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PROLOGUE
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“You are being lied to!” The thin tinny voice blared out of the headphones. Both Listeners winced at the sudden peak in volume. The level was lowered, but not by much. They could not risk missing anything important. Having finally discovered another signal, they had to give it a chance. 

“You notice how those videos are always too shaky and, or, blurry to really make anything out? Everybody in this county is carrying around a digital camera in their pockets, and you’re telling me only a couple can get a clear picture?...These videos are fake! Photoshop takes time people! They needed to get these out quick. Too quick to do more than a couple of good ones. So they resorted to just crapping out a bunch that just had CGI smudges on them!...It’s easy to see, but I'm the only one brave enough to tell the truth. Because I’m not in on the fix, like the so-called, legitimate media, is. And I’m about to tell you what they’re trying to cover up. Listen close Ladies and Gentlemen, because they could cut me off...any second...They are desperate to keep this from getting out...I have to expose them quickly before they can stop me” Despite declaring the need for haste, the speech stopped. There was no indication of an issue or confusion. The hum of a hot microphone confirmed the broadcast continued. All signs pointed to a planned pause. The Speaker was providing an opportunity for anticipation to build. There was the creaking of a chair, and the rising sound of breathing. He was leaning into his microphone. No doubt he expected his audience matching his movements towards their speakers. They would be desperate to receive his revelation. Finally, the culmination of the strategy burst out. 

“It’s all a cover-up for biological warfare! I have a confidential source, that has advised me Japan, Australia, and New Zealand have all closed their airspaces. They’ve heard reports that there are island nations, shooting down any commercial flights that enter their airspace. Common Sense says that means we’re dealing with a disease here! Those things in those, alleged, eye-witness videos, couldn’t fly planes!” 

With a scoff, the dial was turned on the old portable radio. This broadcast was not the source of vital information that was needed. There was more static, broken up by clicks and pops. The search was thorough. A channel was given time to come through, before they moved on. The diligence paid off. The hint of a word was caught. With careful adjustment, a voice became intelligible. 

“Why would you hide away during the day? Why do we need to fear the light? Why would you hide away from God’s Holy Sunshine, and cower in the darkness? The dark is the place of sin! The night is the Devil’s playground! Avoiding the pure cleansing light is the last thing we need to do. Armageddon is upon us! Watch the videos. The Hellspawn has risen! Do not feed yourself to them by slinking away into the filthy shadows, like you are being told! These are instructions from...” 

Joob did not get to hear anymore of the statement. She was allowed to listen in, but had no control over the radio. The Old Woman at her side operated the dial. Joob was grateful that the headphones were being shared with her. She needed to know what the state of the world was. 

And it kept her mind off the events of the last few days. 

With no current broadcast to listen to, Joob moved back to gathering information visually. There was not enough moonlight to get much detail, but the basic layout of the RV was discernible. Below a bed chamber, It had a two seat, van-like cab in the front. Behind the driver, was the small booth Joob shared with the Old-Woman and the older girl. Opposite to them was a kitchenette. To the rear, was the sliver of a bathroom and a bedroom. Too many campers share this layout, the police will need more to narrow it down. Joob thought of how she could be more specific. I have been in one like this before. She recalled that her Grandparents had friends that owned a camper like this. They said it was old. She could feel wear on the table and cushions. What were their names? Does not matter. The police will be able to get those names from my family. Aunt Keisha said to gather every detail I can. Joob moved on to the people that had taken her. Driver is African-American male, bald...Well, currently bald. No evidence he cannot grow hair. He could have just shaved his head. Her Aunt had warned her about hair.  The police detective had advised: Too many people confuse identifying features with grooming habits. Beards can be shaved. Hair can be cut and colored. But hair could provide some hints. The gray hairs in the men’s beards meant something. Driver is African-American male, possibly forty to fifty years of age. He is approximately six-feet tall and two-hundred pounds. Joob based that on a general comparison with her father. It was just an initial estimate though. More examination was needed. Her attention moved over to the man occupying the passenger seat. Caucasian male, approximately six-foot four and two-hundred and fifty pounds. The only feature that stood out under the large-brimmed hat was the extensive beard. Graying sandy-blond hair, is all I have for now. She would have to gather more details. 

The Old Woman was close enough to get a clearer picture of. Caucasian female, at least mid-fifties, blue eyes, and approximately five-foot two and one-hundred and ten pounds. The woman had a facial shape and prominent nose that was similar to an actress on a popular television show. Aunt Keisha said it is good to give the sketch artist a place to start.  

The Old Woman had seized upon Joob the instant they met. A thin, surprisingly strong, arm still clung around the girl’s small shoulders. Tattoo, involving a motorcycle, on her left forearm. Skin markings were an identifier that Aunt Keisha had recommended as especially valuable. Joob needed to memorize the tattoo. It was valuable information, and it allowed her to remain turned away from the Woman’s face. Joob did not like the close proximity. But sharing the headphones prevented her from pulling away from the Stranger. You need to hear what is on the Radio. She has not tried to hurt you. This is just like cuddling with Grandma. Joob tried to reassure herself. But Grandma had never held a pistol while they embraced. Aunt Keisha said not to panic. Stay calm and pay attention. Do not give them a reason to hurt you, and wait for them to relax. Words appeared on the Radio again. Joob’s excitement was short-lived as she quickly recognized the message. It was the same pre-recorded one that had motivated them to look for a new channel in the first place. It was not a reprieve from the thoughts in the back of her mind. The Old Woman began to cuss in frustration, before stopping suddenly. There was a visible change in body language as she turned to Joob. 

“It’s, okay honey, nothin to worry yourself about, you’re safe now,” she said through a forced smile, before turning to the girl across the table. “You both are. Those people won’t hurt you anymore. They can’t hurt nobody, no more.” 

While not the exact wording, it was a statement the Woman had been repeating to the girls ever since they had been taken from their previous captors. With each attempt, a few more cracks appeared in the optimistic facade. 

Joob’s mind turned to the last person in the group. Female, early teens...Hispanic? Joob tried to focus on the older girl across the booth. No, do not guess on her race. Her family is looking for her too. Guessing leads to confusion. Female, early teens, black hair and brown skin.  

“Margaret, anything on the radio?” asked the man driving. Joob took note of the Woman’s name.  “The, real, news channel we had, is just givin a stand-by message now,” answered Margaret. “We looked around, but there’s only a couple of others on, and they’re wack-jobs...Well, hell, they may be right, but they’re not sayin anything helpful...Now, we’re back at the first station, hopin they come back on.” 

“Try the C.B. again,” suggested the Driver. 

“Watch it!” The warning came from the large man in the passenger seat. Joob fell forward as the brakes were engaged. The radio and C.B. receiver slid across the table. Margaret pulled Joob in tight, but by that point, their momentum had stopped. 

“You okay, Judy?” asked Margaret. Joob nodded that she was. She had already decided to not point out they were calling her by the wrong name. 

“How about you...sweetie?” Margaret asked the other Girl. As far as Joob knew, the Girl had not spoken to anyone. After refusing to respond to all questions, everyone had just left her alone. Her blank stare did not change following Margaret’s latest question. After a few seconds of waiting, The Old Woman gave up again. Her attention turned to the driver. 

“What’s goin on up there?”  

“Hard to tell,” came back a frustrated answer. “Everybody just slammed on the breaks.” The stress of driving without headlights was clear in the man’s voice. Only the lead car was not running completely dark. Even they were relying solely on running lights.The rest of the line had even removed the bulbs from their brake signals. Near the rear of the caravan, the R.V.’s driver was forced to search for guidance from the movement and position of dark forms moving in front of them. Driving by moonlight had led to an anxious mood.  But a lack of motion did not bring relief. One does not escape by remaining stationary. All grew silent as they idled. Joob tried to focus on the radio, but the repeating broadcast supplied no relief. The two men leaned towards the windshield, as if hoping that would provide more information. Tension built as the seconds passed. 

“How, we doing on gas?” asked Margart, apparently startling the driver a bit. 

“Just under a half tank,” he answered, after settling back in his seat. 

“Is that...” 

“We’re fine,” said the large man, half out of his seat. “Long as we don’t just sit here.” 

Margaret showed every sign of wanting to ask follow ups. But she also appeared to understand if the men had more pertinent information, they would have already provided it. After a light groan of frustration, she pulled her attention back to the table. As her eyes fell upon the children, her face began to change. It took some work to form a smile on her mouth. Then another few seconds to raise it to her eyes. Then came another claim assuring the children that all was well and under control.  As she finished, The man in the passenger seat bolted to his feet and moved towards the side door. 

“Rascal?” Margaret managed to make the single word sound as both an inquiry regarding the man’s intention, and a rejection to the action she anticipated. The large man halted at the door and stiffened with obvious irritation. 

“Gonna see why these assholes are just sittin here,” he spat back. 

“Rascal!” The nickname was now a seering rebuke. “Watch your language!” With a quick head movement, Margaret indicated the children sharing the booth with her.  

Joob was shocked by the tone. It was a clear challenge. Though he had not shown any aggression to those present, she had seen what he was capable of. Yes, Margaret was armed, but his shotgun dwarfed her little pistol. And Joob knew those other men had once had guns as well. So this hulking figure was not just intimidating in appearance, he had proven himself lethal. Joob tensed as he turned back their way. Margaret’s frail frame was not much of a barrier between her and this deadly threat. Joob tried to read his expression, but it was too dark beneath his hat. It was clear enough to see his shoulders rise as he appeared swell to even larger. He was taking in air, as if gathering strength. Joob anticipated an apology would come spilling out of Margaret. But the old woman held her ground. More than that, she seemed to advance. Though directed in the opposite direction, Joob felt as though Margaret was, somehow, intensifying her glare.  

“Sorry, ladies,” surrendered the large man, as he deflated. Joob was stunned to witness the man sulk like a scolded child. 

“We’re moving again,” announced the driver. The situation was completely defused as everyone settled back into their positions. It was as if nothing had happened. 

“I wonder what it was,” commented Margaret. 

“Probably Kelly backseat driving,” said the Driver with a strained chuckle. “You know how she can be.” 

The same awkward air filled the cabin that had followed every mention of the woman’s name. All of those mentions had come from the Driver. Joob had not met her, but had gathered that Kelly had been part of this group prior to the two girl’s joining. Now, this woman was riding in the lead car. Neither of the other two adults had responded the last few times Kelly’s name had been spoken. The subject had passed quickly before, but this time, the Driver seemed to want to push it. “Rascal,” turned back towards Margaret in an obvious call for help.  

“Jerome, I know when Kelly makes her mind up, she don’t change it,” said Margaret sadly. “This is what she wants, and we can’t change it sweetheart. We have to focus on keeping those of us, still here, safe.” 

“Yeah, you’re right,” he answered in reluctant agreement. Joob was happy she had proper names for two of the adults now. Margaret shifted uncomfortably, but returned her attention to the booth. She pulled the radio back as she scanned for the other object that had once been there. 

“Honey,” she said to girl across from her. “I think the C.B. fell over into the seat...” 

Receiving no acknowledgement to her words, Margaret shifted the direction of her statement. “Julie, can you slip under there and grab that box that fell over for me?” Gladly, Joob freed herself from the woman’s grip and sank down to cross under the table. The old vox was heavier than expected, but Joob was able to retrieve it and return to her seat. Though this was the first example she had seen in person, Joob was familiar with CB (Citizens Band) radios from movies and television. Before cell phones, she could understand how useful the communication devices could be. However, Joob was doubtful they would find any modern users. Margaret put the headphones, attached to the traditional radio receiver to her ear. After a moment she handed them over to Joob. 

“Okay Honey, you listen to these and let me know if they start playing anything different than this same stuff. Can you do that?” 

Joob nodded enthusiastically in response. As she took the headphones, she seized upon the opportunity to slide a few inches away from the old woman. Joob hoped that combining the two actions would make the movement less obvious. How will I answer if questioned? Her aunt had advised Joob to always watch for a chance to escape if kidnapped. But the police woman had emphasized to never appear to want to escape. If she, Margaret, asks why I pulled away, I will answer that I wanted to give her space to operate the C.B. Joob decided that would be a good excuse. The old woman made no mention of Joob’s position. Her attention was focused on the C.B. She moved with practiced efficiency to adjust the receiver and search for any sign of communication. A hand was kept over the speaker to reduce the sound that escaped. There was nothing but open air. After a moment of waiting, Margaret sent out a few calls. Joob was surprised at just how much it sounded like the truck drivers from those old movies. She remembered one in particular. It was a favorite of her father. Will I ever see Daddy again? A darkness began to creep in at the thought. A realization was at the edge of her consciousness. It felt like a weight was closing in all around her. Joob was not strong enough to resist the pressure. Just as she was about to be overwhelmed, her aunt’s words came to her: “Joob, you focus on staying safe. You worry about the small things you can control. Leave the big stuff for us.” The pressure eased as Joob worked to reset her thoughts. It was a struggle until a new voice seized her attention. 

“Don’t come to the Rally Boy Truckstop off 99C,” came a warning through the C.B. speaker. “It’s uh...just stay away.” The man’s strength seemed to give out by the end of the statement. 

Margaret waited a moment before responding. 

“10-4. We sure appreciate the info. We’ve been tryin to figure out what’s going on around here. But we haven’t been able to get anything new for a while. Just lookin to get fresh updates. We’d be thankful for anything you can tell us. Over.” 

Margaret did not press further. She had made the request, and waited patiently. It took most of a minute to come. But finally the click, that signaled a broadcast being made, came. 

“Stay away from Exit 61 too...Power seems to be out at the whole place. Everything is dark. I barely made it off the ramp because of all the cars. Well, pieces of cars...and the people, that had been in’em...Everything ripped apart...I came down to Rally Boy, but it’s all on fire. Well, it’s mostly just smoldering now...But there’s enough light to see everything’s burned down...And all those things still running around the fire...Big damn things...” 

“Things like....what you see in those videos? Over.” responded Margaret after waiting a moment. “Yeah...” 

“You gonna be able to keep going?” 

“Can’t,” was followed by a bitter chuckle. “Damn environmental protection stuff has an issue...Computer won’t let the truck move faster than a crawl...At least we’ll leave clean air for these things...” 

Margaret raised the microphone to her mouth, but hesitated before speaking. She wanted to talk, but struggled with what to say. After a moment, a click came through the speaker. The transmit button had been pushed on the other end, but no words followed. Finally another click followed that indicated the button had been released.  

The silence allowed Joob to notice the change in the radio broadcast immediately. The automated stand-by message was interrupted by an announcement that a live transmission was beginning. Joob informed Margaret of the change as she hurriedly spun an earpiece around to share the headphones with her. The old woman was able to get in position just in time. 

“Good Morning. This is Sawyer Sampson, reporting to you again. Due to our lengthy, ah,  break, I would like to give a moment, uhm, for those of you who... might have stepped away or perhaps, tried changing channels, to return. We are about to begin a live update though.” Joob recognized this as the same man they have been listening to previously. But he was not the same as before. The steady professional speech pattern was gone. This was a man fighting to get words out.  

“C’mon, get to it,” Margaret whispered the critique. “Just say it twice for anybody that tunes in late.” 

Joob understood the criticism. It was hard to be patient. But for some reason, Joob felt there was no reason for this man to hurry. He was not attempting to build anticipation.  

“Okay, we will begin now,” Sawyer continued. “My sincere apologies, for our lengthy break. We, those of us who remain in the studio, wanted to provide you with the latest information possible. We have spent the time making, every possible attempt, to reach any authority that could provide new, reliable information...The only gaps in those efforts, were to attempt to make contact with our loved ones...” 

The sound of steading breaths followed the clearing of his throat. 

“Unfortunately, I must report that we were almost entirely unsuccessful in our attempts. The only verified government official we were able to speak to, was the same contact we had conversed with previously. And I must report that they lacked anything new...They just continued to confirm that they were sure there would be a new announcement soon, regarding the opening of new relief centers. They assured us they would contact us as soon as they had those new locations.” There were more sounds of Sawyer Sampson working to compose himself. Another voice in the background was heard offering him encouragement. It seemed to help the broadcaster. “We do not wish to contribute to the confusion that has gripped the country over the last few weeks. The sheer amount of contradictory information that has flooded society, has certainly not helped with response to the current crisis. I would argue that it has worsened the tragedy that has been playing out. Therefore, we are choosing to only report what we consider verifiable. 

However, even these may be more consensus beliefs than proven fact.” 

Margaret sighed. There was no new information coming. Joob was disappointed as well, but planned to listen intently nonetheless. She would gather all the information possible and make Aunt Keisha proud. 

“The danger is of an extreme nature during the hours of daylight,” Sawyer Sampson continued. “The recommendation is to remain sheltered and as close to silent as possible, while the Sun is up. Though not safe, the threat appears to be less severe at night. This has led to the suggestion that all activities be confined to the period after dusk and before dawn. This comes with the strong recommendation that the use of artificial light be kept to a minimum. 

Unfortunately, we cannot provide you with any specifics regarding just how much illumination will draw the attention of the...I cannot tell you how bright the lights can be before you are in danger. I can report that many sources have said there is strong evidence that the, threat, is only drawn to light that falls within the spectrum visible to humans. Previously, the Department of Defense reported success in traveling unnoticed by utilizing infrared systems. We have also received numerous reports that areas of high-population density are much more perilous to traverse than those that are less so. I have been asked to stop providing the locations of shelters and relief camps. As we have been advised that those on the list we had before have now all exceeded capacity. We have also been asked to discourage anyone from approaching military bases for...” 

“Lights,” came a warning from the cab before the R.V. jolted to a stop. Joob’s attention left the headphones and moved to the windshield. 

“Brake lights?” inquired Margaret.  

“Yeah, but there’s somethin else too,” answered Jerome. “I think this is our turn, but something’s up there.” 

Joob strained to see, but even pushing herself higher did not provide much of a vantage point. The man in the passenger seat leaned forward to the point the brim of his hat touched the windshield. It left Joob with  only a few obstructed weak blurs of light.  

“What’s going on?” asked an anxious Margaret, as she pulled Joob back in close. 

“They’re getting out of the car,” said Jerome in alarm. 

“This ain’t good,” declared the large man in the passenger seat. “Get ready to go around’em.” He emphasized the statement by checking the shotgun he gripped tightly in both hands.  

“What if the way is blocked?” asked an apprehensive Jerome. “There’s a reason they got out.” “Yeah, they’re idiots lookin for trouble. They’re off to the right. We’re goin left.” “You’re sure Stanley?” asked Margerat.  

“Yeah,” came the sure voice of the man Joob now knew was named Stanley.  

“But...” Jerome began to protest, before his next word was drowned out by the first gunshot.  Several more followed immediately. Stanley shouted out “Go!”  Jerome reacted. The R.V. lurched to the left as it leapt forward. The engine roared. More shots rang out. The vehicle shook as it swerved. Joob caught the image of Stanley moving his body in a way that would shield Jerome from the side. But then she was pushed down by Margaret as the old woman did her best to cover the child’s body with her own.  

“Down baby, down!” Margaret screamed at the girl on the other side of the booth. Enveloped by the old woman’s body, Joob could not see if the teenager had shown any signs of response. The world quaked. Joob and Margaret were bounced between the table and the seat. A crunch of metal came from the front. They had hit something. As their momentum stuttered, the structure began to shake. It no longer felt solid to Joob. More gunshots came. These were louder and accompanied by bright flashes. The shooters were closer. Bullets punched through the thin walls. Glass and plastic shattered. Joob could feel the room shift beneath. She could tell the bonds holding the R.V. together were weakening. The cracking of the walls could be heard as the vehicle shuddered. She detected a few more gunshots. But these seemed farther away and to the rear. We are still moving.  

“I gotta have lights,” announced Jerome before he flipped the switch and the path ahead became illuminated. The ride smoothed out shortly afterward.  

“Anybody hit?” Stanley asked as he spun around in search of threats.  

“You okay Honey?” Even as Margaret asked, she patted around Joob’s body looking for an injury. It was too much contact for the child and she instinctively tried to pull away from the pawing. Her struggle ceased as she looked up to find Stanley now looming over the table. His presence overshadowed any fear she had of the old woman. Joob froze, but the unnamed girl across the booth had the polar opposite reaction. After hours of barely appearing conscious, the teenager came alive with a squeal. She scrambled to get away from the huge man. 

Overwhelmed by terror she crashed into the wall. Despite being up against a solid surface, her legs continued to strain to push her farther away. Her head spun, searching for an avenue for escape. Her eyes fell upon the large window to her side. It had already been punctured by bullets. Reading her intention, Stanley reached out to stop her. 

“Back off Stanley!” commanded Margaret, before turning to the panicked girl. “He’s not gonna hurt you honey. He won’t touch you, I promise. He just wanted to make sure you were okay. But he’ll stay away.” 

Stanley proved the woman correct by backing away from the table. His free hand raised palm up in surrender. Joob finally got a good look at his face. What she found left her dumbfounded. While his features were not surprising, the emotions they expressed were. He appeared, frightened. It was the last emotion she was expecting to read from him. Joob had seen what this man had done to her previous captors. She knew that group had been dangerous. How could an interaction with too young girls leave him shaken? 

“Are they behind us?” Jerome called back from the cab. “Did the others follow us?” 

The R.V. began to slow. Stanley reacted. He crouched low. Taking the shotgun into a combat grip, he moved to the rear bedroom.  

“Is the engine giving out?” asked Margaret. 

“No...not yet.” It meant that Jerome had just left off the gas. Margaret took in air to respond, when Stanley returned. 

“Can’t see nobody back there.” 

“We have to..” began Jerome before Margaret interrupted. 

“We have to protect these children! And that means we keep moving.” 

“But...” 

“Those people are trouble. They’re gonna do nothin but cause problems for everybody around’em. I know it, you know it, and...Kelly knew it too. But she chose to be with them. That’s her choice...” 

Margaret’s tone had been firm and commanding. But then she softened before continuing. “I’m so sorry sweetheart, I am, but you can’t protect her. But you can help us protect these little girls. They need us...They need you.” 

“J... Marge is right,” contributed Stanley. His voice was filled with empathy. He had not wanted to speak these words. 

“Now, this old ride was already close to giving out, and whatever we hit, didn’t put her in better shape,” Margaret returned to her commanding tone. “We need to get going before this thing dies on us.” 

Stanley moved forward and gently placed his hand on Jerome’s shoulder. The Driver said nothing, but gave his answer by pressing the accelerator. “We sure we’re going the right way?” asked Margaret 

“Yeah, this is the road,” confirmed Stanley.

“How long till our next turn?” 

“Thirty, forty minutes, maybe.” 

“Think the headlights are too much?” asked Jerome. 

“We’re never gonna get there, movin at the crawl we were,” answered Margaret. “And you can’t drive fast, if you can’t see.” 

“Okay, I’ll leave’em on for a bit, then cut it down to just the running lights.” 

“Stanley, can you go watch the back for a bit?” asked Margaret. “Probably best we keep our eyes peeled for anything.” 

Stanely gave Jerome’s shoulder a gentle squeeze and then a couple of pats. After which, he turned back towards the booth. He gave a quick nod to Margaret before walking back towards the rear. Keeping as much distance as the narrow pathway allowed, Stanley scrapped against the kitchen counter as he quickly passed by the booth. Margaret was busy scanning around in all directions. The large moon did provide some illumination for the flat desert plains. It would have been enough to reveal something large that was moving. After a few moments, she gave up on the search. 

“You Girls thirsty? I bet you are.” Margaret did not wait for a response. She got up and moved towards the refrigerator. The old woman began to hum as she looked for intact cups in the cabinets. Joob looked up to find the other girl staring at her. There was more life in her gaze than before. The large dark eyes were filled with terror. Her lips quivered in fear. Joob had not seen the girl until they had arrived at the R.V. but she knew they have both been in that same terrible place before. She is so pretty, thought Joob. Aunt Keisha had said that being pretty could be dangerous. She had learned that her aunt had been right to give so many warnings. Her parents had protested, but Joob was thankful for those lessons. There were evil people in the world. The girl across the table knew this too. It was written all over her haunted face. She is terrified of everything...except me, realized Joob.  

“I think we are okay here,” whispered Joob. The words had been spoken almost involuntarily. They had just come out. Joob was compelled to comfort someone who was afraid. She received a doubtful look in response.  

“These people are different than those last men. They will not hurt us.” Joob was surprised by just how confidently she had been able to sound. She had spoken as if she had believed the statement. Which Joob then realized, that she did.  

“My name is Joob. Can you tell me yours?” 

“Dee...” 
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CHAPTER 1
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Nearly four years had passed since the night in the R.V. Much had changed in that time. In what would have been a huge surprise at the time, Joob looked back at the night fondly. Compared to her current situation, it felt safe. She was at a different table this morning. A candle burned to the side. She used the light to read the words that had just been scratched into the yellowing paper: 

It is natural to fear the dark. Children are born with it as an instinct. It is a lesson our ancestors had to learn to survive. Because it is not the absence of light we fear, but what can be hiding in it. With the aid of the Sun, Humanity became the top predator during the day. But we have always sought shelter after dusk. At night we remained prey. Even as we conquered nature, we remembered that lesson. The terms Darkness and light became synonyms for Good and Evil. Long established as the top of the food chain, the fear lingered. An instinct remained that we were still in danger. So we watched the shadows. But that was the mistake. Humanity no longer fears the darkness. Night is our only refuge. It is the Sun we dread. For the Monsters awake at Dawn.  

That is just terrible, thought Joob of her opening paragraph. She wanted to drop the pencil and groan in frustration.  But even inside there could not be any unnecessary sounds. The pencil was laid down gently and all vocalization was stifled. Joob’s  discipline would not let herself be the source of noise. She would have to settle for the silent act of eye rubbing. That would not cause any racket.  

Writing the novel was meant to be a good way to spend free time, but getting started had been a struggle. Joob was attempting not to ponder the logic of writing something when there might not be anyone left alive to read it. That would just remind her that contact had been lost with the Jane’s Rainbow commune. Nothing productive could result from that. Joob had been failing for a week to convince herself that the settlement could still be there. But they all knew what that silence meant. They had never actually met anyone from Jane’s Rainbow in person. But they had gotten to know them over years of radio contact. They had been the last of the voices from the outside world. And now, they too, were gone. With them, went the closest, and only confirmed, place of refuge. Joob felt a pang of guilt for focusing on her family’s plight, more than the loss of so many lives. But it had been such terrible timing. How can everything go wrong at once? Joob’s fingers moved to her temple. The stress built as her writing session failed in it’s true purpose. There had not been much expectation of making progress. Joob needed a distraction. She needed a break from focusing on all their current trials. But now her mind had returned to them all. She was especially listening to the debate occurring in the room to her rear. They followed the rule of low voices, but they were filled with a hushed anxiety. Joob could feel the building panic and she agreed with it.  

It was not really an argument. Dee did not really disagree with Jerome. They all knew he had to go. Her protests were just a way of venting her fear. Jerome could have shut the discussion down by stating the obvious. But he knew what Dee was doing, and he played along. He was always as gentle with his girls as the situation allowed. Dee was permitted to rant. Afterall, it did not slow her work in the slightest. No real effort went into making a convincing argument.  She focused on getting everything prepared as quickly as she could.  

Joob wanted to be helping them. If Jerome had to go outside, he needed to go as soon as he could. It gave him the best chance to survive. But she could not help with the suit. That was Jerome and Dee’s job. They had it down to an art, and Joob would just slow them down. The suit had to be handled in a particular way. She had helped design and build it. This had been  a struggle with the few materials they had available. So Joob understood the limitations of its construction. It needed to be handled with care. Age and wear had taken a toll. The chemicals used to mask scent, had also had an adverse effect. But hiding from their sense of smell, was just as important, as the sound muffling. If there was any damage done to the suit now, it would be a catastrophe. They had experienced enough of those lately.  

Joob had completed her tasks already. Most had been done and rechecked throughout the night. There had been desperate attempts made to prevent Jerome from needing to go outside. All of the wiring, inside the building, had been thoroughly inspected. It was as good as it could be. The one part of the suit she could help with, the helmet, had already been done. It would be a detriment to touch it again. The batteries were past their useful lifespan. They barely held any charge at this point. Joob had checked the device. Checking again could use up the last time it would function. It would also be a waste of electricity. That was the very resource they were desperate for. 

Joob felt as if Stanley’s eyes were on her. Of course it was all in her head. The old man had been dead for more than half a year. But if he could, she knew he would be watching her right now. Stanley always knew when Joob was tempted to break a rule. Time could be saved if the interior doors were opened now. They were supposed to wait for Jerome to be suited up, and standing at the yellow line. Only then could anything be touched. Not even the traps were meant to be disengaged first. This had always been part of what Jerome referred to as: “Sacred Rules.” They were commandments that could not be deviated from. But unlocking and opening the doors took time. That was one more commodity they were running short of. The sooner Jerome could get outside, the better the chance he had of getting back before dawn. Which meant the better the chance of his survival. But all Joob was allowed to do was grease the tracks. And she had already done that twice. It all seemed silly. They were already taking a major risk. Being safe now, was actually more of a gamble.  But Joob could feel those eyes on her. Stanley would know what she was thinking. Before his death, the pair had gotten to where they could read each other, without any need to speak. This was good, because the hulking old man did not seem to like to use his voice. But understanding Joob’s level of temptation, he would probably go with his standard: “Baby Girl, be as smart as you are.” It would not have been accompanied by his trademark wink, because this would be serious. Most of his intent was communicated by tone, facial expression and body language. Even when he did speak, he mostly stuck to a few phrases. But it worked. At least it did for Joob. Alright, I will be good, you Ole Rascal, thought Joob. She threw in Marge’s nickname for him, as a playful dig. Pretending that he could still hear her was comforting. 

––––––––
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Run, by God, Run. It was all Kris could think. He had to keep moving. That was all that mattered. Kris’ usual obsession with stealth had been dismissed. He had to risk being discovered by one of them now. If Kris did not find shelter by dawn, they would all see him. His feet tore into the ground with all the strength that could be muster. Each step kicked up bits of earth. It created a wake of impacting sand and rocks. That drizzle of sound was drowned out by the gasps for air. Kris desperately tried to keep his burning lungs fed. 

In his right hand, Kris held a crudely sharpened instrument. It was not really deserving to be described as a blade. There was no intention to use it as a weapon. He could not hope to fight one off with a bit of pointy plastic. No, it was a means of escape. Perhaps, if he had some notice, he could save himself some suffering. If Kris was quick, maybe, he could end his own misery. In truth though, he was not sure how to do it. Where could he stab or cut that would put a swift end to it? A long fall would be best. If only there was a cliff, he thought. Then it occurred to him, there might be one. It was too dark for Kris to see. For all he knew, the next step could be off a ledge into a hundred feet drop. The prospect did not scare him. It could be the best chance for a reprieve from a terrible fate. 

––––––––
[image: image]


I should not write by candlelight. Joob tried to convince herself that was the cause of her headache. There was no evidence to base that opinion on. She had never attempted it before. Candles were far too precious to be used on such trivial endeavors. It had been quite a while since they had been able to use lamps outside of quick urgent bursts. For the last year, they had been able to see only when they had managed to pipe in sunlight through a complex system of tiny windows and mirrors. The fact that there were currently four candles burning, showed just how dire their circumstances were. They needed to see right now. 

Everything changed in an instant. Joob was almost relaxed. Slumped over the desk, her weight was resting on her elbows. She was giving her irritated eyes a slow rub, when her ears picked up her name. Dee did not need to explain further. The timing and tone added all the information needed. Joob was instantly in motion. She made her way towards the door. Four latches secured the innermost door to the
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