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	To Grandpa Brinkley

	



	
Chapter 1

	

	I was born in the summer of the year 2022, on June 16th. At least, that’s what my father told me. He seemed to know the dates of everything; he made a makeshift calendar after the world fell into chaos. He fixated himself on what date it was and how much time had passed since the end of civilization, known as The Fallout. When he made a new calendar each year, he drew stars on dates he didn’t want to forget—New Years, Valentine’s, Easter, Christmas, wedding anniversary, etc. He only circled one day on every calendar: June 16th. He put an obscene number of circles on that day, and he always pushed his pen fiercely on the paper. My father was passionate about keeping-up on the dates when I was younger; it was his way of coping with the ruined world, I guess.

	My mother, however, used me as her coping mechanism. Some of my earliest memories included my lying in her protective arms while she rocked back and forth in her armchair. She read me stories from a selection of fairy tales and made me laugh. She performed the voices of all the characters and sang me songs from a handful of nursery rhymes from in the book, lulling me to sleep with her beautiful sound. I would often attempt to grab the fairy tale book. I was too young to read, though, and she would laugh at my attempts. She taught me basic words at first, but I caught on quickly; I was a sharp kid and a fast learner. 

	I recall a conversation between her and my father: He asked where she found the books she read to me, and she told him they were from the library. A library was a mystical place where thousands of books were stored. I remember this captivated me when I was younger. A land that existed before the time of barricaded windows and locked doors. 

	When I was young, my father forbade my mother and me from leaving the house. He didn’t want us exposed to the badness of the world and intended to keep us safe. Thus, he was the one who would leave every day to find food and water for us. While he was gone, my mother led me around the house and taught me how to do simple duties and navigate my environment. I recall her showing me kindness. We used my father as a test subject at night before dinner. She taught me about love and what it means to love another, and the preciousness of life.

	My mother was instrumental in my upbringing until I was six years old. I didn’t talk much, outside of my mother’s teachings. One day, however, I remember waking up and not finding my mother downstairs in her armchair, where she waited for me every morning. She would wake early and patiently wait for me so that we could embark on an exciting new day. I hardly remember the features of her figure, but her face and smile I can never forget. That face was not in the chair that morning; it was my father instead. He stared into the fire in the fireplace, which he must have kept alive all night. I asked him, “Where’s mommy?”

	He replied in his uniquely gruff tone—sorrow in his throat: “She’s gone.”

	

	 

	For the next year, I stayed confined to the house. My father left during the day to find supplies, including food and water. I waited to “protect the house,” he told me. I attempted reading through the old fairy tales my mother read me, but I could only remember a few words—the rest were foreign to me. I could only half-remember the rhymes she sang, too.

	Another year had passed, and it as my seventh birthday. I recall sitting by the front door of my house, beating my hands against my thighs in a rhythmic fashion, waiting for my father to come back. He’d gone to search for food; he hadn’t found anything in a while, and we started to go hungry. However, we did have plenty of water—my father gathered a lot on his last run out. I didn’t know where he went during the day. Whenever I asked to help, he’d always reply in the same low, depressed tone, “No.” He’d sigh and continue, “I got this…” then grab an empty sack and leave without another word. I sat by the door until he came back.

	Every day was cold, especially without a fire roaring in the fireplace. My father didn’t allow me to touch the fireplace while he was gone. Most days, I curled into a ball and shivered as I waited for him to return. I stretched my legs often. I blew into my hands to keep warm. Wind seldom blew through cracks in the door, but it would cut through my entire body, and I became colder. 

	I heard footsteps outside. I stood, backed away, and my father entered. I ran to him. He stopped, shook his head, and I noticed the empty sack.

	“That’s two days now,” I whimpered.

	“I know. I’m sorry.” He walked into the house, and I stepped to the side.

	Our house reflected the outside; dirty, dusty, and gray. Everything had gathered dust. A blackened tint plagued the walls and crumbs of decaying remnants of food laid upon the stained carpet. Wooden veneers battened the windows, preventing me from looking outside. Our house was set up with a dining table in the corner and beyond that our cramped kitchen. Thankfully, we had a gas stove and gas to run it, so we could efficiently cook food when he had to. My father was an avid match-collector in his past life and collected matchbooks from restaurants and various locations. We always had a small flame to ignite the gas.

	To the left of the entrance was our living room. A TV lay wasted in the corner—useless, as it sat upon a banister where dust gathered around the TV and balustrade behind it. Our fireplace sat indented in the wall, with a worn-down couch facing the fireplace and a reclining faded blue armchair. The chair faced the dusty TV. It was the chair my mother used to read to me. Now, it was my father’s chair.

	My father entered the house, shut the door behind him, and walked over to the fireplace. He pulled two packs of matches and a piece of flint from the sack. I remember thinking he was a magician; he said the bag was empty, and yet he was pulling items from it. He entranced me. He also pulled dust out of the sack—lots of it. He spread the dust overtop the wood in the fireplace, like a blanket that could comfort the raw log. He ripped a match from one of the matchbooks, struck it aflame, then threw it into the fire. He watched the dust ignite and give birth to a more significant flame that encompassed the wood. He stared into it the whole time.

	I was amazed by my father in my younger life—he always did amazing things. He’d go into the dangerous world and explore all it had left. Then, he’d bring home things I thought were extraordinary. He awed my seven-year-old mind. In a way, he was my hero. At the time, he was my world.

	He stood before the fireplace—contently focused on the flickering flames of the burning wood. This was my father’s nightly routine—light a fire, sit, and stare. I decided to sit on the floor in a crisscross position—relative to the warmth of the fire—in my father’s shadow. He towered over me, and was built like a Neanderthal: thick skin, hair all over, and wore flannels with the same jeans for years.

	He turned away from the fire and walked over to his chair. He exhaled a loud grunt as he sat. He looked at the flint and matchbook in his hand and made them dance in his palm. The inorganic materials put on a show for me. Seconds later, he stopped and put the items on top of a nearby end-table. He placed them on top of a book, black and very thick. At one time, the sides of the pages had a shining quality but weathered with age. I used to open it and look at the black scrawls on the pages, but the English were too archaic for me to understand. To me, they were only symbols put together in some seemingly organized manner. Dust smothered its cover. Even if I tried to clear it, I couldn’t see its title. Resting beside the book was a dusty lamp that sat unused. A light bulb was still inside the lamp, but it wouldn’t turn on.

	The items laid flat on the book for a few moments before the flint slung back into my father’s dirty fingers. The light from the fire reflected off the flint and into my eyes—I looked away. I saw my father look at himself in the flint’s reflection. He turned his head and rubbed his hairy chin with his caveman-like hands.

	“Get me the knife,” he commanded after a short while. I looked up, shocked that he spoke while we were in the company of silence. We hardly ever talked to each other; my father generally preferred the quiet, especially while the fire roared.

	With no questions asked, I quickly got up from the floor, and briskly walked into the kitchen. It received more upkeep than the rest of the house. My father enjoyed cooking—it was one of the small pleasures he had in life. He hadn’t been in the kitchen for a few days, so the dust began to settle once more. The dining table had a cloth draped across it, and some burnt candles laid toppled on its surface. The kitchen also had an island between the sink and refrigerator, usually covered in canned goods and plates of food. Today, it was empty. The stainless steel sink was so clean that stale water could fall from a flask and easily slide down its flange. The refrigerator didn’t keep anything cold—it just stood as extra storage. We kept water in it, held in various jars, bottles, etc. The cabinets in the kitchen held bowls, plates, cups, and other essentials. 

	Knives sat perched in a knife holder, who sat by the sink, directly underneath a cabinet. We had a verity of knives, but the knife my father wanted to be the big one: the butcher’s knife. I drew it from its sheathe and gazed upon it. Its blade was the size of my head at the time. It was marvelous to look at—and clean, too. I carefully paced, knife in hand, toward my father. I offered him the knife, and he yanked it from my hand. I jumped away—the image of my father with the knife scared me. He brought the knife to his eyes and studied it from all angles. He matched the knife to his flint and struck it a few times until a large spark erupted. The light astonished me—my father’s ability to conjure flames from the knife, and flint made me believe he was magical.

	My father turned the knife away from him, with the blade pointed outward. It took me a moment to realize that he wanted me to return the knife to the kitchen. I approached with caution. I put my hand across the end of the blade and wrapped my fingers around it. I pulled on the knife to release it from my father’s grip, but my hands slipped, and my fingers slid up the blade. I quickly went back and pulled again—this time successfully from my father’s hands. I made my way to the kitchen and laid the knife in the sink. It had a streak of red on it, and I saw my index finger slit open, blood oozing from the perforation. I panicked while the red river ran down my hand. I rushed to the fridge and poured water on my hand over the sink. It wasn’t a deep cut, so it washed away easily. I also cleaned the knife so there no blood would smear its sheen. I applied pressure to my wound with my shirt until the bleeding stopped. I dried the knife with my shirt, too, and returned the knife to its holder.

	When I entered the living room again, I heard my father say, “What were you doing in there?”

	“I was, uh,” I stammered. I didn’t want to reveal my cut. “Um…cleaning off the knife.”

	My father grunted and looked at my shirt. “What’s the red spot?” he asked.

	I completely forgot about the stain I created to stop my bleeding. “I, uh, hurt myself earlier when I waited for you to get back,” I replied. “Sorry.”

	He gave me a stern look, then turned from me to the fire. A sense of relief washed over me, and I stood there for a few seconds in recuperation. I returned to the floor in my original crisscross position, my back leaned against the couch, facing the fire.

	We sat in silence for the rest of the night—looking at the fire until it had almost died out. We could hardly see the wood which kept it alive.

	“I’m going to bed,” my father mumbled. He slowly rose from his armchair, and leisurely shuffled his way up the stairs where our bedrooms were.

	“Goodnight!” I yelled. No reply.

	I stayed in the living room until the fire ultimately died, and I could see nothing at all. As darkness enveloped the room, I crept around in a crouched position. I felt strangely safe when it was dark out; I felt hidden, like a ninja. Though, I bumped into every object I could—very un-ninja like. I was not the most graceful kid.

	Soon, I heard noises from outside the windows. I froze. I never heard noises like this before—especially not at night. I heard what sounded like a woman screaming for her life; my blood ran cold, and my hair stood on end. The noise was then cut short. Some footsteps echoed through the windows. An orange ball of light floated and shined between the boards on the glass. It stopped in front of me, and I saw the faint outline of a face staring back at me. I sat still, paralyzed by fear. Despite my petrification, I looked upon the mystery creature with curiosity. I slowly became less scared and more inquisitive about the situation: Why were they outside at night? Who were they? What caused that blood-curdling scream, and why did it end so abruptly? Did they have food?

	A couple of seconds later, the face left, and the ball of light followed. I was once again left in the dark. I rubbed my arms and shivered.

	



	
Chapter 2

	 

	I recall a day when I was eight years old when my life changed forever. It began as a regular day for me; I awoke to a coughing fit from the vast amount of dust in my room. I wiped my eyes until I could see again. I got out of bed and surveyed the room. Next to my bed was a nightstand with nothing on it or in it. Across from the nightstand was a dresser, which was also empty, with a small pile of clothes lying beside it. My room was rather desolate.

	I walked over to that small pile of clothes and swapped the pajamas I was wearing with the clothes on the ground; a long-sleeve gray shirt and faded blue jeans—my signature attire. They were the warmest clothes I had, though the house was cold anyway unless the fire was on. I never slept by the fire, as it was dead before I was tired enough to sleep. My father only slept in his bedroom. I like to believe he slept there so he could pretend my mother sat next to him, watching him sleep.

	I reached underneath the dresser and retrieved my pair of red tennis shoes. I was beginning to grow out of them, and they were uncomfortable to wear; I told my father about them weeks before, but he hadn’t come home with any new shoes. 

	Upon exiting my room, I saw my father exiting his. I was never allowed into his room when I was younger. I believed his room was mystical and magical, like him. My mind imagined the room stuffed with warmth, food, and comfort; it would be clean and have running water—electricity, even! My father spoke about the mystical energy known as electricity before, which he described as a magic power that does all sorts of things. It turned on lights, it cooked food, it kept food cold, it pumped water, it heated a home. My father never found any of this energy after the world ended, but I liked to imagine he had some locked away in his mysterious room.

	I caught a quick glimpse of his room while he exited: the room had a pinkish tint, and I saw a nightstand next to his bed. I thought I saw a picture-frame—he shut the door, promptly and loudly. I waved to my father, startled. He walked away.

	I followed my father down the stairs and into the kitchen, where he poured himself a mug of water. He went into the living room and sat in his chair. I stood for a few seconds, then jumped to the floor, sitting in front of his mighty legs.

	“What are we doing today?” I asked, displayed in an innocent voice.

	“I’m going out,” He replied as if he was already tired of my nagging.

	“Where are we going?” I said, prying and trying to get something out of him.

	“I don’t know.”

	“What do you mean, ‘I don’t know’?”

	“I don’t know.”

	“You have to have somewhere you go a lot.”

	“I don’t.”

	“So, you just walk around?”

	“Yes.”

	“Ok, then,” I said. I thought he was playing with me at first. To be honest, that was the most he had spoken to me in months. Most mornings, he walked out of the door before I was awake. He fell into a habit of leaving earlier and earlier each day—not drinking or eating anything. He’d come back just before sunset and go straight to bed. The past couple of months, he left his bag behind, too. It sat in the kitchen corner, wasting away. He did, however, make sure we had enough food and water all the time, unlike in years past. I wasn’t sure how he did it—I never saw him restock our supplies—but somehow, we always had something to eat and drink. My father also stopped lighting fires as the years passed. We had the wood, the matches, and the other materials needed to start fires, but he never did. I didn’t know how to start a fire since he never taught me—there was never a roaring fire in the house like there used to be.

	In any case, I remained seated on the space in front of him, stupidly staring up to him. A few minutes passed until my father emptied his mug and placed it on the countertop. I scurried away as he rose from his perished throne. I glanced over my shoulder and noticed his figure pass in my peripheral vision. Then, I heard his creaking footsteps toward the door. He exited; I didn’t detect the usual, “SLAM!” of the door this time, though.

	I began my daily routine. I ran upstairs and attempted to open my father’s bedroom door. Locked again, as usual. Next, I’d fix my bed and pat the bedsheets in the vain attempt to get some dust off it. It usually ended up with me coughing a lot, and I’d stop trying. 

	Then, I’d walk downstairs and open the closet in the hallway next to the stairs. The only things in that closet were a couple of old jackets and a small metal baseball bat, which leaned against the wall to prop itself up. I would then walk around and look at all the empty shelves our house contained. I always wondered what used to be up there. Perhaps pictures of my young mother and father before the world ended? The only image I’d ever seen/knew about in the house was in a kitchen drawer. The drawer mainly contained several towels of different faded colors: light blue, green, pink, orange, etc. At the bottom, underneath all the rags, was a picture frame. This picture was also part of my daily routine.

	In a white apron and chef’s hat, the picture was that of my father standing inside of a building. He was pointing with a big butcher’s knife, the same one we had in our house, at a sign that read, “Amit’s Kitchen”. My father was so young in this picture. He had shorter hair, paler skin, clean-shaven; his eyes were open, as opposed to the sort of half-open trance they’d taken then. The oddest thing about the picture was his smile. My father was smiling. I hadn’t seen the man smile before. Ever. His happiness in this picture made it valuable to me.

	Beneath the pictures were medals and patches; tiny stars dotted the spot. The decorations were cold to the touch and pointed on their ends. I couldn’t decipher the faded letters engraved into the metal, but I still felt a sense of pride from holding them. Then, I’d stow the picture and patches untouched until they graced my presence the next time. I never saw any pictures with my mother in them.

	After leaving the kitchen, I organized the dinner table, straightened out the tablecloth, pushed in the chairs to be equidistant from each other, and set the plates and utensils at precisely the right place. I was the only one who ever ate from that table, since, to my knowledge, I was the only person in the house to eat anything. I mostly cleaned up my mess from the day prior. 

	Once I cleared the table, I’d go through the house and attempt to plug in every electronic item to an outlet. My father told me before that the objects in our house used to draw electricity from the outlets. Every day I would plug in the lamp, TV, and fridge, but they never turned on. I always tried anyway, hoping their lights would turn on one day.

	After I unplugged the fridge from its socket, I walked into the living room in defeat to sit on the couch. Right before I sat down, I felt a cold wind against my skin. I shivered. I walked over to the closet at the other end of the house, opened it, and grabbed a thick jacket from in there. I decided to take one of the ones my father never wore since they were more substantial.

	The jacket was dark and dusty and made of dark, brownish-green denim. 

	Dust glazed a tiny tint of gray onto it. It was too big for me at the time, but I threw the jacket on nonetheless and felt its warmth; it was warmer than any coat I had ever worn. As I began to feel my fingers once more, I wondered where the odd chill originated. Upon that thought, I immediately checked the door.

	The door was slightly cracked open, allowing the cold air from outside to enter the house. My father hadn’t fully closed the door when he left. Intrigued, I looked out and exited the home, carefully closing the door behind me.

	I never left the house before that moment. I don’t know what compelled me to leave the safe containment that the house provided. My eyes strained as I coughed heavily into my jacket. After a few minutes, my eyes didn’t hurt so much, and the coughing died down. It was this moment as well that I found out our house had a porch. To my right was a swing that hung from the top of the porch, and next to it an empty pot. I walked down the porch and off the stairs, periodically coughing into my jacket. Our lawn had dead grass all along the surface—no sign of life anywhere on it, similar to our neighborhood. Ruined homes dotted the street, grounded, with a dark gray atmosphere. It wasn’t as cold as it was inside the house, surprisingly. Maybe it was the addition of the jacket onto my attire that was warming me up, but even when I wore the jacket inside, the house seemed much colder than the outside air. The most biting aspect of the outside was the bone-chilling wind that cut through my entire body as it passed by. Although the jacket seemed not to be affected by the wind, it was a shield from the wind and fragile air of the world.

	The outside was still so surreal to me and became increasingly more perplexing the longer I stood there. Our home provided me with a world that I knew—a world that was mine, albeit the dust and chaotic mess of its contents. I knew what to expect in the house. Any place else, and I didn’t know what sorts of monsters would exist. 

	My father told my mother and me never to go outside: “The end of the world changes people,” I remember him saying. I never really questioned him before. Anything he’d say I’d just mindlessly follow, and I believed everything he said as the truth and nothing more. The image of the monster who gazed upon me that one night was another excellent deterrent for me to stay inside.

	Without thinking, I took a few steps away from the porch and was eventually looking back upon the house from a distance. I don’t know what compelled me to walk away from my little haven that day. Maybe it was out of curiosity for what was out there in the world. Maybe it was to spite my father. He went outside every day, not taking me with him, let alone asking me to go with him, or offering to teach me how to do anything I’d need to survive this hell-ridden world. He’d go out and do who-knows-what while I was confined to the inside, obediently waiting—just for him to ignore when he got home. I was like a dog waiting for his master—day after day.

	Come to think of it, I’m positive it was the latter reason why I left the house that day.

	



	
Chapter 3

	 

	I explored like an eight-year-old in the ruins of society. My mind raced while I witnessed the destroyed world with my innocent eyes. My sheltered, caged mind had forgotten how bad the outside was. Or, at least, I learned again how bad the outside could be. 

	Continuing down the road, a massive gust of wind blew by. I saw it toss and turn the loose dirt on the ground. Buildings creaked around me and cried out in pain. I was unaffected. My father’s jacket insulated me from the gust. At that moment, I felt superior.

	I walked for what felt like an eternity. I had no destination in mind, but I didn’t want to return home. I saw an alleyway to my left; it was cold and dark. I was reminded of the closet back home.

	When I left the alley, the area lit up, and I witnessed the most beautiful thing I had ever seen—the city. I was breathless—speechless. It was so gorgeous—how come I’d never seen it before? How come I’d never known about it? Why didn’t I leave the house sooner? I never wanted to forget this sight. I fell in love for the first time.

	The city held a shade of gray, and a tint of decayed yellow. The colors were so enriching—they seemed to dance wherever they were. They skated across the asphalt and landed in the numb grass. They ran along the sides of buildings and raced up taller ones. One of the buildings was so tall it kept going until the hazy sky which loomed overtop the city engulfed it. This giant was magnificent and beautiful—a marvel to behold. It was visible everywhere in the city, and its size trumped all else in its wake. It commanded attention.

	The city amazed me. I couldn’t get over how perfect it was; quiet, yet so loud at the same time. I continued to walk through the streets of the city, observing all I saw. Brick structures protruded everywhere, some of which had tents inside them. There were bikes in pieces, rusted, overturned cars, their original colors faded. Street signs looked burned away. They disgusted me—ashes everywhere. There were ashes in places that didn’t seem carried away with the wind. It looked like people lived here at some point. Now, it was only me in this city.

	I passed a small building with the word “DINER” across the top of its see-through glass doors. The windows of the establishment were cracked and shattered. I found one that I could safely maneuver through and entered.

	There were objects destroyed by time. Bright red, sparkling booths were attached to the walls, their posture parallel to the floor. They seemed to have lost their brightness and sparkles with time. Their padding was ripped and torn apart, with the insulation from the seats pulled out. As I approached, a few spiders scuttled out from the places; I backed away.

	Lights dangled from the ceiling—old electrical wires pulled from their rightful spaces. Terrified that they would fall on top of me, I shuffled away.

	Dirt, dust, and debris covered the wooden counter. I ran my hand across the wood; it was surprisingly smooth. I lifted my hand and observed the mass concentration of dust it collected; it felt a little funny and fuzzy like it was furry. I quickly ran my hand down my jeans to wipe my hands. I looked back at the counter and noticed my hand created a path; an area left behind where the wood seemed to sparkle. I hardly saw my reflection; long, thick brown hair rested upon my head, slightly obscuring my amber eyes. My father’s jacket drowned my scrawny body. I sighed, and dust coated the clean space once more.

	After leaving the diner, I continued to walk the streets. My head tarried upward to gaze upon the immense high-rises. The hazy sky moved fast; it made me uneasy. My mind wandered while I walked—lost in my thoughts and the questions I kept asking how everything got into the city, how it was built, and how it became ruined. I’d let my imagination run wild, and I’d create a world in my head where there were people—like my father and me—who laid bricks in a cube-like formation to build houses beside the street. They used enormous animals to assist their work, and electricity flowed through objects to create wondrous structures. The stories my mother told me in fairy tales altered my perception of the city and made it magical, abstract, and safe.

	My original pace through the city was casual and calm. Despite the city’s alluring presence, I didn’t want to run through it. I’d never experienced such pulchritude; I only wanted to stop and stare.

	This mindset stayed until I heard a noise amongst my entrancement of the beautiful structures that brooded over me. I froze mid-stride when I recognized footsteps pounding on the imperfect pavement. I swiftly and slyly crouched behind some nearby debris. There was a small breach in the wreckage, where I peeked from my cover. I saw something more beautiful than the city, more beautiful than the buildings, the sky, the “DINER”—all of it. Through the debris, I saw another person.

	Up until then, I only knew the lives of me, my father, and my mother. I never had any outside human contact due to my confinement to that house for eight years. I may have subconsciously believed in others’ existence, but I’d never seen anything to support that theory. I thought we were the only ones left.

	Even though I was excited to see another person, I stayed vigilant—peering through the peep-hole to get a better analysis of them. I only saw the backside of them, but they didn’t seem to look like how my father and I looked; they were slightly shorter than I was, but not by much it seemed, about an inch or so. They had longer hair than I did, though. It extended past their lower torso, colored a blondish brown, in contrast to my dark brown hair. A tight-fitting, clean—not dirty and ripped—teal green shirt, jeans, and turquoise shoes cloaked their skin. This person reminded me of my mother in some ways. This other person allured me, but not in the same way the city did. I couldn’t describe it at the time, but all I knew was that a little part of me wanted to go out and talk to the other human, but the other part of me was too scared or frightened to do so.

	They were looking around left and right as if they were searching for something. I stayed behind the debris for a while and watched through my rusty anonymity. After a few seconds, I quietly and carefully looked up from the rubble and saw another block in the middle of the road I could hide behind, and it was a little closer to the other person. Carefully, I crouched down and slowly trod over to the debris. I was about halfway there, and a gust of wind blew, blowing dust in my face—I coughed by accident. The dead city’s atmosphere amplified the cough to extend for miles. The other person cocked their head in my direction. We locked eyes from twenty feet away.

	Its face was even more gorgeous; the perfect emerald-green eyes were wide and seemed to shimmer in the city’s colors. The face’s shape was slightly rounded, yet still defined by its small ears and tiny nose. Its mouth also sparked my interest, a little wider than mine, but the lips were much fuller. The mouth looked dry and trapped shut—as if it hasn’t opened in years.

	I stared at the petite figure as it stared back—studying me. I slowly stood from my crouching position to be upright, hoping to show I was no threat to them. Its head retracted a bit—out of instinct. We continued standing and staring without movement for only a second or two, but it felt like seconds turned minutes, turned hours. Time slowed as we contemplated our next move. I took a few cautious steps forward, and when I did, I saw the other person smile. A few inches more, and they turned around and bolted off in the other direction. Bewildered by the other human, and upset with not gaining nay answers, I gave chase.

	The quiet city now turned into our obstacle course. We jumped over fallen structures and bounced on top of the asphalt with every step. We climbed up sides of buildings and ran downstairs with perfect grace. We jumped over potholes like it was hopscotch and swung off the desperate structures of buildings that no longer lived. The other person was acting like all this was just a big game, and the city was a well-defined arena at our expense. 

	Up ahead, I heard a high-pitched laugh, and in intervals, the other person looked back at me, smiling and giggling. I couldn’t help but smile again.

	This person seemed to know their way around the city, as they would run down alleys and come out of the other side to immediately hop over a porch on the right and slide off onto the dead grass. I, conversely, had no idea where I was going. I ended up far behind them a few times. The other person seemed to slow down and wait for me by trying to do a cool stunt, which involved climbing up a wall or jumping over a toppled trash can—which they could have quickly walked around. 

	An enjoyable wind blew through my greasy hair. It may have been the first time I experienced real fun. Before then, my version of fun was walking around the house every day, tediously cleaning up the house—neatly aligning everything before my father got home. This experience of running through the city helped fuel my drive not only to explore the city more, but it also made me even more interested in this other person. I wanted to catch up to them not only to have “won” our game but also to talk with them, learn about them, and be with them.

	At one point, the person made a sharp 90° turn down an alleyway, to which I followed them and their bouncy hair. The alley was musty and a little hazy. I squinted to try and see, and I slowed down impulsively. When I got out of the alleyway, I no longer saw the mystery person. I desperately searched the area, but they vanished. I ran around, back down where I came from, all to try and find them, but they had gone. I stopped running, bent over, and grasped my knees to catch my breath. While I panted from my exhaustion, I looked up for a moment. Suddenly, the gloom of loss didn’t matter anymore; I unknowingly found the sole reason for the advancement of my life, and what drove me to keep coming back outside to the city; the library.



	
Chapter 4

	 

	The building had collapsed in on itself and didn’t look like it was standing on its own anymore. The outsides looked scorched and tattered as if a horrible fire once lived on the perimeter of the building. It was entirely encapsulated by debris, which made it look like a distorted dome—it looked nothing like a library at all.

	The thought of my mother crossed my mind. I recalled that scene where she and my father discussed the library—where she obtained the fairy tale book. I stood in front of the place where the entirety of my mother’s memory came originated. I felt compelled to investigate.

	As I gazed upon the destroyed building, a thought crossed my mind: What if the girl I chased was in there? We were playing together, after all. Maybe she hid in the library? A glimmer of hope shined, and I haphazardly approached the building. I saw no sign of the girl as I drew near and paced the library’s perimeter. Spikey objects lined the border of the library—construction wire and foundation protruded from the debris. The library was like a fortified palace. Thankfully, I was too thick-headed to take the hint, and I continued to walk around it. On the third lap, I noticed a small breach within the protective coat of the library—a hole, meager enough for one person. I squeezed my way inside.

	The small hole was indeed small; I barely fit inside it. I squirmed and dug my way through, pushing debris to the side and behind me to continue forward. I did so carefully, to avoid any sharp edges that could cut me.

	Finally, my exhaustion from my long day turned on me; I started to pant uncontrollably. I felt my body getting progressively hotter. It began with a few drops of sweat, but I kept getting hotter—hotter—hotter—hotter until I started madly sweating. My breathing and heart rate shot up exponentially over the next few moments, and I couldn’t get enough air to supply my lungs with the oxygen they desired. I hyperventilated while my body kept getting warmer, and my perspiration increased—the salty sweat started to form on my upper lip, trickling down to get caught in my open mouth. The walls began to cave in on me, and I couldn’t go back because I felt trapped. So, I kept moving forward, slowly and painfully as my heart—and now my mind—began to race, and I was betting on my heart—not my mind—to win out. I felt every muscle in my body lock up, and my entire body pulsated as I endured every beat of my heart pump blood through my veins, sounding like an angry drumhead. I remember thinking to myself, “Why is it so hard to breathe? Why am I sweating so much? How come I feel this way? My heart’s going to explode if I sit in here any longer, but I can’t get out…I need to get out. I need to get out!” I screamed in agony as I rammed my hands and my fingers into the sharp, yet smooth debris and pushed them away from me to move forward. My hands scraped against rebar, and I started to see blood on some of the debris I was throwing behind me, but I was in no mood to feel pain at this moment. I kept yelling as if someone out there would hear my cries and answer my plea. My eyes watered from the dust clouds I created. Red covered my hands, and my legs ached from all the work I’d put them through. It felt like I was never going to reach the other side, like this was how it ended; I didn’t know how much further I had to go and how long I had been digging this tunnel, or better yet if there was another side to it. My breathing intensified, and I shut my eyes as I continued to dig—dig—dig and kept digging. Dig—dig—dig until I could feel my hands no more.

	And then I got out. A bright, warming light blinded my eyes. Dead air filled my lungs again. I rolled out of the hole and rested beside it. The ground felt like a cloud. It was carpeted and dirty, but I didn’t care; I just appreciated its comfort. I looked at my hands that were dripping in sweat, dirt, and blood, and wiped them off on the carpet. The blood was still flowing out of my palms, so I decided to get up and find something to halt the bleeding.

	I scanned the room. The library was completely different on the inside. Outside, it was rough and jagged, discouraging all from approaching. Its interior was warm and inviting—seats, couches, signs with happy faces, and flowers. There were books directly to my left on a shelf. More books lined the inner walls of the building; some on shelves, some not—some dusty, some not. The outside world’s overall gray atmosphere was too present inside the library, but it seemed to compliment a feeling of odd comfort. The library felt more alluring this way. A ray of light shone through a large hole in the ceiling and illuminated where I stood. It didn’t look to be manmade; it existed because of the library’s crumbled foundation.

	I slid my hands in my jacket pockets and surveyed more of the area. To my right was a long stretch of wood that extended to block off one area of the library—used to borrow the library books. There were contraptions behind the desk I never saw before—computers. Their screens were all cracked; their hardware torn from them.

	Across from the desks were the children’s books—the right led to the teen section and the general adult sections. Each section had a large sign miraculously hung from the ceiling. I gravitated toward the children’s section and opened a few books. Everything had a smile attached to it; the clouds, the grass, even this giant orange ball at the top left of the page—the sun. In some stories, the sun had sunglasses; in others, it just existed. The people in the pictures were all wearing t-shirts and shorts and were having fun outside, playing in the alive, deep green grass. Everyone was smiling. Yet, still, the sun fascinated me the most. It was strange to think that something so far away was out there, and helped us regardless of how little we did for it…

	There was one story where the sun was not there—it didn’t appear on any of the pages. It was cloudy all the time in this story, and they weren’t as light-hearted and cheerful as the others. Everyone was wearing a jacket, and the pictures looked cold. Droplets of water fell from the sky onto their coats and slid to the ground, creating puddles of water. People rushed to their homes, seeking shelter from the rain. White arrows protruded from and penetrated clouds, some rising from the pools of rain on the ground. I soon learned this book was about the water cycle.

	After spending some time in the children’s section, I began to wander around the library, astonished of all that was there. I stood in a house of literature, knowledge, and a link to a prior way of life—something up until this moment I’d never known how much I desired. I felt obligated to read and learn their secrets.

	And so, I did. I left shortly after that moment, carving more room in the hole as I exited. It took me about two hours to get home because I didn’t know the path back. I arrived at the house before my father did, and just in time, too. Right when I collapsed on the couch, my father walked in the door. Despite how tired I was, I still stood up to greet him as he walked in. I turned to face him, and I noticed for the first time a little spiky circle of red and white stripes, with gold in the center, resting on his jacket. Inside the gold was a large letter, “G.” Many other letters surrounded the G in a clockwise formation, like a decipher ring. I’d never seen it on him before. 

	“What’s that?” I asked him, pointing to the spiky circle.

	“Nothing…just something I found,” he bluntly replied. 

	“Well, what is it?” I cocked my head to the side as I asked.

	“It’s a pin. You, uh…attach it to your clothes,” my father answered as he turned away and began to walk toward the kitchen. 

	“Oh. Ok.” I was disappointed by my father’s nature of brushing me off every chance he got. I glanced down at the floor, feeling shameful for even asking.

	My father took a few steps, then looked over his shoulder and back at me. “You’re wearing my jacket,” he said. It was less of a question, but rather a bold statement. 

	“Uh…um…” I struggled to draw words in my panic, “I…uh, got cold.”

	My father paused, pressed his lips together, and bobbed his head. He then continued his walk to the kitchen. I ran upstairs and bolted to my room once he turned his back. I removed the jacket and set it at the foot of my bed. Realizing I hadn’t eaten anything that day, and finally letting hunger set in, I climbed into bed starving but instantly fell asleep. 

	My dreams were filled with the smiling, sunglasses-wearing sun cast over the library, and the person I met that day was with me. We ran around with smiles on our faces, and warmth enveloped our bodies.

	

	 

	For the next year and a half, I regularly visited the library. It started as once a week, then two, then three, until it finally became a daily ritual. I tried to keep my visits a secret from my father—at least, for a while. I believed he would disapprove of me leaving the house and running off. However, I think my father eventually figured out I was going to the city all the time. So, my clandestine adventures continued, so perhaps he didn’t care what I did. 

	Over time, I found a way to reach the library in about 20-30 minutes. It wasn’t far from the house—it just took a little time to get there. At the library, I made a few modifications— mainly widening the entrance hole as I got older and bigger, removing the dust off the books and desks, and restocking the shelves to make the place look more civilized and well-kept. I began to fill my father’s jacket a little more, but it was still too big for me. I continued to wear it, nonetheless.

	Through my reading, I learned about everyday objects of the past: cars, buildings, stores, phones. Weather captured me the most, though, because I never experienced it; it was always dark, gray, cloudy, and cold. To imagine that there used to be the sun, and rain, and storms truly fascinated me. I read every book in the children’s section that covered the weather. As my reading level grew, however, so did the technicalities of the weather. It got too intricate to continue reading about after a while. 

	After countless children’s books, I felt as if they were becoming stale, and I could read them all with ease. So, I shifted to teen novellas. They took longer to read, and there weren’t as many pictures, but I got the basic idea of what they were trying to say. The Giver was one of those books, and one of the few I still remember. It was about a boy living in a futuristic world where emotions and all kinds of humanistic traits are stripped away and given to a man called The Giver. The boy is chosen to become the next generation’s “giver” and learns all about the past world. It reminded me of the world I lived in; how I was learning about this previous life, much like him, and yearning for knowledge. 

	I didn’t know some of the words in these stories, mostly because they were more advanced than the 12-page children’s stories. I could decipher them through context clues or by referring to the dictionary, which was conveniently next to the teen books. Nonetheless, the challenge of these books brought me to a better understanding of grammar—expanding my vocabulary and my encyclopedia of words.

	I tried reading books in the reference/college section, but they were too expansive. So, I moved to the back of the library, where the adult novels rested. There were rows and rows and rows of books. They were towering rows, much taller than I was. There had to be hundreds of books there. I didn’t know where to begin. After searching around, I found in the very back of the library a showcase of various novels titled, “best reads”. I decided to start there, and I read all of them. I organized them by the covers; I was always one to judge books by their covers. For the most part, it worked out for me. Don’t stop something that works.

	It was a nonstop reading festival for me as I sped through all the books in the “best reads” section. After reading one of the books, “The Glass Castle”, I began to learn more nonfiction books. I mostly read biographies of notable people (or at least, those who seemed notable), autobiographies, and a few documentary-like books. I was strangely drawn to biographies and learning about the lives of people who used to live in the old world. This was the closest connection to anything from the past world I could ever find. While at the library, I read plenty of stories—some classified as “fiction” others “nonfiction”, but all were fiction to me. I tended to gravitate toward these stories to learn about the lives that people used to live and learn about the end of the world—how it came about, what happened, what it was—alas, to no avail. My father called the end of the world, “The Fallout”, but I found nothing about it. Despite all my best efforts, attempts, and countless years of searching, nothing came close to detailing those events—nothing documented it. At that time, I felt as if I needed to know what happened so I could further my survival. Although, upon reflection, I mostly wanted to know more about everything, and the fall of civilization was the only thing that couldn’t satiate my lust for knowledge.

	I quickly honed my skills in other topics, such as math, science, and writing. I picked up the college textbooks again and read through them, now with a greater understanding of their subjects. I challenged myself using the tests found inside the books to quiz how much I retained after reading and wanted to learn more and acquire more knowledge.

	These infrequent visits to the library allowed me to work harder toward learning everything I could from the library, and I began leaving the house earlier in the morning and returning later at night. I also tried to look through neighboring buildings for food and bottled water. The library became my little sanctuary. It was the only place that truly felt like home.



	
Chapter 5

	 

	At this point, I’d shut out my father—we hadn’t spoken since I asked about the pin on his shirt, and that’s how we liked it. I didn’t care about what he did, and he the same. Aside from our dismissive glances, I hadn’t experienced any other human interactions besides the mystery girl. I always hoped I would run into her again—or even someone else. Seeing that girl gave me hope that there were others around the city, but I was too afraid to see for myself. I stopped believing in monsters as I grew older, but I was still terrified to leave my daily routine.

	So, when I saw him at the library, I was alarmed.

	I remember dusting off the computer desks at the library when we met. They were cleaner than usual, but I cleaned them off with a rag like I always had. I looked at the amount of dust that stained the cloth and felt a little disgusted. I laid it down on one of the desks, then fingered through books on a moveable bookshelf. I heard a little bit of rustling coming from the entry hole, and my body stiffened. It’s not the first time this had happened, though; sometimes the wind clipped some rocks and little chunks of debris fell into the entryway, but it still startled me every time. I continued looking at the entryway in suspicion, saw a head of hair emerge, and heard a grunt. I immediately dropped to the floor, crouched, and took a deep breath. I was excited to see that other person, but was scared for my life all the same.

	I breathed inaudibly, trying to hold my breath as much as possible. Their footsteps came closer, and I stayed crouched, paralyzed. I quickly and quietly darted around the cart to its side, where the overhead from the desk shrouded me in an area of darkness. I hid there, hoping the intruder wouldn’t notice me.

	Soon, the pounding footsteps ceased. A feeling of relief washed over me. I stayed crouched for a few more seconds, until I eventually let out a small sigh and slid down on the ground, sitting with my legs outstretched. I placed my hand over my heart to feel the intensity of its pounding.

	“Hey there,” I heard him say, as his head popped down from the top of the desk.

	My pounding heart skipped a few beats as I screeched. I jumped, bumping my head on the bottom of the desk. The boy laughed at my plight. “Sorry about that, kid; didn’t mean to scare you…not that much, at least. Though, it was pretty funny!” he laughed.

	“You aren’t going to kill me, are you?” I asked him, terrified and rubbing my head.

	“Oh wow, you’re pretty quick to the point, aren’t ya? Well, no, I’m not going to kill you. I’m one of the good guys,” he replied with an awkward smile.

	“Ok,” I said, having to believe him. I crawled out from under the desk, still holding my head. I stood and turned to face him. “How’d you know where I was hiding?”

	“Well, you aren’t the most graceful kid,” he said with a smirk. Still a bit on edge, I studied him. His skin was very dark and dirty; he probably hadn’t cleaned himself in years. His short black hair sat atop his head like needles. His small green eyes made sharp movements, and bags of dirt and stress rested beneath his eyelids. His face screamed mixed emotions; even while smiling or laughing, he looked solemn and emotionless. His body sat erect on the desk, his soot-covered legs dangling in the air. The shirt he was wearing was a deep brown color, like the guise of tree trunks in a few of the children’s books. It looked like the darkness of color was due to dirt and soot, and it had collected over some time. There were also splotches of black on the shirt. 

	He cocked his head at me and asked, “Uh…is there something on my face, or what?”

	“Dirt,” I hastily replied. He had a good laugh at that. I honestly wasn’t trying to be funny, but this person found some humor in my words regardless.

	“Well,” he said, still chuckling, “I guess I do, don’t I?” He stopped laughing and looked at me. I felt like now I was the one being evaluated. “I like you, kid. You seem to have a good head on your shoulders. You seem to know—not perfectly, but well enough—how to act in the face of danger,” he paused and stared at me. “Nothing we can’t work on, though,” he said, emphasizing my stance—his eyes gave a condescending look. I then noticed I was still on guard the entire time he was talking. I tried loosening up a bit as he continued, “And, on top of all that, you still seem to be upbeat and cracking jokes, despite the situation we’re all in.” He extended his hand toward me. “Name’s Victor Curl.” I looked at his side and back at him. “Ok, don’t rush…” he said, very distant, and retracting his hand, “Can you at least tell me your name?”

	I stood there, scared, wondering if I could trust him. His appearance wasn’t appealing, but he seemed to be smart and could deduce situations quickly. I glanced over him again to see if he had anything dangerous on him. I didn’t see anything.

	“Well?” he said, growing impatient.

	“…Michael. Michael Amit.” I extended my hand out and glanced at his. He smirked at it.

	“Well, it’s nice to meet you, Michael,” he said to me. I just nodded my head. He took note of my tone and relaxed his mood. “So,” he exhaled as he hopped back up onto the desk, “what brings you here to the library, Michael?”

	“This is my home. Well, not really, but it might as well be,” I replied.

	“What’s that supposed to mean?”

	“It’s just…I spend all my time here—at the library. As soon as I wake up, I walk down here, and I leave a little before sunset to be home safe before dusk.”

	“Why don’t you just stay here then? Why even go home?”

	“My father’s there; I’m afraid he’ll be mad at me or something. Not that he displays emotion ever. He probably wouldn’t even care if I didn’t come home…” Victor perked up to show interest. I continued, “My father’s rather conservative; he keeps to himself a lot and doesn’t care about me.” I laughed. “I don’t think he’s ever really cared about me. All he does anymore is go out all day, and he doesn’t return until a little after dark.”

	“That last part sounds a little like you, huh?” Victor said. I was silent and looked away at a boarded-up window. “Your father doesn’t seem all that bad to me, though,” he said, egging me to tell him more. “What about your mother? What’s her story?”

	“Good question,” I said. “I haven’t seen her in years. She just up-and-left one night; didn’t even say goodbye.”

	“I’m sorry to hear that,” he said. “Hopefully she’s not dead or anything.” I shot him a deadly look. “Ok, crossing a line, my bad—just trying to stay positive.”

	“And my father—he never does anything for me, either. He only ever cares about himself. He’s been like that ever since I was young.”

	“Hmm…say, does your father wear a pin, by chance?” he asked.

	“What?” I responded. It wasn’t so much a question I wanted an answer to, but rather out of shock that he would know.

	“Like a pin? That you wear? It’s, like, a circle with red and white stripes, gold in the center with some engravings on it.”

	“Uh…” I hesitated to answer. I grew increasingly uneasy by how much he wanted to know about me—and how much he already seemed to know. He described my father’s pin with such ease and clarity. For a second, I wondered if he had been following me for a while.

	“You know what, uh, never mind. Disregard that.” He rubbed his hands together for a few seconds and exhaled loudly. “So, what do you do here? At the library.”

	“Well, I read books here. I’ve read…” I turned around and looked at the vast collections of events and adventures that are documented around the room, “Most of these books.”

	“How long have you been coming here to the library?”

	“A few years now,” I replied, proud of my answer.

	“Ah, you are smart! And you’ve read most of these books in that amount of time?” Vic added, seeming to be impressed. I nodded. “And you’ve been keeping track of the days?” he asked me.

	“I don’t particularly, no. My father has a calendar that he makes himself so he can keep track of the days and remind himself of certain events.”

	“But, you know how one works, and you could keep track if you wanted to, right?”

	“I mean…I guess so, yeah. Why do you ask? Why do you keep asking me so many questions?”

	“Oh, no reason. I’m just curious.” Victor poked and prodded under the surface of everything I said, but then seemed to back off before getting too far in. “Anyway,” he once again changed the topic, “I got ya beat. For coming to the library, I mean. Been coming here my whole life, kid,” Victor said. I suddenly felt inferior to Victor and involuntarily grew visibly upset, displaying a frown. He took notice of this and began to laugh. 

	“How old are you?” I asked. 

	“Me? I’m sixteen,” he replied with little to no hesitation. I expected at least some resistance, but he gave up the information easily. “And you?” he asked in return.

	“Oh, uh, twelve. I’m twelve. Almost thirteen.”

	“Oh, wow. You were born the same year as The Fallout; twelve years ago.”

	There it was, the information I had been seeking. It was my first time hearing about The Fallout outside of my mother or father. I realized that this guy, Victor, might be my link to what I want to know about The Fallout. I decided if I wanted to know anything more, I had to stay near this person. He held the answers.

	“You, uh,” I began to say, “You said earlier that my father had a pin on his shirt?”

	“Oh. Just disregard that; it’s not important,” he said, trying to brush it off.

	“No, it is important. It’s a tiny pin that looks like a spiky circle of red and white stripes, with a gold dot in the center. It has letters engraved on it.”

	Victor looked surprised. His mood changed from annoyed to enthused. “Yeah, that’s the one. Exactly…” He stopped and looked like he was slowly pondering something. “Do you remember when he first got the pin?”

	“Yeah,” I replied, “A few years ago he came home with it on his shirt; he was a little distant about it. I didn’t notice it at first, so he could have had it for longer, but...” I trailed off in my thought.

	Victor was a mixture of both broken and excited. He got up and walked away, flipped through a few books on the cart, then glanced back at me. “How would you like to join us?”

	Flabbergasted and confused, I asked, “What do you mean? Join who? Join what?”

	“I…” Victor sighed before he continued, “I probably shouldn’t be telling you this, but I have this group of people I live with,” he sounded reluctant. “We band together to survive. We all have similar interests and similar pasts, and it all revolves around those pins, like the one your father has.”

	My ears perked. My interest sparked. My blood ran cold. My bones turned frail as I heard that there were other people out there in the world—people that shared my interests—people that shared my past—people like me. I involuntarily asked, “Where?” 

	Victor smiled, chuckling to himself. “In that case, I guess I’ll show you.” He began to walk away, toward the hole that leads to the outside—I followed. It’s incredible how one simple word could set off a chain reaction of events that would create the rest of my life. My one word incited a response within Victor, and he knew precisely what I meant. Human interaction was still relatively new to me then, and it amazed me how we seemed to be so in tune with one another at that moment.

	I looked back at the library and reflected upon all the time I spent there. Out of all the books I’d read, all the adventures my mind went on, all the things I’d learned, and all the things I had yearned to learn, none could compare to the series of events about to unfold. 

	Victor spoke: “Come on, let’s go, while there’s still daylight.”

	“Yeah…right behind you, Victor,” I replied. I felt sad leaving this place I called home.

	“It’s not like you can’t come back here, Michael,” Victor said, sympathetic. I blew a sigh of relief. He chuckled, smirked, then said, “And you can call me Vic; my friends call me Vic.”

	I chuckled, too, knowing he was trying to make me feel better. While we wormed through the dug-out hole of the library, I said, “And you can call me Mike: my friends call me Mike.”



	
Chapter 6

	 

	The city held a different vibe with Vic—far different than when I walked by myself. He took different routes and had a distinct sense of exploration. While I was in awe of everything, he had a more analytical approach—looking for something he could use. He continuously scanned the ground, looked for scraps—canned food, water bottles—anything he could use. Vic was not one for functional fixedness. He would regularly stop to bend down and sift through the gravel and dirt, pull out something resembling a bent wire, and tossed it back. Other times it wasn't a bent wire, but an open can, a cracked bucket, and a bottle of perfume. He picked up the perfume, sprayed it in front of him, and wafted it. He turned around and sprayed my shirt with it—a lot—and I ended up smelling like how I envisioned a field of roses would feel. I liked the scent but also realized it was a bit silly. Vic couldn't stop laughing after he sprayed me with it. 

	After a while, I became absentminded; I wasn't even conscious of the fact that I was following him; it just became an involuntary action for me.

	We soon made it to our destination. I only knew we were there because Vic turned around and said, "Home sweet home, huh?" He presented the "home" with his hands. It looked run-down, like all the other houses and buildings along the streets of the city. It was about three stories tall, some of the sidings had fallen off, and a few windows were splintered. It was colored an even shade of brown and grey, which complemented the rest of the degenerate city. 

	I followed Vic into the building. I didn't see a door immediately, but there were a few planks of plywood covering an open area, which I guess constituted as a door. It blended in with the rest of the neglected area. Entering the building was paired with dust and dirt flying at my face; nothing I wasn't already used to, though. Cobwebs lived in the corners of the ceiling. Holes splattered the tile floor beneath us. To our left were a set of stairs, which we climbed. We walked forward into a big open room. I looked around and, despite the heavy coating of brown everywhere, something about it seemed homey. There was a candle-lit lamp sitting on an end table in the far-right corner next to a large window, still intact, that showcased the beautiful horizon of the city. To my left was more open space, a few supplies littered around, bags stacked on top of more bags, and a room that had a door cracked open, but all I could see inside was darkness. I entered the room and looked around.

	"Heeey, stranger!" I heard a voice say from my right. I turned and saw another person and jumped. I landed on the floor and tried to crawl backward, away from the person. 

	"Hahaha, ease up, Mike," Vic told me, "That's just Billy."

	"Billy Emule, if ya want my full-name!" he chirped. He offered his hand to me. I took it, and he lifted me off the ground with both hands easily. I noted his light blue eyes and his short, fixed brown hair. His shirt was a deep, faded blue, and he wore heavy cargo pants, pockets filled with things. He was heavier set, big-boned, and young, not much older than me. Despite being young, he still was intense—the grip he took on my hand was crushing. When he let go, I grasped my hand and tried to stretch it out. He wore some sort of circular cap atop his head.

	"Now I told you," Vic began to say to Billy, "to take that stupid Yamaka off."

	"But I like it," Billy said back, rather comedically.

	"You aren't Jewish!" Vic retorted.

	Billy grunted. He yanked off the Yamaka and slumped away, muttering something under his breath that sounded like, "You're not Jewish…"

	I turned to Vic, looking for salvation. He said, "Let's go around and see where everyone else is cooped up."

	We walked toward the room with the door cracked, and the closer we got, the louder and louder the sound of people talking became. Vic opened the door first, and walked through "Hey guys," I heard him say to everyone.

	"Oh, hey, Vic," I heard someone reply, a male.

	"So, uh, hey, I have something I want to show you all."

	"This isn't another one of your random finds, is it?" I heard another male voice say. This one was a bit higher-pitched sounding.

	"No! Well, I guess maybe…anyway," he turned around and he looked right at me. "Come on, then," and motioned for me to enter. I cautiously crept in and felt the heat of everyone's gaze. I tried to view them, but it was too dark for me to make out figures. Only I was illuminated by the outside light.

	"Who's this?" I heard the first voice say.

	"This is Mike; he's going to join us." Vic repositioned himself.

	"What? You just bring someone in here and decide that he's going to live with us? You know that's not your call," I heard the same person say.

	"Sure, but this guy's like us," Vic said, trying to defend me. "His father—"

	"I don't care if he's a carbon copy clone of me, we don't just accept people in here without first letting your superior decide."

	"You know I hate it when you say it like that," Vic playfully replied.

	"Oooh, like I'm scared. I'm going to get him." The body stood up and walked toward my direction. He grew taller the closer he got to me and pushed me out of the way. I looked back at the crowd of people, feeling lower than I already was.

	"Don't worry about him," I heard a new voice say. Its pitch was a lot higher than everyone else's. "He's always like that; nothing's ever good enough for him."

	Vic turned around and said to me, "He doesn't like me, either." I tried to crack a smile, but my nerves got the best of me. I only contorted my lips to an awkward position, like I had a bad bite of food.

	"How old are you, Mike?" I heard the same high-pitched voice ask.

	"T-twelve. Almost thirteen." I looked down and rubbed my hands.

	"Hey, that's how old I am!" The voice sounded happy and energetic. "Twelve, not thirteen. Everyone else here is older than me by at least a year. It's cool to meet someone the same age as me!"

	"See, Mike? Someone else born the same year as society's downfall!" Vic said to me.

	I didn't reply and continued to look down. 

	"Not much of a talkative type, is he?" I heard someone whisper.

	"He's probably just nervous to be meeting this many people," Vic whispered back, loudly.

	I heard footsteps and felt a presence behind me. I turned around and saw a man towering over me. He sported a faded, dark green beanie atop his flowing white hair. His face was pointed downward, which accentuated his chin. His eyes were brown. He wore a heavy green jacket overtop his white shirt, which stretched to cover his lower body. A black bandana with white marks on it draped around his neck. I nervously smiled back at him, hoping he wouldn't keep looking down on me for too much longer.

	"Is this who you were talking about?" he leaned back to ask the person behind him.

	"That's right. Vic brought him in," they responded.

	"Hmm." The tall man walked over to Vic, grabbed his arm, gentle, but still assertive. "Mind if we talk for a minute, Victor?"

	"Oh, uh, yeah, sure," Vic replied, nervously laughing all the while. The tall man leaned back into the room, pointed at me, and said, "And for his sake, turn a light on in here." He shut the door.

	Someone in the room leaned over and lit a lantern, which sat on a crate next to them. The room irradiated a red-orange hue, which allowed me to see who was sitting in the room with me. Three people existed; two boys and one girl. They relaxed under blankets and pillows, covered with warmth. The girl wore a pink beanie. 

	I leaned my ear up against the door. Albeit muffled, I could still make out most of what the others were saying outside: 

	"You just brought someone here," The tall man's voice said, "without asking anyone? What were you thinking?"

	"I was thinking…" Vic started to reply before getting interrupted by the third person.

	"No, you weren't thinking. You can't just bring some stranger into here!" 

	"Now, quiet; we don't just interrupt. Let Victor tell us his side of the story," the tall man replied.

	Vic took a few breaths before continuing, "I thought that he could help us out."

	"Ok…so, what made you think that?"

	"His father bears a red, white, and gold pin."

	"He's one of us?"

	"Yeah. That's why I brought him here."

	"Hmm…" I heard footsteps, so I assumed the tall man began to pace around. "I'm still a little disappointed that you didn't address me first, nor take precaution."

	"And I'm sorry about that, but I didn't think I'd have time to come back and get him. I've been studying him for a while now, and he's got a good head on his shoulders. He could help us out, I think. Plus, I couldn't wait any longer. I knew you'd say no, but once I discovered he was one of us, my instinct was to bring him with me. It felt like the right thing to do." Vic sounded insincere like he was trying to seem sorry but ultimately wasn't.

	The tall man stopped pacing. "I'm going to trust you on this one Victor but know this: I'll be keeping a close eye on him. We don't usually let strangers take hospitality with us."

	"This is the first time we've ever done it…" the third voice said, under his breath.

	Vic sounded giddy while he said, "Awesome! Thank you, thank you, thank you! I won't let you down; I think this kid will be just fine. He will be fine, I know it."

	I heard them shuffle toward the door, and I scurried away. It swung open and almost hit me across the face. I stood up involuntarily to face the boys as they walked back in. The tall man looked at me—I was intimidated by his size. He stuck out his hand, loosened his face, and said, "Welcome to the orphanage, Mike."

	I took his hand and nervously laughed. I remained frozen for a few seconds. His look was unsettling, as if he still wasn't sure what to think of me, yet still wanted to do the right thing. "Here, allow me to introduce you to everyone," he said to me. "You already know Victor here, and this person behind me," he looked outside of the room, and I stuck my head into the doorframe and saw the other boy again. He seemed to be about Vic's age. He was taller than me, probably about as tall as Vic, and he was boney and skinny, too. His hair was short and pressed down. He crossed his arms, covering the splotches of colors on his dark grey shirt. "That is Peter Búlle," he finished saying. I waved to him outside of the room. He didn't budge.

	The tall man continued around the room. "That is 

	Jack Baylor right there…" He pointed to the man who was sitting in the far corner of the room, his back resting in the indent of the wall. "But we all call him 'Speed,'" the tall man finished. Speed wore a black leather jacket and a faded red undershirt. He had a few chains wrapped around him, and his hair was spiked. He wore goggles on top of his head, which made his green eyes pop out, but he looked friendly. 

	"Next to him is Ms. Melody Loveless," the tall man went on to say. She had long, unkempt, frizzy brown hair. She had blue eyes and held a smile that could cut to your core. She wore a leather-looking jacket, like Speed's, and she had goggles wrapped around her neck, along with a pretty, pink scarf. Her shirt displayed a lovely purple hue. It wasn't as splotched with random spots like the other people's shirts, I noticed. She waved at me. I waved back.

	"Myles Chamberlain," he continued. Myles was sitting closest to Melody, yet still a fair distance away from her. He was closest to the crate with the lantern, which made his oily face glow radiantly with the flame's crackle. He had a mound of layered blonde hair; it looked like a helmet of hair. He, too, had goggles on top of his head, and he had round, brown eyes and thin eyebrows. He looked shorter than everyone else under the covers. While being introduced, he looked like a turtle receding into himself while he tried to get more comfortable. I shot him an awkward smile. He replied the same way.

	"And I," the tall man finished off, "am Chris Sorano." He loomed over me as he sent a warming smile. "Now, with formalities out of the way, let's get on with the next order of business." He paused, then turned around. "Peter," he whispered, "We've never inducted anyone before. How should we go about it?" Peter shrugged. Chris turned back around, looking lost for a few moments, but soon regained composure. "Uh, here, you can follow Victor around for a while to kind of get the hang of things. Victor!" Vic stiffened up. "Make sure you don't lose sight of Mike at any time; he's your shadow. Got it?"

	"You got it, boss," Vic replied. I looked over at him, to which he kindly smiled in response. 

	"Alrighty then," Chris continued, "Meeting adjourned. Everyone, make sure Mike feels at home. He's one of us now." Chris walked away, with Peter not too far behind, tripping over Chris's footsteps. 

	Vic shut the door as they walked out. I looked around the room again, and the faces I saw showed mixed emotions. 

	"What does he mean, 'one of us'?" Myles asked.

	"He means that Mike is like us. His father has the pin," Vic said.

	"Wait, so then that means…" Speed butted in.

	"That's right; Mike is G's son." Vic stopped, waiting for the others to take in what he said fully. Everyone in the room looked took back and gasped.

	"I don't understand…" I blurted out. "What's so important about his pin? And I'm whose son?"

	"You don't know anything, do you?" Speed said. 

	"Do you have a mother, Mike?" Melody asked me.

	"I did. But she, uh, left one day; I don't know where she is right now. She might have just become another victim to The Fallout."

	"The Fallout?" she pondered, "What's that?"

	I noticed Vic grit his teeth from the corner of the room. He mouthed the words, "Quit it."

	I continued: "It's what all this is." I looked around and took in the dark and dank nature of the building—it left me unsettled once more. "It's what I call this world we live in now."

	"Huh." Melody looked astonished. "That's not a bad name for it. I kind of like it! The Fallout…" she trailed off for a few seconds. "We always just called it 'Hell.'"

	"Hell's nicer than where we are…" Speed interrupted.

	"I don't know," I said, "Even Hell can get comfy once you're settled in."

	It grew quiet for a few moments. They gawked at me, confused. I crawled beneath the large blanket. Its warmth was inviting. 

	"So, what's your story?" Speed asked me. 

	I propped myself with my back against the brick wall behind me, stiff as a board, from being in a situation so unfamiliar and so new. Confused, I dribbled out, "What do you mean?"

	"I mean," he said, a bit cold, "what do you do? Your skills. Your interests. Your hopes and your dreams." His tone eventually became less cold and bitter and more sarcastic. 

	I muttered enough times to mutter the words, "Oh. W-well, uh, I wouldn't say I have...hopes or dreams, per se...but I read a lot."

	"Read?" he asked, chuckling. "Where do you read?"

	"At the library."

	"What's a library?" As Speed asked, both Melody and Myles shared the same expression of stupefied fascination. I glanced over at Vic, who bulged his eyes and pushed his head forward and mouthed, "Drop it." It then occurred to me that these kids had no idea what a library was. 

	I quickly retorted, "It's uh...nothing."

	"Well, whatever," Speed said, "Reading isn't going to get you very far here."

	Vic leaned over and loudly whispered in my ear, "Don't mind him. He's just trying to act all tough for 'the new kid'."

	"Hey, I'm not acting tough!" Speed said, unintentionally puffing his chest out. 

	"Oh, Mr. Sensitive's showing his true colors now," Vic sarcastically slid under his breath. However, we all heard it and shared a laugh. 

	"Ok," Speed added, laughing more with the group rather than at himself, "I'm not sensitive about anything, let's get that clear."

	"Yeah, you kinda are," Melody chimed in, with a laugh under her words. 

	Speed huffed and skunked beneath the covers. The group laughed at this. I smiled at the situation. 

	Once the laughter died down, Melody spoke up. "No, but seriously, what all do you do? You said you read, so what do you mean by that?"

	"Well, I read everything from picture books to books with fewer pictures than words, to ones that talk about things that happened before The Fallout." I scanned the room as I spoke, noticing the cracks and protrusions the room held, "Some books are about monsters and villains and some of saints and heroes."

	"How can you read all of that?" Melody asked with wide eyes and an inquisitive expression. "I can barely count to 100!"

	"I had to teach myself how to read that well—"

	"Can you take me to this 'library'?" she excitedly exclaimed, barely getting the word out without tripping over her own words.

	I evaluated the situation for a few moments, trying to get a read on why this random girl would want to go to this library. A few seconds ago, she had no idea what this was. She still had no real idea what it is, yet wanted me—a total stranger—to lead her there? The entire scenario perplexed me, and it caught me off guard.

	"I mean, I guess I could..." I slipped out and then eventually trailed off. I didn't want to confirm a definite yes or no answer since I wasn't sure what my status was. 

	However, that meant nothing to Melody as she quickly responded, "Oh, yes, yes, yes, yes!" She relaxed beneath the covers and sang an original tune of "I'm going to the library…" slowing down on the word "library," as she still was having trouble pronouncing the name.

	Once she stopped singing, she asked the others, "Does anyone else want to go with us?"

	It grew quiet for a while until Speed spoke up and said, "I don't have much a need for books. Anything I need to know to survive, I can figure out on my own." 

	Everyone looked over to Myles, who slinked further beneath the blanket.

	While excited about the opportunity to teach my obsession with someone else, confusion was still pained all over my face. I was still trying to identify and dissect everyone's personalities and their role in the group. Melody picked up on my confusion and attempted to erase some of it: "Myles is our 'engineer' of sorts. He likes to tinker with things he finds."

	He poked his head out and said, "I guess it couldn't hurt to be able to read a little."

	I nodded my head. It was a bit odd to see kids not know things I'd taken for granted. The fact they couldn't read boggled my mind; perhaps it was because of how often I frequented the library and dedicated my early life to education. Still, being able to talk with kids my age was refreshing. I kept going back and forth in my mind about whether staying with these strangers was a good idea or not. I thought that I might be setting myself up for disaster. Though, at the same time, I felt as if they wanted me there, despite all I had going against me. I made a final internal decision to stay. 

	"Oh, hey, Vic," Speed said, "I wanted to talk about today's run with you..." Vic perked up and scooted a bit closer to where Myles was sitting. 

	I trailed off not too long after the conversation began. I thought about how much fun I might have with these people, and how I wanted to get to know them inside and out and truly learn everything about them. I also wondered why the pin my father wore was so important, and why did they refer to him as "G"? My decision to stay nestled its way into my mind as thoughts of pristine tranquility overtook me. Pure dopamine sensations rushed into my consciousness, filling every crevasse of doubt I had before. Nothing seemed to matter or exist except for the visions I saw before my eyes. The library also came to mind as I thought about how I would teach Melody and Myles how to read, and how I might have a way of fitting into this puzzle of unknown misfits. I soon brought myself to sleep with my back against the concrete wall. 

	I had entirely forgotten to return to my father that night.



	
This concludes the preview for Victims: Part 1!

	 

	Like what you’ve read so far? Want to continue reading? Need to find out what happens next?

	 

	Please visit the Victims: Part 1 Amazon page to purchase the book for Kindle. The book is also available in paperback and hardcover editions as well!

	 

	Also consider liking our Facebook page to stay up-to-date with all Victims book series news. 

	 

	Further, if you could leave a review on Amazon or Goodreads if you enjoyed this book that would be an incredible help. It’s the least you can do for reading a free portion of a book!

	 

	Thank you again for taking the time to read this story—it truly means a lot!

	 

	Preston Lingle

	-Author of Vicitms: Part 1
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