “Agree? No.”

      “Then we need to make them agree,” I said.

      The others nodded but said nothing else.

      Faraday held the door open as we entered Park Building. The cracked marble floor and old reception desk were covered in dust. A faded sigil on the wall, half broken, read National Park Ser—the rest had fractured apart long ago. The little image at the center depicted a lush green tree and a river. Like always, I paused to study the image carefully.

      “Ash?” Nasir called.

      He and the others waited at the door to the stairs.

      I turned and joined them.

      Faraday and Lordes went ahead.

      “Something wrong?” Nasir asked.

      I shook my head. “No, it’s just…the tree,” I said, looking back over my shoulder.

      “The tree?”

      “On the image on the wall.”

      Nasir looked behind me. His eyes got a faraway look, but he didn’t say anything. He didn’t have to. I understood his expression. It was mourning for something we never had, something that felt like one of the old fairy tales Mrs. Lowe used to tell until the solar sickness took her too.

      “Let’s go,” Nasir said, reaching for my hand.

      His hand was warm and strong. His calloused fingers, dry and damaged from hard labor, slipped between mine. I gave him a soft smile. We bypassed the second floor where the school was housed and made our way to the third-floor landing. Before we reached the others, Nasir kissed my hand quickly then let me go. I tried not to be distracted by the flip my stomach did in response.

      Faraday and Lordes waited for us. When we arrived, Lordes reached for the door handle, but paused, her hand resting on the lever.

      “Don’t worry. They’ll agree,” I reassured her and the others.

      “They have too or else…” Lordes said, trailing off.

      She didn’t have to finish. We all knew the costs. The supplies from Low Tide were essential to life.

      Lordes pushed the door open.

      We walked down the long hallway. Here, on the third floor, we kept the last remnants of civilization safe, sacred. This floor was reserved for the books people had managed to scavenge, the clinic with its stores of medicine, and other pieces of the lost world. I looked into the library. Behind the door, shelf after shelf was lined with books. The room was empty, and no doubt it would stay like that until Keyes got there.

      I followed the others as we approached the double wooden doors at the end of the hallway. It had been one hundred and sixty-seven years since the solar superstorm, one hundred and sixty-seven years since a coronal mass ejection—ten times bigger than any in recorded history—had erupted from the sun and forever changed our world. While it had started with the sun, years of decay, disease, and death followed. When I was a kid, I would sit among the books and read all day long about trees, and oceans, and cars, and cities, and movies, and ice cream. The world described in the pages of those books sat in ruins around me. Eventually, I stopped reading. What was the use?

      Lordes knocked on the door.

      “Come,” a voice called.

      As I entered the meeting room, I wondered what people had once discussed there. What important issues had they debated? Had they sat there doing nothing as the sun warned them that she was about to undo our world? Had they sat there doing nothing when the riots began? What did they do to stop it when diseases ran rampant, unimpeded by modern medicines? And when it became evident that the solar ejection had done more than knock out our electronics, that it had brought a disease along with it that devoured mankind from the inside, what had they done?

      The answer was clear.

      Nothing.

      What we knew about what had happened came to us through people’s memories. The sun had orbed bright. The sky all around the globe had illuminated in a swirl of colors: green, indigo, violet, and yellow. Then, planes fell out of the sky. Cars crashed. The lights went out. The planet went silent. People’s ears buzzed and rang for weeks. Those who’d been outside at the moment of the solar ejection got sick and died within a matter of days. And then, mankind fell apart.

      I sighed. The past didn’t matter. What mattered now was the future. And without the supplies from Low Tide, there was no future. Getting my thoughts in check, I followed the others into the room.

      The elders sat on the old furniture looking out into the distance. Ramsey and Carrington sat on a wooden bench, Gutierrez on an old leather-covered chair, its material cracked and faded.

      Ramsey looked up at us from under his bushy white eyebrows. His hands folded in his lap, he looked like he was ready to say no. But the dark spots on his cheek and neck looked bigger than they had last time I’d seen him, and he was thinner than I remembered. I realized then that he had not addressed the community in months. Only Carrington and Gutierrez had shared the elders’ decisions. Now I knew why. Ramsey had the solar sickness.

      Carrington, who’d been close to my mother, lifted her gaze to me and gave me a reassuring smile.

      Gutierrez motioned to some wooden chairs. “Sit, if you like,” he said.

      I shook my head. “No. Thank you. What we have to ask won’t take long.”

      Gutierrez nodded.

      “Out with it then,” Ramsey said in a gruff voice.

      I took a deep breath. “We want to travel to Low Tide. Something’s wrong. Their shipment is never this late. The midsummer window is the best chance we have. If the delivery never comes, we all know what that means—”

      “It means we’ll have to innovate,” Gutierrez said. “We’ll have to make do.”

      “Make do?” Nasir asked, his voice thick with frustration. “There is not a single person in this community who doesn’t know what Low Tide’s absence means. We need their supplies. They need ours. If they didn’t make the trip through Hell’s Passage, either something went wrong in their community or—” he said then broke off, unable to speak the unthinkable.

      “Or the wailers overtook them,” I finished for him. The wailers. No one knew for sure if they were man or animal, but what we did know was that they were monsters. Twisted creatures born of radiation, disease, and starvation, they lived beyond our walls in the wastelands and only came out at night. They had not existed in the world that once was. They’d been born out of its death.

      “And if they are simply late?” Carrington asked.

      “Then we’ll know. If there is a problem with the trade, we need to know. If they’re just late, we’ll bring the supplies back with us,” Lordes said.

      “We depend on them. Maybe they got sick. Maybe someone attacked them. We need to find out,” Faraday added.

      “You make it sound so easy,” Ramsey said, stretching out the words with disdain as he spoke. “Just a quick run between communities. And what about the wailers? Night comes without fail.”

      “That’s why we must go now,” I said. “The days are longest now. We need to go before midsummer passes. We can make it to the lighthouse on the first day and to Low Tide by the second, but only if we go now.”

      “I’ve been to the lighthouse and back before,” Faraday said. “I didn’t go as far as Low Tide, but I know at least part of the way. I know how to get into the lighthouse and secure it for the night. The others here are fast, smart, and capable,” he said, motioning to us. “We can make the trip. We’ll take the landships part of the way. Ronan and Keyes have two of them in working order.”

      Gutierrez nodded in agreement then looked at Ramsey.

      “And what happens if the ships break down? Or you have an accident? Or something goes wrong?” Ramsey asked, frowning.

      “Then we’ll make the trip by foot. It’s a risk we are all willing to take,” I replied.

      The others nodded.

      Carrington shook her head. “And if something does go wrong, how will you survive the night?”

      “The Dead Troupe survives the night,” Lordes said, referring to the last nomads who traveled between the districts. Half warriors, half-entertainers, the Dead Troupe came to our community once a year. They were the only people who knew how to make it in the wasteland after the sun went down. And they were the only ones, besides Low Tide, we ever saw. All the other communities were too far away.

      “You are not the Dead Troupe,” Carrington said. “You are our community members, and your safety is in our hands.”

      “Yes, but if we don’t go, you risk the safety of everyone here,” Nasir said.

      Ramsey frowned. Without his approval, we’d never be able to go.

      “Mister Ramsey,” I said softly. “Please forgive me for mentioning it, sir. I can see you are not well. If we don’t get the shipment from Low Tide, we won’t be able to make the medicine you need—you and all the others with the solar sickness. For your sake, and for the sake of all the others, please.”

      I watched Ramsey’s expression as I spoke. He went from rage to embarrassment to acceptance. He knew I was right. We had two months’ worth, maybe less, of the supplies Low Tide harvested from the sea floor. We needed them to make medicine. Without them, we were in trouble.

      Gutierrez and Carrington looked at him.

      Ramsey stared out the window.

      I followed his gaze across the yard, beyond the wall, and across the wasteland to Hell’s Passage. Broken buildings, metal, and glass gleamed in the distance. Beyond that, where the land and sea met, was the community of Low Tide.

      “When do you want to leave?” Ramsey finally asked.

      “Tomorrow at dawn,” Lordes answered.

      Ramsey exhaled slowly and deeply. “Take what you need.”

      Nasir smiled at me.

      “Thank you, sir,” I said to Mister Ramsey who nodded. “Thank you all,” I said, turning to Carrington and Gutierrez.

      With a nod, Lordes motioned for us to go.

      Carrington rose and followed us to the door. When the others exited, she took me gently by the arm.

      “Ash, are you sure? If something happens to you, Keyes will—”

      “I’m going to be all right. And I have to go. If I don’t, none of us will survive the coming months…including Keyes.”

      “Let the others go,” she said, jerking her chin toward Nasir and the others. Her eyes pleaded with mine.

      I shook my head. “I can’t. They need me.”

      “And Keyes?”

      “She’ll understand.”

      Carrington smirked. “You sure about that?”

      I definitely was not sure about that. And if I knew my sister, more than being mad, she’d want to come, and that couldn’t happen.

      “Well…”

      Carrington nodded. “Just think about it,” she said then let me go.

      I turned and joined the others. We headed down the hallway.

      “I’ll go to the well house, see what can be spared,” Lordes said.

      Nasir nodded. “Faraday and I will find Enrique, get the key to the armory.”

      I exhaled deeply. “I’ll go get Keyes out of bed. When we’re done arguing, we’ll see about the landships.”

      “Sure you’ll be ready by tomorrow then?” Lordes asked.

      Despite the tension, we all chuckled.

      When we reached the lobby, everyone headed back outside. I paused once again as I passed the sigil.

      “See you later,” I called to the others.

      Nasir looked back.

      I gave him a soft smile which he returned.

      He nodded then headed outside.

      I turned back to the image. How peaceful it looked. The thick green leaves seemed to wave in the breeze, the blue brook tumbling over the rocks. Everything looked so alive. So fresh. I closed my eyes and imagined the place. I could envision the people dancing like angels, their bare toes on the soft green grass, moisture on their lips. I tried to inhale the freshness of the image, but only dust, grime, and dry air filled my nostrils, choking me as I took a breath. The solar storm had forever damaged our planet. Now it was hot, and dry, and barren. The damp green earth was long gone, just like the angels.

      I turned away from the image and headed back outside.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      When I got back to my house, Keyes was already gone. I headed to the garage. As I approached the building, I heard the sound of someone banging a mallet, cursing, and then more banging. Keyes was already busy at work. I passed the gas pumps, now no more useful than stones, sitting in front of the old filling station. The small storefront had been transformed into a chicken coop. The chickens meandered around between the pumps picking among the dry grass. Inside the garage, however, I spotted Keyes bent over the side of one of her landsailers.

      She looked up when she heard me approach. “You left early this morning,” she said. She set aside her mallet and picked up a file.

      About a million answers flooded through my mind. The best I could come up with was, “Yeah.”

      “Where’d you go?” She started filing, smoothing down an edge inside the ship.

      “With Nasir and the others.”

      At that, my sister shot me a side-eye glance. “I see.” She filed the surface once more then set her tool down. “Check this out,” she said, motioning for me to follow her to her work bench. There, among the equipment, she had several books lying open. “This book was half ripped, but there was a section in it on da Vinci’s works. Look at this wind-up car. I think I can pull some pieces from an old steering column of one of the vehicles if it’s not too rusted. There are a couple in storage that should be okay. I’m going to work on this next.”

      “A da Vinci car?”

      “Why not?”

      I nodded. “It’s a good idea. How are the landships coming along?” I eyed my sister’s latest creation. She’d read an article in a magazine about light-weight vessels with sails that people used to drive at high speeds across frozen lakes and deserts. Given the flat and desolate condition of the land around The Park, the environment was ideal. She’d managed to build two replicas out of old fiberglass canoes, sails, and gear systems which she’d bolted onto chassis, based solely on the design described in the magazine article. I tried not to let it annoy me that my sister was smarter than me.

      “Great,” she said with a smile then leaned back. “We did another trial yesterday afternoon, and as soon as the wind gusted behind us, we were off. You really need to hold the wheel. The steering column is sticky but totally drivable.”

      “What about obstacles in your path? Can you steer around them easily?”

      She shrugged. “Yeah. You just need to show it who’s in charge. The riverbed is mostly flat and dry. Have to watch for rocks and the random rusted out car, but that’s no problem. You can get about three miles downriver before it’s time to dodge terrain. That’s as far as I’ve ever been. Ronan gets antsy that far out. But they work. And they’re fast.” She looked at me. I tried not to meet her gaze. “Why?”

      “Just…just asking,” I replied, trying to summon up the nerve to tell her the real reason.

      “Ash?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Where did you and the others go this morning?”

      “Park Building.”

      There was silence for a moment as she processed. “Park Building,” she repeated. She turned to her bench and began rearranging her tools and books, lining everything up at perfect angles.

      “Keyes—”

      “I’m coming with you.”

      “No, you are not.”

      “Oh, yes I am.”

      “No. Just, no. Look, we’re leaving in the morning. There will be no discussion. You are staying here. Carrington will—”

      “I’m not a kid, Ash. You need me. I can show you how to drive these things. I can fix things quickly. I can help you—”

      “No.”

      “You don’t get to tell me no,” she said then pounded her fists on her workbench. A number of items wobbled and fell over. “Why do you get to decide? Who says you can go and I can’t?”

      “I do. If something happens to us out there, you know what we’ll face. I don’t want you to see that. I can’t risk you like that.”

      “But you can risk yourself? And you can decide for me? That’s crap, Ash.”

      “You’re my little sister,” I began. Keyes opened her mouth to protest, but I lifted a finger to stop her. “You’re my little sister. You aren’t a kid anymore, but it’s my job to keep you safe, don’t you get it? I can’t let you go. And I have to go. If I don’t, no medicines, no seeds, no chemicals for the water. We need Low Tide’s supplies. Without them, we’re going to die just like Pine Brook did back when we were kids. Don’t you remember? I have to go to keep you safe. I can’t let you come to keep you safe. But you can help me. You can lend us your landsailers, show us how to use them so we can cut some time off the trip. If we can get to the lighthouse sooner, we’ll be able to hunker down before night and finish the rest of the journey by foot more rested. You and your ships can help with that.”

      Keyes frowned. Her chin trembled just a little as she battled with frustration and worry. “You don’t have to go. The others can go without you,” she said, her voice falling flat at the end as she knew even before she finished her sentence that she was wrong. Lordes, Faraday, Nasir, and I were the healthiest, strongest, and fastest in the community. And we could fight. If some unforeseen circumstances arose, we would have the best chance of making it until dawn. I knew that, and so did Keyes. And so did the two hundred other people in our community.

      I took my sister gently by the arm and pulled her toward me, crushing her against my chest. Like Mom, she was a petite little thing. I took my height from Dad. I pressed my cheek against her head. “Key to my heart,” I whispered.

      She inhaled deeply then exhaled with a shudder. That’s how she’d gotten her name. Mom and Dad had joked she was the key to all our hearts, all of us falling madly in love with her tiny form the instant she was born.

      “Take weapons. Lots of weapons,” she said in a soft voice.

      “I will.”

      “And come back alive.”

      “I will.”

      “And bring me some Bozo’s.”

      “Bozo’s? What’s a Bozo’s?”

      Keyes laughed then pulled back. “Some kind of restaurant. They had this weird looking clown who sold sandwiches. There’s a pamphlet about it in Park Building. Someone wrote a note inside the book about how a group of people survived the riots by hiding inside a massive walk-in refrigerator at Bozo’s. They locked themselves inside and rode out the worst of it. There were these pictures in the pamphlet of Bozo’s sandwiches. It showed their whole menu. Even what they called seasonal items. They looked amazing.”

      “Better than porridge?”

      Keyes rolled her eyes.

      I smiled. “I’ll keep an eye out. Now, you need to show me how this works,” I said, looking toward the ship.

      “Okay,” Keyes said then headed back toward her creation. She paused a minute then turned to me. “Do you really have to go?”

      I nodded.

      She frowned. “I don’t like it.”

      My stomach churned hard, but I tried not to let my anxiety show. “It will be fine. Just there and back. Nothing to worry about.”

      “You’re lying.”

      “Says who?”

      “Me.” Keyes sighed heavily. “Fine. All right. Get in, and I’ll show you how this works.”

      “And it does work, right?” I asked, raising an eyebrow at her as I climbed in.

      Keyes went to the back of the ship and started pushing it out onto the lane in front of her garage. “Steer right. And yes, it works, as long as you don’t crash.”

      “You do see the irony there, don’t you?” I asked her.

      Pushing from behind, my sister got the ship rolling. A light breeze caught the sail. Moving quickly, Keyes jumped into the seat behind me.

      “I do. Now, grab the wheel because we’re about to move.”

      A moment later, the wind gusted over the wall, and the sail overhead billowed. Holding the wheel tight, I couldn’t help but smile as the wild breeze shoved the ship forward. In that single moment, I was hurtling quickly and chaotically out of control. The feeling thrilled and terrified me.
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      That afternoon, Lordes, Nasir, Faraday, and I were standing in front of the home I shared with my sister. We busily checked our weapons and packed our supplies. Carrington crossed the courtyard to join us.

      “I prepared this for you,” she said, setting a box down on the table. It was a med kit. “Hope you don’t need it.”

      “Thank you.” Lordes accepted the box and put it in her pack.

      “Well then, the route is set?” Carrington looked at the map Nasir and Faraday had laid out on the table.

      Nasir nodded. “I’ve only scavenged out about seven miles. But the others who’ve been to Low Tide and back added a lot of detail to the map. We’re going to take the riverbed. We can get farther in the landships using that route,” Nasir said, trailing his finger along the map.

      “And that route is a shorter distance to the lighthouse,” Faraday added as he checked the aim on his pistol. He kept his expression calm and focused, but I couldn’t help but wonder what he was thinking. Five years back, he’d gone out with a group to make the trip to Low Tide. Someone was injured on the way, and three people died, overrun by the wailers at dusk, including Faraday’s father. It was incredibly brave of him to go out again.

      I slid my pistol into the back of my pants and joined the others.

      Keyes sat on the front stoop of the house looking through a notebook. She twisted the end of her hair as she read, her forehead furrowing with concentration.

      “With luck, and with Keyes’s ships, we’ll make it to the lighthouse by tomorrow afternoon and get secured there for the night. We can finish the second leg of the trip the following day,” Nasir said.

      “You go through the city on the second day. It goes without saying that you need to be careful. Don’t explore,” Carrington said.

      Nasir was about to reply when the sound of someone coming close drew his attention. I followed his gaze to find Ramsey standing there. He set a packet on the table. “For the leader of Low Tide,” he said.

      “What is it?” Lordes asked.

      Ramsey raised an eyebrow at her as if to ask where she got the nerve to inquire but didn’t answer. He turned to the map and stood looking it over, his chin tucked into his chest as he considered.

      “You’ve been there and back, haven’t you, sir?” I asked.

      Ramsey gave a curt nod. “Once. When I was your age.”

      “Once?” Lordes repeated.

      “Once, I found, was enough. Well then. Be safe,” Ramsey said then turned and headed back toward Park Building.

      “That’s encouraging,” Lordes whispered.

      I looked at Keyes. She was watching Ramsey go, a dark expression on her face.

      “Gutierrez brought us some extra ammo. I think we’re ready to go,” Faraday said.

      “Be sure you all rest well tonight. Sleep early. I’ll be by in the morning,” Carrington said, and with a nod to me, she left.

      I sighed and looked at the others. “I think we’re ready.”

      Faraday grabbed his bag. “I…I need to go see Maria. I’ll see you in the morning,” he said then turned and left.

      Maria was his girlfriend. That was a conversation I didn’t envy him.

      Lordes picked up Ramsey’s package and added it to her bag. “I’m good too,” she added. She slung two shotguns over her shoulders, gave a little wave, then headed off.

      I watched as Nasir folded up the map.

      “Wait,” Keyes said, standing. “Leave that with me tonight. I want to make a copy.”

      “Of the map?” Nasir asked.

      She nodded. “A backup. I have some paper inside.”

      “All right,” he said then handed the map to her. He turned to me. His dark eyes were full of things he wanted to say. He took a step toward me then stopped, shooting a glance at Keyes.

      I laughed then turned to my sister. From the look on her face, I could already see she was a million miles away, lost in her thoughts. She probably didn’t even realize she was standing beside two people who really wanted to kiss each other—if she wasn’t fixed right there.

      “Weren’t you going to get some paper?” I asked her.

      “Huh?” she said then turned back to me. “Oh, yeah,” she said then looked from Nasir to me. “Yeah, sorry.” She smirked then headed inside.

      Nasir reached out and took my hand.

      With a quick look around the yard, he stepped in close to me and set a soft kiss on my lips. His mouth tasted sweet; his lips were warm but dry. It wasn’t the first time it had happened. The feelings between us had been building for months. This kiss, however, said something different. This kiss confirmed what my heart had been feeling, hoping. That this wasn’t just for the moment. The kiss told me that he was mine.

      “I’ll be back in the morning,” he whispered when he finally let me go. He pressed his cheek against mine. He gently took a handful of my hair and inhaled deeply.

      “Okay,” I whispered, unspoken words of love trembling on my lips.

      He kissed me again once more, a quick, soft kiss, then grabbed his gear and headed home.

      Taking a deep breath, I gathered the last of my things and went inside.

      “Well,” Keyes said playfully, lifting an eyebrow.

      “Well,” I replied in kind.

      We both giggled.

      “I know one thing for sure,” Keyes said.

      “What’s that?”

      “You’re going to be safe.”

      “Why?”

      “Because if he loves you, he won’t let anything happen to you.”

      “I won’t let anything happen to me…or him.”

      “Of course you won’t let anything happen to him. You love him too.”

      “Yeah,” I whispered. “I do.” And at that moment, the admission made my heart feel so light it was as if it were dancing on the wind.
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      As the sun dropped from the sky, the community became dark and still. I stood in the doorway and watched as the lights inside the little houses went out. People closed up their homes and bolted the doors. It became eerily silent. Ronan and the others swept the massive wall that surrounded our community, The Park. I heard the clank of locks being checked and rechecked.

      It had been years since any of them had gotten through. Years. I had not seen it, but I remembered Mother’s terror and the gunshots outside as the men fought and killed what had once been something—a man, an animal—I didn’t even know. We knew them only as wailers.

      They weren’t there from the start. In the aftermath of the CME, society had fallen and lawlessness ruled. The wall had been built to keep the survivors safe from marauders, not monsters. Communities like ours had popped up in those early days, communities like Low Tide and Pine Brook, and so many others we heard tell of. There was a map in the library listing all the ones we knew of. No one from The Park had ever traveled any further than Low Tide. Only the Dead Troupe, nomads that they were, were brave enough to travel from community to community. It was mainly through them that we learned which communities still survived.

      While the solar superstorm had fried electrical grids around the planet, it had also changed us. In the months that followed, the radiation sickness started killing off mankind by the droves. And not just mankind. Vegetation died. Animals died. And those animals who were born shortly thereafter were horribly twisted—and so were the people. Even now, after prolonged exposure to our diseased planet, the weak or elderly succumbed to the solar sickness, as was happening to Ramsey.

      Then there were the wailers. These mindless creatures could not stand the sunlight. They hungered for meat, for flesh.

      And tomorrow night, I would be out among them, away from the safety of The Park’s walls. I shuddered.

      I had to go. For Keyes. For everyone. We had to know what happened to Low Tide.

      Sighing heavily, I closed the door, locking it behind me.

      “I brought you these,” Keyes said, handing me a pair of bolt cutters. “They aren’t light, I know, but if something goes wrong, bolt cutters are a girl’s best friend.”

      Thanks,” I said, setting them beside my backpack.

      I sat down on my bed. Keyes took a seat beside me. She was holding that same notebook she’d been looking at earlier. She opened it up and showed me what she had been reading. Inside, someone had drawn image after image of the wailers.

      “What is this?” I whispered.

      Keyes shook her head. “I don’t know who wrote it. It’s a journal. Someone who went out several times—who fought and survived more than one attack—kept this log,” she said, turning the pages slowly. “I found it in the library. It was shoved into a box under the shelves, almost like someone was trying to hide it.”

      “The wailers,” I said, reaching out to touch the page, but my fingers recoiled in horror, and I drew my hand back. “What are they?”

      Keyes turned the page. At the top, someone had written The De-Evolution of Man. Below that, they had taped in an excerpt from another book. In the image, it showed man changing from an ape into a human. After the last photo, someone had drawn the wailers, showing the warping of mankind into what was now unrecognizable as human. The last hand-drawn image depicted a bent creature, not unlike the first image on the diagram, but all teeth and claws, hair like strings, and large, dark eyes.

      “Here,” Keyes said, pointing to the name Darwin written under the image. “I read about him. Darwin believed mankind evolved like this,” she said, following her finger under the images, from ape to man. “You know what this means, right?”

      I looked at her. A million answers were possible, but I wanted to know what she had concluded.

      “If they are like us, at least physically, then they can be killed as easily as a man.”

      “If they come from us, why don’t they think like us?”

      Keyes opened her mouth to reply, but her voice fell flat as the first sound echoed across the wasteland. A sharp wail danced across the night’s sky. Yips answered the wail. Soon, other yowls sounded.

      I reached out and snubbed out the candle nearest us. Keyes sighed and closed her book. It took a few minutes, but eventually, my eyes adjusted to the dark.

      After a while, Keyes whispered. “What if they were people, but the sun damaged them, twisted them into these…creatures. Maybe the part of the brain that used to process higher information no longer functions. I don’t know.”

      I sighed then leaned back in my bed, pulling my sister beside me.

      We lay there and listened as the night sounds began.

      The wails started in the distance as they traveled from wherever they sheltered during the day. Most of the night they would stay out in the wasteland, hunting, I guessed. But every night, there would always be a few who drew close. The strange wails—not entirely human, not entirely animal—would grow louder and closer. It wasn’t until they were just outside the wall that you could also hear an odd chatter, like teeth clacking together.

      “Go to sleep,” Keyes whispered so low that I almost couldn’t hear her. “I’ll stay awake for a while. You need to rest.”

      I nodded then rested my head on her shoulder.

      Outside the wall, the keening continued. The strange, terrible sound occasionally punctuated with odd yips and howls. The sounds ebbed and flowed as the wailers came to the gates then left again. I reminded myself that people were outside keeping guard. We were safe. And I forced myself not to think about the fact that tomorrow night, I would have to sleep outside the safety of The Park.
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      It was just before dawn when we gathered near the gate. The sky was a strange pale purple color as the sun began to approach the horizon. It had been quiet for the last hour as the wailers retreated. Enrique and Maria stood in the watchtower looking out through binoculars at the river and the wasteland. At least half of the community had come out to see us off. Nasir and the others chatted with the community members while I stood watching Keyes make the same adjustment on the sail rigging once again.

      “Tight, like this,” she told me, pulling the line once more. “And to decrease speed, just let it out.”

      It was the third time she’d told me. “Got it,” I said.

      I watched my sister work as the sky slowly turned pink and orange. A soft hand took my arm.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll watch out for her. You just come back safely,” Carrington said.

      “I will.”

      “There is the possibility Low Tide has fallen,” she said in a whisper.

      “I know.”

      She patted my arm. “Be safe. May your mother’s spirit watch over you,” she said then turned and left.

      The wind blew across the compound. The sails on the landships shuddered in their bindings, yearning to be free.

      I winced as the sun crept over the horizon. Its bright rays reflected off the metal plates at the top of the wall.

      “All clear. Watchtower says go,” Lordes called.

      I stared at Keyes. She didn’t look up as they began to unlatch the gate. And I didn’t take my eyes from her. There was a grinding sound as the locks opened.

      A sharp gust of wind blew in from outside, carrying with it a whirlwind of dust. I closed my eyes and turned my head. After a moment, the wind subsided.

      “Let’s go,” Nasir said.

      I paused for a moment but didn’t look back at the others gathered there. I knew what I was going to find. People looking at us like they were seeing us for the last time, weeping for those they thought were going to their deaths. No. I couldn’t see that. Instead, I bent to steady the back of the landsailer Keyes was leading.

      “Got it,” I told her.

      She nodded, and we headed out behind Ronan and Faraday, who were guiding the other ship. No one said anything as we made our way across the landscape toward the riverbed. The Park, which had been a natural recreation area, had once been surrounded by groves and fields. There were old postcards someone had saved of the natural splendor that The Park had been. It had been a lovely camping place for families, the river nearby for fishing, swimming, and canoeing. Now, you had to dig thirty feet in the ground to find water. Even then, the water still needed to be treated to make it suitable for drinking.

      At the mere thought of it, I checked my canteens again. Two bottles. One for today. One for tomorrow.

      We rolled the ships down what had once been a dock to the dry river bed. Here, the mud was cracked like the sole of a person’s foot. It flaked in large patches but was flat enough for the wheels on the landships.

      “Line them up one after the other,” Keyes said. “Don’t try to drive beside one another. Distribute the weight. Lordes and Faraday in one, Ash and Nasir in the other.”

      None of us argued.

      Keyes set wooden blocks in front of the front wheels then waved for Nasir and me to get in. Ronan helped Faraday and Lordes.

      “Take these,” she said, handing me a pair of goggles. “It will keep the dust out of your eyes.” She gave a pair to Nasir as well.

      I looked back to see Ronan giving Faraday and Lordes similar pairs.

      Keyes unfurled the sail and wrapped the line tight. “Remember what I told you. Just let the line out if you want to reduce speed. You’ll roll to a stop. If you have to stop fast, pull that lever. But it’s better if you can avoid it.”

      I nodded. My heart was beating hard, but I tried to keep my expression calm. I adjusted my pack between my legs then gripped the wheel.

      Keyes suddenly laughed, surprising me.

      I looked up at her. “What?”

      “You look ridiculous in those.”

      I smiled.

      My sister knelt and set her hand on my shoulder, leaning in to put her forehead against mine.

      “Be safe,” she whispered.

      “I will. You too.”

      “Of course.”

      “Love you.”

      “I love you too.” Keyes rose. I saw her chin tremble, but she looked away, turning to Nasir. “Keep her safe.”

      “Will do,” he said, his voice catching with shyness, or was it something else? Was he afraid?

      Keyes stepped back and signaled to Ronan.

      I looked back to see him nod to her as well.

      Moving quickly, my sister yanked the line that held the blocks in front of the wheels and tossed them aside. She then went to the back of the ship and gave it a hard push. A moment later, the wind gusted from behind. The sail snapped as it filled with air and suddenly, we were racing forward.

      I gave one last look behind me. Faraday and Lordes were following, racing down the waterless river on the same wind. Turning for just a moment, I looked at Keyes. Her red hair was blowing all around her. She’d clenched her hands together and was covering her mouth with her hands.

      Turning back, I held the wheel and sped away from the one person I loved the most in the world.
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      The river, which extended from the sea, past The Park, and into the unknown interior, had dried up in the wake of the solar superstorm. While water still slept deep below the surface, the river had stopped running long ago. The only benefit to this was that it made the trip from The Park to Low Tide easier.

      I gripped the wheel of my sister’s landship tightly and steered it down the dry riverbed. Gusts of wind came and went, but the landsailer moved at a steady clip downriver. Keyes was right that the steering column was sticky. You had to turn well in advance to miss obstacles. The trouble was keeping it steady enough to miss more than one obstacle at a time.

      “Two miles done,” Nasir called from behind me.

      Two miles. The furthest from The Park that I had ever been. I made out the outline of the city. The ruins of skyscrapers loomed in the distance. Hell’s Passage was certainly an apt name. As we rolled quickly down the riverbed, I spotted a dilapidated house. It was completely overgrown with odd red vines with sharp thorns and prickly leaves that seemed to cover everything beyond the wall. There were other lumps in the landscape, signs of our lost civilization, most of which was either covered in thorns, burnt, or rusted. We were rolling quickly along. We drove by a massive brick structure. Its large, empty windows stared out like eyes from between the vines.

      “I’ve been in there,” Nasir said.

      “In there?”

      “Yeah. It was some kind of inn. Found some dishes and tools. It was…it must have been a really nice place.”

      I gave the building another glance then didn’t think about it anymore. I didn’t care what the dead world looked like. All I cared about was making sure my sister survived in this world. I set my sights forward and guided the ship around a large hole, swerving again around a jumble of rocks. As I glanced downriver, I noticed the obstacles were getting more frequent.

      “We’ve passed the three-mile mark,” Nasir said.

      I reached up and adjusted the sail, giving it some slack. I signaled to Faraday behind me. My ship slowed a little but still moved at a good clip, faster than a bicycle, and certainly faster than by foot. Any little bit more we could make it would help. But Keyes was right. The river was rocky here. The dried mud had not buried the massive boulders. We drove awhile longer, dodging obstacles, then a wall of stones appeared in the distance.

      “What is that?” I asked Nasir.

      “A waterfall. Manmade. This was a vacation spot. Look,” he said, pointing toward the ruins of a building on the riverbank. “That was a hotel.”

      “Manmade. Fabulous.” I signaled to Faraday as I let out the sail. The ship started to slow. “How far did we get?” I asked Nasir.

      “About six miles.”

      I looked at the sun. “Not bad.” As the ship neared the pile of rocks, it rolled to a stop. Nasir and I got out.

      Pulling out my binoculars, I climbed the heap of stones and looked downriver. In addition to the rocks, someone had dug out the river on the other side to give the water, I supposed, a dramatic cascade onto the boulders at the bottom. Even if we could get the ships around that obstacle, the riverbed between the waterfall and the city was a mess of holes and obstructions.

      I shoved my binoculars back into my bag.

      “No good from here on, even if we could get the ships down there. Let’s store them here. We’ll leave them right against the rocks. Maybe they’ll blend in.” We all worked quickly to lower the masts and tie them alongside the ships, which we then rolled alongside the stones.

      “River or road?” Lordes asked, looking to Faraday.

      “The river will take us to the lighthouse,” Nasir said.

      “Could you see it from there?” Lordes asked, pointing to the heap of stones.

      I shook my head.

      “Let’s go,” Faraday said.

      Working carefully, we climbed down the bank to the bottom of the waterfall. There, unrecognizable debris, plastic, and metal had been rolled into a ball among the rocks and decaying wood. Once we reached the riverbed once more, we headed out. The blistering sun shone down on us. I pulled a cloth over my mouth and nose as the dirt and grime blew across the landscape.

      “Keyes’s goggles are tinted. Keep them on,” Faraday said, pulling his goggles back in place.

      Without protest, we slid the eye covers on. No one said a word as we headed downriver toward the lighthouse. All of us walking at a quick clip, it didn’t pay to make small talk when every breath would get you closer to safety. We drank as we walked, ate as we walked, and kept our eyes and minds focused on our task.

      I tried not to pay attention to the broken world around me, but again and again, my eyes went to some strange building, or broken thing, or stone house, or other structure that begged for investigation. If we could explore more in the cities, what might we discover?  Cures for illnesses? Other ways to get water? Other ways to grow food? It was as if the answers to our survival lay just behind each doorframe. Yet, at the same time, the wailers waited. In the day, they hid in dark, cool places. In buildings, underground, and in the old subway tunnels. Their very existence made our survival doubly impossible. I shook my head. It didn’t matter. That world was gone. Dead.

      I nearly ran into Nasir when he stopped cold.

      Lordes and Faraday fell in line beside us.

      “What is it?” Lordes asked.

      “There,” Nasir said, pointing.

      Ahead on the dry riverbed lay a bloody heap. Bones and pink sinew glimmered under the sun. Insects swarmed the carcass. From the smell of it, it had been lying there for hours.

      “What is it?” Lordes asked.

      “An animal,” Faraday answered.

      I frowned. We’d walked half the day and hadn’t yet seen a single animal. A terrible thought twisted at my stomach. “You don’t think it could be…” I said, but couldn’t bring myself to say the words that died in my mouth, a person.

      “Low Tide?” Lordes said for me.

      “That’s why we’re out here. That’s what we need to know,” Nasir answered.

      Nodding, I approached the mangled remains. The others followed along slowly behind me. I heard Lordes adjust her rifle. Nasir also pulled his handgun. I stepped slowly, looking over the remains.

      I lifted my goggles to inspect the carcass. It was almost unrecognizable. Whatever had gotten into it had decimated it. If it was someone from Low Tide, I was going to be sick. I stepped around the oddly twisted carcass to get a look at its head.

      Then, I stopped.

      Long arms, most of the flesh ripped away, lay limp on the ground. Long, black claws glimmered in the sunlight. The chest and stomach area had been completely ripped out. Only one of its black eyes remained. It stared vacantly toward the sky. Its mouth open wide, I could see the rows of sharp, pointed teeth.

      “Not a person,” I said.

      Slowly, the others approached until we all looked down at the broken face of the wailer.

      “One of them,” Faraday said.

      “What killed it?” I whispered.

      “It looks like…like maybe another of their kind? Something…ate it. Well, part of it,” Lordes said.

      I stared at the creature. It looked just like the drawing in the notebook Keyes had found. I gazed down into its empty eye until dread washed over me. “We need to go,” I said.

      No one protested.

      We turned and continued our trek, all of us moving faster than before, the horrible sense of foreboding filling our hearts.

      

      Nasir held the map in front of him as we walked briskly. It was already midafternoon. We’d seen no other signs of the wailers, and to my relief, even a few vultures had finally appeared overhead. While they might be hoping we’d die, at least there was some other sign of life out here.

      “About two miles,” Nasir finally concluded. “We should be able to see it soon.”

      “Let’s jog,” Faraday suggested.

      My feet hurt. I was tired and hungry and thirsty, but none of that mattered. Once we were at the lighthouse and secured inside for the night, we’d be okay.

      We moved quickly downriver.

      Again and again, Nasir looked at the map. “Keep an eye out for it. It’s tall. I mean, it’s a lighthouse, right? We should be able to see it,” he said.

      I scanned the horizon. There was nothing there.

      We kept moving, but still, we saw no sign of the lighthouse.

      Nasir slowed to a stop. “Look,” he said. He pointed to the markings on the map. It showed where the land jutted out into the river. “We’re close. Just around the river bend.”

      We all rushed forward, but as we did, my mind was yelling things at me that I didn’t want to hear. If we were that close, where was it? If we were that close, we should be able to see it by now. I looked up at the sun. Midafternoon. About six hours until dark.

      Faraday ran ahead, rounding the bend in the river and out of sight.

      Still, I saw nothing.

      When I rounded the bend, I found Faraday standing perfectly still.

      And then I saw why.

      The lighthouse was there. Well, what was left of it, anyway. It had burned, from the looks of the remains of the building, from the top down.

      “Lightning?” Lordes whispered. “There was a storm two weeks back. If Low Tide made the trip then, they would have found the lighthouse like this. Maybe they just went back.”

      I stared at the building. “Yeah, that’s possible.”

      “It burned from the top down,” Faraday said. “If they were inside and something caught on fire…”

      “Then they perished, along with our supplies.”

      Without another word, the four of us headed toward the charred structure. The thorns and grass that had grown around the building were scorched black. The embers were cold. Whatever had happened, it had happened a while ago. I stared up at the spiral staircase that used to lead to the top of the lighthouse. Now, it led nowhere. It was strangely warped, deformed by the heat of the fire. The base of the lighthouse still stood, but everything else was burned to ash. Broken glass littered the ground all around.

      The lighthouse, the safe harbor between the communities, was gone.

      There wasn’t enough time to get to Low Tide before dark.

      And there wasn’t enough time to return to The Park.

      We all turned and faced one another, knowing our lives were now in jeopardy.
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      “The inn? The one where you found the dishes,” I said to Nasir. “Can we make it back there in time?”

      Nasir shook his head. “No.”

      “Dammit,” Faraday swore.

      “By the waterfall? What about that building?” Lordes asked.

      Nasir grabbed his map then pulled out a little notebook from inside his pack. He quickly scanned through the pages. Frowning, he shook his head. “No. The building is compromised. The front wall is caved in.”

      “We could go to the city,” Faraday said. “There are a lot of buildings. Surely we can find somewhere to hole up.”

      “And if we do, we’ll be even closer to the wailers,” Lordes replied.

      “No. No, there is a place. Here,” Nasir said, pulling out another map. This time, it showed the city. “At the edge of town. Here. A bank. It has a safe. It’s secure.”

      “How far?” Faraday asked.

      Nasir looked up at the sky and frowned. He didn’t answer for a long moment.

      “Nasir, how far?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “Too far.”

      “How far is too far?” Lordes asked, and this time I heard the panic in her voice.

      “If we make it, we’ll just make it,” he said.

      “Then let’s go. Now. We’ll go as fast as we can. Look, we’re closer than the notes say because we’ve been following the river, not the road. And we can keep an eye out for somewhere else as we go. But we need to go. Now,” I said.

      Nasir nodded and quickly folded up the maps, shoving them and the notepad into his backpack.

      We all took a drink from our canteens, and then we set off in a run.

      While my body protested, my mind worked as a taskmaster.

      Run, Ash.

      Run like your life depends on it.

      Run like Keyes’s life depends on it.

      My throat burned, and the stitch in my side ached.

      “We’re going to make it,” Nasir whispered to me. “Keep going. We’re going to make it.”

      Faraday ran ahead of us. Behind us, Lordes struggled to keep pace as the sun dipped toward the horizon. We needed to be clear, to be safe, by dusk. At dusk, they would begin to wake.

      Nasir slowed to check his map as we approached a bridge. “Here. We need to turn here,” he called to Faraday.

      We paused a minute to let Lordes catch up. She opened her canteen, but it was out of water. I handed mine to her.

      She shook her head then opened her canteen for tomorrow, taking the smallest drink. After a moment, she nodded to us, and we all turned and headed inland.

      “Owl Creek Bridge to High Street. It’s a straight shot,” Nasir said.

      Moving carefully, we climbed up the river bank. The thorns growing there poked my hands, but my rough leather protected me. Struggling, I pulled myself up the rocky river bank. When I neared the top, Faraday leaned down and helped me. Brittle grass and vines covered the ground. Shifting dirt had filled much of the old highway. I looked back at the bridge as we raced away from the river. It had rusted to its dark red color. Only faint flecks of pale blue paint remained. Vines had grown over much of the structure.

      Turning back, I rushed to catch up with the others.

      I had never been this close to the city. The crumbling buildings looked like massive tombstones, monuments to a world long gone. As we pushed closer, we saw more dilapidated and burnt buildings. There were, however, some signs of life. Trees, grass, and even some kind of cactus grew in the shade of tall structures.

      We rushed forward. My eyes scanned everywhere, and I struggled not to let panic take over. I tried not to think about anything. We just needed to get to the bank. We would get there, and everything would be okay.

      No one talked.

      No one stopped.

      We ran as fast as we could.

      From the position of the sun in the sky, we had to be close. We had to be. If we weren’t, we were in trouble.

      “Nasir,” I whispered, catching up to him.

      Nodding, he stopped for a minute and pulled out his map. “This way,” he said, leading us forward.

      As we rushed down the street, I gazed at the tall buildings. Their windows, like eyes, watched us. The sun sank low, the skyline turning dark red as the sun dropped toward the horizon.

      I picked up my pace.

      In the distance, I heard a wail.

      It was low and far away, but it was audible.

      Lordes looked at me, an expression of terror on her face.

      Nasir turned a corner.

      We followed behind him.

      And then, he stopped.

      Before us stood the bank. Its roof had collapsed. The inside was completely barricaded.

      “Oh my god,” Lordes whispered. “Oh my god.”

      Another wail echoed across the city. This time it was answered with a series of yips.

      “No, no, no, no,” Faraday said. “We need to hide. We need to get into one of the buildings. It’s too late. We need to hide.”

      Terror gripped my heart. I looked all around. There was nowhere. Nothing. Just a bunch of ruined old office buildings and stores. Nothing. There was just nothing.

      “Dammit, what do we do? What do we do? Ash?” Lordes said.

      I scanned all around.

      Faraday pulled his gun and clicked off the safety.

      “There’s nothing. Nothing else is marked until the other side of the city,” Nasir said as he flipped through the pages of the notebook.

      He was right. There was nothing.

      Nothing but a Bozo’s.

      The small restaurant sat at the end of a parking lot nearby.

      “There, there,” I said, grabbing Lordes and Nasir by the arms. “Faraday, come on.”

      We rushed across the parking lot, passing rusted out cars and broken light posts. On the brick wall of the building, the paint had faded to almost nothing, but I could see the faint outline of a clown’s face. A large white face, red lips, a red nose, and big blue eyes stared at me. The sign outside had fallen to the ground and was rusted, but the raised plastic showed the name Bozo’s, America’s Juiciest Burgers.

      Another wail sounded.

      I raced to the door. Someone had locked it with a chain. I yanked Keyes’s bolt cutters from my bag, snapped the rusty chain off, then pushed the door open. Inside, we found white tile floors and red plastic benches. Over the counter, faded images showed vague silhouettes of sandwiches and drinks.

      “The kitchen,” I said, looking around.

      Faraday kicked down a pole near what looked like a place for children to play and barred the door with it.

      “There,” Lordes said, pointing behind the counter.

      We headed into the back. “There should be a walk-in refrigerator. A big one. Come on.”

      Outside, we heard the howls again. This time they were louder, and there were a lot more of them.

      I scanned the back wall then found the walk-in icebox. I pulled the door open. Inside, the shelves were empty. A faint musty scent lingered. The walls all around appeared to be made of metal and plastic. “This is it,” I said. “Get in.”

      “But the door,” Lordes said.

      “It can be locked from the inside,” I replied.

      Lordes and Nasir rushed by me.

      “Faraday?” I called.

      He stood staring toward the front of the restaurant. “I see one,” he whispered. “Through the window. It’s on the road.”

      Without another word, Nasir took Faraday by the arm and quietly pulled him inside.

      Moving slowly, I shut the door.

      Everything went dark.

      A moment later, Nasir lit a match.

      I scanned the door. There, hanging on the wall, was the locking pin. I slid it into place then backed away from the door.

      The four of us stood listening.

      I willed my heart to be silent, because a moment later, a loud yowl sounded outside the building.

      Lordes covered her mouth to choke the scream that wanted to escape.

      The match burned out.

      In the darkness, Nasir reached out and took my hand.
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      The keens continued, growing louder and more plentiful. There were a lot of them out there. More than had ever come to the walls of The Park.

      The four of us huddled in the corner farthest from the door. All of our weapons were drawn. We stared into the darkness.

      Glass shattered.

      Beside me, Lordes trembled hard then suppressed a cry. Faraday put his arm around her and pulled her close.

      I sat, my hands trembling.

      They wouldn’t be able to get in.

      We would be okay.

      I closed my eyes.

      Wails and the strange teeth-chattering sound was so close.

      Something bumped against the door.

      The door handle shook.

      In the darkness, Nasir breathed steadily. His body was motionless.

      There was a series of yowls, strange grunting sounds, and then the sound of nails scraping across the door.

      Then the pounding began.

      At first, it sounded like someone was ramming the door. After a while, I realized that the wailers were throwing themselves against the door in an attempt to break it down.

      Again and again, the door banged in its frame.

      I tried to remember how the pin looked. Was it rusted? Were the bolts on the door rusted? Had it decayed too much? Would it fall apart? I remembered then, the flash of the stainless steel in my hand as I’d slid the pin into the lock.

      I inhaled deeply then exhaled again. It was going to be all right. We were going to be all right. Tugging my hand, Nasir sank down to the floor. I slid down and sat beside him. Wrapping his fingers around mine, he lifted my hand to his lips.

      And then, we waited.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      There is a certain numbness you feel when exposed to hours upon hours of terror. It must have been around three in the morning when Faraday finally fell asleep. I could hear his soft breaths.

      After the first few hours, Lordes stopped jumping at every attack on the door. Instead, she sat perfectly still, leaning against Faraday’s shoulder. Nasir shifted and sat cross-legged, his gun on his lap. Twice, he struck a single match, checked his watch, then let it burn out. But no more than twice. Oxygen, he no doubt realized, was in short supply in the enclosed space.

      At first, I tried singing to myself inside my head.

      That didn’t work.

      Then I started thinking about tomorrow. Tomorrow, we would make it to Low Tide. We’d need to stay there and provision, compare their maps and ours, consider a new route back to The Park. For both our communities’ sakes, we’d need to have more safe houses along the way. Surely there were other places we could hunker down. We’d need to make a plan with Low Tide. No one would ever have to get caught outside like this again.

      A long scrape raked the door followed by a punctured screech.

      The handle rattled.

      I stiffened.

      In the distance, a chorus of wails began, growing louder and louder until those creatures outside the door joined into a deafening sound that made my ears hurt.

      And then they went silent.

      I jumped when the door banged hard one more time.

      I heard a hiss and chatter of teeth, and then there was nothing.

      No one said a word. We sat still in the darkness.

      In the absence of light, the passage of time slows. So we sat, and we listened.

      It seemed like an eternity had passed before Nasir struck a match again. His exhale was so heavy that I felt the weight of his anxiety leaving him.

      “The sun is up,” he whispered, his voice cracking. He opened his canteen and took a sip.

      On hearing Nasir’s voice, Faraday woke.

      Nasir rose. In the darkness, he reached for me, helping me up.

      “Lordes, Faraday, stay back. Ash and I will try the door.”

      “Is there enough light? I mean, we don’t want to risk any of them hiding in the shadows,” I said.

      “It should be okay. It’s an hour past sunup,” he replied.

      “Dammit, then we need to move,” Lordes said.

      “Yes, but let’s get out of here slowly first. Ash, you open the door. I’ll keep my gun on the opening,” Nasir told me.

      I felt against the door in the dark, feeling for the pin. I grabbed it.

      “Okay, ready,” I whispered then slid the pin out. Moving slowly, I pressed down on the lever then slowly pushed the door open.

      The small crack of light that shone in made me wince. I held my breath and watched for movement on the other side of the door. There was nothing. Everything was still. Only motes of dust danced in the light.

      I pushed the door open a bit further.

      The light made a line down Nasir’s body, shining into his eyes which stayed unflinching as he held the gun ready.

      Nothing.

      There was nothing.

      I pushed the door open wide.

      They were gone.

      Turning back, I hung the locking pin back on the wall where I’d found it.

      I pulled my gun from the back of my pants and holding it in front of me, I nodded to Nasir. We stepped out into the restaurant, moving slowly.

      The place had been torn apart. The glass windows at the front had been broken. Everything that could move—the trash bin, boxes, and even the light fixtures—had been smashed. There was a strange, feral scent in the air.

      Faraday and Lordes stepped out behind us, both of their guns raised.

      The broken glass crunching under his feet, Nasir exited the building then stepped out into the street. He stared down High Street which led into the city and to the sea. After a moment, he whistled to us, signaling the all clear.

      As Lordes and Faraday exited the building, I stopped a minute and looked back. The walk-in door was closed. I saw then that it was severely dented, and there were long scratches on the door.

      “Ash,” Nasir called lightly.

      I turned to leave but saw that a box of papers had slipped onto the floor. I bent to pick up one of the papers. It was a paper cap with the Bozo’s logo and clown on the side. Grabbing one of the caps, I folded it then slipped it into my back pocket. I joined the others on the street.

      Without another word, we headed into the city.

      

      As we walked, I remembered one of Mrs. Lowe’s stories about the lost city of Atlantis. The great city, with its beautiful gardens and pyramids, had been lost under the waves. Water had destroyed them. Light had destroyed us.

      While the solar storm and CME had started the end of civilization, it had not finished it. We had done that to ourselves. As we walked through the city, the evidence of the real culprit in mankind’s fall was evident. The lingering scorch from fires that had been set during the riots, cars driven into the fronts of buildings or turned over on the streets, and shattered windows were abundantly clear. The sun may have knocked out the grid, but it was mankind’s reaction to the chaos that had doomed us. Maybe if the coronal mass ejection had been smaller, less widespread, people would have remained calm as the infrastructure had been rebuilt. But it hadn’t been. The sun’s burst had been ten times larger than anything ever seen in human history. The Earth had gone silent. In weeks, the riots started. In months, the water stopped flowing, food ran short, and lawlessness ruled. With most forms of communication down, no one knew what was happening. Society fell apart.

      “How did you know about Bozo’s?” Nasir asked as we made our way down High Street.

      “Keyes. She made a joke about it, something she remembered reading.”

      “Well, we’re alive because of that joke,” Faraday said.

      I nodded. My sister was the clever one. And because of her, we’d survived the night. I definitely owed her one of America’s juiciest burgers, except they didn’t exist anymore.

      I gazed up at the buildings as we walked. Even the tallest skyscrapers were covered in vines. Brittle grass grew out of the cracks on the road, inside the rusted out cars, and on roofs. The dark eyes of the buildings watched us in eerie silence. Were the wailers looking at us, or were they sleeping?

      A flock of birds flittered from one rooftop to another.

      “Look,” Lordes said, pointing at the birds. “They’re seabirds, I think.”

      Finally, a good sign.

      “Come on, let’s get moving,” Faraday said.

      Shaking off the terror of the night, we put some hustle in our steps and began moving quickly.

      It was nearly noon when we finally exited the city. We followed the exit ramp and began our trek toward the ocean. Faded road signs confirmed we were moving in the right direction. Soon, the city fell behind us. After a few more hours, I caught a strange smell in the air; the scents of salt and sludge perfumed the wind.

      “What is that smell?” Lordes asked.

      “The ocean, I think,” Faraday replied.

      The ocean. I smiled. Finally, I would see something blue and bright and alive.

      Rushing quickly, we followed the roads leading to the port. The scent of salt and an odd tangy fish smell filled the air. When we crossed over the next rise, I was greeted to a vista of the seaside.

      The ocean had retreated from the land. Boats sat on the sand. Docks led nowhere. In the far distance, I saw the sea.

      “There,” Nasir said, pointing to the long pier that extended out into the water. At the very end of it, I saw the walled community of Low Tide.

      We moved quickly in that direction. As we headed toward the pier, I eyed the structure. A massive, mile-long pier extended out into the ocean. While the water had retreated, the poles at the end of the pier were still submerged under the briny waves.

      “How do they keep the wailers out?” I asked.

      “There is a drawbridge. They lift it at night,” Nasir replied.

      “But what about the pier itself? Can’t the wailers just climb up from the water?” Lordes ask.

      “Covered in razor wire, spikes, and all manner of kill-you-dead things. And generally speaking, the lore suggests that the wailers don’t swim,” Faraday said.

      We turned down the road that led to the pier. Here, we found barricades and fencing. Maneuvering around it, we reached the end of the boardwalk. At some point, Low Tide had completely caged and fortified the walkway. A person could, conceivably, walk the pier at night without risk of harm. We closed the gate to the boardwalk entrance behind us and headed down the wooden ramp.

      “No guard,” Faraday noted.

      He was right. That was odd. In fact, the place was eerily silent.

      We headed down the boardwalk. It was strange to think that water had once circulated below. Now, everything was dry. Finally, we reached the other end of the pier. There, we found a chain-link gate.

      “The drawbridge is down,” Nasir said, looking toward the other side.

      I gazed out. I could make out the rope and pulley system for the drawbridge. It was a clever design. Keyes would have been impressed. We would be able to easily cross into Low Tide. But there was no one at the gate to herald our arrival. And there was no one guarding the bridge.

      “Where is everyone?” Lordes whispered.

      A sick feeling wracked my stomach. I tried to see beyond the bridge to the community at the end of the pier, but it was walled and gated. The main gate was only slightly ajar.

      “Not good,” Lordes added then unshouldered her rifles, checking to make sure both were loaded.

      We all drew our weapons.

      “Be ready, but be cautious,” I said. “Remember, they aren’t expecting us. Maybe they’re just fishing or working or having a meeting. We don’t want to scare them half to death and get ourselves shot in the process.”

      The others nodded.

      Nasir swung the gate open slowly.

      Moving carefully, we crossed the drawbridge.

      As I neared the gate, I bent my ear to listen for the sound of voices, or people working, or anything.

      There was nothing.

      When we reached the gate, we entered slowly.

      Low Tide had been built on the remains of a popular tourist spot at the end of the pier. Around the exterior, two-story walls had been erected with ramparts inside. Rope ladders hung from one side of the community to the other. Boats, fishing rods, nets, and buoys sat everywhere.

      There was no one.

      “Where are they?” Lordes whispered.

      Faraday shook his head.

      Looking around, I noticed that supply boxes appeared to have been opened haphazardly, doors to houses were ajar, and near a brazier, a bowl of food sat uneaten. I walked over to the fire, letting my hand hover over the coals. The fire was cold.

      I shook my head. “Wherever they went, they left in a hurry. Let’s look around.”

      Faraday motioned to Lordes, and they headed toward the stairs leading to the second-story rampart.

      “Come on,” I whispered to Nasir. Keeping our guns drawn, we began to work our way down the right side of the pier. A building, which had the name The Mermaid Inn written on the wall, sat at the center. As we walked, I looked into the windows. There was no one inside. The tiny houses, little more than shacks, along the wall under the rampart, built between old booths and shops, were all empty. I wished then that Keyes were here. I was missing something. My sister could always see beyond the obvious. What had happened here?

      I looked up at Lordes and Faraday.

      Faraday met my gaze then shook his head. It wasn’t long before we reached the end of the pier. There, I found a structure that extended to the very end of the pier. On the wall in faded metal letters was written Boardwalk Tourism and Education Center. Rust stained the wall below each letter, a ruddy smear of red underneath.

      “I’ll check in here. You swing back around the other side,” I told Nasir, who nodded.

      I pushed the glass door of the building open, startling just a little when a set of chimes hanging on the door tinkled.

      “Hello?” I called softly.

      There was no reply. This must have been their community center. Chairs had been set up so they could meet and discuss. Maps hanging on the walls traced the shoreline, noting safe coves and good fishing spots. On a large table at the back of the room, another map was laid out. This map showed islands further out into the Atlantic. Alongside the noted isles, someone had written comments about supplies of water, vegetation, and game. Was that where they had gone? Had they left Low Tide for one of the islands?

      I looked out the window at the ocean. It wasn’t blue. It was a strange green color, swirling slowly.

      Something clattered in the room beyond the table.

      Raising my gun, I moved to investigate. Moving slowly, I pushed open the door. Inside, I found a small storage room full of boxes, bags, and jars. They were the supplies The Park had been waiting on. Metal clanged once more. A window latch had come open. I closed the clasp and headed back.

      It didn’t make sense. Why would they leave without telling us or delivering our supplies? Did they care so little if we lived or died? Surely not, or they would have kept the supplies for themselves.

      As I walked back toward the front, my hands started to shake. Something felt very wrong here.

      I opened the door then looked up at the rampart for Faraday and Lordes. We’d need to go ahead and close the drawbridge and settle in. We’d go over their maps and figure out how to get our supplies back. Once we did that, then we would work out what to do, figure out where Low Tide’s community had gone.

      Scanning the ramparts, I didn’t see Faraday or Lordes anywhere. I stepped away from the building and looked all around. Had they come down?

      I took a step toward the path Nasir had taken when I heard a muffled scream.

      Lordes?

      I then heard a grunt and the sound of commotion.

      A moment later, Nasir came running up the walkway toward me. “Get inside. Get inside,” he screamed.

      I turned toward the door and grabbed the handle.

      Then, I felt it. Something sharp pricked my back. Pain shot through me. My blood felt like it was on fire. I turned to look back at Nasir, but he was lying sprawled on the boardwalk.

      My knees went soft, and I fell.

      My mind screamed at me to get up, to move, but I couldn’t do anything.

      Just as my eyes closed, I heard voices and saw a pair of black boots coming toward me.

      “Got her,” someone said. “That’s all of them.”

      I closed my eyes. In the split second before oblivion overcame me, a terrible thought crossed my mind. I had failed my sister. I had failed her. It didn’t matter what happened to me next. I had failed, and because of me, Keyes would die.

      And then everything went dark.
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        * * *

      

      Thank you for reading Ash’s story. Continue the series with Scorched: The Last Nomads, available on Amazon.com.
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