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  Chapter one
Colton


“I saw four horses in my dream,” Colton Chevalier said. "A white horse, a red horse, a black horse, and the skeleton of a horse.” 
“What do you think it means?” 
“I don’t know, Dad,” Colton said. “Probably nothing good.” 
The practice of prepping had become familiar in Colton’s home. Colton had never needed a name for it until now. His dad had always stored food, water, propane, and gas. He also gathered and saved various other odds and ends. He collected knives, hand tools, matches, batteries, and any object he felt served a survival purpose. 
“People just don’t understand,” he would say to Colton when they drove into town. “The stores only carry forty-eight to seventy-two hours of food on the shelves, and that’s if there isn’t a panic. We have to be prepared, always.” 
The event Colton’s dad was preparing for had yet to happen. Colton remembered the day his dad brought home five-gallon buckets of storable food and stacked them in the hall closet. Colton was twelve years old at the time. He had just lost his mother to cancer. Disasters can come at any moment.  From then on life became about preparedness. Life became dull and gray as they lived their lives in a gray man philosophy: blend in, trust no one, be prepared. Most of Colton’s memories involved their planning and provisions for unexpected events. Before then, his memories were warm and bright; back when his mom was there. Now she only existed within the fuzzy haze of dreams and memories. He could see her blurry figure working in the garden, riding her horse in the pasture, watching television on the couch, cutting his hair in front of the bathroom mirror, and baking pie in the kitchen. The memories became blurrier with each passing year. Colton feared the day they may fade away entirely.  
Preparing for disaster was normal for Colton. Target shooting and hunting were regular activities for him and his dad. They would go dry camping several times a year to practice being uncomfortable. Sometimes his dad would shut the power off in their cabin for three days to allow them to practice living without electricity. Colton never enjoyed these practice runs. He would find himself sitting in the dark by a candle wishing he was watching a movie or playing a video game. 
“Why can’t we enjoy the power as much as possible while we have it?” Colton would ask his dad. 
“Mental preparedness comes first,” Dad would say. “You can have the best off-grid cabin, guns, and storable food known to man. But if you don’t have the mental strength to get through, it won’t matter how prepared you are. If your mind slips, you’ll crack like an egg. Keep your head right, son. Everything else will fall into order.”    
Even while preparing for disasters, Monday still came the same as any other week. Every Monday Colton woke up and checked his smartphone, checked the news, and looked outside his window. When he was sure the world was not ending, it was business as usual. A normal non-world-ending day meant it was time to go to work. 
Colton dressed in his work clothes and hopped in his old pickup truck. He drove down the winding tree-lined road to the factory in the mid-sized city forty-five minutes away from his dad’s cabin. The days at the factory were long, grueling, and boring. It was an undesirable way to earn a paycheck and a meager paycheck at that. The check was high enough to buy food and cheap entertainment, and low enough to keep him in his place among the working class until he died. Since he was only in his mid-twenties, he had a long way to go. 
“Some crumbs are better than no crumbs,” Colton said as he parked his truck in the factory parking lot. He muttered this to himself before most workdays.  
Colton knew he could have joined the military like his older brother. The military was one of the few conclusions for boys like him and his brother—boys with no future. Boys like him who grew up in small towns dying in the shadows of once thriving natural resource industries. College was out of the question for Colton who had yet to find a book he could finish. The television had been his preferred teacher. He enjoyed documentaries and movies of all genres.  
After Colton’s mother died of cancer, his older brother left for the army shortly after. Their dad had begun ranting about prepping, pandemics, and EMPs. Then he started collecting and storing survival supplies. Colton’s older brother was convinced their dad was losing his mind. Without knowing how to help him or what to say, he joined the army and took off instead. Colton had not seen him since.  

      ***After a long week at work, Colton arrived home to find his dad packing their gear for a camping trip. Colton was exhausted. The only thing he wanted to do was shower and vegetate in front of the television. His dad had other plans.
“You have an extended weekend this week,” Dad said. 
“Sure do,” Colton said. 
“We’re going camping! Pack your bag. We leave in the afternoon for check-in at four.” 
“At least I can sleep in,” Colton remarked. “I hope you booked a hotel or house.” Colton frowned when he saw the tent bag lying by the door. 
“Pfft, of course not,” Dad said. “Everything in one of those we have here at home. No use in paying for that.” 
The next day, they loaded their supplies into the bed of the pickup truck. Together they drove away from the Eugene metro area in the direction of the coast. Summer was approaching, only Colton knew it would not be summery at the coast. It would be cold and windy as it always was there.
Colton was not surprised to have his ball cap nearly blown off his head when he stepped out of the pickup truck at their campsite. He begrudgingly helped his dad unload supplies and set up the tent. Then Dad turned on the propane stove and began heating something from a can that resembled food. 
“I’m going to go for a walk,” Colton said. 
He left the campsite and slowly meandered down the muddy trail to the sandy coastline. The cold wind blasted against his windbreaker jacket. Colton held it tightly around his chest. He stood by the waves for a moment and watched the tide roll onto the beach and then retreat into the sea over and over. He did love the coast. He wished he was not tired all the time and could enjoy the simple pleasures of life more.
The sound of his thoughts was interrupted by the whirring of chopper blades. Colton looked up to see a helicopter from the Oregon Coast Guard flying overhead. Out on the sea in the distance, a coast guard ship speedily sailed past him across the water. Colton turned around and quickly walked back to the campsite. 
All weekend Colton and his dad cooked canned food on a propane stove. They practiced and used the latest survival equipment Dad had bought. Then they carried heavy backpacks of supplies on the hilly, fir tree-lined trails above the coastline. Dad said this was to build their stamina in case of a grid-down event and there was no fuel left at the gas stations. 
At the end of the weekend, they packed up their gear and began driving home. Colton pulled his smartphone out of his bag and turned it on. He was surprised to see multiple emergency alert broadcasts flashing across his screen.  
“I have emergency alerts on my phone,” Colton said. “Do you think it’s just a test?” 
“Could be,” Dad said, thinking it over. “I hadn’t heard any warnings of a test, though.” He looked down at his fuel gauge and sighed. “We need diesel. I should have filled up before our camp trip.” 
When they drove into a small city for fuel, the usual hustle and bustle of swarming cars was not to be seen. Colton was unable to connect to the internet on his phone. He turned the truck radio on to be met with the blasting of an emergency alert.  
“The skies are smoky,” Colton said.  
“Could be nuclear war,” Dad said. “We will get diesel and go straight home.” 
Dad slowly drove down the main street and pulled into a gas station and parked at the diesel pump. A line of cars waited by the gas pumps. Most cars ran on gas. A diesel engine was a part of Colton’s dad’s prepper plans. 
“Stay in the truck,” Dad said to Colton. He stepped out of the truck and rushed into the store to pay with cash. 
Colton tuned the radio some more and finally found a station clear enough to understand. The panicked voices spoke of a nuclear war between world superpowers. Colton grimaced; his dad was right. 
He watched as his dad walked out of the store and over to the diesel pump. When he began fueling the truck, Colton could feel eyes on them from all around. People watched like vultures as precious fuel poured into the truck’s tank. 
“I can’t believe I forgot to bring a spare can of diesel for emergencies.” Colton could hear his dad muttering about the lack of preps. 
As Dad walked over to the driver’s seat and reached for the door, a skinny, twitching man began speaking to him. 
“Hey, man, you think you could like give us a ride?” 
“Very sorry, sir,” Dad said politely. “There is no room in the truck.” 
“Everyone here is stranded, man.” The stranger’s voice became desperate. 
“I see that,” Dad said, struggling to keep his voice calm. “There will be a fuel truck soon.” He lied. 
“No, I don’t think so, bro.” 
The man started fidgeting more violently. Two more scrawny men joined him from behind. When he noticed his backup was close, he shoved Dad against the truck. 
“You’re gonna give us the truck, now!” The man pulled out a gun that was tucked into his pants and pointed it at Colton’s dad’s head. 
“Take it easy,” Dad said. “We can work something out.” 
“Like you giving me the truck!” He shoved Dad against the truck again. 
 Colton jumped out of the truck and ran to his dad’s side. “You leave him alone!” 
“Don’t do that,” Dad shook his head at Colton. 
“Get out my face! And give us the truck! I won’t say it again!” The man pressed his gun against Dad’s head. 
“You get away from my dad!” Colton yelled louder. 
The other two men grabbed Colton and pinned his arms. The man with the gun pointed it at Colton’s chest. 
“No!” Dad said. 
He dashed in front of Colton and three shots fired. Colton watched helplessly as his dad’s body jerked uncontrollably. He fell to the ground with a slow thud. Everything slowed down as Colton watched blood start pouring onto the gas station parking lot. The men let go of him and hopped in the truck. They roared out of the gas station and onto the roadway. Colton rushed over to his dad and knelt by his side. 
“We’ll find you help. You’re going to be okay,” Colton said as tears welled in his eyes. 
“There is no time,” Dad said. 
Colton slammed his fist against the concrete. “Time! This couldn’t be worse timing!” 
“Not true,” Dad said weakly. “It was supposed to happen this way.” Blood began dribbling out of the corner of his mouth. “You’re going to be alright. Take care, son. I’ll see you on the other side.” 
Colton stared in shock as the color left his dad’s face and he stopped breathing. He grabbed his dad’s arms and shook him.
“Dad!” he screamed. “Don’t leave me! I still need you.” He screamed and cried as people watched absently from their gasless cars. 

      ***The minutes melted together. Colton took a seat on the ground and leaned up against the fuel pump. He tried to gather his thoughts and emotions while his dad’s motionless body lay in front of him. His vision was blurred. He could not process time or reality. He was uncertain how much time had passed until he saw big yellow school buses drive into the gas station parking lot behind a National Guard van.
A man in a military uniform with a bullhorn hopped out of the truck and started ordering people to load onto the school buses. He spoke of schools being used as temporary shelters. Colton did not have many options. He left his dad on the ground and solemnly drifted towards the school bus. He figured the relief camp would have water and food, which was more than he had at the current moment.  






  
  Chapter two
Briar


Briar Labelle walked through the halls of her college dorm. She was on her way to the dorm room she shared with her begrudging roommate.  It had been a long day of classes. Now it was the end of the school week. Briar was ready to pack her bag and drive home for the weekend.   
When she entered the dorm room, her roommate met her with the usual snide glare before turning back to her smartphone. Her roommate’s blue hair and face piercings were a stark contrast to Briar’s plain Jane appearance with mousy brown hair. Briar stared happily at the pictures stuck to a tack board hanging on the wall by her bed. She had a picture of her mom, her horse, and her Golden Retriever. Her dog had passed away shortly before she left for college. Briar planned on getting another dog after her time at school. She only had a few more months to go before graduation. At this moment she could not wait to see her family at home, even if only for a few days. She knew her roommate would be happy to see her leave for a couple of days as well. When Briar walked out, her roommate’s boyfriend would walk in. 
“Have a good weekend,” Briar said as she carried her duffel bag out of the room. 
“Whatever,” her roommate said. 
Briar hurried through the parking lot to where her car was parked. Tasha, her classmate, saw her rushing through the parking lot and stopped her to talk. Briar tried to be polite, even though she was in a hurry to get home.
Suddenly there were bright flashes of light in the sky. Briar shielded her eyes. Tasha stared up at the sky in bewilderment. 
“What is that?” Tasha asked.
“I don’t know,” Briar said. 
“Is it aliens?” Tasha said. 
“No, something worse,” Briar replied.
“What could be worse than aliens?” Tasha remarked. 
Missiles began flying across the sky overhead. They whistled through the clouds and left a trail of threatening smoke behind them. 
“I gotta go, Tasha!” Briar began sprinting across the parking lot. Tasha’s confused ramblings of terror faded into the background. All Briar could hear was the pounding of her shoes on the asphalt and the fast beating of her heart thudding in her ears. She jumped into her car and immediately started the engine. Before her music could turn on an emergency alert screeched from her smartphone. Briar picked up her phone and felt her heart jump when she read the alert. 
“WARNING, NUCLEAR BOMB ALERT. TAKE SHELTER IMMEDIATELY.”
“This has to be a joke,” Briar said out loud to herself. “Or maybe a test.” 
She chose not to stay and find out. She slammed on the gas and drove out of the college parking lot. As Briar sped down the highway, she noticed her music turned off. She picked up her smartphone and saw she had no signal. Most of the functions on her phone were not working. She pressed harder on the gas pedal. 
Up high in the sky, she could still see missiles flying overhead. She heard a crash far away in the distance near the Portland metro area. Briar looked in her rearview mirror to see a mushroom cloud forming from the ground and up into the sky. A shockwave reverberated across the landscape and blew against her car. The vehicle rocked from side to side and debris slapped against her car.  
She cried out in fear and drove faster. She braced the wheel with both hands as she swerved through the turns and ran several red lights. Home was two hours away. She hoped most people would be headed for the mountains and not the coast as people started evacuating in the thousands. There were not many highways to the coast. There was only one she knew of which circled the national forest. 

      ***After the longest two hours of Briar’s life, she pulled into the driveway of her mom’s country home. She knew her mom was probably worried sick. Briar’s fried smartphone prevented her from calling or texting her mom to let her know she was safe and on her way home. When she parked the car, she saw her mom rush out of the house.  
“Oh, good you’re home!” Mom said. “I read on my phone there is a nuclear war.” 
“Yes, I saw it,” Briar said quietly. She barely squeaked the words out. She had been so focused on getting home she failed to realize she was in shock. “What do we do?”
Mom stared back at her in a daze. “I’m not sure…. Let’s get the horses fed, then lock ourselves up in the house and wait for the TV to come back on. Hopefully then we can get some more answers.” 
The electricity was out as well. No water was running through the pipes. Mom filled up the bathtub from what was left in the water heater and pipes. Briar filled buckets outside for the horses. Luckily, they had a creek flowing through the big pasture that fed into a pond. They would be carrying buckets from the pond depending on how long the power was out. Briar knew it would not be their first time doing so. Trees often fell and knocked down power lines in their neck of the woods. It was not uncommon for them to experience days or weeks without electricity.  
A few days passed and no answers came. Their phones continued to not function. Briar’s phone was frozen on one screen. The TV could not be turned on without electricity. They had not heard any cars or log trucks go by. The world was at a standstill.
Briar and Mom had spent the last several days eating everything perishable in the house before it spoiled. They would be moving on to the dried and canned goods next. 
Briar already missed movies and TV shows. She busied herself reading books, yet it was difficult to focus. The uncertainty of their situation filled her with dread. 
“In two weeks, we should have answers.” Briar would hear her mom say. “The government will get communications back up. The president will give a speech.”   
In two weeks, there was still no power and no answers. The days blended. Briar found herself staring absent-mindedly at the wall from time to time. When day fifteen of their stranding at home came, Briar and Mom began rationing food. Mom managed to get creative frying flour and sugar on the propane camp stove. 
“I miss my oven,” Mom said. “All this extra time I have; I could be baking!” 
Briar and Mom went outside to the truck and turned on the battery. Mom tuned the radio, hoping to catch a signal, yet all she found was static. She slammed the truck door and frowned.
“Let’s saddle the horses and go for a ride,” Mom said. “Maybe one of the neighbors knows something.” 
Mom and Briar retrieved their horses from the pasture and saddled up. They rode down the driveway and out onto the deserted road. As they rode along, they saw no people. A neighbor dog ran along a fence line and barked at them. Each home they passed appeared to have no one inside or outside. 
“Where do you think they went?” Briar asked.
Mom shook her head. “Not sure…. I say we try to knock on the Thompson’s door.” 
The ladies rode further down the country lane and turned onto a gravel drive already starting to overgrow with weeds. The horses’ hooves clattering against the gravel echoed across the quiet of the countryside. Normally cars were whirring by, dogs barking, and lawnmowers running. 
They stopped the horses by the door of the Thompson home. Mom dismounted and handed her reins to Briar. She carefully walked to the front door and knocked. She called hello and announced who she was several times, only to receive no answer. 
“Guess they’re not here,” Mom said. She mounted her horse, and they rode home. 
Another week passed and the women grew antsy and more stressed by the day. Briar was more than sick of heating water on the propane stove and taking uncomfortable spit baths in the tub. Soon they would be taking cold spit baths because the propane was starting to run low. 
They busied themselves with board games and reading. The only thing to light their way at night were candles and a few flashlights. Briar chose to use her flashlight sparingly since the power seemed to have no intention of turning back on. They were in the dark in more ways than one. Briar wondered what was happening in the world beyond her home. She found herself asking whether she wanted to know. 
Her mind wandered to the memory of her sitting in her seventh-grade classroom. Her history teacher tended to drift off-topic from time to time. Briar found these moments of deviation from the state-approved lectures to be the best part of her lessons. Her teacher, Mr. Wells, would often make critiques of the social order in society. 
One day in class, he spoke of nuclear war. He said if the world’s superpowers launched all their nuclear weapons against each other the fallout from the bombs would fill the atmosphere with ash and soot. The bombs would also cause wildfires, only further contributing to the pollution of the atmosphere. The world would be thrust into darkness. The term was called nuclear winter. The freshwater, oceans, and soil would be poisoned by radiation emitted from the atomic bombs and unattended nuclear power plants. The temperature would drop, and all plants and animals would perish. The only humans who would survive would be those who were lucky—or unlucky—enough to be housed in underground fallout shelters. The rest on the surface would perish instantly if in the path of the bomb. Those within a few hundred miles would die slowly of radiation poisoning. The rest would die of starvation. Briar looked down at her small plate of rice. It was becoming clearer by the day which category she was going to fall into. 
Without news or other sources of information, Briar had no way of knowing how many bombs had dropped. Who had started the war? Was it planned? Was it inevitable? Was it not supposed to be prevented by divine intervention? Briar had many questions and no answers. She did not have an answer to what she would be eating next month. 
There was only so much to talk about. Briar and her mom revisited memories from the past. They talked about camp trips in the mountains with Briar's grandparents. Briar’s grandparents lived further down the coastline. They were hardy people. Briar was certain they were fairing just fine on their little farm. All Briar’s mom had was a few horses, while her aging parents had chickens, sheep, pigs, and a garden. They were from a different time and still remembered the old ways. Meanwhile, Briar’s smartphone had transitioned in mere seconds from a powerful device holding all human knowledge of the world to a scrap of metal and glass taking up space.  






  
  Chapter three
Molly


Molly the dog’s world was simple, routine, and predictable. She lived in her kennel outside her master’s house. The man would bring her kibble once a day, most days. 
"She might make a good huntin' dog," he'd say. Molly was a spotted hound with a mix of cattle dog. She knew not of her purpose in life until the day lights flashed in the sky. There was a shift, and she could feel it. All the people who usually walked to and from houses and cars were suddenly in a panic.
Molly watched as her master made quick trips back and forth from his truck to the house, carrying bags and supplies. He started his truck and let it idle. The radio blared from the dash: “Nuclear war imminent. Take shelter immediately."
Next, the man opened her kennel door. "Go!" he yelled at her.
Molly stared up at him in confusion. She did not know where to go.
"Go! Get out of here!" The man grabbed her by the scruff of her neck and dragged her out of the kennel. The last she saw of her master was him getting into his truck and driving away.
Molly looked at her surroundings. There was the trailer house, dilapidated and barely standing. Next to it was the shed and her kennel. The truck that typically sat in the driveway was now gone, along with the man. In front of the house was the highway, and beyond the house was the forest. Molly set forth in the direction of the woods and this is where she had been for weeks. Before entering the forest, she could smell a strong odor of burning and fire from the direction of the human settlements. She listened to her intuition and traveled deeper into the forest. She was high in the mountains now, and she could smell salt and water in the air.
Molly was weak, tired, and sad. She had been scavenging for any meat she could find. Sometimes she'd follow the vultures and take from their findings. Her stomach groaned from hunger and gurgled from the rotten food. She drank from streams, creeks, or the river when she was near it. Nights were cold and frightening. The wildlife became very active at night, screeching their calls to one another, and dashing through the branches and underbrush. Molly would hide in bushes and mask her scent as best she could. Sleep did not come until the early morning hours. It was hard to sleep while shivering from the cold and fear. By morning the wildlife would quiet down, and the sun would shine through the trees and warm her body.
One day she set foot on a road. The road led to a small town. She jogged around abandoned cars on the main street. The town was quiet, and no humans appeared to be in sight. Molly had seen towns before while riding in a car; however, she did not recall them looking like this. Cars were parked in random places with no people inside them. Trash piled on the sidewalks and the buildings were empty.
Molly followed her nose to the scent of food further down the street. Her nose led her to a little store. She quietly walked in through the open door. The floor was hard and slick. She walked carefully to the aisles. There was not much of anything in the store besides the mostly empty shelves. Molly could still smell traces of food and hoped to find something to eat.   
Two coyotes dashed out of one of the aisles, each carrying a torn bag of food. Molly jumped and scrambled to find a hiding place. Instead, she slipped on the floor and fell onto her side. The coyote stared at her in disbelief. Molly could see the feral animal was as puzzled as her. Neither of them knew why there were no people in a human store, or why there was now a coyote and a domestic dog raiding the shelves.
Molly’s question of where all the people went was answered when she heard two-legged footbeats enter the store. Molly lifted herself back onto her feet and carefully walked into one of the dark aisles, keeping her paws flat and legs straight to avoid falling again. She heard wheels from a cart rolling through the store and items being thrown into a basket. The coyotes darted out of the store through a back door. The floor was too slippery for Molly to keep up and follow them.  
One of the humans stepped into the aisle Molly was in. They met each other's eyes. Molly froze. She saw the man lift a rifle and point it at her. She sensed the man's malevolent intent against her and scurried out of the aisle while struggling not to slip. She made it to the front of the store and darted out the door. A bullet whistled past her and collided with the side of a car door. Another bullet hit the asphalt beside her. Molly galloped as fast as she could across the store parking lot and to the side of the building. A chain link fence was behind the building. She ran alongside the fence, hoping to get around it. She could hear people running across the concrete in her direction.
"It's a dog, man," one of them said.
"Meat is meat," said the other.
Molly found a small opening at the bottom of the chain link and slipped underneath it. She dashed into the trees behind the store, evading her pursuers who were unable to pass the fence quick enough to catch her. Molly decided to avoid buildings from now on, yet she did not want to go back to the forest.
After running for a while, she stopped to lie down underneath a car. She could not hear any sounds of animals or people nor pick up the smell of her chasers from earlier. Her adrenaline started to subside, and her limited energy left her body. She stayed under the car all night.
In the morning, Molly walked on. She followed the road, not knowing what else to do. She longed for a person to walk alongside. She was a dog; she knew she was supposed to have her own person.
Molly knew that people lived in houses. Since the town had nothing to offer, she decided to look for houses. She walked for miles and found no houses. She did not find much of anything. The roads were quiet, and despite her pursuers from the day before, she had not seen any humans. She spent another night underneath an abandoned car. 
The next day, Molly's dreams came true when she found an old house in the country. She had not eaten in a couple of days. She was lost, disoriented, and walking aimlessly down a gravel road. A barn stood near the old house. Molly slowly walked inside the barn. She knew from the scent that other animals lived there. In one of the rooms in the barn was a dish of dried kibble sitting on a bale of straw. A cat was eating from the dish. It froze mid-bite when it saw Molly. Molly growled and the cat went running. Now the kibble was hers for the taking.
With her stomach now full, Molly walked the aisle of the barn. She jumped when a horse poked its head over the stall door and snorted at her. Molly was happy to see the horse. Horses made sense to Molly. She knew they meant humans, work, life, and purpose. Feeling right at home, Molly curled up in the corner of an empty stall and fell fast asleep.                                                                              
Molly heard footsteps in the barn aisle the next morning. She lifted her head and listened. The steps were light and two beats. A young woman's head appeared over the stall door. She seemed shocked to see a dog.
Molly's world stopped when she saw the girl. She knew instantly this was her person. She would have to search no longer. She ran over to the girl and jumped onto her hind legs, pressing her paws against the girl's chest. She tried to lick the girl's face; except she was not tall enough to reach.
"Oh, hi," the girl said laughing. She wrapped her arms around the dog and hugged her, running her hands over her spotted coat. Molly dropped herself back onto all fours and stared happily at her new girl. She knew they would be best friends forever. The girl cupped Molly's face in her hands. "I had been wanting another dog. You came just in time." Molly licked the girl’s face.
The girl left the barn and walked to the house. Molly tagged along beside her. The girl opened the back door of the house and stepped inside with Molly following her. A fire burned from the fireplace and the smell of food filled the air.
"Briar," came a woman's voice from the kitchen. The woman was older and stood with a spatula in hand over a propane camp stove. "Breakfast is ready."
Briar walked into the kitchen with Molly. The woman turned from the stove with a plate in her hand towards the direction of the table. She jumped when she saw Molly.
"Who is this?" the woman said.
Briar hesitated. "I found this dog in the barn, Mom."
"The dog can't be in the house. It's probably covered in fleas."
"But she's hungry," Briar cried.
"We'll give her some of the dog food we have left," Mom said.
“Gives us an excuse not to eat it,” Briar said with a smirk. 
Outside on the porch, Briar placed a bowl of dog kibble in front of Molly. She sat beside Molly while she ate. The kibble was salty and crunchy, but much better than the days-old meat from the forest.
Briar patted Molly on the head before going back inside the house. The door closed in Molly's face. Molly pouted, wondering what she had done wrong. She turned around and took in her surroundings. There was the barn, a pasture, the gravel drive, and then the road. Molly knew the road led to nothing. She needed to be here with her girl. While lying down by the door, she watched for anything that may not belong. This was her home now.
Night began to fall. The door of the house opened, and Molly leaped to a stand and nuzzled her girl. Briar sat down on the porch and hugged Molly.
"I brought you dinner," Briar said, placing a dish of kibble on the ground. Molly scarfed the food up immediately. "Sorry, you can't come inside." Briar disappeared back into the house and Molly whimpered.
All was quiet down the country lane. There were no sounds of cars or people. Molly could hear movements and voices from inside the house. She saw the cat zip across the barnyard and dash into the barn. Molly growled while keeping by the house door. She decided to remain in place so long as the cat minded its distance from the house. Two horses grazed in the pasture beside the barn.
The door opened and Molly wagged her tail uncontrollably when she saw Briar with a candle in her hand beckoning Molly to come inside. Molly rushed in through the door. Briar tiptoed to the living room where there were cots on the ground by the stone fireplace. The mom was sound asleep. Briar crawled in under her blankets and patted the bed beside her. Molly curled up next to her.
Later that night, Molly heard footsteps outside the house. Her head jerked up and she listened intently. Mom and Briar were sleeping soundly, unaware of their midnight visitor. The steps grew closer to the house.
Molly erupted into a fit of barking. Her bark sounded in two woofs followed by a howl, the howl of a hunting dog. She heard the thump, thump, thump of their nighttime visitor fleeing away from the house. Molly recognized the sound as that of a deer which she recalled from her time in the woods; however, the deer had no business coming near her house or ladies.
The mom sat up in a flash from her sleeping position. She looked over at Briar in confusion and then realized what made the barks and howls when she saw Molly lying on the bed. She sighed, laid back down, mumbled about fleas, and pulled the covers up over her head.
Briar and Mom sat at the kitchen table together the next morning. They were sharing an English muffin with no butter. Molly sat on the floor next to Briar, staring at her intently and hoping for a handout.
“Have you named the dog yet?” Mom asked Briar.
Briar nodded. “I was thinking Molly. It’s from that cartoon I used to watch as a kid; the one with the three ponies. Molly is the name of the spotted pony, just like this little mutt. Do you like it?”
“I like it,” Mom said. “But does the dog like it?”
Briar looked in the direction of her new dog friend. “Molly! Here, Molly!” Molly leaped to her feet and jumped in Briar’s lap. Briar giggled, “Yup, she likes it.” Molly’s eyes widened at the piece of bread on the plate. Briar set Molly down on the floor. “No, Molly, that is my breakfast,” she said laughing again. 
“She looks like a hound dog,” Mom said. “She has that spotted coon hound coat.”
“Her blue coloring and red points remind me of a cattle dog,” Briar said. Maybe she has both breeds.”
“Could be,” Mom said. 
After breakfast, Molly helped her ladies bring firewood into the house, and by helping she kept watch for intruders as they carried chunks of wood. The ladies also tended to the horses. The horses were big and pushy, nickering and neighing for their scoop of grain.
The mom closed the tin lid over the grain bin with a frown. “That’s the last of the grain. We’re going to have some unhappy horses.”
Back in the house, the fire was going. Briar was on the couch reading a book, and Mom rummaged in the kitchen. Molly watched Mom curiously as she paced across the kitchen. Every cabinet door and drawer were open. She was going through boxes, and tubs, and rationing food into small meals. Molly made herself comfortable on the floor of the kitchen floor up against the cabinets, waiting patiently for a handout or food to spill on the floor, whichever came first.
“Dog, do you have to lay right there?” Mom said in exasperation as she stepped around Molly. Molly got up and moved over to another spot in the kitchen, only to be in the way again. This time, Mom carefully stepped over her causing Molly to scramble in panic to move, knowing being in the way made Mom mad. Her scurrying caused Mom to trip and then she was madder. “Stupid mutt!” Mom yelled. She turned back to the cabinets and sighed. “We only have a few days left,” she muttered to herself. “I’ll be right back in,” she said to Briar, then walked out of the house. Molly followed her. She opened the door of an old truck and hopped up on the seat. She slightly turned the key in the ignition. The car battery clicked on. Mom tuned the radio for several minutes before shutting it off. The only noise that emitted from the truck radio was static and emergency alert signals. 
Molly watched as Mom studied the dials on the dash in front of her. “Half a tank,” Mom said to herself with her hands on the steering wheel. She lightly pounded her head against the wheel, hoping an idea would be knocked out of her.
The next day was the same. Mom searched through the house for food. Briar played tug of war with Molly using an old sock. Molly was happy to play; although, she could feel a tension in the air. The house was dark inside with all the windows covered with curtains, minus a few candles burning and the glow from the fireplace.
In the afternoon, the ladies carried buckets of water from the creek into the house. Molly loved this game. She enjoyed the fresh air and getting to be outside helping her girls with their chores. Molly ran up beside Briar as she was carrying a full bucket and slightly bumped into her. It was enough to jostle Briar off balance causing her to spill part of the water down her pant leg. She glared at Molly.
“Really?” Briar said. Molly stared happily back at her girl, oblivious to the trouble she sometimes caused. She was happy to be a part of her little family’s day-to-day tasks, and nothing was going to upset her.  
The following day, outside in the barn, the women saddled two horses. An inner calling stirred within Molly when she saw saddles tossed onto the backs of horses, bits pulled into their mouths, and the clinking of spurs. She could hear the stretching of leather as Briar and Mom each mounted their own horse. Hoofbeats clattered on the gravel driveway and Molly instinctively followed in synchronization with the equines. Winter was fading into spring. Molly could see the beginnings of the brown landscape slowly turning to hues of green.
They rode down the open road. No cars passed. No people were to be seen. A skinny dog ran along the fence line of an abandoned house and barked at them as they passed. The hair stood up on Molly’s back as she side-eyed the hungry dog. The ladies skipped the house with the dog and rode to the next one. They tied the horses outside the house and walked to the front door.
Mom knocked firmly on the door. “Hello! Is anyone in there?”
They waited for a short while—no answer. Mom pulled a hammer out of her saddlebag and walked to the front room window. She shattered the glass and motioned for Briar to follow her inside. Molly jumped over the window threshold after Briar brushed glass out of her way.
Molly sniffed the house and kept on high alert as the women ransacked drawers and cupboards. They filled plastic sacks with supplies. Briar went to the bathroom and opened the medicine cabinet. Molly listened to the clicking of pill bottles as Briar shoved them into a shopping bag and wondered when someone was going to hand her something to eat.
The ladies tied full shopping bags to the saddles on the horses. The ladies mounted up and rode home. Molly jogged alongside the horses. This was the happiest day of her life. She could feel some of the tension lifting from the women as they smiled and discussed their findings from the search. They would be alright, for a few more days at least.  
The nights were long and dark. Molly’s family ate plain noodles while playing a board game. They struggled to see the words on the board by the light of the candles.
“Only use two candles,” Mom said. “We have to conserve.”






  
  Chapter four
Ryder


Ryder woke up in his apartment with a terrible headache. Empty bottles were scattered on the floor next to the mattress on the ground of his empty room devoid of furniture. He stumbled into the kitchen and chugged what was left of the now cold coffee in the pot from what his roommate had made. He tossed the mug into the sink of piling dishes and searched for his car keys.  
The days were long at his warehouse job, and even longer with a hangover. He spent his days working at his job and his nights trying to drink the experience away. On some nights his roommate would bring a girl over. Ryder did not have much luck with the ladies. His roommate, however, seemed to stack them like empty soda cans. Ryder would walk in from a long day at work with a couple of bottles in a bag to see a new girl on the couch with his roommate. He would nod and wave, then disappear into his room where the TV awaited him. Screams of passion or screams of arguing would erupt from the room next door. Ryder would simply turn up the volume on his TV. 
At work, Ryder had the same conversations each day with the other employees. The workers in the warehouse mostly complained. The pay was low and the work expectations were high. There was not much to not complain about. Ryder was able to block out most of the grievances spewing from his coworkers’ mouths from the pounding in his head caused by a typical night of drinking. He was also able to tune out the condescending speeches from management as they explained yet another company policy change hell-bent on making his life even more miserable. 
Two anti-inflammatory pills and an energy drink were enough to sustain Ryder through the first half of his shift. He settled into the repetitive tasks he would rush through until the shift ended. That was until he saw people forming groups and exchanging heated and frightened words. Then he saw people running across the warehouse floor in the direction of the exit doors. 
“What’s going on?” Ryder asked a random employee. 
“They say we’re in a nuclear war! We gotta get out of here!” 
Ryder figured this had to be a joke or test by the government to see how the little people would respond in the event of a nuclear war. More and more people ran out of the building. Ryder decided to leave too. He did not see the point in continuing to labor if there was an excuse to leave or take a break. 
Once outside the warehouse, Ryder was shocked to see a mushroom cloud in the distance. He gasped; his coworkers were right. Ryder burst into a run towards his car. He hopped in his car and quickly drove to his apartment only to find himself gridlocked on the highway. People were evacuating in the thousands. Ryder stepped out of his car and hitchhiked home. 
Several hours later, he arrived home to his apartment complex. When he tried to turn on his TV, he realized the power was out. His roommate was nowhere to be seen. Ryder’s phone had no reception; therefore, he could not call him and hopefully get more information about what was going on. 
Ryder grabbed a bag of chips from the cupboard and took a seat by the window of his room. All he could see was the parking lot of the apartment complex and the road beside it. He watched as people loaded bags into their cars and drove away. Ryder had nowhere to go. The apartment was his home. His mom was in the next town over, whom he rarely spoke to. She was likely busy with her latest boyfriend or fiancé. His dad lived in another state and was too preoccupied with his own life away from his first son—the mistake. Ryder’s dad had left when he was a toddler. Soon his dad had become a reformed man and began practicing the faith. He, however, used none of his newfound knowledge and change of character on the woman he impregnated out of wedlock or his only son. He met and married a woman of the same faith and had his perfect family in the suburbs while Ryder lived with his mom in income-based housing where he witnessed her parade of boyfriends. Ryder was the reminder of past sins his dad no longer had time for. Ryder was alone. When he heard no other atom bombs fall, he wondered what would happen next.

      ***A week passed in Ryder’s apartment. He subsisted off bags of chips, and sips of soda and energy drinks. By the end of the week, he found himself eating uncooked macaroni straight from the box. Sometimes he heard gunshots out on the street. He kept the blanket he used as a curtain closed over his window. He had nothing to steal; although, he knew that would not stop people from trying. He did not know what was happening outside his apartment. The electricity remained off and his phone continued to not work. After a few days, his cell phone had lost battery power. Now when he picked up his phone to check it out of pure habit, the only thing he saw was his agitated face reflected at him from the dark, blank screen. 
During the day he saw people protesting in the street. Ryder wondered if there was anyone to protest to. No cameras were filming for the media. The government and military were nowhere in sight. Day after day people below him from his apartment dwelling shouted like hungry zombies into their powerless void; screaming, crying for someone—anyone—to help them. No one came. 
After the seventh day alone in his apartment, Ryder was completely out of food. He managed to take sips of water he collected from the toilet and water heater. He would set glasses on the terrace and collect rainwater to drink as well. 
That evening he heard bangs and slams in the apartments below him. He heard the screams of women being dragged away and the answering cries of children. Ryder quietly rummaged through his roommate’s bedroom and fetched the 9mm. He clutched it close to his chest as he sat by the window of his bedroom. His heart thumped loudly in his chest. Lucky for him the marauders below were not keen on stairs and only raided a few of the first-floor apartments. 
For the next two days, sleep only came to Ryder in small intervals. There was shouting and gunshots during the day. The nights were silent. With no artificial light of any kind, the city became as dark as a forest at night, bringing new meaning to the term urban jungle. The silence sparked fear in Ryder more than the screams during the day. People going mad in the streets gave his mind something to focus on. At night, all he could hear was the sound of his thoughts. Sometimes he thought he heard a voice, or was it just in his mind? The hunger was causing him to disassociate and even hallucinate. He swore he saw shadows on the wall in the darkness. The quiet was so intense he could hear the ticking of cockroach legs as they scurried across the floor of his apartment. Yet he remained in place sitting on the ground by his window and grasping his roommate’s firearm.
His eyes had learned to adapt to the darkness. Ryder could see everything in the dark of night. He could see the gun he held in his hand, his mattress spread out on the floor, and his closed bedroom door. He peeked out from behind the blanket hanging over his window and peered outside. The moon was over half full and shed small amounts of light on the street below. Ryde knew there was a corner store down the street from his apartment. He understood it had likely been raided; however, he was too hungry to not take a chance. There was a possibility of him finding a leftover scrap. Ryder, cloaked under the dark of night, left his apartment complex and walked down the sidewalk towards the corner store. The night gave him a shield better than any superpower. No one would be able to see him from a distance or a window. There was less chance of him being shot while disguised by the dark of night. 
Once in the corner store, Ryder began searching for food. As he suspected, the store had been ransacked. Empty bottles, food wrappers, and bullet shells littered the floor. In one of the coolers, Ryder was shocked to see a stick of butter sitting on a shelf. He knew it had been sitting out for days. He did not care. At that moment, the stick of butter looked better than any piece of food he had ever laid eyes on. As he reached for the butter, he heard a voice. 
“Stop!” said a woman. 
Ryder looked to his side and saw a frail woman with greasy, messy hair staring him down. She looked as hungry as he did. Ryder then realized for the first time in his life, he knew what true hunger looked like. This was a different desperation than skipping a few meals a day at the end of the month until his mom’s food stamp funds arrived.
“I’m just checking for food and drink,” Ryder said. “Nothing here,” he lied. 
“Wrong,” she said frantically. “There is butter there, right there.” 
“How about we split it?” Ryder said. 
“No! I need the whole thing.” 
The woman unsheathed a knife and held it pointed in Ryder’s direction. Ryder could feel the 9mm pressing against his stomach where he had tucked it into his jeans. 
“Take it easy,” Ryder said. “Put the knife down. And I’ll hand you the butter.” 
The woman shook her head violently. “No! You go and leave! Or I’ll cut you.” 
Ryder surveyed the woman. He knew he would be able to grab her stabbing arm before she made contact and overpower her. He set his hand near the waistband where his gun sat tucked. He stared into the woman’s wild, feral eyes, and waited for her to strike. 






  
  Chapter five
Colton


Colton awoke from his shock and daze to find himself locked in a disaster relief camp. A high school had been converted into a temporary shelter to house people with no access to food and water. Colton was one of those unfortunate people. His mind kept tracing its way back to his dad’s cabin sitting idle in the woods. It was a long and dangerous walk from where he currently stood, and yet only an hour's drive by car. Except he had no car now.  
Everything he needed to survive for months was at the cabin. Those supplies had been gathered to prevent him from ending up in a place like the one he was in now. He slept on a cot with a dozen other people sleeping on cots in a classroom. He waited in line each day at the cafeteria with all the other survivors to receive a slice of dry bread and a cup of cold soup.
During the day he lifted weights in the weight room and walked or jogged laps in the gymnasium. He planned to stay in shape for the day he chose to leave the camp and travel home on foot. His only solution out of the situation he found himself in was to walk home. He understood he had no camping gear and no food or water. He was not going to make a long journey on the open road without necessary provisions. He also had no weapons. 
Colton had always thought of life in general to be a trap. Wake up, go to school. Wake up, go to your job. Do not question anything; this is as good as it gets; be grateful. Colton had a disdain for the mundane of modern life. He often fantasized about being the lone survivor in a zombie apocalypse. However, his imagination had never taken him to a relief camp where he once again felt like a prisoner of life. 
Colton did not enjoy the company of any person in the camp. Some people had been given jobs of cleaning, serving food, counseling services, or security. Readings from the bible were held in one classroom. Readings from contemporary literature were held in another. Colton attended neither. He spent his time working out and trying to figure out how his life had gone so wrong. He knew he should be with his dad at the cabin. They would be eating MREs, sipping on glasses of whiskey, and relaxing by the fire. Half of Colton’s life had been spent preparing for a disaster close to the one he was living in now. His dad had spoken of relief camps likely being set up. They never even discussed the option or likelihood of landing in one. This was a disaster Colton was ill-prepared for.  
“I heard it was our own government who did it.” 
“Is that right, Ryder?” Colton said unenthusiastically as he arm curled weights in the weight room one day. Ryder was a few years younger than Colton. He was lonely and tagged along after Colton from time to time. Colton was just as lonely yet did not care to admit it. Ryder provided some conversation and social interaction, at least. Colton found him to be paranoid and delusional. The only reason Colton tolerated his presence was because the boy’s theories and ramblings reminded him of his dad. 
“I talked to my cousin about all this before the war and ending up in this dump. He was in the navy,” Ryder said with his eyebrows raised as if he had information no one else had. “He knows what’s up.” 
“I’m sure he does.” Colton was already bored of the conversation. He missed his dad.  
“They wanted to depopulate. Get people down to a small number, so they can be controlled more easily,” Ryder said in a wide-eyed gaze. 
“I just want to know how much longer until the radioactive mutants show up,” Colton said. 
Ryder perked up. “The government has a plan for them too. They can be super soldiers or further contribute to the depopulation agenda.” 
When Colton was finished in the weight room, he sauntered back to his cot in the classroom. His days consisted of waiting in line for food, working out, and lying on his cot. Ryder continued to talk about their situation and the plans of the government. While walking, Colton heard a man speaking loudly, almost shouting, in one of the classrooms. The people sitting at the desks listened intently. 
“And I saw a white horse, he said,” the preacher man shouted. “The horse's name was Conquest and with it came violence and disruption. Then I saw a red horse, and with it came war. The third horse was black, and with him followed hunger and starvation. The final horse, nothing but a skeleton…, was shadowed by death.”   
“Colton…, Colton, did you hear what I said?” 
“What?” Colton said abruptly. He had been lost in a daze at the impromptu preacher’s words. 
“I said maybe we should get in the dinner line now before the rush starts,” Ryder said. 
Colton nodded. “Okay, good idea.” 
It had been a good idea until Colton and Ryder realized many other people in the camp had the same. Colton and Ryder took their spot in line regardless. No one wanted to be the poor soul in the back of the line who would be told no more food was to be served for the night. They were handed a plate of beans, a slice of cornbread, and a cup of water. The cornbread was about to run out. It would be only beans and water for the rest of the line tonight. The boys sat at a table in the cafeteria with a few other men. 
“I heard it was the Russians that did this,” a middle-aged man said through the thick of his facial hair. 
“No, it was them Koreans,” an older man said. 
“You’re all wrong,” said a voice from another table. “It was Iran.” 
“It was our own government!” Ryder yelled over all of them. “They’re in cohorts with the other superpowers…. Who do you think did it, Colton?” 
“I don’t know,” Colton replied. “We’ll probably never know.”
After dinner, Colton and Ryder smoked a cigarette outside in the courtyard. The full moon offered them light on the dark night. Without the artificial lights, the stars glistened brightly in the sky. It was the only small moment of beauty Colton had witnessed since he came to the camp. He and Ryder had traded their slices of cornbread for a cigarette from the older man.  
“I’m not too proud to admit this,” Ryder said on the drag of his cigarette, “I’m scared.” 
Colton nodded. “Me too, man.” 
“What’s going to happen to us? I mean as people? Do you think we’ll go extinct?” 
“We might.” 
“Maybe we just have to wait it out here for a while,” Ryder said. “People will start to rebuild. They’ll come find us and make us build things or drill gas or get electricity going or something.” 
Colton stubbed out his cigarette. “That’s if the food doesn’t run out first.”   
“Maybe you and I can go hunt and trap stray cats.” Ryder laughed. 
“The rat populations will probably keep them alive for a while,” Colton said. 
“The circle of life,” Ryder snickered. 
Colton and Ryder slowly walked back to the classroom where their cots awaited. Ahead of them in the school hallway, a skinny woman with straight red hair saw them walking together. She scurried away in a hurry. 
Colton and Ryder were in no rush to join the rest of the survivors in the classroom for the night. Sleep did not come easy in a room full of people coughing, snoring, or crying. 
Two men in military camo appeared where the redhead had been and made a beeline for Colton and his friend. Colton narrowed his eyes at the aspirant soldiers. 
“Evening boys,” the taller man said. He wore a name tag with Will scribbled on it. 
“I’m having a flashback,” Ryder said. “To my high school days. Feels like I am being recruited—or headhunted—all over again.” 
“Very funny,” Will said unamused. “You boys know it’s past curfew, right? Everyone needs to be in their assigned classrooms.” 
Ryder laughed. “Curfew! For what? We can’t leave. You can see the locks on the chain link and the barbed wire.” 
“Each citizen needs to be in their classrooms after nine PM,” Will said. “This procedure allows us to keep a proper head count and know everyone’s location in case our post is attacked.” 
“You were right, Colton,” Ryder said. “The radioactive mutants are coming.”  
“Please report to your assigned classrooms,” Will said firmly. He stepped closer to Ryder and looked down on him in an act of intimidation. 
Ryder, although much shorter, stood his ground and looked up at Will straight in the eye. “You know, I once killed a girl for a stick of butter.” 
Will gave Ryder a disinterested scowl to prove he did not believe him.  
“We’re going right now,” Colton said. He grabbed Ryder’s arm and dragged him down the hallway. Colton could feel the guards’ eyes fixed on them until they entered the classroom and shut the door. 
“Glorified hall monitor thinks he’s all that,” Ryder muttered. 
“Shhhh!” came a couple of voices from cots. 
“Let’s try to keep the peace,” Colton pleaded. 

      ***Within a week, a flu of unknown origin had spread throughout the camp. Colton and Ryder were tasked with helping the women set up hospital beds in the gymnasium. The gym now served as a quarantine zone. Colton could no longer walk or run laps. Within days more and more people were shuffled into the gym. Tending to the sick created more jobs to busy people with inside the camp. 
Colton watched one day as the older man he and Ryder traded food for cigarettes with was transported out of the school in a plastic bag. Not every person was surviving the flu. Most knew this was one solution to the food shortage problem. Fewer people meant less food. That was until more survivors kept trickling in from out of the radiated wastelands to seek shelter at the camp. The camp at the school became a revolving door of people. They came in, left in a plastic bag, then more came in.






  
  Chapter six
Molly


Two weeks passed. Mom stood in the kitchen staring blankly at bare cupboards and an empty refrigerator. Molly noticed no kibble had been poured into her bowl that morning. No food was on her girl’s plate either. No plates touched the table at all. 
Outside in front of the house, Briar grabbed a basketball and began dribbling. Molly watched her curiously as the ball bounced over the concrete. Molly ran after the ball, grabbed it between her front legs, and snatched it away from Briar. Briar laughed, slapped the ball away from Molly, and dribbled it away from her. Molly dashed after her and tried to grab the ball again. Briar swiped it away from her and tossed it into the hoop. The ball bounced to the ground and Molly chased after it. She loved this new game.
While Briar and Molly played, Mom sat in the truck with the door open and tuned the radio. Briar stopped playing with the ball to listen. Molly concentrated on the ball; she was not about to let Briar get it away from her again and throw it in the hoop above her.
The radio blared through static on the truck speakers. It was the same noise every time. Molly hated the scratching noise emitting from the truck. It irritated her sensitive ears.
Briar and Mom stood in silence as the radio offered them no solutions. The basketball fell from Briar’s hands as if in slow motion. Molly chased after it. She bit the ball and tried to fit her mouth around it. She glanced over at Briar and wondered why she was not coming over to play.
“What’s going to happen?” Briar asked.
Mom shook her head. She closed the truck door and walked into the house. Briar followed in silence. Molly jogged after them while turning back at the basketball. She felt sad that playtime was over.  
“We have to leave,” Mom said once they were in the house.
“And go where?” Briar said.
“Your grandparents. We only have gas to make it maybe one hundred and fifty miles on the backroads.”
“You said Grandma’s house is two hundred miles away,” Briar said.
“Yes, I know,” Mom snapped.
“How are we going to get the rest of the way there?”
Mom stared back at the empty cabinets. “We can’t stay here. We have no food, barely any propane left. There has got to be relief setups or maybe gas somewhere.”
“We can ride to another house and look for more supplies. One of the houses could have a can of gas.” Briar said.
Mom shook her head. “That was dangerous. We can’t keep riding around hoping to find expired food and risking our safety.”
“What about the horses?” Briar asked.
Mom ignored the question. “Pack a couple of bags. We leave tomorrow in the morning.”
Molly watched as clothes and supplies were packed into backpacks and suitcases. They stacked the bags near the door, ready to grab and leave for the morning. Briar found an old dog collar in one of the drawers. It was a faded green, a hand-me-down from a previous dog. Briar slipped the collar over Molly’s head and adjusted the length to fit her correctly.
“Here’s a collar for you, Molly.” Briar stroked her hands along Molly’s face. Molly held her head up proudly.
That night, Molly slept on the bed in front of the fireplace next to Briar. Her new sleeping spot was next to Briar, anywhere she was. The nights were as quiet as Molly had ever heard them. She could hear no wildlife, no cars, and no humming of machinery.
The sun poked through the clouds the next morning. The quiet morning was interrupted by the sound of footsteps. Molly growled quietly which woke up Mom. She was awake in an instant when she heard footsteps on the porch.
“Hello,” a voice said.
Molly erupted into a fit of barking and howling. Mom grabbed a rifle and darted to the door. Briar lifted her head and rubbed her eyes.
“What’s going on?’ Briar whispered.
“Hello,” a man’s voice said. “Is there anyone in there? Do you have any food? We have been walking all night.”
The sound of stranger’s voices angered Molly. She barked and growled as loud as she could. She hit the front door with her paws and scratched her claws against it.
“We have no food,” Mom said in a purposeful low and gruff voice. Her answer was barely heard over the barks and howls of Molly.
“How many dogs are in there?” another voice asked, confused by the combined noises of barking and howling coming from a spotted mixed breed of a hunting herding dog.
“Many!” Mom grumbled.
There were low murmurs of talking outside the door. “Sorry, we’ll be on our way.”
An hour passed as Mom and Briar each sat next to a window and peered through the blinds while clutching firearms. Molly sat alert next to Briar until the women finally left their watch post positions at the windows and began grabbing their bags. They loaded them into the pickup. Mom locked the front door of the house.
“Might as well, I suppose,” she said to herself. She looked over at Briar, “We have to open the gates and let the horses go.”
Briar stared at her in shock and disbelief. “No! We can take them. We’ll put them in the trailer!”
“No, we can’t,” Mom said sadly.
“We’re going to come back,” Briar protested. “We can open the gate to the big pasture with the creek.”
“We’re not coming back,” Mom said.
Briar’s jaw dropped. “Why?”
“Maybe later we can. We’re going to stay at Grandma’s for a long time and wait things out.”
“How long?” Briar shouted.
Mom shook her head. “As long as it takes for things to calm down.” She walked towards the paddock gate by the barn.
“No! Leave them there! We’ll be back,” Briar argued.
“Go get in the truck!” Mom ordered.
Briar jumped into the truck and Molly followed her, settling in the middle seat beside her. Briar sobbed loudly. Molly rested her head on her girl’s leg to comfort her. Molly heard the clanking of an opening gate and then the engine of the truck starting.

      ***They drove slowly down empty roads and past deserted gas stations with cardboard signs reading no gas. Briar sat silently in the passenger seat gazing out the window at the fir tree-filled scenery. Molly was cozy on the middle seat sandwiched between her ladies. Mom was unable to drive fast due to the many roadblocks consisting of stranded cars, trash, and tree debris. It took the entire day to travel over one hundred miles.
Mom read a sign aloud, “Newport.”
“I see lights,” Briar said.
Molly could see lights shining ahead on the road in the evening dusk. The women stared anxiously through the windshield. The needle on the gas gauge fell on E. The truck rolled on fumes to a roadblock in front of a high school and armed men in military uniforms.
Mom stopped the truck and rolled the window down. “Just hoping to find some gas, sir,” she said with a chuckle and smile.
The man stared at her with a blank expression. “You and everyone else. How many people in the vehicle?’
“Two; me and my daughter.”
Another man approached the truck with a thermometer. “I need to scan your forehead.” Both women were temperature checked. “We’ll take your truck, and the camp host can find you a place to stay.”
“Um,” Mom said uncomfortably.
“Step out of the vehicle!” the first man said.
“Okay, okay,” Mom said. She turned to Briar, “Grab a couple bags. Hurry.”
Briar grabbed a backpack and gym bag. She snapped a leash to Molly’s collar, and they walked towards the camp. Molly had a bad feeling and stuck close to Briar’s side. A chain link fence with rolled barbed wire on top surrounded the school.
The camp host unlocked the gate of the chain link fence and waved Molly and the women through. The gate slammed closed behind them with a final sound. Molly was reminded of the kennel at her first home. She was filled with anxiety and fear. She pulled against the leash to no avail as Briar held firm and led her further into the camp.
“There are holding crates for pets on the south side of the building,” the camp host said tiredly, and slightly muffled by a surgical mask. “We’ll go there first. Sleeping tents and cots are in the classrooms. Meals are served twice a day in the cafeteria. Medical services are in the gymnasium.”
Molly and the women were led to a hallway with wire crates stacked on top of each other. Dogs started barking. Molly could see cats in some of the cages too. Molly was placed in a crate. Briar rested her forehead against Molly’s head and stroked her face before closing the crate door.
“We need to get moving,” the camp host said impatiently.
Briar glared at the host. “I’ll be back in a bit,” she said to Molly. 
The crate door closed with a clank. Molly watched through the squares of the wires as Briar and Mom walked away. Molly whined and cried.

      ***No sleep came for Molly that night. She was cramped and uncomfortable in the crate. Cats meowed and dogs barked and whined. Her relief came when Briar appeared before her the next day and opened the crate door. Briar snapped a leash to her collar, much to Molly’s dismay. Briar led Molly outside to a small grassy area where she was able to do her business. The grass reeked of dog urine.
Then Briar led Molly outside of the school building to the entrance of the camp. She tried opening the front gate when a woman appeared from out of the building shouting. She was frail and pale with graying red hair and sharp, pointed features. 
“What are you doing?” the woman said angrily.
Briar looked at her in shock. “I just wanted to go for a walk.”
“You can’t go outside the camp.”
“Why...not?” Briar said.
“There was a nuclear war, haven’t you heard?” She snarked and looked down at Briar as if she were an imbecile. 
“I’m not a prisoner,” Briar retorted. “I’ll leave if I want to.”
The woman turned away from Briar and spoke into a walkie-talkie. Moments later, two men rushed out of the school building. They surrounded Briar and Molly. Molly curled up her lip.
“Miss,” one of the men said. “You need to go back inside.” He made an aim to grab Briar’s arm. Molly growled and gave a warning nip with her teeth near his hand, letting him know to keep his distance from her girl. The man backed away from Molly with his hands up.
“Don’t you dare touch me!” Briar shouted. 
“You need to calm down,” the woman said condescendingly. 
“I am calm!” Briar snapped. 
“You need to go inside now,” the man said. 
Molly could feel Briar tensing with anger as she gripped the leash until her hand turned red. “Fine,” Briar said through gritted teeth. “Fine. I’m going back inside.” 
“What’s your name?” the woman said. 
“I don’t have a name anymore,” Briar said as she walked away. 

      ***Molly’s only relief from the cold and confined crate was Briar coming to visit her. Molly was disappointed to find herself back in square one. She would consider her situation worse than her first home if it were not for the love of her new girl. There seemed no end in sight to the jail sentence of her crate. Molly knew having her own home and family was too good to be true. She was thankful for the time she did have, even if only short-lived.
On their second morning in the camp, Molly walked around the school courtyard on her leash with Briar. They walked slowly in circles and then sat down on the ground leaning up against the brick wall of the building. Briar would sit with Molly as long as she could. “I have to get back before curfew,” Briar would often say. Then Molly was placed back in the crate.
“I hate it here,” Briar said to Molly. “I want to go home. They won’t let us leave.” Molly snuggled against Briar’s leg. Briar ran her hand through Molly’s hair. “They say there is a fever. Mom is not doing well.”
A bell went off and Briar sighed. “Better get going or some guard—more like a glorified hall monitor—with a power complex will be yelling at me.” Briar led Molly out of the courtyard and back to the pet cages. “The best thing about this mess we’re all in is that I no longer had to worry about school or getting a job. Now look where I’m at, Molly. A school! And now I can’t even leave and go home!”  
Briar put Molly in her crate. She stayed a minute and kneeled by the door, staring through the bars at Molly. She stuck her fingers through the wires and lightly touched Molly’s nose. Molly was confused as to why they could not be together all the time like they were before. She could sense Briar wanting to be with her too.
Two people walked by the hallway where the pets were housed. They murmured to each other as they talked. “The pets are for when the food runs out,” one person said as they kept walking.
Briar shot dirty looks at them. Molly could feel her girl fill with rage. The emotion gave Molly hope. Briar had become somber and despairing. Molly thought it nice to see Briar with a feeling of action.
Briar turned back to the crate and looked Molly in the eyes. “I’m getting us out of here,” she said confidently.






  
  Chapter seven
Colton


“Who is that?” Ryder said with his eyebrows raised.  
“She must be new,” Colton replied. 
He and Ryder were standing in line waiting for breakfast. A pretty girl with brown hair about Colton’s age was standing in line ahead of them. She looked sad; although, the expression was commonly found in the camp. 
“Is dating still a thing after nuclear Armageddon?” Ryder said. 
“Of course,” Colton said. “Repopulation is going to have to happen the old-fashioned way. I heard two of them trying to achieve that the other day in the janitor's closet.” 
“Well, we have a hospital in the gym and a pit out back as a morgue,” Ryder said. “Might as well convert the auditorium into a nursery.” 
“Our next job,” Colton added.
Colton and Ryder watched as the pretty girl chose an empty table and sat down by herself. She glanced at Colton and his friend out of the corner of her eyes. Colton knew he and his buddy were not being very discreet in their observations. He figured the new girl was onto them and their interest. She was old enough to understand. 
Colton and Ryder received their snack called a meal then walked to the tables. Ryder went straight for the pretty girl. 
“Are these seats taken?” he asked. 
“No,” the girl said quietly. “You can sit.” 
“Don’t mind if I do.” Ryder plopped down onto the plastic chair and Colton sat next to him. 
“So how long have you been in for?” Ryder asked with a cheesy smile. 
“Five days now,” the girl said. 
Ryder sighed. “If only. We have been here much longer.” 
“What’s your name?” the girl asked. 
“Ryder Boucher.” 
“Colton Chevalier.” 
“I’m Briar Labelle. I’m here with my mom and dog Molly.”  
“Where’s your mom?” Ryder asked without thinking. Colton nudged him. “Uh, um—” 
“We hang out in the courtyard after dinner,” Colton said, changing the subject. “You should come.” 
Briar nodded. 

Colton and Ryder smoked from a pack of cigarettes they were sharing as they waited in the courtyard for Briar. It was a chilly spring night in Oregon. Colton had spent many nights cold on his cot. Even with a blanket and all the other sleeping bodies in the room, the nights were still drafty inside the school building. 
“Looks like she bailed on us,” Ryder said. 
Then the door of the hallway opened, and Briar walked out with a spotted dog. “I stopped by the gym to see my mom and then grabbed Molly.” 
Colton noticed Molly the dog was leery of strangers. Ryder held his hand out only to be denied by the shy dog. Briar apologized.  
They sat awkwardly at one of the tables in the courtyard. The presence of the new girl quieted the usual evening buffoonery of Colton and Ryder. Briar gently petted the top of Molly’s head, who occasionally side-eyed the two men. 
“Well,” Ryder said, finally breaking the silence. “It’s not much, but it’s where we like to spend our time.” Ryder gestured to the dusty tables and unkept grass. 
“I like it,” Briar said. “I bring Molly out here every day. They won’t let me outside the gates.” 
“What is with that?” Colton said. “There is nowhere to go, except maybe another relief camp. Why do they lock us in here like animals?” 
“That soldier wannabe hall monitor gave us that excuse of possibly being raided by people for supplies. What does he know that we don’t?” 
Colton nodded. “He does seem to be implying there are bands of marauders outside these fences.”  
“Maybe that is just a scare tactic,” Ryder responded. 
Colton shrugged. “Even if it is, the people who come in tell us there is nothing out there for them to eat.” 
“We only saw empty stores and homes when we drove here,” Briar added. “No marauders, though.” 
“What about radioactive mutants?” Ryder asked with a smirk. 
Briar giggled. “Not yet.” 
The group continued to talk as they sat on the outdoor tables. They discussed the small, pathetic meals, the hard cots, and the annoying and overbearing hall monitors. This was their new reality.  
Their new reality became routine. Briar joined Colton and Ryder for every meal and each after-dinner outing in the courtyard. Colton was becoming dangerously accustomed to the presence and comradery of his new friends.
One night in the courtyard, the three friends were quieter than they normally were. Friendships and laughs aside, their hopeless future weighed on them. 
“I was at work when it happened,” Ryder announced. “I thought people were joking when they started yelling about nuclear bombs falling. Then I saw them running out of the building like it was on fire. So, I ran too. Went home to my apartment. My roommate was gone. Then I waited for things to make sense; waited for the power to come back on. I was eating crumbs out of a macaroni box when the National Guard came and put me on a school bus. Fast forward and here I am.” 
“I was at college in my dorm room preparing to leave and go home for the weekend,” Briar said. “I saw the mushroom cloud in the rearview as I drove home. Mom and I stayed at home until we ran out of supplies. We ran out of gas on the way to my grandparent’s house.” 
“My dad and I were out camping when it happened,” Colton said sadly. “We stopped for diesel…. Three men jumped us. They shot my dad, then took off with his truck. Like you, Ryder, I was picked up and brought here by a school bus too.” 
Silence and tension filled the air once again. Colton had not spoken of his dad since his death. He leaned on the table and covered his face with his hands. Briar wrapped her arms around him and leaned her head on his shoulder. 
“I’m sorry, brother,” Ryder said quietly.
“I really miss not having to take a group shower.” Briar laughed, trying to lighten the mood.
Showering at the camp meant showering in the locker room by the gym. A line of spray nozzles in a concrete room with no curtains was their place to bathe. 
“We are true prisoners, my friends.” Ryder toasted his imaginary glass in the air. “I miss my beer and smokes.” 
“I miss TV,” Colton added. 
“I miss my horse,” said Briar. 
“My mom had horses,” Colton replied. “She would take them camping with us and bring me along with her on rides so she had someone with her. Saddle sore is a unique kind of pain.” 
Briar nodded in agreement.
“I’d rather be there though than here,” Colton continued.   
Ryder sighed. “I miss my mom’s freshly baked cookies, presents under the Christmas tree, and chickens and cows in the backyard…. Oh wait, that was someone else’s life.” 
Colton and Briar chuckled uncomfortably.
“I do miss when I was in junior high bike riding and skateboarding on the tourist strip with my buddy at the time before he moved away,” Ryder said. “We’d stay outside all day smoking and talking, all kinds of crazy things.” 
Each night the three of them would walk through the halls giggling and joking like they were rowdy kids back in high school. They would stop at the crates and pen Molly up for the night before retreating to their own assigned sleeping areas. Ryder would sneak into the men’s sleeping room mere minutes before curfew. Colton would walk Briar a few doors down to the women’s sleeping area.
Colton noticed himself lingering at the door next to Briar longer and longer. He could feel himself growing fonder of her by the day. He began asking himself if he cared for her or if he was just lonely. He wondered if he was simply desperate to feel something, anything. Something beyond joking with Ryder about their horrible situation or the small high from limited cigarettes. 
Colton knew his days were numbered. He needed to leave, sooner rather than later. Running off into the sunset with his new friends and living an idyllic life in a cabin in the countryside while the world burned around them seemed like something only seen in movies. To hope was just another tall tale to be told. The truth of the situation was bleaker than it had ever been. Colton needed to get to his dad’s cabin. He knew Briar would want to stay with her mom and not run off into the ravaged wasteland with a man she barely knew. Colton realized his fate was the same as it had always been, even before the war. He would remain in his dad’s cabin for the rest of his short life, counting supplies, rationing food, hunting, and fishing. When he pictured this existence, he pictured his dad there with him. Sometimes his mind drifted into fantasy, and he dreamed of a wife sitting beside him on the porch and small children playing in the yard with a dog and pony. 
Now when he revisited this fantasy land, he pictured Briar there beside him. He shook that thought out of his head. He knew his mind was just using Briar as a placeholder. She was just another survivor in the aftermath of war, and like everyone else, she too would be dead soon.  

      ***One evening, Colton smoked half of his last cigarette and then gave it to Ryder. All their bellies were grumbling. The portions served at the cafeteria were becoming smaller with each passing day. 
“Hopefully one of the new stragglers who arrives is a smoker,” Ryder said. “This is all I have left.” 
“I’m sure before long there will be plenty of radiation for us to fry our lungs with,” Colton said darkly. 
“Yup,” Ryder said. “The government is coming. Just like everyone in here keeps saying. They’re going to put you and me to work, buddy. We’ll be in plastic suits sweeping up fallout before long. Someone is going to have to sacrifice themselves to make the world livable again for those of nobility probably hiding a mile underground beneath us.” 
“Who is going to work for them after they sacrificed all the little people?” Colton asked. 
Ryder flicked the ashes of his cigarette and desperately clamored for the last bit of tobacco left in the wrapper. “They’ll have women birthing babies in a reconstructed hospital somewhere…. Another slave class all born and ready.” 
“I’d say the key is getting out and making a run for it,” Briar said aloud. “Nothing good awaits us here and you both know it.”  
Colton and Ryder both hesitated in responding. Colton knew he needed to leave the camp. He knew leaving was easy. Getting to his next destination was the difficult part. He had no clue about the dangers awaiting him outside the walls and fences of the camp. 
“I say we do it,” Ryder announced. “There’s three of us now…and a dog. Safety in numbers.” 
“We can hike to my dad’s cabin,” Colton suggested. “There is food and supplies.”
“How far is it?” Briar asked. 
Colton raised his eyebrows. He was surprised Briar had any interest at all in his dad’s cabin. “Probably a hundred miles.” 
Ryder let out a loud sigh. “That’s a long walk.” 
“I figured it’d take almost a week to get there. That’s if we walked twenty to twenty-five miles a day,” Colton explained. 
“Well, what else are we to do with our time?” Ryder said. 
“I say we do it,” Briar said seriously. 
“Now…,” Colton narrowed his eyes, “how do we get out of here?” 






  
  Chapter eight
Briar


Briar waited in line for breakfast at the cafeteria with her new friends Colton and Ryder. She had grown to enjoy the boy’s company in the short time she had known them. She wanted out of the camp more than anything. She noticed her new friends were more content with their situation than her. She was uncomfortable. She felt stifled within the walls and fences of her new prison. As she watched the food rations deplete, she knew only chaos would follow. When things got heated, she wanted to be far away. 
The men were correct to worry about what waited for them beyond the temporary safety of the camp. Briar did not care. To her, anywhere was better than where she was currently trapped. The only reason she had not made a run for it days ago was because she feared for the safety of her mom and herself. Two women traveling alone on foot in a without rule of law landscape would likely not end well for them. 
When Briar first noticed Colton and Ryder’s interest in her, she instantly knew they were her ticket out of the camp. They were both young and strong. Then to her surprise, one of them knew of a cabin full of supplies. She was no fool and knew the boy named Colton had an attraction to her. She knew this could be used to her advantage. 
The other boy was more difficult to read. She liked him and found him to be funny. She had come to know him as never lacking the knowledge of a new conspiracy. His unfettered description of their new world was a welcome relief from every other person in the camp who swore the disaster was only temporary. The other people said soon the government would come and set things back in order. Everyone will go and get a house and a job, and society will be back to normal in a month or less. Briar thought these notions were foolish. She did not know what the future held, if civilization would rebuild or if humanity went instinct. All she did know was she needed to get out of the camp. 
Briar walked to the library and sat down at one of the tables. She opened the book of her current read. She stared blankly at the pages before her. She could not focus. Her mind was on the plan. Her eyes fleeted from the book to the clock on the wall dozens of times as she sat. She was trying to act normal and hoped no one noticed her intensity. If she did not feel the need to act, she would have stared at the clock all morning, waiting for lunch to come. Because today was the day. Today, they were getting out. 
Briar’s mom had caught the fever swirling through the camp. She was lying on a cot in the gymnasium. Briar had to put on a mask before entering the gym to see her mom. The camp had quickly run out of personal protective equipment; therefore, Briar had to reuse her mask. She questioned its effectiveness, yet nothing was going to stop her from seeing her mom. Briar had concluded her mom would get better once she left the camp. Fresh air would do her good. Her friends agreed the larger their group the better. Their higher numbers would help deter anyone who may want to harm them.
The time for lunch came, and Briar sprang to action. As all the attendees of the camp lined up in the cafeteria, Briar sprinted through the halls in the direction of the crates where her four-legged fur friend Molly waited. 
Briar skidded to a stop in front of Molly’s crate and ripped open the door. She snapped a leash to Molly’s collar. “Let’s go!” 
Briar and Molly dashed through the halls towards the gym. Molly happily galloped beside her girl. Briar noticed Molly had a spring in her step. It was as if the dog knew they were finally getting out and she was just as happy about it as Briar. 
Briar darted into the gym and made a beeline for her mom’s bed. She stopped by the bed and stared into her mom’s tired face. Her mom barely opened her eyes and slightly smiled when she saw Molly. 
“The mutt is here,” she said weakly.
“I have Molly here,” Briar said, partially out of breath. “It’s time to go.” 
“I can’t,” Mom said. Sweat beaded on her forehead. She let out a wet cough.
“No,” Briar said. “We’re leaving this horrid place. You’ll get better once you’re out.”
Mom shook her head. “You’re leaving. That’s an order, not a discussion.”
“I’m not leaving you,” Briar said sternly.
“You knew this was coming,” Mom said between coughs. “You need to go…. Save yourself.... You don’t have much more time.”
Tears ran down Briar’s face. Understanding hit her like a truck. This was the last time she would ever see her mom. “Goodbye,” is all she could say. 
As she slowly stepped away from her mom, it felt like a magnet pulling her back. A flood of emotions filled her: grief, guilt, defiance. This was not fair. She needed her mom with her. Together they needed to leave and find safety. Then Briar realized there was no such thing as safety anymore. She was handing her life over to two boys she barely knew. Perhaps dying in the camp was better. Somehow Briar understood her mom would soon have peace. Only struggle and uncertainty awaited Briar. 
She cupped her mouth with her hand to cover the gasps and cries breaking out of her. There was no time to bleed out emotions. She needed to keep going. Colton and Ryder were waiting for her. 
Briar quietly tiptoed past the cafeteria then snuck behind empty shelves that once held food for students and arrived at the trash chute. Colton and Ryder were already there. Ryder pulled out a pair of bolt cutters from where he tucked them in the back of his pants. He went to work chopping at the padlock on the trash chute. He grunted as he struggled to cut through the metal. 
“You’re turn, man.” Ryder handed the bolt cutters to Colton. 
Colton pressed down on the handles with all his might. After what seemed like an eternity, the padlock finally broke under the pressure. Colton and Ryder quietly high-fived themselves. Briar picked Molly up and tossed her up into the trash chute. Colton cupped his hands for Briar to step onto. He boosted her up into the chute. Then he did the same for Ryder. Ryder laid flat at the opening of the shoot and grabbed Colton’s hands, then hoisted him up. Together they scrambled down the passage and plopped into a dumpster. The boys jumped out first. Briar picked up Molly and tossed her out of the dumpster for Colton to catch. He set her down on the ground and then helped Briar down. 
The four of them started running as fast as they could. Molly bounded ahead of them. To her, they were just going for a walk. Briar and her friend’s steps were frantic as they sprinted across the school parking lot. They kept on running even when they reached the open road. The dark clouds ahead parted way in the sky and the light of the sun shined down on their path.  
After an hour they stopped running. Each kept glancing behind them in fear one of the hall monitors was closing in on them; ready and waiting to drag them kicking and screaming back to the camp. Lucky for them it appeared no one cared enough to come looking for them. Outside the camp walls, they were as good as dead. Everyone in the camp knew that. Briar did not care. She did not want to be locked away as a prisoner waiting for death on a slowly sinking ship. She preferred to die the way a wild animal would: completely at the mercy of nature, yet still free. Free to live, free to escape, free to die. She hoped the cabin Colton spoke of was as much of a safe harbor as he described it to be.  
The rain began to fall. Briar pulled her raincoat out of her backpack and put it on. Spring on the Oregon coast was wet, much like all the other seasons. Molly jogged closely behind Briar and right on her heels. She hung her head low to shield her eyes from the rain. Briar was happy to have her there. A dog was the only thing in her life now that felt safe and familiar. Molly was the only one she could trust. 
“It will be getting dark soon,” Colton said. “We need to find a place to stop.” 
They had been walking for hours with no food or water. Briar would lift her head to the sky and try to catch rainwater. Ryder warned her she should not risk it for fear of radiation contamination in the air. Briar sighed in frustration because her dry throat burned like fire even without the radiation. They had passed outside of the city hours ago. Colton said the coastal highway northbound would lead them to the cabin. 
The boys selected a house sitting off the highway to rest at for the night. They hoped to find food inside. Colton had collected water from a stream. He specifically chose a house with a fireplace for them to start a fire and boil water. 
Ryder fetched firewood from the backyard of the house and packed it inside. No other people had been spotted since they left the school. The house they picked was vacant. Colton started a fire with the fire starter he had managed to keep hidden in his backpack out of sight of the guards at the camp. 
Briar fetched a pot from the kitchen. Colton poured water into the saucepan and held it over the fire. Time passed agonizingly slowly as they waited for the water to boil. Then they had to wait for it to cool down enough to drink. Briar was glad to be off her feet. Then they each drank a glass of water. 






  
  Chapter nine
Ryder


Ryder ransacked every drawer and cupboard in the house. He found no food or anything else that might be of value to him. No booze, tobacco products, or pills.  
“I can’t even find a flashlight!” Ryder screeched as he ripped a drawer out of a dresser and tossed it on the ground. 
The sun was setting. Their only light soon would be from the fireplace. Briar grabbed her pack and meandered to the nearest bedroom. 
“I’m going to go lie down before I can’t see anything,” she said to the boys. “C’mon, Molly.” Molly eagerly stood up from her spot on the floor and followed Briar into the bedroom. The door quietly shut behind them. 
“Do you want first watch or second?” Colton asked. 
“First,” Ryder said. “I was always good at staying up late.” 
Colton left the living room and walked into the restroom. Ryder rummaged through his backpack and pulled out an empty bottle of pills. The prescription label had his name on it with typed instructions from his psychiatric doctor. Ryder tried to rack his brain and remember what the side effects would be from abrupt withdrawal. Then he chose not to worry. He did not believe he needed the pills. He knew doctors to be nothing other than pill dispensers. He was their guinea pig, and he knew it. Each time he sat on the bed in the patient room and watched her take notes on the pad, he wondered where those notes were going or who they were being sent to. The pills were only useful in keeping him in a zombified state. Without the pills, he would likely find out what was really going on around him. Then they would be sorry. 
Colton emerged from the restroom and plopped down on the couch. He pulled his ball cap over his eyes and fell asleep. Ryder sat on the floor leaning against the couch. Neither of them had weapons. Their only plan was to hopefully hear someone walking outside the house. This would allow them to sneak out a window and get a running head start, albeit tripping through the dark.
The sound of Colton’s soft snoring turned to a white noise. The nights at the camp were never this quiet. Ryder was reminded of his time shortly after the warheads fell when he sat all alone in his apartment. The only break in silence was hungry screams. The deep sounds of snoring and the clock ticking on the wall lulled Ryder into sleep. 
He was back at his apartment, sitting on the hard floor by his window. He pulled the blanket hanging over the window back just enough to peer outside. The sky burned with fire. People on fire ran screaming down the streets. Then four riders on horses appeared from the flames. A white horse led the charge. A rider on a red horse followed carrying a flaming torch. A skinny black horse galloped after them with a rider cloaked in black. Then the skeleton of a horse floated behind them. Each of the horses and riders stopped and formed a line in front of Ryder. The rider on the red horse lifted his flaming torch. 
The crashing of a falling trash can jolted Ryder awake. He quietly scooted across the floor of the dark house and peeked out the window. He relaxed when he heard the chittering of a raccoon. Ryder pondered how many days without food he would have to endure before digging in the trash became a wise choice. Ryder wished he had the stomach of a coon. Molly barked from 
Ryder could hear the muffled sniffles of Briar in the bedroom. He figured she must be crying. He did not disagree. There was a lot to cry about. He understood she probably missed her mom. She had sworn her mom would be able to keep up with them when they escaped the camp. Ryder and Colton knew Briar’s mom was as good as gone. Neither of them had the heart to tell her. The barking of Molly the dog must have woken Briar. Colton did not budge. Ryder sat down on the floor next to him and waited to hear his breathing. He needed his friend alive to lead him to the cabin where he was told supplies were waiting.  
Halfway through the night and into the early morning hours, Ryder and Colton switched places. Ryder pulled his sweatshirt hoodie over his head and tried to fall asleep. His stomach growled with hunger. The stomach growl sounded like thunder among the thick silence of the night. Colton pretended not to hear it. Ryder was relieved. Their hunger had become too wearisome to speak of. 
When the sun rose, Colton nudged Ryder awake. Ryder woke up to a pounding headache. Colton and Briar were putting on their backpacks. Molly danced at their feet in excitement. 
“What’s for breakfast?” Ryder said jokingly. 
“Anything caffeinated I hope,” Briar replied. 
The group left the house and continued north on the highway. The rain continued to fall. No cars or people passed them on the highway. Colton pointed to a house off the highway. 
“Let’s try that one,” Colton said. 
After breaking into the house, each went their separate ways in search of anything they could use or eat. Briar searched the kitchen cabinets. She opened the door of the fridge and quickly closed it when she found nothing other than a putrid smell of rotten food. Colton pawed through drawers. Ryder raided the medicine cabinet in the bathroom. He walked into the living room where Colton held up a map and flashlight. 
Ryder regarded the portraits hanging on the wall. “Ug, they were those kinds of people.” 
Colton followed Ryder’s gaze and laughed. The wall was lined with professionally shot photos of a couple posing awkwardly in front of a sunset by the trees. Even if Ryder had the kind of family worth paying to professionally photograph, he would not have done it anyway. 
“Do you think they’re alive somewhere?” Colton asked Ryder. 
“No doubt at all,” Ryder said. “And probably still finding ways to take pictures of themselves.” 
“I found food!” Briar shouted from the kitchen. 
Colton and Ryder rushed into the kitchen. Briar held up a can of beets. She went to work opening the can with a knife. 
“Beets!” Ryder groaned. “Didn’t think I could be more annoyed by these people.” 
The group shared the can of beets. Briar offered a beet to Molly who begrudgingly ate it. Colton studied the map he had found. 
“We only walked nine miles yesterday,” Colton said. “Only about five miles today so far.” 
“Walk is too generous of a word,” Briar said. “Stagger is more appropriate.”
“We’re not getting enough water,” Colton added.  
Back on the road, Ryder tossed a couple of pills he had found in his mouth. Briar held out her hand. Ryder gave her some. 
“Thanks,” Briar said. “I have a horrid headache.” 
The group spotted a band of people raiding houses off the highway. They skirted off the road and into the trees. Ryder noticed the scavengers carried firearms. Speaking to them was too great of a risk. Since they were raiding houses, they likely had no supplies to share either—if they were even willing to share.
Colton, Ryder, and Briar only made it another five miles before stopping again for the night. Briar collapsed on the couch and started shivering. Colton grabbed a blanket from one of the bedrooms and wrapped it around her. Then he took a seat beside her. 
“I can’t get warm,” Briar said weakly. 
Ryder sat down on the couch next to Colton. He hoped all their body heat together would help warm her. Unfortunately, once Briar warmed up, her skin flushed red. She leaned her head down on the armrest of the couch and fell asleep with Molly at her feet. 
“Do you think she has that fever from the camp?” Ryder asked Colton quietly. 
Colton shook his head. “She is badly dehydrated. We all are. The lack of food is not helping.”
“Look on the bright side,” Ryder said with a forced smile. “Only eighty more miles to go.” 
Ryder knew Colton feared drinking from any fresh water source they found for fear of contamination. Starting a fire to boil water created smoke which could lead unfriendly people to their location. Obtaining water was a risky business. The boys remembered seeing the other group of house raiders from earlier. Both of them had agreed it was best to stay as obscure as possible for the night. This meant no fire and no clean water. 
The old can of sparkling soda Ryder had found in the fridge was not enough to rehydrate all three of them, especially since they had to share the can. Molly the dog had drank from the fresh water sources along the way. The dog did not ask permission to drink, and no one had the heart to stop her. 
The next morning Briar was almost unable to walk. Dehydration had cramped her leg muscles into knots. Ryder gave her more pills. Once the medicine kicked in, she was able to stumble alongside the boys. Ryder helped hold her steady as they continued their journey north on the highway. 
Once the pills wore off, Briar collapsed on the road. Colton rushed to Briar’s side and gently patted her cheek. Briar moaned in response. Molly pawed Briar’s chest. The dog did not understand this new game.  
“What are we going to do?” Ryder said, trying not to panic. 
“Find a housing development,” Colton replied. “Search every house until we find food and water.” 
Ryder grimaced. “Gonna be dangerous doing that. There could be somebody in one of the houses.” 
Colton took a deep breath. “I know. We don’t have many options.” 
“We’ll be alright,” Ryder said. "You know, I once killed a girl for a stick of butter.” 
Colton lifted Briar off the ground and carried her as they walked on. Ryder grabbed Briar’s backpack off the ground. He adjusted the straps and put the pack on over his own. He slipped Colton’s pack off his back and carried it by his side. The road ahead offered them nothing other than fir trees. They hoped the once-busy highway would soon lead them to houses. Carrying heavy loads only slowed them down more.  
“Is that a light?” Ryder squinted, fearing his eyes were showing him what he wanted to see, instead of what truly lay ahead. “Sorry, my mind is making things up.” 
“No, you’re not.” Colton quickened his pace. “I see it too.” 






  
  Chapter ten
Colton


In the distance were large houses with lights shining through the windows. Colton could see people outside in the yards. There was a man, women, and children. The people appeared to be going about their day-to-day, unlike the last group they saw. Chaotic desperation was easy to spot. These people did not appear to be in distress.  
Colton and Ryder turned off the highway onto an unpainted road. The country lane led them to a line of McMansions. Two of the houses had solar panels tacked onto the roofs. This gave Colton his answer to why these houses had electricity when none of the others did. 
As they neared the houses, members of the little community spotted them. Colton was relieved to hear no gunshots. His carrying a young woman in his arms was going to clearly signal their state of desperation. Colton watched as one of the women herded children into a multi-storied house. Another woman stood rigid on the porch. Then a man began approaching them. Colton struggled to give his friendliest smile. Men who looked like he and Ryder only entered neighborhoods of the financially fortunate when hired to do a job in home maintenance. A nuclear war-torn world was not needed to display their obvious lack of place among the mansions and professionally landscaped lawns.   
“Hello.” Colton tried to make his voice sound friendly. Instead, his words dragged out in a tired rasp. 
“Pleased to meet you, boys,” the man said. 
He held out his hand to shake. Ryder offered his free hand. Colton nodded in his direction. His hands were full carrying Briar. 
“My name is Colton. We haven’t had anything to drink or eat in a while. My friend here is very weak.” 
“My name is Gary.” The man suspiciously eyed the boys and the weakened girl. “Come inside. My wife is—was—a nurse practitioner. We’ll get her on an IV.” 
“Thank you so much.” Colton smiled from ear to ear. He could not believe their luck. 
“Cute dog,” Gary said. He knelt on one knee and patted Molly on the head. Ryder scoffed. The spotted hound had not warmed up to him as easily. 
Gary led them into the large house. “My wife, Tracy.” He pointed to the woman standing on the porch. She smiled nervously at Colton and Ryder. Her eyes softened when they fell on Briar. 
Colton followed Gary into the first-floor guest room. He gently placed Briar onto the clean bed. Her dirty clothes and body were as out of place as Colton and his friend in the luxury home. Colton could hear Tracy scurrying around the house grabbing medical supplies. She rushed into the room and hooked Briar up to an IV line. Gary ran water from the tap into glasses and handed them to Colton and Ryder. 
“It’s from the artesian well in the yard,” Gary said. 
Colton and Ryder chugged the glasses. Gary grinned and fetched more water from the kitchen. Colton took a seat on the bed beside Briar. Ryder sat on the chair next to the bed. The disapproving glances from Tracy were enough to communicate to Colton they were not to get too comfortable. Colton did not care. He only wanted Briar to be healthy and strong again, or at least strong enough to get to the cabin. Everything they needed was there.
“When can she travel again?” Colton asked Tracy, implying he wanted to move on as soon as possible. 
“She has severe hydration,” Tracy answered. “It could take a few days before full recovery.” 
“We’ll be out of your hair as soon as we can,” Ryder said. Colton realized Ryder felt the tension too. 
“You two need to leave before nightfall,” Tracy said sternly. 
Colton’s jaw dropped. “Sorry, what?” 
Tracy waved her husband into the room. “We have limited supplies here.” 
Ryder stood up from his seat on the chair. “We’re not leaving without our friend.” 
“She is too weak to walk,” Tracy replied. “She can stay here with us.” 
Gary entered the room with a reusable shopping bag in hand. “I packed this with MREs and a few other items.” 
Colton grabbed the bag and scanned the contents inside. He saw packets of meals ready to eat, a bar of soap, a flashlight, a water purification straw, and matches, along with two little pieces of candy. “Thanks, this is very kind…. We can camp out somewhere nearby until she is ready to leave.” 
Gary stepped closer to Colton. “I think it’s best you get a move on. I am sorry. You two are strangers; it is making the women and children uncomfortable.” 
“Can I have a minute alone with my friend.” Colton stated. 
“Absolutely.” Gary and Tracy exited the room and shut the door behind them. 
“Are they going to drag her out through the window?” Colton heard Tracy say. He rolled his eyes. 
“Rich people,” Ryder sneered. 
Colton kneeled beside the bed and took Briar’s hand. “Briar, we have to leave. Forgive us.” He pulled a map out of his pocket. Earlier he had written his address on the map for his friends to reference in case he became wounded or sick on the road. He folded the map and put it in Briar’s front jeans pocket. “The map to the cabin is in your pocket. Come find us, if you want.” 
Briar was asleep and barely conscious. Colton hoped his words somehow connected to her. He did not see any harm in Gary and Tracy; although, they did not feel the same. He worried about her safety later on as time progressed and resources became even more scarce. 
The boys said their goodbyes and left the house. Gary and Tracy watched from the doorway as Colton and Ryder sauntered back to the highway. It would be dark soon. They needed to find shelter for the night. 
“Life never changes,” Ryder said. “First women and children, then first class, second class, followed by third class. Which class do you think we’re in, buddy?” 
Colton grimaced. “Depends. Is there a class below third class?” 
“There is now.” 
Colton chuckled. 
“I’d rather be on a sinking ship,” said Ryder. 
The supplies given to them by Gary kept them strong on their journey home. Colton and Ryder’s only trouble on their long walk was the rain and wind. Each hill seemed to get steeper as the days counted on. 
“I used to work there.” Colton pointed to a large factory off the road. 
Ryder surveyed the building. “Fun. Bet you miss it.” 
“Not at all,” said Colton. 
Within hours they arrived at the cabin. The two split up and checked the cabin from opposite sides to the back, and then circled to the front. Then they stood in silence for a minute. 
“Sounds like no one is in there,” Colton said. 
“Looks like no one raided it either,” added Ryder. 
Colton dug his keys out of his backpack and unlocked the door. The familiar scents filled him with comfort. He had never been happier to be home. The experience felt surreal. He hoped he was not having a dream. 
Colton grabbed two fishing poles. “We’re having fish for dinner.” 
Two caught fish later, Colton showed Ryder how to prepare the fish for eating. Ryder had never gone fishing. After only a few hours at the cabin, he had already learned two new skills. Before, his only knowledge of food was the kind that came in a box by a delivery man, or in a bag from a drive-thru window.
From the light of a single lit candle, the young men took a seat at the table. Colton poured whiskey into two glasses. 
Ryder lifted his glass. “Tonight, we dine like Roman emperors.” 
“Cheers.” Colton lifted his glass. 
“Cheers.” Ryder tipped the glass back and chugged the contents. Then he poked fun at Colton for only taking a sip.   
“I wish Briar was here,” Colton said. 
Ryder nodded. “Me too. Do you think she’ll come find us?” 
Colton thought about this. “I think so.” 
“Do you think she’ll want to leave that castle?” 
“She’s not dumb. She’ll know as well as you or me that lit-up mansion is nothing but a flashing target. She’ll make a run for it.” 
“She’s all alone,” said Ryder. 
“She has Molly,” Colton replied. “She’ll make it.” Colton stared down at his half-eaten fish, unsure of his own words. “She made it this far.” 
After dinner, Colton showed Ryder to his room. It had once belonged to his older brother before he left for the military. Ryder immediately hopped on the bed and made himself comfortable. Colton retreated to his room. He averted his eyes away from his dad’s room. He could not bear to see it. 
As Colton fell into a deep sleep, his mind drifted to a place in time he wished he had never experienced because he could not get it back. His dreams only allowed him temporary visitation. It brought him no relief and was more of a cruel joke.  
He was young again. The sun was shining, the birds singing. He could feel the warm rays soaking into his skin. The wind blew softly through the fur trees. There was a faint smell of sea salt in the air. The humming of a tractor baling hay in the neighbor’s field echoed over the hills. 
Far away in the pasture, he could see his mom riding on a gray horse. She was galloping across the pasture free rein—no saddle, no bridle. Three horses followed her: a white horse, a red horse, and a black horse. 
Colton could feel himself waking up. He fought to stay asleep. He wanted to stay in this place forever. The bright images warped into a blurred spiral before vanishing into the void. 
Colton awoke in his dark room. A tear fell down his cheek. He was back in the real world again. Back in the dark. Back in the gray. The endless suffering of uncertainty. 






  
  Chapter eleven
Briar


Molly licked Briar’s hand. Briar patted the little hound dog’s head. Briar found herself on the most comfortable sheets she had ever felt. This was not her home and definitely not the camp. Expensive, framed artwork hung on the walls of the room. Briar had vague memories of being carried into a house with other people.  
“Hello,” Briar said aloud. 
A woman rushed into the room. “You’re awake! Are you hungry?”
“Where am I?” Briar asked. 
“My name is Tracy. This is mine and my husband’s home. You were severely dehydrated and in need of medical attention.” 
 “The two men I was with; where are they?” 
“They left two days ago,” Tracy said as if it did not matter. 
Briar’s mind started racing. It seemed out of character for her friends to leave her behind. If they did not care for her, they would have left her in an abandoned house to die soon after she became ill. They would not have gone out of their way to find her help. 
“I need to get up and walk around,” Briar said. She slowly stood to her feet and stumbled to the front door. Tracy walked alongside her. 
Briar opened the door and breathed in the fresh air. The house she was in smelled fake. It was sterile, cold, and unfriendly with nothing homey about it. Briar strolled around the yard and surveyed her surroundings. She figured the highway was not far away. Children played in the yard on a swing set. A small group of adults sat on a porch talking with one another. In a neighboring house, she spotted horses standing in a pasture.
“Your dog is very cute,” Tracy said, attempting to make conversation. “What breed is she?” 
“We think maybe—” Briar paused at the we. She was no longer a we. We meant her and Molly now. Her mom was dead. Her new friends were nowhere to be seen. “Um…she is probably half blue heeler and half coon hound.” 
“So cute,” Tracy said. “How old are you, Briar?”
“I was in college,” Briar said, being purposefully vague. 
“How did you know those men?” 
Briar knew that question was coming. “I met them in a relief camp.” 
Tracy did not respond. 
“Whose horses are those?” Briar pointed to the horses. 
“They belonged to my neighbor before they evacuated to be with family,” Tracy said. “We know nothing about them. They seem friendly enough.” 
“I used to train horses with my mom,” Briar lied. She had no professional horse training credentials, only backyard knowledge gained over time. Her earliest memories involved horses. She had been in the saddle since infancy. Her mom used to place her in front of her on the saddle and ride around the pasture before Briar was old enough to ride her own horse. 
“Were you an equine science major?” Tracy said excitedly. 
“Yes.” Briar lied again. 
“Excellent! We were hoping to use the horses for packing, traveling, and maybe even pull a plow one day. As I said earlier though, none of us know a thing about them.” 
“I’ll let you know what they can do,” Briar said. 

      ***Briar joined her new acquaintances for dinner that night. Molly sat next to Briar’s chair, watching her intently and waiting for a handout. Briar snuck a piece of food for her below the table. The kitchen was fully lit. Briar had not seen a fully lit room since the bombs fell. She thought it was unwise to have lights on during the night. It signaled wanderers to their location. Briar chose to stay quiet. She was grateful they were feeding her and decided not to rock the boat by critiquing their post-war lifestyle. 
The best part of the night came when Tracy offered a shower for Briar to use. Briar could not contain her excitement. She rushed to the guest bathroom. She immediately turned on the hot water and let it run over her body. 
When she stepped out of the shower and pulled her jeans back on, she noticed something bulging in her front pocket. When Briar removed the item from her pocket she was surprised to see a map. She unfolded the map. It was a regional map outlining the streets and highways of the western coastline of Oregon. An address was scribbled on the map with the words cabin. Briar remembered seeing Colton studying this map. She wondered if 
Briar went to work as soon as the sun rose the next morning. Molly was just as happy to be around horses again as Briar. Briar instantly connected with a young white mare. The horse was light and airy on her feet. She had energy and spirit for days. Briar was relieved she had prior training. The mare was green and had no finished training. She understood basic commands, and that was enough for Briar. 
As Briar regained her strength, she spent each day riding the young mare. She trotted and cantered the horse in laps around the large houses. Molly ran alongside her. Briar was intent on building the horse’s stamina, along with hers and Molly's.  
One evening she led the horse into the barn and hooked her to the crossties in the barn aisle. Molly sat down by one of the stalls and rested. She never went far from Briar’s side, especially when Briar was near the horses. Molly made it her dog mission in life to never miss a horseback ride. 
Briar ran the white mare’s forelock through her fingers. “I’m going to call you Victoria.” 
Briar had a plan. Her only goal was to succeed. With her new four-legged friend, she planned on being victorious.
The days in the community were a blended blur. Briar avoided her hostesses without seeming too obvious. She smiled and waved. She said her morning and nightly pleasantries. She joined them for meals, but she did not trust them. She trusted no one, only Molly. Briar was not uncomfortable at the mini mansion; although, she was not comfortable either. She had a feeling of uneasiness, knowing that this would not last. 
As she stood in the barn brushing Victoria, she admired the view outside the barn aisle. The stately mansions towered towards the sky like castles. The horse barn glistened beneath them. Inside the barn, decorative bars covered the horse stalls. Everything appeared to be custom designed. 
“Maybe we’ll have a barn like this someday, Molly,” Briar said. “Anything is possible.” 
Outside the barn, a scrappy band of travelers approached Gary and Tracy’s house. The street grew quiet. Gary assertively walked out of his house to greet the travelers. Tracy ominously stood quietly on the front porch. 
The conversation started normally, then grew heated. Briar watched and listened to the shouting, name-calling, and finger-pointing. Briar was able to hear part of the conversation. From what she could gather, she determined they were arguing about food and other resources. Briar shrugged, what else was there to argue about anymore? Briar had a feeling these people had come around before. 
The voices lowered and the band of people left and went back to wherever they came from. Briar unhooked Victoria from the ties and put her in a stall. She pulled Colton’s map out of her jeans pocket and studied it one more time. 
At dinner that night, Briar chose not to bring up the other people. No one else did either. She understood this was likely a conversation to be had behind closed doors. 
Briar offered to wash the dishes. After everyone left the table, she went to work hauling the plates from the dining room into the kitchen. The others went to their own houses while Gary and Tracy retreated to the study on the far side of the house away from the kitchen and the guest room where Briar and Molly slept. 
Briar snuck into the pantry and swiped food. She tiptoed to her room and stashed it inside her backpack. Then she went back to the kitchen and continued working. 
Briar tossed and turned in bed that night. Her dreams allowed her no rest. In the distance of the foggy haze her mind created, a mushroom cloud loomed over the landscape. It produced a shockwave of smoke. Emerging from the smoke were four horses. Victoria led the charge. Behind her followed a red horse, black horse, and gray horse. Victoria galloped to Briar and slid to a stop. Briar grabbed her mane and swung herself onto Victoria’s back. The mare took off galloping with the three horses running behind them. They galloped past buildings on fire and people screaming and shooting each other. 
No matter how fierce the fiery chaos Victoria did not stop. She galloped to where the land met the clouds. She galloped beyond where the clouds touched the sky. She came to a stop in a beautiful valley. The lush green grass swayed with a gentle breeze. A waterfall from high on the hills poured water into a crystal lake. Snow-capped peaks created a wall around the valley. 
Gunshots rang in Briar’s ears. The noises were out of place in her private paradise. Molly jumped onto the bed and sidled up next to Briar. 
Briar jolted upright in bed. She heard more gunshots. Her mind caught up to reality. She pulled her blankets off, pulled on her boots, and ran out the back door of the house. With Molly close on her heels, Briar sprinted across the yard to the horse barn across the street. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see the neighbor’s house being raided. She suspected it was the visitors from earlier. She could hear screams and chose to keep her eyes on the horse barn ahead. The events happening mere hundreds of feet away from her were nothing she wished to see. 
Briar darted into the barn and dashed into the tack room. She grabbed a saddle and bridle and rushed over to Victoria’s stall. She ripped open the stall door and hurriedly put the horse’s tack on. Briar could see the whites of Victoria’s eyes. The horse was frightened. 
Briar led the mare out of the stall. She tried to remain calm to keep the horse under control. Every bone and muscle in her body was shaking. Victoria’s neck was arched and her body tense. Briar hopped up into the saddle. Victoria pranced out of the barn and onto the road. Molly jogged nervously beside them. They had to pass the neighbor's house currently being raided to get to the highway. They were not about to pass slowly. 
“Hyah!” Briar screamed. 
Victoria charged into a gallop. Each stride she ran faster. Briar gave her a loose rein and let her fly. Gunshots continued to ring through the air. The castle-like mansions were being set aflame. A man dodged in front of Victoria while waving his arms. Without hesitation or a slowed stride, Victoria slammed into the man with her shoulder and kept running. The man bounced off the horse’s shoulder and fell to the ground with a hard thud. 
The whirring of the wind in Briar’s ears as Victoria galloped drowned out the cries and gunshots. Within seconds they were on the highway. Now all Briar could hear was the clattering of Victoria’s hooves on the road. Molly ran right beside the horse, and they disappeared into the dark. The moon shined brightly over the midnight sky, lighting their way as they galloped into the night. 
When the sun rose the next morning, Biar dismounted and rested on a log by the highway. She held Victoria’s reins as she grazed on the grass by the roadside. Briar gave Molly a big hug. She grabbed her water bottle and drank.
After their break, Briar swung up into the saddle and rode on. Molly wagged her tail as she jogged along the road. Briar was pleased to see she was no longer stressing about their ordeal from the night before. Briar shook the thought from her mind. It was best for her not to think about it either. She was headed for Colton’s cabin. Nothing was going to stop her now. 






  
  Chapter twelve
Molly


Molly was back on the road again with her girl. Molly had dreamed of a life and family since she was a pup. She thought her wish had finally come true when she met Briar and Mom. They had everything Molly could have ever wanted and more. The home was peaceful and warm. There was food in her bowl every day. Best of all, there were horses.  
Molly was unaware of the events that led her back to the road. She found herself on the run time and time again. Each night she found herself in a different house. None of the houses had Briar or Mom’s smell. Molly realized her dream of a family and home would be only that: dreams. Despite her failed dreams, she was glad to be Briar’s dog.  
She was happy to be gone from the big house. The glares from the woman in the home every time Molly walked in with dirty paws had become more annoying over time. Molly knew dirt as only a fact of life. 
They continued to ride on as the sun rose in the sky from behind the thick blanket of ash and smoke. Victoria trotted eagerly down the road. Molly fell into a jogging rhythm she could keep up for hours. Briar was headed somewhere; Molly did not know where.   
Briar reined Victoria to a stop at an abandoned house. She tied the horse up outside and broke into the home. Molly sniffed the smelly carpet of the home as Briar searched the home. She noticed the humans made a habit of this every time they entered a new house. This was how Briar knew they would not be there long. Home was a place to be respected, not thrashed. 
Molly followed Briar into one of the bedrooms. She found Briar holding a silver object in her hand. She then tucked it behind her belt. Briar grabbed a few more items and then hopped back in the saddle. Victoria continued trotting down the highway. 
“We’re going home, Molly,” Briar said as she posted in the saddle.
Molly wagged her tail. She liked the sound of the word home. The dilapidated houses on the side of the highway did not look like home. A feeling of uneasiness washed over Molly. This stretch of road gave her a bad feeling. She saw the horse’s ears turn back and her head raise. The horse was picking up on something too. 
Molly glanced behind her and froze. A pack of dogs was running up the road in their direction. Victoria jerked to a halt, slamming Briar against the front of the saddle. Briar whipped her head around. When she saw the dog pack closing in on them, she kicked Victoria’s sides. The horse sprang into a canter with Molly running alongside. 
Their attempt to get ahead was futile. The three dogs swarmed around them. A medium-sized white dog dodged in front of Sierra, launched itself into the air, and bit the horse’s nose. Victoria skidded to a stop and reared up on her hind legs. Briar gripped the saddle horn and hung on tight. Each time Victoria landed down on all fours the dog bit her nose. The other two positioned themselves on her flanks. 
Before the white dog could nip Victoria in the nose again, Molly whipped in from behind and grabbed the dog’s upper thigh near his rump with her teeth. The dog shrieked in pain and shock. It ran away from Molly’s girl and her horse. Molly continued to dig her teeth into the dog’s flesh until he was far enough away. Then she ran back to her girl who was still in trouble from the other two dogs.
Victoria was frozen in fear as the dogs had her cornered against a deep ditch on the side of the highway. The dogs tried attacking her flanks. Briar took her feet out of the stirrups and kicked the dogs each time they tried. As she kicked one dog the biggest of the three launched himself off the ground, grabbed Briar’s arm, and sunk his teeth in. His sharp teeth ripped through her arm as he tried to pull her back down to the ground with him. Briar screamed in pain while holding herself firm in the saddle. Blood poured down her arm and dripped onto Victoria’s side, staining her porcelain white hair with crimson.  
Molly bashed her chest against the big gray bully dog and bit him. The dog retaliated by grabbing Molly by the neck and with the immense strength of his jaws flipped her into the air as if she weighed nothing and slammed her against the road. Molly hit the concrete hard. With the wind knocked out of her she laid on the ground stunned for a moment. She watched helplessly as the dogs continued to attack her girl. Rage filled inside her. She knew she was overpowered. She did not care; she would die fighting.
Molly slowly lifted herself to her feet, ready to try again. Then a loud bang reverberated through the air. Once again Molly was stunned. All she could hear in her ears was ringing. It was as if everything was in slow motion. She looked up at her girl, sitting tall on her horse, her arm high in the air, and the glint of a silver revolver pointed to the sky.
The two attack dogs were just as stunned and confused by the sound. They abandoned their ambush and disappeared as fast as they had appeared. Molly kept her eyes on the direction they left in, hoping the angry canines kept moving.  
Briar clucked to Victoria, commanding the horse to move on. Victoria shook her head, knocking herself out of her frightened state, and trotted on. 
A few miles ahead, Briar stopped at a house and began frantically searching for something. Molly was nervous. Briar’s panicked state caused her to stress. Molly’s body started shaking, she could not stop herself. 
Briar cursed out loud to the smoky abyss and rode to the next house. She frenziedly searched some more. Finally, she pulled a bottle out from under a bottom cabinet. She opened it and poured the contents on her arm. She screamed out in pain as she did. Molly rubbed up against Briar and bumped her with her nose in hopes of comforting her. She did not like to see her girl in pain and stress. 
“It’s okay, Molly,” Briar said between ragged breaths. She wrapped her arms around Molly and hugged her tightly. 
The group kept riding until sundown. Briar let Victoria loose in a pasture, and then she and Molly slept in the house. By sunrise, Briar was back in the saddle and riding again. Molly had never been on this long of a horseback ride. The pads on her paws were wearing down from the scratching of the asphalt road. Her side was sore from the day before when the dog threw her on the ground. 
Another two days passed and still they rode on. The smoky air burned Molly’s throat. The landscape all around them became browner and grayer by the day. 
 “You’re a good girl, Molly,” Briar said from high in the saddle. 
Molly wagged her tail. She noticed her girl’s face looked flushed and red. Later when Briar dismounted to walk beside Victoria for a while, she patted Molly on the head and touched her nose. Molly noticed her hand felt cold.
The sun barely peaked through the clouds and smoke. Each day was colder than the one before. Molly’s shedding winter coat had paused shedding. 
An hour later Briar’s walk turned into a stagger. Molly sniffed Briar’s arm and found a very unpleasant smell. 
“Whoa,” Briar said weakly. Victoria came to a halt. Briar slowly lifted her foot into the stirrup and feebly pulled herself up into the saddle.
Hours ago, they had turned off the highway. Molly noticed each road they turned onto was narrower and filled with more turns than the one before. The smell of houses and towns dissipated the farther they traveled on the desolate road. Now Molly could only smell the familiar scents of the forest. It did not fill her with comfort. The forest reminded her of her time lost and afraid stranded in the woods alone.    
Molly stopped in the middle of the road and refused to move forward. Victoria kept on walking. Molly did not want to go any farther. Her home was not the forest. She had enough of traveling forever on the road. She wanted to go back home to the house where Briar and Mom lived with the horses. 
Briar reined Victoria to a stop and looked behind her. “Molly, let’s go,” she said in a fatigued murmur. “It’s okay. We’re almost home.”
Briar perked up at the word home. She loved that word when her girl spoke it. Molly started jogging again. She chose to trust her girl and hoped home was beyond the cold and dark forest. 
Briar was crouched forward in the saddle and leaning on the horn. Before long she was resting her chest over Victoria’s neck. Victoria plodded along at an even-paced walk. The horse could sense her rider was barely present in the saddle; although, if she stopped, Briar told her to walk on.
Then Briar pulled Victoria to a stop and slowly slid down out of the saddle. She wobbled over to a tree and sat down. Victoria picked at the grass on the roadside. Briar rested her head against the bark of the tree. Molly sat beside her.
“I just need to rest a minute,” Briar said.
Minutes turned into more minutes. Briar continued to sit by the tree without moving. She tried to stand and could not find the strength. Molly stood firmly on all fours and allowed Briar to use her as an aid to try and get up. It did not help. Briar sat motionless on the ground as if she were going to melt into the tree.
“Molly,” Briar said faintly. Molly scooted closer and stared at her girl in the eyes. “I need you to go find Colton and Ryder.” Briar pulled the map out of her pocket and put it up to Molly’s nose. “Find them, Molly. Find them. They’re not far. Go!” 
Molly darted onto the asphalt and looked ahead at the narrow road. Her girl told her to go, yet she did not know where to go. The trees all looked the same. The road was narrow and gray. 
“Go, Molly,” Briar said. “Go!”
Molly did not know where she was going, yet she went anyway. She galloped down the road as fast as she could. The tall fir trees were like walls closing in on her. There seemed to be nowhere she was going to.
Then a familiar scent blew through the air. Molly raised her head to gather more of the smell. She knew this smell. It smelled like the boys from the camp. Molly perked up and ran faster. She knew where she was going now. 
Molly turned onto a gravel driveway and kept running. The tree-lined driveway led to a clearing with a green pasture and a log cabin sitting on the hill above it. Molly continued running in the direction of the cabin. She started barking her howl-like bark as she ran.
At the cabin, she saw Colton rush out the door. “Molly?” he said confused. 
Molly jumped into his arms. Colton hugged her so tight Molly could not breathe. She saw Ryder rush out onto the porch. He patted Molly on the head. 
“Well, the dog found us,” Ryder said with a smirk. 
“Briar can’t be far.” Colton started running down the driveway towards the road. Ryder ran after him with Molly leading the charge. 






  
  Chapter thirteen
Colton


Colton ran behind Molly for what seemed an eternity. He hoped Briar was alright and Molly had simply run ahead in excitement to see him. Deep down he knew this was not likely. Molly never strayed far from Briar’s side.  
Ahead he saw a white horse standing by the roadside. Colton slowed to a stop. He blinked several times, trying to correct his vision. The horse still loomed in the distance. 
“I’m dreaming,” Colton thought. “This is a dream again. I want Briar back and this is a dream.” 
“Weird question,” Ryder said. “Do you see a horse in the road?” 
Colton nodded. “I do.” 
The men started running again until they came close to the horse. Colton stopped running and calmly walked up to the horse. 
“Easy,” he said soothingly. 
The horse continued to graze, unbothered by Colton’s presence. Colton gently rubbed the horse’s neck. When he looked to his side, he saw Briar sitting on the ground by a tree. 
“Briar!” Colton rushed over to Briar. He noticed she was still breathing. She did not respond to him and was barely conscious. 
“She made it!” Ryder smiled with joy. Then when he saw Briar, his face turned to a frown. “She doesn’t look too good.” 
Colton found cloth wrapped around Briar’s arm. He unwrapped it to reveal an infected wound on her arm. “Let’s get her home; quickly!” Colton lifted Briar and carried her over to the horse. Ryder helped lift her into the saddle. “Lead the horse, will you.” 
Ryder stepped back from the horse. “I don’t know a thing about horses. Will it bite me? Kick me?” 
“Hold Briar then, I’ll take the horse.” 
Together they made the long walk back home to the cabin. Molly happily trotted beside them. Colton could tell by the dog's bouncy trot she was glad to have their gang back together again. Now they had a horse too. 
At the cabin, Colton carried Briar into his room and laid her on the bed. Then he and Ryder tended to her wound. Briar remained barely coherent. 
“Funny we left her in this condition and found her in the same condition,” Ryder chuckled. 
Colton was not amused. He needed to ask Briar how she obtained her injury. He wanted to know where she found a horse, and why she fled from the home they left her in. 
When night came, Colton decided to try and get some rest. He left the room and carefully walked to his dad’s old room. He stopped in the doorway and regarded the room where his dad used to sleep. Then he stepped into the room and laid down on the bed. There was dirty laundry on the floor and dust building on the dresser marking the time that had passed since his dad was expecting to return home from his camp trip. He never had the chance to use any of his preps. 
Colton woke up in the morning to the sound of voices in the kitchen. The sun shined through the curtains. He was a kid again. He could hear his older brother playing music in his room. His dad and mom were in the kitchen discussing the day’s plans. Colton sleepily strolled down the hall and into the kitchen. His dad was at the table drinking coffee. His mom was oiling a horse bridle. 
She looked up at him and smiled. He could smell cinnamon rolls in the oven. The birds chirped outside. 
“It’s powdered eggs or powdered potatoes for breakfast,” Colton’s mom said. “What will it be?” 
Colton furrowed his brow. “What?” Then he snapped back to reality. The dimmed sunlight barely peaked through the smoky haze below the sky outside. Packets of MREs were spread out on the kitchen table. 
"It's powder and water." Ryder held up a packet of food. "Or powder and water." 
"Whichever." Colton sat down at the table.
“I’m feeling better today,” Briar said. “Thanks again for helping me.” 
Colton nodded and grinned. He listened as Briar brought him and Ryder up to speed on her injury and the reason for traveling to the cabin.  
A few days later, Colton dug a Geiger counter out of his dad’s supply storage. He walked outside with Ryder and Briar to check radiation levels. He found none in the air of their vicinity. The thick layer of smoke and ash still coated the sky. Colton had grown accustomed to the constant smell of smoke, though it still gave him a headache from time to time. Winter was coming. Colton’s only plans were to hunker down in the cabin and eat from his dad’s survival food supply. He remembered his dad mentioning there was a year’s worth of non-perishable food stockpiled for the two of them. Now there were two men plus a woman and a dog. 
“We should search some of the nearby houses before winter sets in,” Colton said to Ryder and Briar. “We need to get enough stored to get us through. 
“Sure, let me just check my schedule,” Ryder joked and pretended to check his smartphone he no longer carried. 
The four of them visited Briar’s horse, Victoria in the pasture. Then Colton led them into the shed by the house where firewood was stacked. 
“You didn’t tell me you had a generator,” Ryder said when he entered the shed. 
“We need the propane for the camp stove and maybe the space heaters too,” said Colton. 
Ryder shook his head. “We have the wood stove. I say we run this tonight and celebrate Briar’s homecoming.” 
Briar nodded in excitement. “I agree. Let’s watch movies, pop popcorn, and take real showers.”  
Ryder high-fived Briar. “Tonight, we party like rockstars!” 
“No partying,” Colton corrected. “We need to be responsible and conserve.” Colton glanced at Ryder and Briar who gave him pleading looks. Then he surveyed the landscape beyond the cabin. The grass in the field was turning as brown as the horizon. Soon their world would be nothing more than a smoky haze of browns and grays. They only had so much food. Colton could hunt, fish, and trap for as long as it was safe to go outside. 
“C’mon, Colton,” Briar pleaded. 
A smile stretched across Colton’s face. “Let’s party.” 
Plates filled with meals ready to eat and bowls of popcorn were spread out on the coffee table before them as they watched a movie on the big screen TV in the living room. The three of them each picked a movie of their choosing. Colton selected a horror movie, Ryder a superhero film, and Briar a romantic comedy. Briar told the boys Molly deserved a movie too. She chose a children’s movie with a dog as the main character. The lighthearted film was not enough to keep their attention as the night went on. 
Next, shots of whiskey were poured. Then music from their high school days bumped from the speakers in the living room where they pushed aside the couch and coffee table to make room for dancing. Molly watched from her blanket on the ground then finally joined in on the dancing. Molly stood on her hind legs and placed her paws on Briar’s stomach. Briar took each of Molly’s paws in hand and danced with her as the boys laughed. 
Then Colton plopped onto the couch to take a break as a slow song turned on. Ryder and Briar joined hands and slow danced on the living room floor. Briar rested her throbbing head from too much drinking on Ryder’s forehead. He lowered his hands further down her back. 
Colton switched the song to a faster-paced tune. “I thought we were going to party like rockstars.” 
Briar broke from Ryder’s embrace and started jumping to the beat of the song. The party continued into the night until the liquor caught up and knocked them out. For one night, they were allowed to pretend their lives were normal again. They could be kids again in their early twenties just trying to figure out life and where they were going.  

      ***The brown and orange colors of fall faded into the brown of winter. The skies remained smoky and ashy. The cold kept the group unmotivated to move around. Colton’s exercise consisted of walking to the woodshed for more firewood. Briar left the cabin once or twice a day to check on her horse who nibbled at the slowly dying grass in the pasture. Ryder never left the cabin. When Colton would come in from outside carrying an armload of firewood, he would find Ryder pacing in the kitchen muttering to himself. 
“There is someone in the mirror,” Ryder said to Colton on one cold day. 
Colton chuckled. “Yeah, it’s you.” 
Ryder’s eyes were wide with panic. “No. It’s someone else. There is someone else in the mirror.”  
As time went on the smoke and ash showed no signs of dissipating. The irritation in Colton’s throat from the smoky air did not decrease either. Even by avoiding the outside, his dry cough remained persistent. The days became dark as night. Only small rays of sunshine needled through the soot in the atmosphere. 
The days were long and agonizingly boring in the cabin. At the beginning of winter, Briar started sleeping on the couch to be close to the wood stove. Colton and Ryder drug the mattress from Colton’s room and placed it on the floor by the couch. They all slept together in the living room. Colton would often wake up to see Molly’s face or rump pressed up against his face. He never protested much. More body heat was always welcome to him now. 






  
  Chapter fourteen
Briar


Briar and her boy friends had exhausted board games and card games. Briar found a small collection of books in Colton’s dad’s old room. The books were not of much interest to Briar. She preferred fiction. These books all pertained to hunting and survival. Briar still read them anyway. Most of the survival tips in the book were useless in her current situation. The sun was darkened by the fallout in the sky. The rainy Oregon coastline turned drier each week as the rain patterns were disrupted by the thick layers of smoke and soot. Soon the radiation floating on the horizon over the sea would catch up to them at the cabin in the woods. A survival book was of no use in a world devoid of sun and poisoned soil and water. The book on survival was merely entertainment now, a marker of a time long gone when a person could attempt survival within the laws of nature. There were no laws of nature anymore—only smoke and ash. She hoped the fallout would diminish over time and end the endless winter. She feared by then she would be dead.   
Her horse stood like a ghost in the field amongst the dimmed horizon and browned landscape. Briar longed to go for a ride, though she found it cruel to ride a skinny horse through smoky air. 
That night, Briar laid on the couch curled up next to Molly. Colton and Ryder were on the mattress on the ground below her. They had gathered every blanket of existence in the cabin and piled them on top of themselves. 
“What’s going to happen to us?” Briar said into the darkness. 
“We’re going to take it day by day,” Colton answered. 
“Do you think anyone will come?” Ryder asked. 
“Like who?” Colton replied. 
Ryder shrugged. “Anyone. The government, marauders, a tax man. Mutants!” 
“We should have enough firepower for the mutants.” Colton pointed to the gun safe in the corner of the living room. 
“At least we wouldn’t be bored,” Ryder said. 
“I miss riding,” said Briar. “I miss everything.” 
“I don’t miss my job.” Ryder laughed. 
“Me neither,” said Colton. “Even back then I was just waiting for something to happen. Nothing has changed.” 
“What’s going to happen?” Briar asked again. 
Colton took a deep breath. “I’m still waiting.”

      ***For months Briar watched Colton check each day off the ten-year calendar his dad had stored in his prepper stash. The calendar was intended to keep track of time as they awaited whatever came next after an apocalypse. The calendar told them it was late March. Briar’s birthday had come and passed. She did not mention it. There was no use in celebrating another year. 
“It’s officially spring,” Colton said to the group. 
Ryder peeled back a window curtain and glanced outside. “Look at all those flowers blooming.” 
Briar frowned at the joke. The only flowers that dared to bloom were likely on fire by now. She had dared to go for a ride on one cold winter day. She convinced the boys to let her ride down the street for a short distance. She did not know what she hoped to find. A piece of her wanted to see electricity-powered lights in the distance or hear the humming of a car engine—anything that may remind her of the time before. Instead, Briar saw nothing of the once-buzzing industrial world. 
When she rode to the top of a hill for a bird’s eye view, all she was the privileged witness to was a forest fire in the distance. She concluded the blasts from the atomic bombs must have set fire to everything flammable around it. She pictured not only forests on fire but housing developments as well. The cheap, dry tinder used to erect half-a million-dollar homes in record time for maximum profit was likely making great firewood right about now, and further contributing to the smoke layer above her. Briar had not seen the sky or stars in months.  
Colton said to Briar and Ryder they would risk raiding houses in the spring. He hoped the smoke would dissipate by then too. His dad had seeds stored in the prepper stash. They could start a garden. Colton would teach her and Ryder to hunt. They could have a normal life at the cabin. Briar and Ryder allowed Colton to sell them a dream that was not for sale.
Spring bloomed even darker skies. There were no sun rays or moonbeams now. Their latest plan was to use flashlights and search nearby houses. Briar strapped a headlight around her head. Colton strapped a sidearm to his side and a rifle around his back and shoulder. 
Briar carefully peered into the kitchen where Ryder sat at the table fumbling with a radio. He had been tinkering with the machine for days. Now and then he would find static on one of the stations and intently listen. 
“I hear voices!” Ryder screeched when he saw Briar standing by the entrance of the kitchen, partially hidden by the wall. 
“What did they say?” Briar asked. 
“They said…hang on, they were just talking…. Ssshh, I hear them again.” 
Briar did not hear any voices. Although, what was reality anymore? 
“They say the government is tracking us through the radio,” Ryder said seriously. “They could be outside right now, men in black, agents of the elites. They’re watching us.” 
Briar nodded. “Okay.”  
“Let’s go everyone, it will be getting dark soon,” Colton said with a laugh, trying to be funny. His face fell when he saw Ryder with his ear glued to the radio. “C’mon, man. We’re going on a supply run. Give radio waving a break.” 
Ryder put his finger up and ignored Colton. Colton looked at Briar and shrugged. Molly stared up at him and Briar with excitement. She was always the happiest member in the cabin to go outside. Molly lived in the moment. Smoky skies did not bring her spirits down. 
“It’s just us and Molly then.” 
Colton put his backpack on and led Briar and Molly out the door. Colton and Briar put on their gas masks and gave each other a glance of encouragement before embarking down the ash-covered country lane.
Briar, Colton, and Molly walked for miles in the direction of the coastline. Briar struggled walking up hills. She was out of shape from sitting in a cabin for weeks on end. The smoke in the air did not help either. 
“There are a few luxury homes out by the ocean,” Colton said to her. “There could be something of use in one of them.” 
They trudged through the forest where a two-story home overlooking the ocean loomed on the horizon before them. Its pane glass windows reflected the specks of sunlight strong enough to break through the fallout. 
Once at the house, Colton broke a window and motioned them to come inside. Molly carefully stepped across the dusty tile floors. Briar stopped in the living room where the view of the ocean stretched across the landscape. A smoke and ash cloud darker than the one on land hovered above the ocean. 
“Must be the fallout blowing in from overseas,” Colton said. 
“No dissipation anytime soon, unfortunately,” Briar added. 
In the kitchen, Briar found a box of stale cookies. “They probably only stayed here a few months out of the year.”     
“Well, it’s much roomier than the cabin,” said Colton. “So far extra space is all I have found.” 
Colton and Briar searched upstairs next. Briar walked into the master bedroom and found a walk-in closet full of luxury brand clothing and shoes. Briar stepped into the bathroom and regarded herself in the mirror from the glow of the flashlight beam. She looked pale, sickly, and tired. 
“Find anything?” Colton shouted from a nearby room. 
“No,” Briar shouted back. She opened a drawer full of makeup. She patted her face with concealer and painted her lashes with mascara and lips with bright red lipstick. Then she stepped into the closet the size of a bedroom and ran her hands over the silky fabrics dangling from hangers. She stepped out of her dirty rags of clothes and slipped into a sparkly blue dress. Then she stepped her feet into bright pink pumps. She stood in front of the full-length body mirror in the closet and admired herself. She was relieved to see color and purposefully avoided any clothes of black, brown, or gray. 
A whistle sounded from the entrance of the bathroom. Briar whipped around to see Colton eyeing her. Briar blushed in embarrassment. She was supposed to be searching for survival supplies, not playing dress-up. 
“Sorry,” Briar said sheepishly. 
Colton smiled. “Don’t be.” 
Briar left the closet and walked into the smaller closet on the opposite side of the room. She grabbed a tux off the rack and held it in front of Colton. 
“Try it on,” said Briar. 
Colton grimaced. “Pass.” 
“Just do it.” Briar blinked up at him through fluttery eyelashes. 
Colton rolled his eyes and took the suit from her. He emerged from the closet in a black and white tux. It hung loosely on his bony figure, as did Briar’s dress. Their new diet was the best one invented yet for keeping thin. 
“You look dashing,” Briar said with a big smile. “You look like you own a big real estate portfolio and are about to go to the office to discuss your next merger…or something.” 
“I do look good,” Colton said. “You look like you’re about to go out shopping and then sip champagne at a resort bar.” 
“You look like your name is…Mr. Kensington and you haven’t paid a tax in years,” Briar continued. 
“You look like your name is Mrs. Kensington and you only married me for my money.” 
“I look like I married you for the money and your dark and handsome good looks.” 
Colton took a step closer to Briar. “You look like you just got home from lunch and are a little tipsy from the champagne.” 
“You look like you just got off work early and need to relax.” 
Colton leaned down and kissed Briar. She wrapped her arms around his neck. Then he led her over to the bed. 

      ***When Colton and Briar arrived back at the cabin, Ryder was still at the kitchen table listening to the radio. He eyed Colton and Briar suspiciously as they awkwardly moved around each other. Briar took a seat on the couch and cuddled with Molly. They were both exhausted from their walk. No food had been found either. 
“There’s a fallout cloud making its way to us.” Briar heard Colton say to Ryder. “We may need to step up our measures very soon.” 
“I’m sure you measured up,” Ryder hissed at Colton. 
Briar put her head down. She had let herself get carried away on her supply run with Colton. Everything between her and the boys had changed in an instant, and she could feel it. She did not regret her decision; although, she knew it came with consequences.

      ***Colton retrieved a Geiger counter from his dad’s prepper stash. Their worries were now determined. Their fate was sealed. Radiation was now in the air. 
Quickly the three of them grabbed duct tape and boards. They hauled two mattresses down to the basement. Molly shook nervously in the corner of the basement. The panicked frenzy of Briar and the boys rushing items down into the basement upset her. Molly had come to learn panic, rushing, and rummaging meant changes were coming, and often not good changes. Briar kneeled in front of Molly and hugged her tightly. 
“You’re a good girl, Molly. We’re gonna get through this.” 
Briar watched Victoria in the pasture through the small snip of glass on the basement window. The mare was practically a walking skeleton. Spring had brought forth no spring grasses. The pastures were a layer of ash, giving the landscape a sinister portrait of winter. The dead trees and the skeletal horse stood with melancholy against the bitter cold.
Briar sat down on the floor of the basement and held Molly to her chest. Across the room, Colton loaded a shotgun. Then he put on his gas mask. 
“Sorry, Briar,” Colton said. 
Briar buried her face into Molly’s hair as the tears poured down her face. She swore she could hear every step Colton took through the concrete of the basement walls as he ambled to the horse pasture. Then the firing of a gun sounded.    
Minutes later, Colton quietly walked into the basement with his head down low. Briar was still crying. 
Ryder grabbed a roll of duct tape and began sealing the door leading upstairs. When he was finished, he plopped down on one of the mattresses and leered at Colton. “Death seems to follow you.”   
Colton did not respond. 






  
  Chapter fifteen
Ryder


“It’s been over a year since it happened,” Ryder said.  
He looked over at Colton and Briar through the beam of his flashlight. Colton was sitting on a mattress and leaned up against the basement wall. Briar was curled up next to him. Even the dog was on the bed with them. Ryder was alone on his mattress. 
“It feels longer than a year,” said Colton. 
The radiation in the atmosphere hovered around them. Ryder saw Colton routinely check radiation levels in the basement using the Geiger counter. For the time being, they were in the clear. Days were no longer days, and nights were no longer nights. The only thing that changed in the basement was the dropping of the temperature. Ryder had a blanket wrapped around his head and neck, and another around his body. 
Sleep came in fitful spurts without circadian rhythm. Ryder’s only relief from the ache of hunger in his belly was the short naps his body fell in and out of. As the days passed, there were times when Ryder was not sure whether he was asleep or awake. He routinely slipped into lucid dreams. In his dream state, he found himself wandering the land outside the cabin. His boots sifted through the ash on the ground. The sky burned with fire. Four riders on horses galloped in a circle around him. People ran in terror screaming through the darkness; killing each other, eating each other. 
Then Ryder was in the cabin again staring down at his motionless body and wondering how to get back in. His answer never came as his body and mind seemed to join at whim and without his command. He never understood or found the door leading between the two realities, yet somehow, he kept traveling through them. 
When he was awake again, he could see shadows moving on the wall from the glow of his flashlight. Repeatedly throughout the undefined days, he turned on the radio. He could hear the government operatives through the radio waves discussing their evil plans. He knew it was only a matter of time before men in plastic suits found them and dragged them away to slave camps. 
The hour arrived when only five freeze-dried packets of food were left to eat. Once those were consumed, they were officially out of food. The water supply was dwindling as well.   
“Why is this happening to us?” Ryder heard Briar say. “Are we bad people?” 
“No, we’re not,” Colton said. 
“This is all someone’s sick joke,” Ryder said. “There was never any hope for us even before the war.” 
“What did you want to be when you grew up?” Briar asked. 
Ryder was not sure who the question was directed at. The question was also not relevant to their situation. Then Ryder realized it had not mattered even before he found himself locked in a basement surrounded by ionizing radiation. There were no careers or dream jobs waiting for him. When his mom booted him out at eighteen, getting a job and a paycheck as quickly as possible was the only thing he was allowed to be capable of. 
“I wanted to be an astronaut,” Colton said with a shamefaced laugh. 
“I wanted to be a professional showjumper and travel the world,” Briar added. 
“I wanted to be anybody but myself,” Ryder said darkly.  
He could feel Colton and Briar regard him with uncomfortable stares through the darkness. He no longer cared when he burst their happy bubbles. There was no reason to be happy. They were locked in a concrete hole underground like goblins. 
When the food finally ran out, a new sense of despair filled the room. Ryder could see it and almost touch it. Two days of sitting in the glow of flashlights with no food led Ryder into anger and frustration. He was powerless. He could no longer sleep as his mind drifted between delusion and reality. 
“There’s bugs on the walls!” Ryder screamed. “They might be radioactive.” 
“I don’t see any bugs,” Colton said. 
Hours later the sickening feeling of his stomach consuming itself caused Ryder to begin searching madly through the basement. He looked under his mattress and the cardboard boxes stacked around the room. He wondered if Colton had stashed food somewhere. He did not doubt his so-called friend was attempting to starve him out. Then he and Briar could have their little love affair in peace.
“What are you looking for?” Colton asked. 
Ryder scoffed. “Oh, you know what I am looking for.” 
“Uh,” Colton stammered. “I really don’t.” 
“How about we play one of the board games,” Briar said weakly from her spot nestled in Colton’s arms. 
“I’d hate to tear you away,” Ryder snapped. He pointed his flashlight over at the happy family across from him. His eyes fixated on Molly the dog. 
“You can pretend to have your little suburban picture-perfect life over there,” Ryder began. “We need food. We're in wartime famine! We already wasted meat by not eating the horse. We can no longer afford to do so with the dog.” 
“Excuse me!” Briar cried. 
“We’re not eating Molly, Ryder,” Colton said firmly. 
“Better her than one of us!” Ryder said. 
Colton stood up and faced Ryder. “Take it easy, man. No one is eating anybody in this room. It will only delay the inevitable.” 
Ryder unsheathed a knife from his pants. “The dog goes now!” 
Briar blocked herself in front of Molly. “Keep away from her!” she shouted. 
Ryder started to push Briar aside. She pushed him back. He tried to grab her, and she slapped his hand away. Ryder grabbed her shoulder and shoved her to the side. Briar reached up and slapped him across the face. Ryder lifted his free hand and punched Briar square in the eye. She fell to the floor. 
“Enough!” Colton screamed. He jumped on top of Ryder and tackled him to the ground. The two rolled around on the basement floor, hitting, pulling, and yanking each other as they wrestled. Briar dashed over to Molly, picked her up, and then hid in one of the corners. 
Colton and Ryder staggered to their feet. Ryder picked up his knife off the ground and aimed it at Colton. His vision blurred as he focused only on the whites of his friend’s eyes in the basement darkness. 
“You know,” said Ryder. “I once killed a girl for a stick of butter.” 
“You don’t need to kill anybody,” Colton said calmly. “The world is doing that for us. We have enough to worry about. I don’t want to be at war with you. You're my best friend.”
“Some friend you are,” Ryder spat. “I saw her first!” 
“I’m sorry,” said Colton, knowing it was not enough.  
“We can still make it.” Ryder barely squeaked the words out of his mouth. He was fatigued from the fight and the lack of food and sunlight. “We can get out of here. The government lies about radiation. It will fade away in a few weeks and everything will go back to normal.” Ryder kept his knife pointed at Colton. 
“Let’s just enjoy the time we have left. Put the knife down.” 
Ryder rubbed his forehead as all the blood rushed to his temple. He dropped the knife and it clanked against the concrete floor. He heard Colton snatch the knife off the floor. Ryder waited for his friend to stab him. No wounds came. 
Then they sat across from each other on sparring sides of the basement. Briar clutched onto Molly and Colton held Briar close. Time moved forward and they did not. 
Ryder had the feeling his former friend was plotting against him. He knew Colton wanted him dead and then they would eat the rest of the stashed food. With Ryder out of the way as the third wheel, they would go on and live their happily ever at the cabin with a dog and two kids. Ryder would be just another casualty of war. He chuckled at himself. There was no reason for him to be surprised by that outcome. People like him were meant to suffer. 
Ryder stood to his feet and walked to the basement door. He started ripping the duct tape down. He had let himself be foolish and trust Colton’s Geiger counter his friend likely did not know how to use properly. He could not stand one more minute in the basement. The walls and the shadows were closing in on him. He could hardly breathe. Then he felt a hand on his arm. 
“Stop it, Ryder,” said Colton. 
“We need to get out of here!” Ryder cried. “We can’t just sit here like prisoners. I heard on the radio there is a survivor’s camp east of here. They have electricity and everything.” 
“There’s nothing out there but smoke and ash.” Colton tried to lead Ryder away from the door. 
Ryder refused to budge. Panicking, he kept frantically ripping at the tape. Colton wrapped his arms around Ryder’s throat and locked him in a chokehold. He dragged him down the stairs as Ryder thrashed against him. 
Colton threw Ryder down on the ground. Ryder crawled over to this mattress while gagging. 
“I’ll tie you up if I have to!” Colton threatened. 
Ryder grabbed a gun from under his mattress and pointed it at Colton. Colton put his hands up in shock. Briar started crying from the other side of the basement. 
“Ryder…brother…put the gun down.” 
“You want me dead! I know you do!” Ryder cried. “I’ll kill each of you in this room. Especially her! Briar! She has been lying to us since we met. We were her conquest all along.” 
“I’ll let you leave,” Colton pleaded. “How about that? You can leave and go to that survivor camp you were talking about.” 
Ryder scoffed. “Oh, you’d love for me to leave, wouldn’t you? Then you and your girlfriend can go make mutant babies.” 
“We can all go together.” 
Ryder had known his friend long enough now to see he was bluffing. The shadows flickered on the walls out of the corners of his eyes. He understood him and each member in the room were all as good as dead. Ryder turned the gun to his own head. 
“No!” Colton got down on his knees and pleaded. “That isn’t the way. Don’t do it, please.” 
“Then what is the way?” Ryder yelled. 
Colton was silent. Briar continued to cry from a corner of the basement. 
“See…you don’t know either.” Ryder pressed his finger lightly on the trigger. 
“No, don’t!” Colton cried as the gun fired and deafened his ears. 






  
  Chapter sixteen
Briar and Molly


“I bet it’s summer now,” Briar said as she held Colton’s head in her lap while running her fingers through his hair. “Or it  would be summer if…you know.” 
“We went camping a lot in the summer,” said Colton. 
“I wish we could take vacations in time,” said Briar. “I want to relive the summer when I was ten years old; going to bed when I wanted, waking up when I wanted, watching cartoons all morning, then riding the horses, eating popsicles, and having barbecue chicken for dinner.”
“Wish we there right now.” 
Time went on without them. All the batteries had died and now only one flashlight remained working. The solar flashlights proved to be of little use with no sun to recharge the batteries. Briar was too weak to move. She laid in place on the mattress between Colton and Molly. 
“Yes, Mom. I put the horses up and remembered to close the paddock gates,” Colton muttered to the darkness. 
“How were the horses?” Briar asked, playing along. 
“Just fine,” Colton replied. “Bucky was bratty as usual, kicking up his heels and showing off. Sugar wanted scratches and treats.”
Briar giggled. Horses all seemed to behave the same. Her gelding back home sounded like Bucky and Sugar reminded her of her mom’s horse. Four horses created mirror images of memories in their minds. 
Hours later, Briar heard Colton’s shallow breathing come to a stop. She weakly gave his shoulder a shake. Colton slowly opened his eyes. 
“You stopped breathing,” said Briar. “Don’t leave.” 
“I have to,” Colton whispered. “Meet me at the place where dreams form bridges into new realities.” 
“I will.” Tears began pouring down Briar’s cheeks. She was surprised her body could make tears considering how dehydrated she was. 
Soon Colton breathed his last breath. Briar was alone now with only Molly for company. She crawled across the basement and turned on the radio by Ryder’s sleeping area. 
She spoke desperately into the speaker, hoping her voice would somehow magically carry across the airwaves. “Help. Someone, please help me.” 
Briar continued to tune the radio. The static irritated Molly and she shook her head and pawed at her ears. Briar kept on switching through the stations until she heard voices. 
“People are sick,” said a man. “Fever. Sores on the body. But they keep on living.” Static overtook his voice.
Briar tuned the radio some more, hungry for any knowledge of what was happening beyond her four walls. She desperately gripped the radio. Molly walked over and bumped her nose against Briar’s arm repeatedly. She wanted her girl’s attention on her, not the screechy static. Briar ignored her and continued to focus on the radio.
Static was interrupted by screams. “Help us! They’re coming! Help! Please! Is anyone out there?”
Briar shut off the radio. Then she picked it up and threw it against the wall. Now she understood why Ryder went mad listening to the unknown voices telling their tales of doom through the speaker bars. She picked up Ryder’s gun and held it close to her chest. She laid down on her late friend’s mattress. Molly curled up beside her.  
“We’re not here right now, Molly,” Briar spoke into the darkness as her flashlight flickered its last beams of light. “We’re back home with mom. We’re out riding in the fields. We’re getting our feet wet in the creek. It’s a warm summer day. We can smell food cooking on the grill.”
Suddenly a bright, golden light shined from the top of the stairs. Briar jolted upright. She tossed the blankets off her and Molly. Together they walked side by side up the stairs and out the front door of the cabin. Outside the light shined brighter. Briar shielded her eyes from the light and Molly kept her head low. 
A white horse appeared in the light. Briar instantly recognized the horse as Victoria. Her white hair sparkled of crystals. Her saddle and bridle were pure gold and glistened like rays of sunshine. Briar held Victoria’s face in her hands and stroked the velvet fur on the horse’s muzzle. She rested her forehead on Victoria’s head. Then she used the shiny stirrup to lift herself onto the horse’s back and took a seat on the golden saddle. Victoria turned around and walked further into the light. Molly walked alongside the horse and rider as she always had done. 
Beyond the light was a field with wheat grass blowing in the wind. A tree stood in the middle of the field. Briar reined Victoria to a stop under the tree. She slid off the horse’s back and laid down on the grass beneath the tree’s leafy branches. Briar picked a stalk of grass and chewed on it. She was surprised it tasted so good and she could feel the food filling her body with strength and nutrients. Molly began eating the grass too. 
Together they watched the wind blow by. The light illuminated through the sky and fields all around them. The grass was easy to eat and required no tilling, planting, butchering, canning or scavenging through abandoned houses. In the distance, a golden city appeared before them surrounded by mountains and waterfalls. 
“I think we finally made it home, Molly,” Briar said. 
Molly wagged her tail when she heard her girl say the word home. She stared in awe at the wonder before her. All through her short dog life, the only thing she ever had to call home was her girl. Briar smiled as Molly’s usually stern and straight face softened and relaxed. Molly was finally home, and with her girl too. She jogged in the direction of the city and then stopped when she noticed Briar was not following. 
“We’ll go,” Briar said to Molly. “Let me rest a moment.” 
Over the rolling hills of wheat fields, four riders on horses appeared in the distance. 
 

  






  
  Note from the author


Meet the dog that inspired the story



[image: image-placeholder]


The late Molly was a mixed-breed American Cattle dog, yet she barked like a hound. Molly was abandoned with two other dogs forty miles deep in the Oregon wilderness. She was found by my uncle, a logger, who rescued her and brought her home. While visiting my aunt and uncle, I met Molly in the horse barn where she was being housed. She tried to jump over the stall door to get to me. From that moment on, we were the best of friends. Molly went on to be a dog agility champion. She loved playing with her rope ball and going on horseback rides. It took a few years for Molly to overcome her fear of the forest and learn to trust people not to abandon her. She was serious and focused in everything she did.  
Molly died at the age of sixteen. Of all the dogs I have called my own, Molly would be the one who could survive the post-apocalypse.     
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