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Preface
 
When I first began writing the Darkness series, I never imagined how far the story would reach, or how deeply these characters would grow along the way. What started as a vision of survival in a broken world has become something larger—a story about families, friendships, and the fragile bonds that hold people together when everything else has been stripped away.
This fourth volume, New Friends, Old Friends, No Friends, continues that journey. It is about connection and separation, about finding light in unexpected places, and about facing the truth that not everyone will walk the same path—or survive it. The people in these pages are not heroes in shining armor. They are ordinary men, women, and children, making choices that carry weight, cost, and consequence in a world that offers no guarantees.
The Darkness series has always been about more than destruction. It is about resilience, the stubborn will to keep moving forward, and the way people cling to hope even when it feels like the smallest, thinnest flame. That hope carries these characters, and it carries me as a writer.
Thank you for continuing this journey with me. I hope as you turn these pages, you feel the same pulse of tension, fear, and humanity that drives this story forward. Because in the end, survival is not just about staying alive—it’s about remembering what makes life worth living.
—Jason R. Cash

Chapter 1 
 
Charles
Well diary, I have been writing in you for two weeks now. Each line I put down feels like I’m carving time into something solid, like scratching marks on the wall of a cell to remember the days. I am glad they gave you to me when I arrived, because without you I think this new world would swallow me whole. You have helped me pass the time away, kept my mind from breaking against the weight of waiting.
 
I am still worried about my friends. Their faces float in my head when the camp gets quiet at night, when the generator winds down and the soldiers stop stomping around. I wonder if they are cold, or hungry, or if they found a place better than this. I hope so. I hope the world was kinder to them than it has been to us. Don’t get me wrong, I am thankful for the military, thankful that somebody threw us a lifeline when everything else was crumbling. But even with all this protection, the neat rows of canvas tents and rules, I think I would rather be living in an abandoned house than this tent. At least a house feels like it once had life inside it. A tent only reminds me of how temporary this all is. Even though we would have to find our own food, scrape by on scraps or hunt in the ruins, I still think I would like it better that way.
I am going to stay here another week to see if Greg and the group show up. Wait for Paula to be released from the community center. I keep telling myself to wait, to hold on, but every day that passes makes the hope thinner, stretched out like smoke until I can hardly see it anymore. If not, I am going to ask Kristen if we can leave. I can see the same restlessness in her eyes when she looks beyond the fences. Speaking of leaving, I still can’t figure out why the soldiers told us we couldn’t get our weapons back. Their voices were sharp, their faces tight, like they were hiding something more than orders. But then another group of soldiers told Josh he would be able to get his. It doesn’t make sense, and the uncertainty gnaws at me. One of the soldiers is lying, and I’m afraid it’s going to be the one that talked to Josh. That kind of lie could get us all killed.
 
Then, that gets us to the name Josh. The group’s little Josh is so amazed how this man with the cut muscles and the karate tricks has the same name as he. Watching it is the closest thing to lightheartedness I’ve seen in a long time. It is so funny to watch him being amazed by the training big Josh does every morning, eyes wide like he’s watching a superhero. Yesterday morning, ‘big’ Josh had him out there practicing, showing him how to throw a kick, how to steady his stance. I got the biggest laugh out of watching him spin too hard and fall into the dirt. Listening to his giggles as he tried to imitate those kicks was like catching a piece of a forgotten world. His laughter rang out across the camp, unsteady but real, and it cut through the heavy air like sunlight breaking past storm clouds. It’s something you don’t hear much anymore, laughter. And when it comes, it feels like something holy.
 
Between him showing Rick’s son little karate kicks and sitting with Jenny, helping her read some of the few children’s books they have, he has become part of the family. The way the boy’s eyes light up when Josh shows him how to hold his fists, or the way Jenny leans against his shoulder as she stumbles through a page, makes it feel like there is still some small version of normal left in this world. I enjoy every minute Kristen and I spend with our daughter Michelle. Every second with her feels heavier now, precious in a way it never used to. With all this happening, we spend most of our day with her, clinging to the little girl’s laughter as though it might stitch us back together. None of us know what tomorrow will bring these days, and that uncertainty hangs like smoke in every corner of the camp. In the time in between, when we aren’t doing things with her, Josh fills in and has become like an uncle to her. She runs to him with that same trust children give their kin, and watching it eases the edges of my worry.
 
With Paula still being in the recovery section of the building, Rick spends most of the time with her. The bond between them hasn’t bent, not even with the injury. He will take the kids with him a lot of the time, but when he doesn’t, they stay with us. I can see the weight on his shoulders when he leaves them behind, like he’s torn in half—half of him sitting in that room with Paula, the other half forever listening for the sound of his children’s voices.
Then that brings us to Conner and Jasmine. At first, they were quiet—well, Conner was, because he was in pain. With his hand and wrist in a cast, he is having to go through it with no pain medicine, gritting his teeth through nights that never let him rest, through mornings where he wakes pale and drenched with sweat. He is feeling better since we arrived. They take advantage of the cooler mornings by walking and staying in shape. Jasmine has taken what has happened the worst. She still can’t wrap her mind around the fact that most of the country is wiped out. To her, it’s all just one bad dream, something she’ll wake from any moment to find the world whole again.
 
But it’s not a bad dream, it’s all very real, and you, my diary, have the past two weeks of it recorded. You hold the weight of these names, these moments, this fear. Until tomorrow, my thoughts on paper.
—Charles Moore
 
 
Charles sets the diary back under his cot. The paper feels heavy in his hand as he slides it away, as though the words he has filled it with weigh more than ink should. He looks over at Kristen; she is asleep with her arm draped over Michelle, mother and daughter pressed close together in a fragile knot of warmth.
Thankful they are all safe and sound for the moment, he lets his eyes linger on them, memorizing the rise and fall of their breathing. Outside, the night stretches thin, with the sounds of the planes taking off becoming fewer and farther between. At first those engines shook the ground, constant reminders of war churning in the sky, but now the silence between them grows longer, heavier, like the pause after a storm. The last meeting they had with the military leaders was three days ago. The words still echo in his mind, blunt and final—how the officers told them all that the remaining Japanese forces were just about wiped out. Victory spoken in clipped sentences, though no one cheered.
Everything was getting better day by day. Supplies came more regularly, the soldiers’ faces not quite as drawn. Yet the only thing still bothering Charles was the fact of not knowing where the rest of the group ended up. That gnawed at him worse than hunger ever could. If he could do it over again, Charles felt that he wouldn’t have accepted the invitation into the community center. The safety here felt more like a cage than a haven. If it wasn’t for the children and Paula’s injury, if it wasn’t for the fragile thread of family holding them in place, he would have stayed outside of the center and hunted for them, combed the ruins until he knew for certain.
Shane has become a family member to us during this journey, not by blood but by the way danger and desperation bind people tighter than anything else. Meeting up with him while escaping the doctor’s house felt almost like fate stepping in at the exact moment we needed another set of hands. He helped me drive while on the road, his focus fixed on the winding stretches of highway and backroads, while Rick tended to Paula in the back, her breathing shallow, every bump in the pavement making us all tense.
Charles quietly goes outside and leans against the chain-link fence, the cold metal biting through his shirt as he presses his back into it. The links rattle faintly with his movement, a hollow sound that carries farther than it should in the quiet night. He takes his time pulling out the battered pack, thumb brushing over the thin cardboard before striking a match and lighting his last cigarette for the night. The flare briefly paints the sharp grid of the fence in orange before the darkness folds back over him. He draws in a breath, the smoke burning on the way down, and exhales into the air where it unravels into ghostly ribbons that vanish above his head. Glancing into the pack, he sees it is almost empty, nothing left but the weight of habit. He knows tomorrow he’ll have to grab another carton from the front desk, another small piece of routine that feels like survival disguised as normalcy.
Another day at the community center in the books. The hours bleed together in this place, the muffled sound of whispered conversations, and the restless shuffle of people who don’t know if they’re meant to stay or meant to run. Waiting, wondering when they will decide as a group when it is time to leave. The question hangs in the air like the thick dust caught in the shafts of light breaking through high windows—never answered, never pushed away, just floating, heavy and constant.
 
 
Rick
As we lie here in the recovery room for the last night, there’s a hush over everything, the kind of silence that makes you notice the small sounds—the hum of the air vents, the faint shuffle of someone down the hall, Paula’s steady breathing beside me. Paula’s road to recovery has gone well, better than I could have imagined when I first saw her laid out on that table with her life hanging by a thread. The wound is in the last steps of healing and scabbed over now, a reminder etched into her skin of what we’ve been through. She does have a limp, but she can walk, and that in itself feels like a miracle compared to the worst possibilities that haunted my mind on the road.
Time will tell on the limp; the doctor is unsure if it will completely go away or not, his words cautious but not without hope. I see it in the way Paula carries herself, though—every step she takes is lined with determination, as if she refuses to let her body dictate the rest of her life. But at this point, we are thankful. Thankful that she is alive. Thankful that, in the situation we were in on the road, Dr. Smith had the steady hands to remove the bullet under impossible circumstances, and that we somehow managed to get here, to this place where medical staff was limited but care was still given.
Lying here now, the last night in this room feels like closing a chapter we never asked to write, one lined with fear, pain, and exhaustion, but ending with a fragile kind of gratitude that might just be enough to carry us into whatever waits beyond these walls.
It has been a journey through hell, a road stitched together by firelight and fear, and yet somehow, we’ve reached this place. I couldn’t help Charles and Shane much along the way—they were the ones who shouldered the danger and got us here while I sat in the back with Paula and the kids, holding my breath through every mile and every bump, feeling useless and guilty. Wherever our future takes us, I will be right beside those two. I owe my life to them for saving my family and if it ever must come to it, I will lay mine down to protect them. That thought has rooted itself deep inside me, not as a promise but as a certainty.
As I sit in the worn and broken recliner, they set in here for me, its stuffing pressing through the seams and the metal frame creaking under my weight, I watch Paula sleep in the hospital bed. Her face is pale but peaceful, the rise and fall of her chest a small miracle I still can’t stop watching. Little Josh and Jenny sleep in the sleeping bags on the floor, their small bodies curled in on themselves, breath soft and even. We refer to our son as little Josh now, with Josh McReynolds being in our group; it started as a practical thing, easier as a group to refer like that to distinguish who we are talking about, but now it has become habit—another small shift in the strange new world we’re living in.
We are in our tent on most nights; they allow us to sleep in here twice a week, a gift of walls and a roof, a reprieve from canvas and cold earth. Two nights every seven days to sleep in a structure and not a tent—it sounds like nothing, but it feels like an entire lifetime packed into those hours. But this is the last night. Tomorrow morning they will be releasing her, and she will be joining us outside in the tent. That thought is both comforting and heavy, like the quiet before a storm, knowing that the fragile cocoon of this room will be gone, and the world outside, hard and unyielding, will be waiting for us again.
With this being the last night under a structured roof, I decide I am going to sleep in the bed with Paula. It isn’t much, just a narrow hospital bed with rails on the side and sheets that smell faintly of antiseptic, but to me it feels like a gift. A little bit of normalcy in a bed that consists of a mattress before we are sent back out in the tent. The thought of lying beside her, even in a space too small for comfort, feels like reclaiming something we lost on the road—something human, something warm, something ours.
Tomorrow, the hard earth and canvas walls will be waiting, and this chance will be gone. But tonight, for a few hours, I can hold her in a place that at least pretends to be home, and pretend with her that life is more than survival.
 
Conner
Lying in this tent, I must use two pillows to prop myself up, the lumpy cushions stacked awkwardly beneath me, never quite giving enough support but better than nothing. The fabric walls shift with the night wind, carrying in the smell of damp earth and smoke from a nearby fire, and I feel the ache in my wrist with every small movement. The community center didn’t have everything needed for a cast to put on my wrist, no proper supplies, no sterile plaster, just the best they could manage with what little they had. It is in a sling, and my wrist is wrapped in a bandage to hold it in place, tight enough to remind me of the injury but loose enough to leave me worried about how well it will actually heal.
As the ones in worse shape fill the rooms in the community center—those whose wounds are deeper, whose pain is louder—I was sent out to the tent. The decision makes sense and yet lying here with the canvas above me instead of a roof, I can’t help but feel the sting of being pushed back to the edges, reminded that in this new world, space and comfort are rationed just like food.
I do not complain though, I am thankful for this material roof over my head, even if it is only stitched canvas and creaking poles. The soft rattle of the night wind against the fabric is nothing compared to the open sky, and for that alone I count myself fortunate. Jasmine lies beside me in deep sleep, her breathing steady, her face softened in the dim light of the lantern’s last glow. To take her mind off everything, she spends most of her day taking care of me and helping with all the children, moving from task to task with a quiet determination that never seems to falter. She has become close to little Jenny and Michelle, their laughter at times the only real sound of innocence left in this place. She also spends a lot of time going to the community center and visiting Paula, carrying news back and forth like a thread that stitches us all together.
That gives Rick time to tend to their children, but it also gives him time to sit and rest during the hours of the day, something he sorely needs though he would never admit it out loud. I am thankful for Josh, allowing us to move through Orange Beach and Gulf Shores with him, his knowledge of the backroads and his calm voice keeping us steady when chaos pressed in from every side. I am thankful for his awareness during stressful times, the way his eyes seemed to see further than the rest of us, catching danger before it caught us.
If he was not with us, the first person we crossed, dressed as an officer would have most likely robbed us and taken our lives. The memory still burns in my mind—the uniform sharp and convincing, the tone of authority in his voice meant to put us at ease, and yet something in his eyes was off. But his awareness, sharper than ours, and seeing the man lying in the background, knowing that was the real officer and the person talking to us had killed him, shifted everything in an instant. Taking him out quickly before he retaliated on us saved our lives, and even now when I think about how close we came, my chest tightens.
Getting us to the hangar and finding a plane bought us more time here on earth, time we would not have had otherwise. Each breath since then feels borrowed, each sunrise a reminder that survival is a fragile gift. I do not know what the future brings us, whether we have days or months or years ahead, but I am thankful for him helping us get this far. Thankful in a way words barely scratch the surface of.
Otherwise, we would be laying on the side of the road at the state park along with the officer, just another pair of lifeless bodies left behind for the world to forget. That thought chills me every time, and yet it strengthens the truth I already know: without him, none of this—neither of us—would still be standing.
I lie here most nights, the position I must lay and the pain in my arm deprives me of sleep. The tent shifts softly with the night breeze, the canvas sighing like it knows my restlessness, and every throb of my arm feels louder in the dark. But by early morning my body finally gives in, and I get about four hours of sleep a night. It isn’t enough, but it will do for now; in time my arms will heal, and I will be back to one hundred percent. I cling to that thought the way a drowning man clings to driftwood—because without it, the nights stretch too long.
I am glad this group has grabbed hold of us and has allowed us to become like family. That word—family—means more out here than it ever did in the old world. If this world ever gets back to any kind of normalcy, I will make sure they are able to move forward. I will make sure they have everything they need. That is, if bank accounts are going to be even a thing anymore and my money is still in them.
If it never goes back to normal and banks are a thing of the past, and my money is something lost in the past—well, I will be in the same boat as everyone else. Starting over with nothing. Stripped down to who we
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