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      The apocalypse, with very few exceptions, was bad for everyone.

      For those that survived, the stark reality of their new existence was brutal. Homes were ruined. Families were ripped apart. Plans had to be canceled. Nothing would ever be the same again.

      Forced out into the harsh new world, people had no choice but to adapt their lives and their morals to the unforgiving wasteland. Forged in the crucible of catastrophe, their character was tested time and time again and shaped into something new.

      Nobodies became heroes.

      Decent people became villains.

      Some were dogs and they stayed dogs.

      Throughout the course of the Duck & Cover series we’ve met many characters that were forced to change to survive. We’ve met villainous Knights, desperate musicians and more. But they were people before we met them.

      These are the tales of who they were, who they became and what they may become.
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      Cindy took the dip from the fridge and peeled back the foil. The aroma of all seven layers rose up to meet her, and she smiled as she set it on the counter. The article she’d found online was thorough, but it said nothing about what to serve at an intervention. It was important to do this right…but she wasn’t about to let her guests go hungry.

      She set out a stack of red plastic cups, a few 2-liters of soda—some diet, some regular—and consulted the steps again, even though she had gone over them a hundred times. Step One was to contact an expert. It had a line drawn through it. If she’d been able to afford that, she would never have needed the Internet article.

      Step Two was to form an intervention team. Cindy sighed as she put away all but three of the cups. It was crucial to only invite people that the interventionee liked and trusted. Months ago she would have needed a much bigger stack of cups. But as time had gone by and Tommy’s issue had progressed, the list had dwindled. Of course, she would be there for him. How could she not be? She loved him, and it pained her to watch his condition worsen. Reese was coming as well; Tommy trusted him, even though he shouldn’t, and liked him, even though no one else did. But this wasn’t about what she or the world thought of Reese.

      It was about Tommy.

      The third member of Team Intervention was Tommy’s old college roommate, Davis. As far as Cindy knew, the two hadn’t spoken in years. But Tommy loved to reminisce and often brought up Davis’s name in conversation.

      Step Three was the rehearsal. Cindy shook her head. She’d rather not think about the rehearsal. They had set up a mock Tommy and delivered their messages of concern to the large teddy bear Tommy had won for her at the fair.

      Afterwards, they had discussed the mistakes they had made—especially Reese—and made notes about what they needed to change for the actual intervention…especially Reese.

      It wasn’t too late to back out. When everyone arrived, she could just yell “Surprise!” and tell everyone it was a party. That would work. She had plenty of dip. “No,” she told herself. This was too important. She had to stand firm. It was for Tommy’s own good. If they didn’t help him now, it could soon be too late.

      There was a timid knock at the door. Cindy passed through the apartment’s living room and opened the door to find Davis staring down the hall.

      “Davis,” Cindy said. “Thank you for coming.”

      A small voice came from behind a thick beard. “Hi, I’m Davis. I’m here for the intervention.”

      “Of course. Come right in. Tommy should be here soon.”

      “Tommy is my old roommate.”

      “Right. We met last week at the rehearsal. Remember?”

      Davis took a step back and studied her. “Yeah. Okay.”

      “All right.” Cindy led him in to the living area and pointed to three folding chairs. “Why don’t you take a seat in the living room? There’s dip in the kitchen.”

      The beard gave a puzzled look. “Which should I do first?”

      There was another knock at the door and Cindy moved to answer it. “You know, I’m going to leave that up to you.”

      Davis grabbed a handful of his own hair and turned in circles. “Oh, man. Uh…Okay.”

      Cindy opened the door.

      “Is the freak here yet?”

      “I told you, Reese, we can’t talk like that. We have to show Tommy that we support him.”

      “I won’t call him a freak to his face. Unless you think it would help.”

      “I don’t think it would.”

      “Dang.”

      “Just…come in and sit down,” Cindy said. “Tommy should be here soon.”

      “How did you trick him into coming here?” Reese asked.

      “I told him we were going to hang out with some friends.”

      “And he fell for that?”

      “Wha ... of course. I even told him to pick up chips so he wouldn’t get suspicious.” Cindy smiled. She was proud of that touch.

      “You’re making a man bring chips to his own intervention?”

      “Well, yes. I … we needed chips. There’s dip.”

      “Wow,” Reese whispered and walked by her into the kitchen.

      Cindy turned and found herself so face-to-face with Davis it made her jump back. “When will Tommy be here?” he asked. “I’m his old roommate.”

      “I know you are, Davis. Tommy should be⁠—”

      “This dip is amazing,” Reese yelled from the kitchen.

      Cindy was about to blush when she realized that the chips weren’t there yet. “Get your finger out of the dip!”

      “What am I supposed to do? There aren’t any chips.”

      The front door opened, and Tommy walked into the apartment. “Hey honey, I’ve got the chips.”

      “Bring them in here,” Reese yelled through a mouthful of dip.

      “Hey, Reese.” Tommy looked around the room. “Davis? What are you doing here? Folding chairs? Oh shit…this is an intervention, isn’t it?”

      “Tommy.” Cindy did her best to say it without a smile. It was important to be serious. “Sit down. We need to talk.”

      Davis stuck out his hand. “I’m Davis. I’m Tommy’s old roommate.”

      Tommy stepped back. “I don’t think I want to sit down.”

      “Please, Tommy. It’s important that you hear us out.”

      Davis nodded. “Do you know when Tommy will be here?”

      Tommy slapped Davis on the shoulder and made his way to the recliner. “Fine. I’ll sit.” He dropped into the chair and pulled the lever. The footrest popped up beneath him as he opened the bag of chips and dug a hand inside. “But I’m not sharing these.”

      Cindy directed Davis to a seat and took one herself. “Reese, could you join us, please?”

      “What’s the chip situation?” Reese asked.

      Cindy closed her eyes and sighed. “Please, just come in here.”

      Reese entered the living room with the dip tray in his hands and a blob of sour cream hanging from his cheek. “Hey, buddy.”

      Tommy nodded. “Hey, Reese.”

      “You wanna pass the chips?”

      “Nope.” Tommy ate another chip.

      Cindy’s voice wasn’t as smooth or as soothing as it had been when she’d practiced this. She realized it was going to be even harder than she had thought. “Tommy, your friends are here because they care about you.”

      “I care less about him if he isn’t going to share the chips.”

      “Reese, please.” Cindy tried to continue, but it was too hard. Her voice broke, and she looked away.

      A silence followed. It was a silence that could only be created by the sound of a woman about to cry—uncomfortable yet tolerated. A silence that was a vacuum of any thought but, “Oh God, she’s going to cry.” A silence that could only be broken by the sound of a crunching chip.

      Cindy glared at Tommy.

      He shrugged. “Well, since you’ve all gone to the trouble to be here tonight, you might as well tell me about it.”

      Cindy tried to take a deep breath and tried to start again. “I…” But it wouldn’t take. “Davis, could you please start?”

      Davis nodded. “When is Tommy getting here?”

      “That is Tommy, you idiot,” Reese said.

      “Oh.” Davis reached into his coat and pulled out a crumpled mass of papers. The noise of ruffling and chips filled the silence as Davis prepared the notes. “Dear Tommy. How are you?”

      “I’m good, Davis. How have you been?” Tommy asked.

      Davis looked up with wide eyes. “I’m sorry. That was supposed to be rhetorical.”

      “Oh. Go ahead, then.” Tommy pulled another chip from the bag.

      The bearded man hesitated. “I was told to write a letter if it helped me. It helped me.”

      Cindy put a hand on his knee. “It’s okay, Davis. Go ahead.”

      He began again. “Dear Tommy. How are you? I am fine. Remember all the fun times we had in college? Man, those were fun times. We should have fun times like that again. It would be fun.”

      “Are you kidding me with this?” Tommy asked.

      Cindy was finding her voice again. “Let him finish.”

      Davis continued. “I hope you get better soon. Sincerely, Davis.”

      “That was very sweet, Davis.”

      Davis folded the papers neatly into a ball and put it back in his jacket pocket. “Thank you.”

      “Yeah,” Tommy said, “that minor in Speech really paid off.”

      “Thomas!” Cindy scowled at him.

      “What?”

      “He’s trying to help.”

      “Trying to help with what?”

      Reese stood up and pointed a finger. “You’re selfish. You’re uncaring. You’re hurtful to others.”

      Tommy jumped back in the chair. “What did I do?”

      “You won’t share the chips!”

      “This is all about the chips?”

      “Yes!”

      “No!” Cindy yelled. “No, this has nothing to do with the chips.”

      Reese grabbed the bag from Tommy’s hand, sat back down and dug into the dip.

      “What the hell is this all about, then?”

      Cindy took a deep breath. “Let’s just start over, okay?” Davis nodded and reached for the letter in his jacket. “That’s not what I meant, Davis. Let me just start.”

      “Would someone please just tell me what this is about?” Tommy groaned.

      “It’s about your…collection,” Cindy said finally. “We’re worried that you’re…well, that you’re a prepper.”

      “Of course I’m a prepper,” said Tommy. “What’s wrong with being prepared?”

      Cindy took a deep breath and thought back to the rehearsal. “It’s just that we think it might have gotten out of hand.”

      “I—”

      “Please, Tommy. Let me finish.” Cindy pulled a letter from her pocket and unfolded it.

      “Does everybody get notes except me?” Tommy asked.

      She ignored him and continued. “I knew this would be difficult, so I wrote down what I wanted to say, and all I ask is that you hear me out. Remember, I love you.” She gestured around the room. “We all love you.”

      Reese held up a chip covered in dip. “I’d just like to note that my love is totally platonic.”

      She ignored him and began to read the letter. “Tommy, I love you. We all love you.”

      “Platonic.”

      “Reese!” Cindy snapped. She caught herself and lowered her voice as she returned to the letter. “But, we’re worried about you. We’re worried you’ve become obsessed.”

      Tommy looked at Reese. “That’s what this is about? Really?”

      Cindy continued. “We’ve seen the person we love turn into someone who’s scared.”

      Tommy shifted in the chair and tried to speak with some confidence. “I’m not scared; I’m prepared.” The confidence was swallowed by the room.

      Cindy blinked and a tear rolled down her face. It was harder than she thought it would be, but she had to keep reading. “We want the man we knew back. The fun-loving Tommy…the Tommy who didn’t spend all of his time fearing tomorrow.” She closed her eyes and put her face in her hand.

      “Cindy, I…”

      Cindy held up a finger. “Please wait.”

      “Don’t I get to say anything?” Tommy asked.

      “Not yet. We go around the room, and then you get to talk. That’s how we rehearsed it.”

      Tommy shrugged. “I’m kind of sorry I missed rehearsal.”

      Davis spoke. “Dear Tommy. How are you? I am⁠—”

      “Davis,” Cindy interrupted.

      “Yes?”

      “It’s okay. I think he got it the first time.”

      “Oh. Okay.” Davis shoved the ball of paper back in his pocket.

      Cindy pointed to Reese. “Reese. It’s your turn.”

      “Okay.” Reese wedged a dip-laden chip in his mouth and licked his finger clean before speaking. He didn’t need a letter. “Dear Tommy. Quit being a stupid dick.”

      “Reese!” Cindy yelled.

      “What?”

      “We agreed after the rehearsal that you’d change your speech.”

      “I did. Before, it said, ‘quit being a stupid ass.’”

      “I can’t believe you.”

      “It’s called tough love, Cindy. Tough platonic love.”

      “We’re not supposed to attack him!”

      Tommy coughed. “I’m sitting right here, everyone.”

      “To hell with this.” Reese stood up and set the dip on his chair. “Look, Tommy, your prepping has gotten out of hand.”

      “What the hell are you talking about, Reese? You’re a prepper, too.”

      “Tommy, we live on the coast…I’m prepping for a hurricane.”

      Tommy shrugged. “So?”

      “You’re preparing for the collapse of the time stream.”

      “Right.”

      “That’s not even a real thing. The time stream can’t collapse.”

      “You won’t be saying that if it happens tomorrow. Or yesterday. Or two weeks from three weeks ago.”

      “See?” Reese yelled. “You’re not making any sense.”

      Tommy shot forward in the chair pointing an accusing finger. “You haven’t done the reading!”

      “All I’m saying is you have a whole room at your apartment full of sticks and rocks.”

      “And how prepared are you to fight dinosaurs, Reese? Are you going to throw canned food at them?”

      “I’d use a big gun,” said Davis.

      “That’s not how it works, Davis,” snapped Tommy.

      They were ruining the intervention.  Cindy fought to keep her voice as gentle as she could. “Tommy, we’re not angry. We’re just concerned. When we were out the other day, you bought three hundred dollars’ worth of bed sheets for a twin bed.”

      “Yeah?”

      “You don’t have a twin bed. Buying the sheets doesn’t make any sense.”

      “You won’t be saying that when these two jokers are sitting in the Roman Senate bare-ass naked and we’re setting the trend with seven hundred thread count.”

      “You spent three hundred bucks for hypothetical togas?” Reese asked. “You’re worse off than I thought.”

      “I am not!”

      Cindy was losing the calm in her voice. “Honey, you have like thirty swords.”

      “So?”

      Reese jumped in. “You only have two hands, dude.”

      “That’s right. And when the time stream collapses and we’re thrown back into the dark ages, I’ll have an army, and all you’ll have is a bottle of bleach for your stupid hurricane.”

      “And I suppose you have a closet full of Tommy Guns in case we’re thrown back to the Roaring Twenties?” Reese argued.

      “Don’t be silly, Reese.” Tommy leaned back in the recliner and crossed his arms. “Every gun I own is a Tommy Gun.”

      The only silence worse than that created by a woman about to cry was the silence created by a terrible, terrible pun.

      “Oh come on! You guys have lost your sense of humor.”

      Reese shook his head. “I don’t care how many time streams collapse, that will never be funny.”

      “Tommy,” Cindy said, “it’s not just the sheets and sticks…and you do have a lot of swords, though I don’t think they’re historically accurate. But it’s more than all of that.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “It’s the voices you keep making…they’re kind of creeping me out. And I hate to say it, but I’m embarrassed when you do it in public. I’m embarrassed to be seen with you.”

      Tommy looked confused. “What voices?”

      Cindy shrugged. She was embarrassed to say it herself. “Like when you call people ‘guv’nor’ and stuff.”

      Tommy laughed. “Those aren’t voices. I’m practicing my English accent.”

      “That’s an English accent?” Cindy asked.

      “Of course it’s an English accent.”

      “Let’s hear it.” Reese said.

      “‘Ow are you, guv’nor?”

      “That’s a terrible English accent,” said Davis.

      “Oh, what do you know, Davis? You fried your brain years ago.”

      “But I still know what an English accent sounds like.”

      Cindy was stunned. “Why are you practicing an accent?”

      “Hoping for the best. We could do a lot worse than to return to Pax Britannia.”

      “Tommy, just stop!” She spoke with more force than she intended. “The point is, no matter how sound you think your behavior is, it’s hurting your relationships with your friends. We came here tonight to tell you that. We think you have a problem, and we want to help.”

      “It’s about time,” Tommy told her. “I could use some help in the area of Chinese history. I just can’t get into it, but there's a good chance we could find ourselves living in the Ming dynasty any moment now.”

      “That’s not the kind of help we’re talking about,” Cindy said.

      “Well, what kind of help, then?”

      “We’re going to threaten you,” Reese told him.

      “What? Why?”

      “Cindy told us to.”

      “I did not,” Cindy protested. “I said we had to share with him what the consequences would be if he didn’t change his behavior.”

      “Sounds like threatening to me,” said Davis.

      “That’s what I said,” added Reese.

      “What kind of threats?” Tommy asked.

      “Well,” Reese explained, “I told Cindy she could fix all of this by refusing to sleep with you.”

      Tommy looked at Cindy. “And?”

      She blushed and couldn’t speak.

      Reese continued. “She said she wouldn’t do that. So that’s my threat.”

      “What do you mean?” Tommy asked.

      “Stop preparing for the collapse of the time stream, or I won’t sleep with you.”

      “Reese!”

      “It’s a good threat, or consequence, or whatever you want to call it. If you’re not going to use it, there’s no reason to waste it.”

      “I also will not sleep with you too, as well.” Davis said.

      “Oh, will you two just shut up!” Cindy began to cry. “You’ve totally ruined this intervention!”

      “I don’t know,” said Tommy as he stood up. “I get to keep prepping and I don’t have to sleep with two dudes. I think it went pretty well. Thanks for being there for me, guys.”

      “You sit down!” Cindy screamed.

      Tommy fell back into his chair.

      All of the embarrassment and frustration escaped her in a froth. “The time stream is not going to collapse, you idiot! It’s just not going to happen. But do you know what will happen if you keep up this nonsense? I’ll leave you. That’s right—I’ll leave and your closet full of sticks and swords and togas or whatever they are.”

      “Hey—that’s the same as not sleeping with him!” Reese stood up and shouted. “You stole my threat!”

      Cindy gave him the finger. Reese sat back down in a huff and crossed his arms while trying to pretend that he hadn’t just sat in the bowl of dip.

      Cindy continued yelling at Tommy. “You can’t keep preparing for time travel to the past!”

      Tommy rolled his eyes. “Well, duh.”

      Cindy felt her stomach drop. It was just like the moment she first realized her boyfriend was going crazy and preparing for what he believed was an inevitable and sudden return of the past. “Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me…you’re planning for the future, too? No, Tommy.” Here came the tears again. “Say it isn’t so.”

      “Hey,” Tommy said, “the time stream is one of your more unpredictable streams.”

      Davis raised his hand. “What are the other streams?”

      “Shut up, Davis,” Tommy barked. “My point is that it could collapse either way. If the present could suddenly collide with the past, then it’s just as likely that the instability could cause the future to collide with its past— or the present. It just makes sense.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense,” Davis muttered.

      “It does, too. That’s why I’m prepared for it.”

      Cindy’s voice was barely a whisper. “What have you done, Tommy?”

      Tommy shut the footrest, leaned forward in the recliner and started counting off the items on his fingers. “I’ve bought a share of every stock on the market, and I’ve opened a savings account at every major bank in town. If we wake up tomorrow in the year 3082, I’ll have a thousand plus years of interest. I’ll be the richest man in the world. And you know what?” Tommy stood up. “I was going to share it with all of you.”

      “You were?” Davis asked.

      “Well…not you, Davis. I kind of figured you’d overdosed long ago. No offense.”

      “None taken.”

      “But these two?” He pointed at Cindy and Reese. “I was going to share my wealth with both of you. We were going to live in the biggest house on whatever coast hadn’t eroded. We were going to have servants or robots or super intelligent apes—whatever butlers and maids are in the future. We’d own planes—or, more likely, teleporters. We’d have a vacation home on every planet. But now the two people I care about most, the two people I spend the most time worrying about when I worry about time, are threatening to not sleep with me.”

      Reese brushed some of the dip from his pants. “You’ve invested that much in this?”

      Tommy nodded. “Hell, I figure in ten years I should be worth at least a couple million.”

      Cindy felt another round of tears forming. “You thought about our future together?”

      “I think about it all the time, honey.”

      Silence filled the room once more as Cindy thought, Davis stared, and Reese tried to clean the dip off his pants.

      Cindy sniffled. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “Well, I do, Cindy,” Reese told her. “What you have here is a man who spends most of his time thinking about his future with you—not to mention his future-past with you. And he’s invested heavily in your past-future or future-past together. Plus, he’s got thirty swords ready to protect you. You should be ashamed of yourself.”

      Cindy tried to sound offended. “What? I was just trying to help.”

      “Yeah,” Davis said, “I may not know much—or where I am most of the time—but I can tell this guy really loves you. And he’ll go to the ends of time for you. And threatening not to sleep with him? That’s just low.”

      Cindy blushed. “I never said that…”

      “If you’ll excuse me,” Reese said, “I’m going to go home now and study Chinese history.” He dipped one more chip and showed himself to the door.

      Tommy stood and looked at Cindy. He sighed and picked up the bowl of dip. “I’m going to start cleaning up. I’ll be in the kitchen if you want to talk.”

      Cindy felt terrible now. She had wanted to help…but had she come across too harshly? The article had said to be “honest and firm.” But maybe she’d been wrong. Maybe his collections were harmless. Well, not the swords.

      Davis spoke up. “Excuse me. I have to go as well.”

      “Of course. Thank you for coming, Davis.”

      He smiled and nodded. “This was way more fun than my intervention. We didn’t have dip.”

      Cindy showed him to the door “I’m glad you liked it.”

      Davis stepped into the hall. “You two are going to be okay.”

      “Do you really think so?”

      “Sure. Unless the time stream collapses on today. Man, would that be awkward.”

      “It’s time to go, Davis.”

      “Sure. Oh, wait.” He reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a wad of paper. He offered it to her. “If you see Tommy, can you give this to him? It’s a letter I wrote for his intervention.”

      Cindy shook her head as she took the paper and closed the door. “I’ll see that he gets it.”
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      Fidget stood and crossed the room to the patio door. Staring through smudge marks left by eager noses, his sharp brown eyes scanned the yard outside for signs of trouble. There weren’t any squirrels; this was, no doubt, due to his ferocious barking efforts over the past several years. There weren’t any cats, either; they’d learned long ago not to taunt him—assuming cats could learn anything. It was more likely that his barks had embedded themselves into their instincts, placing fear into their souls with such fierceness that their kittens and their kittens’ kittens would avoid the yard for generations. The yard stood silent, and it did not need protecting at the moment. But still, Fidget really had to pee.

      The Beagle raised a paw and let it fall. His nails caught on the doorframe, each one sounding a distinct click. Twice more he let his paw fall to the linoleum before casting a glance back toward the couch at the man under the blanket. There was no reaction, so Fidget clicked his nails again.

      “Let it go, Fidget.” Sasquatch, the Great Dane, spread out across the living room floor between the man and the television, taking up most of the living room. His legs twisted in impossible directions and stretched on forever. “He’s not getting up.”

      Whimpering, Fidget cast one last glance outside and clicked his way back to a spot next to the giant dog. He dropped to the ground but never took an eye off the man on the couch. “Is he okay, Satch?”

      “He’s fine,” Sasquatch said, without opening his eyes.

      “I don’t think he’s fine. He never does this.”

      “Sure he does. Remember when he found that show about the cars?”

      The Beagle nodded but did not agree. “That was different.”

      “He was on the couch for three days straight.”

      “But he got up. He got up and went to the room of scary noises.”

      ”The room of scary ... you mean the bathroom?”

      “Whatever it’s called. He got up and went there. He got up and fed us. He got up and let us out.” Fidget stared at the man sitting amidst a pile of crumpled tissues. “He’s not fine. And I have to go.”

      “So go, and let me sleep.” Sasquatch rolled over. His massive frame shifted the air in the room.

      Fidget ducked under a widely-swung paw—they tended to go flailing whenever the giant dog moved—then whimpered and left the room.

      Sasquatch opened one eye and stared at the man on the couch. It would go against everything he had learned to be true, but Fidget could be right. The man—their friend—had sat for hours watching the glowing screen in the past, but it had always been interspersed with some kind of activity, even if that activity was just yelling at Fidget for barking at the squirrels.

      A mighty effort turned the Great Dane around, and he studied the TV. For three days it had shown nothing but pictures of white cars with flashing lights and people in rolling beds. Sasquatch didn’t understand people all that well, but whatever was on the TV didn’t seem to have much of a story. At least when he stared out the window at passersby, they passed on by eventually. That was something. This show kept going and going: people sneezing, people coughing, people in masks and more flashing lights. The show about the cars didn’t make any sense, but it was more exciting than this.

      Sasquatch shrugged and closed his eyes again. He’d lived with people his entire life, and he knew this much: people were weird. They acted weird; they did weird things. But they had the food and the keys to the door, so he was fine with a little weirdness now and then.

      Fidget came back into the room, turned around three times, and sat next to the Great Dane with a satisfied sigh.

      “Just out of curiosity, where did you go?” Sasquatch asked.

      It’s perplexing to see a confused Beagle. They so often look confused that when it actually happens, their face takes on an air of clarity. This happened now as Fidget answered. “I went.”

      “Right…but where did you go?”

      “I went to go,” said Fidget.

      Sasquatch sat up and leaned over the smaller dog. “But where did you go?”

      Fidget shuffled from foot to foot and thought hard about his
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